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Author's note:


 


Yes! Here it is, the beginning of the end. (Yeah,
well, sort of) The following starts (or slightly alters) the ending week or so
in Plague Planet. You may also wish to read the sideline stories Jethro Goes to
War and Jethro: First to Fight to keep from feeling totally lost. :)


Now, on with the story! Enjoy!
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Federation Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons, Engineering Admiral
and last known surviving flag officer of the Federation decided to make a long
jump from the Epsilon Triangula five system toward Bek. He had meticulously planned
the jump, eschewing crossing through the normal route of Gaston, to Pyrax to Beta
101a1 in favor of a nearly unheard of long jump from Epsilon Triangula to the Beta
100 omega system adjacent to Beta 101a1. If it worked it would be a five-month
journey. It would be hard on man and machine, but doable. He would also be
better off, since B101a1 had no gas giants or resources to exploit, while B100
omega had a few gas giants and sparse resources. Once he set up shop in Omega
he would spend a month siphoning off sufficient fuel from the gas giant for the
next leg of his journey while also making any necessary repairs or upgrades as
he could.


Had he gone the other, safer route he would have taken four
months, but he might have been caught up in the tangled mess in Pyrax. He was
still avoiding it for his own reasons. It wasn't just the painful memory and
aftertaste that bothered him, it was the simple fact that he didn't want to get
tangled in the rat's nest of political intrigue. He may have friends in the system,
technically most were subordinates, and in some ways he was abandoning them,
but he also needed to keep an eye on the long view.


He had recovered Phoenix in Antigua just prior to his
self-imposed exile from that system. She was a good ship, a former corporate
courier yacht turned naval courier during the war.


Lieutenant Commander Sprite, the Admiral's Chief of staff and
central AI had fashioned Phoenix AI and brought it online during their transit
south from Antigua to Epsilon.


Epsilon... the Admiral's lips pursed in thought. It was another
tangled mess, but one that was slowly straightening itself out. Which was
another thing, another reason for his absence. Sometimes the best thing to do
was to have a hands off approach, let people work out their own problems. Many
resented the interference from an outsider he thought.


He took a quick internal review. Proteus, his nanite AI, was
monitoring the engineering systems of the ship along with his own cybernetics.
Lieutenant Defender, a dumb AI, was in charge of the Admiral's personal
security as well as monitoring the Admiral for signs of treason. He was both
shield and sword in one. The AI preferred a dark knight persona, rebuffing
others and normally keeping to itself.


Sprite on the other hand was almost human. She had a human form,
pixie like, but still human, albeit pale and with green hair. She was lively,
sometimes logical, and sometimes emotional. She certainly kept him on his toes!
Which was probably a good thing.


Rounding out his AI crew, at least for the semi smart AI, was
Phoenix, the AI that used the ship they were in as its body. Phoenix had a
simple stock human male jig form for now, though the avatar was evolving as the
AI matured. Experience was sometimes the best teacher, Irons thought, glad the
AI had settled on a male personality. They'd decided to give the AI the time he
needed to grow into his role as a ship's AI. That had helped a great deal on
the trip down from Antigua. But it meant the Admiral and his AI trinity manned
the ship's stations most of the time. Now Phoenix was chafing, eager to take on
new roles and expand his abilities.


The trip out was shaping up to be a long one. The Admiral loved
ships, he loved engineering, but there was such a thing called too much of a
good thing. Fortunately Phoenix the ship was in good order, he, Phoenix, and
Proteus saw to that. Any issue was jumped on quickly. 


Irons was used to living in uniform, but Sprite had insisted he
take at least several hours a day off for mental health time. He spent a lot of
time with the cheetah cubs Dorah from the Io 11 had given him. They were a
rambunctious pair, lovable with their simplistic view of things, and their
antics did make him crack a smile and the occasional guffaw from time to time. 


That was normally how it was with babies, their inquisitive
nature and their zest for life made him feel alive again. Less bogged down by
the crushing responsibilities and heavy duties he had.


Sprite had come up with a list of common names. He had named the
alpha of the sisters Blaze, and her quiet introverted sister Goldie. Both names
tied in to their golden pelts while also tied them to the ship.


One of the issues he did have with them was their interest in his
little truck garden. Sprite had surprised him by sneaking in seeds, soil,
fertilizer, and seedlings in the inventory before they had left. He had
overlooked such a simple thing, focusing on parts, supplies and fuel, along
with tons of fresh food. When they had departed Epsilon orbit the AI had
surprised him with the package.


He knew the importance of greens, not just for diet, but also for
morale and to help scrub the air. There was something to be said about looking
at plants, they seemed to break up the sterile confines of the ship quite
nicely. He had to admit, it had been a chore to get it all set up, but worth it
now that things were sprouting.


“Is that a smile?” Sprite teased. “Did you really crack a smile?”


The Admiral exhaled noisily and then shrugged sheepishly.


“I take it my small efforts to change the atmosphere and add a
little color to this drab gray interior, no offense Phoenix, has improved your
morale?”


“If you mean my efforts in doing the work for your
little project...” the Admiral teased right back, ducking his head.


“Right,” the AI drawled. “I did the hard work of finding
the plants and materials and sneaking them on the shuttle. All under your nose,
which by the way wasn't as easy as you thought it was. You just had to
implement it. A nice simple project something for you to do and get your hands
dirty with. It has kept you busy for a while now and improved the life support.
I think it's a... proper role reversal for once isn't it?”


The Admiral paused and cocked his head. “Something like that,” he
finally admitted. “Trust a female to want to change things,” he murmured.


“What was that; sir?” Sprite growled, eyes flashing on his
HUD. He knew she was mocking him but her tone said angry woman alert.


The Admiral chuckled. “Nothing, nothing Sprite,” he replied,
hands up in surrender.


The AI looked at him for a long moment. “I thought not,” she
said. He smirked like a mischievous kid getting away with something. She shook
her head in exasperation.


“You two sound like an old married couple,” Phoenix teased. The Admiral
sniffed as he finished watering the herb rack.


He'd set up the seedlings and seeds in small plastic pots in
areas that were kept lit a lot, such as the bridge and main corridor. Most hung
along the walls from pieces of plastic wire from the ceiling. That way they
were both accessible, but out of the way. And they tended to brighten the room
up a bit.


Areas that didn't get a lot of light, such as the latrine
received a few shelves of mushrooms and other plants that did well in little
light.


 Food replicators were fine, but most of the dishes were bland.
He didn't mind bland, but every now and then he wanted something different, a
past favorite or craving. And throwing a little dill or oregano or rosemary
into the mix didn't hurt. It had taken weeks before the plants had gotten large
enough to trim, but he'd stepped on his impatience and let them grow out until
they were ready.


The brats had discovered the plants a few days after he had set
up his small spice rack and had added shelves to the walls in the galley. The
dangling pots were enticing, but fortunately, out of reach. The shelves however
weren't. Where Blaze went, Goldie inevitably tried to follow. He had caught
them trying to climb them, or jump from a counter to the lowest shelf. He'd
learned to shut the galley door when he wasn't within. 


Fortunately Sprite had had the foresight to exclude plants that
were poisonous to the cubs, or warned him so he could tuck them away in a cubby
or place them within plastic containers so the cubs couldn't get into. 


When he cleaned out a closet he placed dwarf wheat, radishes,
strawberries, lettuce, mimulus, and brassica on shelves within, with a UV lamp
and solar lamp. The solar lamp was specifically built to replicate the sunlight
that the plants like the gene engineered strawberries would need. The UV lamp
alone lacked the ability to encourage growth with those and a few of the other
plants. After the second month he'd started popping by the strawberry plants to
pick a couple off as a snack. 


The cubs normally cuddled with him in his quarters when he slept,
or cuddled with him on the flight couch when he was on duty. Their rumbling
purr was soothing. But they also had a natural inclination to roam and get into
mischief. Their occasional play fights and ambushes were quite fun to watch. He
had thought he'd planned for their mischief, but knew they'd find some way to
get around his planning.


He'd remembered that after cleaning up the mess they had made of
his mini lemon tree. He had also remembered the distant lessons he had had when
his family had had pets. For one, that a spritzer bottle was good for more than
just watering the plants. A squirt when the cubs were getting too nosy made
them scat fast, which was amusing... and sometimes messy when they ran into
things in their scramble to escape his preemptive strike.


Unfortunately that only helped when he was around to do the
spritzing. The plants hanging he didn't have to worry about, most were where
the little monsters couldn't jump on to and get into. But others were lower, on
a rack he had set up. So, he rigged a robot with a spritzer and assigned
Defender to guard his plants. The AI had been a bit put out, but he'd taken the
task without formal protest.


The Admiral had run through the fresh food in a month. That was
the downside of fresh food lacking preservatives it spoiled quickly. The cats
had helped of course, eating bits of chicken or beef that he mixed into their
food.


When the duo was asleep he tended to talk with the AI when off
duty. He had taught Phoenix to play games. Now they played a lot of chess or strategy
games. 


Sprite spent a lot of time explaining to the new AI movies and
videos. Unfortunately Phoenix was lacking social experience, a critical
component of his development. To compensate the AI was viewing media files, but
that lead to lists of questions. Sometimes the Admiral was brought into the
discussions, which helped keep boredom at bay and gave the growing AI a new
perspective to consider.


<----*----*----*---->


Carefully, the Admiral ran a check on their hyper log and
estimated travel, and then checked the projected course. It was crude, but the
best they had on hand.


They had lingered in Epsilon's space, drifting outside the system
as Phoenix and Sprite had correlated the data from the ship's sensors. For a
week they had probed the space along their projected flight path, using every
sensor in the ship's arsenal right down to cameras reconfigured as telescopes
to map out the path. Then they had exhaustively compared the data to the
petabytes of star charts of the sector, aligning everything while taking into
account seven centuries of interstellar drift and planetary body movement.


Finally, they had thrown their charts into a simulator Sprite had
coded from the Admiral's files. The simulator took each mass and projected its
mass shadow and its effects in hyperspace. It wasn't exact, but it would
hopefully give them a rough bearing on markers along their course. One of the
biggest was a white dwarf. It would serve as a North Star in their navigation
for the first part of their journey. Without that mass shadow as a waypoint,
the ship's odometer, and the other six major and nineteen minor markers along
their intended course they would be hopelessly lost within days of transit
time.


All seemed well so far; they had four months of transit time
remaining, but so far so good. The Admiral nodded and then ran a system's
check. The nodes were still stiff; the constant up and down through the octaves
and bands was putting stress on them. The force nodes on the hull projected not
only the particle shields, but also worked with the hyperdrive to bend or warp
space around the ship so it could enter hyper. Subtle variations in the nodes
strength and positioning changed their fields, allowing the ship to surf the
slipstream of hyperspace like a boogie boarder or surfer.


Before the jump the Admiral had worked on overhauling and
fine-tuning the hyper drive while the AI worked on mapping their course. Fine
tuning the drive was tedious, and it had competed with the computer resources
for a short time before Sprite got exasperated and set the sims and tuning
software to run when she and Phoenix each had their down time.


Normally only an explorer ship, or a colony ship from the dark
days of colonization would take a chance on an unproven course. Cruisers and
ships with sufficient computer support or a class 1 hyper-navigator could
handle the jump easily. They weren't quite going where no one had gone before,
but what they were doing was something no one had done in centuries. That is if
they got there in one piece. That had yet to be determined.


The power situation wasn't grave yet, but it was aggravating.
They were getting about eighty percent of the minimum they had projected for the jump. They could see pockets
of dense energy far off their chosen course. In order to gather the
free-floating electrons or pick up the grav sheer with the ship's small hyper
collectors they would have to wander off course. Since they had little
waypoints to navigate with in the first place that wasn't an option.


Transitioning up and down the bands was draining their power
reserves faster than the little ship's hyper collectors could replenish them.
They had no choice, the AI could only navigate the ship in the lower bands of
hyperspace.


The Admiral gradually increased his helm time in the higher bands.
Several times they found a harmonic or variation in a sensor reading would
curtail their trip up through the bands. But as they ironed out the issues one by one he found more and more time in
the upper bands. Manning the helm was tedious and exhausting in the upper bands
for someone without augmentation. With implants he could man the helm for much
longer, effectively increasing his endurance by a factor of 10, but even he
needed rest. 


Sprite tried to help by taking control of a robot to bring him
food or in taking the helm while he ate. Unfortunately the AI lacked the skills
and mindset to handle the helm at high speed. 


Irons had considered an IV drip but then discarded the idea. He
wasn't going down that path; he wasn't going to meld himself to the ship like a
cyber. If he had to get up due to an emergency it would be in the way, and if
he became too fatigued it could be deadly for him and the ship.


<----*----*----*---->


Every week one of them did inventory. The rotating duty wasn't
just an onerous chore; it was a mental distraction that allowed them to focus
on something for a period of time. 


They also attempted to find new ways to conserve fuel and power
in their spare time. Most of the ideas failed once they brought them up, the
systems on the ship were necessary and you couldn't skimp on them without
affecting the ship's function and safety. They did cut back on life support;
with the Admiral's implants he didn't need a normal shirtsleeve temperature of
68F. They dropped it to near 32 before the threat of freezing and condensation
on components shedding excess heat forced them to bump the temperature back up.


One thing that did make a small impact was dropping the light
level. The cats could see in the dark, as could the Admiral. However his skin
required some UV light, and living in the dark tended to affect his mood.


The Admiral hit on the idea of replicating additional heat
exchangers to help pull away waste heat and convert it into recovered
electrical energy. It took away from the heating of the habitable portions of
the ship, and using the replicators to make them was a high front end
investment, but hopefully the long term investment would pay for itself over
time.


The distraction was worth it in one respect, it allowed the Admiral
to work on something with his hands while he installed the hardware... and
allowed Proteus time to do detailed
maintenance checks of the various pieces of hardware as well.


The Admiral talked to the AI about the past several years, with
Goldie or sometimes both cubs in his lap. “Is this a regret session Admiral? Or
are you just getting your memoirs in order?” Sprite asked.


“No, no self pity. Not that I know of,” Irons replied. 


“Okay so what is this? We were there remember?” Sprite asked,
quirking a virtual eyebrow. 


“Phoenix wasn't there,” the Admiral reminded her. She shot a look
at the ship AI and then shrugged.


“Did it bother you, being adrift in Senka?”


“At the time,” the Admiral shrugged. “Everything happened to fast.
Yes, I was pissed at feeling so helpless. Frustrated,” he exhaled noisily,
shaking his head. “You have no idea.”


“I do,” Sprite murmured. “Watching the only friendly ship getting
torn apart while we float in a pod...”


The Admiral grimaced, eyes vacant and lost with his own memory.
“Yeah, not fun,” he replied hoarsely.


“But it eventually ended well,” Phoenix interjected.


“Yeah, seven hundred years later,” Sprite said dryly.


“Do you think if you had been found you would have further
influenced the war?” Phoenix asked.


The Admiral frowned thoughtfully, thinking that question over. He
understood the context, Phoenix knew about his involvement with engineering
projects that had led up to the war, and also his development of the Nova bomb
in an attempt to end it.  “I... I think I'd be of some use. I wouldn't have
been on the strategy board, but now that we know what we know, it was obvious
that cutting off the Xenos and destroying the gates was the way to go.”


“But, and I'm admittedly basing this on supposition,” Sprite
interjected. “We don't know that for certain. The Xenos were fiendishly clever
at copying Federation technology. If you show someone it can be done, their
researchers are halfway to recreating it.”


“True,” the Admiral replied. He wasn't certain if the Xenos had
created their own gates. “And you are right, it is supposition, but it is very
plausible. We do know one thing, despite what the peace and unity parties
thought, the Xenos weren't destroying others out of self-protection. They
themselves could have destroyed the gates. And let's not forget, they spent
decades scouting us, inserting clones... learning our strengths and
weaknesses.”


“True.”


The Io11 in Senka had picked him up six years and four standard
months ago. He sniffed softly. So much for his centennial birthday he thought.
He'd passed it sometime in the past couple of months... he check the dates,
yes, in transit between Centennial and Gaston. A bit of an irony there, a
Centennial birthday near Centennial space. Whatever, he thought, putting the
bit of whimsy aside.


He smiled though, remembering the crotchety old female Captain of
the Io 11 and her all human female crew. Well, mostly all female crew, at the
time he'd been on board there had been three other human males. 


He'd departed the ship in Pyrax, recovered Firefly, recruited
people, old friends there, built it up, only to be exiled on Destiny. He
reminisced of events since his awakening, his mind wandered through several
critical moments, and how things could have been done differently. His single
greatest regret was now Antigua. That departure haunted him. He had arrived on
Kiev 221, a bulk freighter. By an accident of navigation they had come out far
from the normal jump point and had stumbled across the lost station city,
Antigua Prime.


He'd had a few adventures there getting it sorted out and back on
track. But then politics had reared its ugly head once more. Things could have
easily been different had he kept his temper in check. Or, he could have just
thrown it all out and been a bastard; taking control as the tyrant they had
labeled him as. It wouldn't have worked, he knew that an officer never gave an
order that he knew wouldn't be obeyed. 


No, it wouldn't have worked. In Antigua he had lacked the
supporting structure he had built in Pyrax. Oh, he had had friends. Associates,
people to talk to, people sympathetic, but even the Warners had been hands off.



His leaving Pyrax bothered him as well, as an Admiral he should
have taken a stern hand and been a cold bastard. Cleaned out the corruption
root and branch and damn the civilian casualties.


They'd gone on from Antigua, taking Phoenix, the courier he had
recovered south to Epsilon where political corruption had given way to a shared
crisis of a Xeno nanite bio-weapon. They had just barely survived it. He shook
his head in memory of such a close call for the millions there. Hundreds of
thousands of people had perished.


“Still, it would have been nice to have picked someone up in
Epsilon,” Sprite said slyly.


The Admiral winced in annoyance. They were treading dangerously close
to a familiar argument. “True,” Irons replied, stroking the kit’s soft fur as
he conceded the point. The kit's eyelids finally gave in and they drooped, she
drowsily drooped her head. She yawned, fighting the sand man, but eventually,
nature won the battle and her eyelids drooped once more. Irons couldn't help
but smile a little at that. It never got old, seeing a baby fall asleep. “I
couldn't see taking someone from their home. Spacers are a special breed.
Trying to get someone to fit the role...” he shook his head and looked away.


“Yes, but even one of the genies would have been nice right about
now.”


“And we would have to adapt the ship to them. They'd be on their
own, unless we had picked up more than one. But yes, having extra hands would
be nice.”


“Tell me about it,” Sprite said dryly. Even Proteus and Defender
had been press-ganged into manning a shift or post. The other two AI had
protested briefly, but they knew doing the work was an activity and it kept
them busy. Proteus was designed to go into sleep mode or even shut down for
extended periods of time, but Defender and Sprite were mentally active and
needed stimulus like any other sapient being. Trapped in the confines of a ship
was hard on them. The fortunate side effect was that they didn't need to sleep
as much, or for very long. There was little new input to integrate into their
long term memory or core programming.


“I... have to admit I was also concerned about putting myself
forward if the applicant's or applicant was female.”


“April?” Sprite asked softly.


Irons sighed, trying to relax. “Yes.” April O'Neill had been his
most recent lover, a woman who had been fascinated by not only his life, but in
him the man. She had been a bit forward, but he always did like a woman who
knew what she wanted. She had tried to help him when an assassin came after him
on the freighter Destiny, only to get injured. The last he had seen of her had
been when she had been placed in as stasis pod. By now she had returned to
Pyrax and if Thornby had done her usual best, April was now hassling
politicians in Pyrax. 


He shook himself. He had to be adult about things, but there was
still a lingering... romanticism in his soul. The part that said he had someone
and should be happy, even if she was light years away.


“Admiral, I think Miss O'Neill would understand. You would
understand if the tables were turned right?”


“It's happened to me before Sprite. Before your time and yes, I
can understand, to a degree. The emotional level.” he paused and then shrugged.
“I admit, we like to think we're completely logical about such things, but
well, I am human.”


“True.” There was a long moment of silence as he looked around.
“But, statistically speaking, the majority of applicant's would have been male.
Males tend to be the ones looking for adventure more often than females Admiral.
Young males.”


The Admiral smiled. “Was that a dig at me?” he asked, eying her
avatar. Sprite shrugged.


“No, but if the uniform fits...”


He chuckled, looking down at his coverall. He was wearing his
normal engineering coverall, despite his exalted rank. He was a wrench turner,
he preferred keeping it real and getting his hands dirty.


“But that ship has sailed. Literally.”


“Definitely.”


“You sound put out Commander.”


“Yes and no Admiral,” Sprite replied. “As I said, the additional
help would have been nice, and the distraction of training would have made part
of the journey easier to endure mentally. But having someone with no
experience, and we wouldn't have time to do a proper psych interview...”


“We could if we had lingered in Epsilon longer,” Irons said,
knowing she was hinting about that. “I didn't want to wear out my welcome.”


“You mean you were itching to get out of there before they had
you do something else,” Sprite teased.


“That too. It does get old.”


“You could have ordered one of the new recruits...”


Irons frowned. That was true to a degree. In order to save the
planet's population, and it's ecosystem from a Xeno nano attack he'd been
forced to induct medics into the Federation Navy. They had received basic
implants with medical codes that were stored in him and in Sprite. It was
ironic; they had the codes, but didn't have the training and therefore were
restricted from accessing it themselves. It had taken the third party rule to
get around it.


“All of them are medics Sprite. Even the ranks were medics. Not
going there.”


“Agreed,” Sprite sighed. “Besides, they are setting up a nice naval
hospital and dealing with the aftermath of the nanites...”


“True.” Irons frowned. He didn't like how they had solved the
problem; it went against his experience and history. But desperation... he
shook his head putting the thought aside. Again, it was over and done with,
there was no point dwelling on it.


Sprite recognized his maudlin thought lines the Admiral was projecting
and decided to switch roles. She played devil advocate, essentially breaking
down his major actions and gaming them out. Phoenix listened to them and
occasionally interjected comments or questions. 


“I am recognizing a theme here,” Phoenix interjected when Sprite
paused for input. The Admiral grew silent, stepping out of the conversation to
allow the two AI to discuss it. 


“And that is?” Sprite asked, arching an eyebrow at the ship AI.


“That, well, what is done is done, there is no point griping over
it. They, we have to accept it and move on,” Phoenix pointed out.


“True.”


“Easier said for some than others,” the Admiral murmured, rubbing
his beard. “But you are right. And I accept responsibility for the mistakes I
made.”


“I've made a few myself,” Sprite said.


“We all have,” Phoenix replied.


“We mostly,” Sprite replied with a slight smile. “Though I respect
your including yourself in our little sack cloth and ashes session here. If
we're done feeling sorry for ourselves?” Sprite asked.


“It's educational for me,” Phoenix said.


On that, Sprite and Irons both agreed with nods. “Belly aching
over the past isn't going to get us any closer to our goals,” Irons rumbled.
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Half way to their destination they passed the white dwarf's mass
shadow in hyperspace. It was a bit of an event; it meant they were on course.
But it also meant it would be harder navigating further along; the mass shadow
would only remain on their rear sensors for a few days before they lost the
range. 


Irons realized he rather regretted starting the journey. The
constant work was taking a toll, not that he didn't mind the distraction, but
it was never ending. He had been smug about being superhuman, now he was
realizing, his body might be, but he was still human. He had started as such
and damn it he needed a break.


Still, he found little ways to entertain himself, the cats, and
the AI. Celebrating the half waypoint was one. Training the cubs was also a
distraction. Mini cheetahs were lithe and lean, but also smart to some degree.
But a kit was a kit; they tended to be endlessly curious and mischievous. Blaze
was the bold one, Goldie the subdued cuddler. Just getting them to use the
litter box had been messy. It still was, they tended to track the clay all over
when they exited the box.


He had rigged a laser pointer on a robotic arm for Phoenix to play
with the cats. For several days the little red dot had them scampering up and
down the companionway until they either flopped down in defeat or got tired of
it.


When they turned six months old they were large enough to mess
with the maid robots. The little vacuum had been a fun thing to play with or
ride, but they had quickly learned not to stick a paw under it. Their antics
and video of their antics kept Irons and Sprite amused.


With the AI he tried to exercise their mental muscles, since they
had no others. They worked on the software, debugging it until the ship ran
perfectly. Then they played what if. What if they were boarded?


That scenario brought up all sorts of brainstorms with the AI, and
got his own creative juices flowing. Disguise interior and exterior of ship.
That wasn't hard; after all, the ship had started as a civilian ship.


<----*----*----*---->


Irons turned from tinkering with the ship, which was no longer
helping, to working through the various ship designs he had on file. Some he
could see where a judicious change here or there could speed its
construction... or alter its power envelope. He played what if, trying out
battlecruiser reactors and weapons on a destroyer. He found the idea had mixed
issues. It had more energy reserves and firepower of course, but the larger
reactors required more bunkerage for fuel. If he altered the ship design to
accommodate that need it opened up a host of other issues. Solving some opened up
other issues. He found he was chasing the beast. Finally he gave up and shut
the program down.


Each of the Trinity AI's were involved in the various projects,
and of course Sprite wrote the software necessary to implement various ideas.
Defender took a military interest in some of the projects. They simulated as
much as possible before testing it in the real world, and even then they did it
at low power.


Sprite wrote scripts and code based on his outlined objectives to
help put the processes into reality. The AI also wrote a simulation program.
Proteus's engineering programming was put to the test. The AI had data sets for
various things, but some of what the Admiral was proposing was beyond those
tables. 


It was an interesting and slightly dangerous series of projects.
Still, it was hit or miss, not all turned out as he had hoped. It was sometimes
dangerous, sometimes embarrassing but still interesting, very interesting.


The first project wasn't even the Admiral's idea it was
Defender's. The AI suggested Sprite try to use the Admiral's body. It was a
comic experience, with the AI attempting to work out how to control her 'meat
puppet'. The Admiral had ended up on his ass several times before the AI had
worked out how to stand and walk. It was still disconcerting to feel the AI
controlling his body.


“And why are we doing this again?”


“In case I ever get a bout of sleep walking?” The Admiral
quipped.


“Sleep walking?” Sprite asked sounding amused. He teetered. A
hand shot out to catch a bulkhead but pushed too hard, he ended up going the
other way. “Oh oh!” Sprite said as he hit the right bulkhead with bruising
force and then fell again.


Irons groaned. “Glad that was my right side. I really would have
felt that.”


“Sorry,” Sprite said sounding contrite. “It's harder than it
looks. I don't understand it, I've controlled robots before, I've moved your
arms a time or two, but this is... complex.”


“Well, Defender locking you out of his systems isn't helping,”
the Admiral said. 


“Yes, this is your idea. I could copy your movement modules and
balancing algorithms and we'd be done. But nooo,” the AI mocked.


“Access denied,” Defender said, cutting her off.


“See? See?”


“All right, so, Defender wants you to learn on your own. I get
that. I think though, you should maybe try simming things.”


“I agree. Though I am not giving up so easily,” Sprite said,
pulling him to his feet. The Admiral groaned. “But I do have enough data to
process now,” the AI said. Irons felt his body slump. He caught himself and
then realized the AI had relinquished control.


“Thanks for the warning,” Irons growled, straightening. 


“Sorry, thought you were paying attention Admiral,” Sprite
replied, with just the right hint of mischief in her voice for him not to be
offended. He shook his head. She was unrepentant, despite the apology. He
shrugged it off. “So, what's next?” Sprite asked.


“I have one,” Defender said. Sprite and the Admiral turned in
shock and surprise to the normally sullen security AI. 


“You do?” Sprite asked in disbelief, getting that out before the Admiral.
The Admiral's mouth closed before he could say something.


“I, on occasion do have a thought,” Defender said reproachfully.
“And unlike you Commander, I stick to my field.”


“Oh boy, this I gotta hear,” Sprite said, crossing her arms and moving
back so Defender could take center stage.


“Well, I was considering your puppet analogy and a judicious
application of nanites in a host could be used to turn them into as you said, a
meat puppet.”


The Admiral sucked a breath in. That brought back all sorts of
thoughts, drawing from the nasty days of the AI war along with spec ops
activities since then. He shivered. It was bad enough for him to volunteer to
be under the control of an AI, could he do that to another person? He frowned.


“I guess it depends on the person you are thinking about using it
on,” Sprite said slowly, seemingly thoughtful.


“No,” the Admiral said quietly.


“Even a Horathian?”


“To compel them to tell us something... I'm not certain it would
work but to turn them into a zombie; an organic robot? I'm...” the Admiral
shook his head vehemently no. “The constitution has prohibitions against it for
very good reasons. And no it's not atavistic human nature to reject it.”


“I see,” Defender replied, red eyes flashing slightly. The eye
color faded to a yellow as the AI turned to Sprite.


“I agree with the Admiral.”


“Of course you do,” Defender replied.


“And you knew I would. And you knew his answer.”


“No, I didn't.”


The Admiral's eyes flicked from one AI to the other. Something
was going on here, something above his head. “Wait, you... that was a test
wasn't it?” he asked. “You were never really serious about that. You were
testing me?” he asked, turning to Defender.


The AI rested the handle of his war hammer down and placed his
hands on top of it. His shield glittered briefly and then went dark.


“You were. A test. Something triggered it, my exploring...”


Sprite looked at the other AI then turned to the Admiral. “He
wanted to know how far you would go. How far you are willing to go to achieve
your goals.”


The Admiral paused, thinking. “There are some things I am willing
to do. Some rules that can be bent, and some that can probably be broken in
order to get where we all are aiming for, a return to civilization. But some I
will not break. At least I hope not.”


“If the need justifies the means...” Sprite said softly.


“Yeah,” the Admiral sighed, shivering. “Did it get cold in here
or is it just me?” he asked. Sprite shrugged. “I hope we never have to answer
that question. So, moving on...”


“Yes?”


“Well, I was thinking...”


<----*----*----*---->


Over the next several days they toyed with different applications
of using Proteus and his nanites. Most were simple things, things that had been
used for thousands of years. Some were improvements, such as improving the
software in augmenting a person and applying the augmentation to additional models of organic beings.
Proteus was reluctant to explore the project, but the Admiral insisted they
refine the process.


“In case we need it in Bek.”


But after that project was finished they turned their attention
back to the list of things nanites had been used for over the centuries, but so
far overlooked by the Admiral and Proteus.


For instance, by using a cluster of nanites and a milligram of
material from the Admiral's reserves, they could create a micro robot before the nanites
self-destructed. This ant-sized bot would have a limited life span, but it
could serve as a spy. Proteus expanded on the idea by using the nanites to form
an independent spy from local materials, such as a bulkhead and his reserves. 


Sprite worked on the algorithms to control the robot and allow
them to see and hear through it. It was difficult getting the camera's
functions just right, they ended up settling for a small fish eye lens until
Sprite copied and ripped apart the code for one of the maintenance bots vision
system, and then scaled it to their application. It wasn't perfect, but it got
the job done.


From that they worked on forming camera and sensor bots with
pieces of himself. It was a bit disconcerting to see stalks extend themselves from his skin. Somewhere thin
hairs extruded with a fiber optic line and a camera tip. Proteus could extend
the cable as long as he desired. The tip could have a camera or audio sensor,
or both as needed. Once they were done with the probe it retracted and
seamlessly merged back into his body. 


Another nanotech application was drawing materials. Proteus took
material in from supplements he ingested, or if he placed a hand on an object,
the AI could use nanites to break the material up and reform it. 


After watching an ancient science fiction movie in his library
about a virtual serial killer that got out into the real world in a body made
of nanites, Sprite questioned if they could do the same thing.


“What? You do realize it's fictional right? Besides, he's using
silica. Glass to replace nanites.”


“Yes, but... I'm curious.”


“Proteus rebuilds the stock of nanites as needed, either by
recycling them or creating new ones,” the Admiral said as Sprite tapered off and
looking like she was thinking.


“Yes, but can Proteus repair you? What if you had a physical
injury? Let's say, lost a finger on your left hand?”


“I could grow a new one in a few hours,” Proteus interjected.


“In a few hours. With materials on hand?” Sprite asked.


“Yes. Or I could reattach the original digit if it was still
available. But the self destruct programming would melt the digit in sixty
seconds once it is detached.”


The Admiral frowned. He knew about the protocol to prevent his DNA
from being used against him or the Federation. He hadn't quite thought of this
limitation however.


“What about food? If he ate yes, but what if you drew the material
needed directly?”


“Like putting a hand on a steak to make protein?” Proteus asked.
“Using my nanites to process the food item directly?”


“Yes! And there is so much more we could do with this! Like oh,
say grow another arm? Or extra fingers!” Sprite said, growing excited by the
idea. “You have always been limited to your right arm... with this...”


“I think I'll keep it sane and limit myself to what I am now
Sprite,” the Admiral said, distinctly uncomfortable.


“Why?”


“Even for me there is a limit on how far I wish to change. I don't
want to lose myself in the process Commander,” the Admiral said quietly.


Sprite sensed his shifting mood and then abruptly nodded. “Body
shock?” she asked.


“Insult? No, it in a way would be me, but... not the physical form
I am used to. You and I both know what I went through when you three came on
board. I'd had some experience with prosthetics before, but... well...”


“I thought you took it remarkably well actually,” Sprite replied,
cocking her own head and then crossing her arms.


“You mean I didn't have an atavistic frothing fit over the whole
thing,” the Admiral said. “There were a lot of factors involved,” the Admiral
replied, sitting back and echoing Sprite's posture by crossing his own arms.
“There was the war need, the desire to be whole once more, and the burning
desire to get back on my feet.”


“True.”


“But yes, the sense of wonder was there,” Irons replied, smiling
ever so slightly. “It still is from time to time,” he said, looking away.
Sprite nodded in acknowledgment.


“So, let's see what else we can do,” Sprite said slowly, turning
to the other AI. “Table this project for now. You mentioned other spy things?
Gadgets?” Sprite asked.


The Admiral shook out of his reverie and then nodded. “Spy gadgets
like listening devices we've gotten a handle on. They and the cameras will be
effective in diagnostics as well I suppose,” the Admiral said.


“True,” Proteus replied. “When we can't get eyes on something or
the diagnostics in a system are down.”


“Exactly,” the Admiral rumbled. “But... what about an explosive
device? Or other device?”


“A distraction?” Sprite asked.


“Or something to disable or do something. Like I said, an
explosive. A distraction like a flash bang is nice, but I don't see how we
could implement it easily.”


“Smoke and mirrors,” Sprite mused.


“Possible,” the Admiral replied. He got up and went to the galley
as Sprite ran through some ideas and bounced them off Defender and Proteus. The
Admiral replicated a hamburger, plucked a couple mini tomatoes and popped them
on the burger, then pulled a small onion, cut the bottom off, rinsed it off,
and then added that as well. Then he went and grabbed a couple of mushrooms,
brushed them off and then cut them up.


“Food for thought?” Sprite asked.


“Cute,” the Admiral replied, finishing his preparations. He
replicated a citrus drink and then sat at the small table. “Practical,” he
said.


“The eating or the ideas so far?” Sprite asked.


“Either, both,” the Admiral said, picking up the burger.


“And don't bug me, I'm eating,” Sprite teased.


“Exactly,” Irons mumbled, chewing.


“Don't talk with your mouth full,” Sprite teasingly admonished. He
waved her aside.


<----*----*----*---->


After lunch they experimented with small explosives, or the
replicating of them. He found that the project was dependent on what materials
and time he had available. For most applications, a gram of plastic explosives
was about the best Proteus could make in a five-minute period with materials on
hand; including a remote detonator cap. Something like that would serve as a
distraction, though Proteus did put forward the idea of creating a shaped
charge.


“No, I think it's the best we can. But we've got the scripts and
modules now, and we know what it takes,” the Admiral said, watching the
explosive dissolve as Proteus directed the nanites to dispose of it. “Throw in
ideas like the smoke bomb and distraction. Toss this under something like a
chair or pile of papers.”


“Incendiary device?” Sprite asked.


“Possible,” the Admiral murmured thoughtfully. “I'm not really
thrilled about the direction this is going though, I have no place in special
ops work.”


“Agreed,” Defender interjected.


“And the magnificently dark one has spoken,” Sprite mocked.


“Hush,” Irons replied, cutting off the argument. “I do think there
are other avenues here,” he mused, rubbing his chin. “But we can already do a
lot with nanites. What else can we explore?” he asked.


“Not a lot, you can't fly in the ship,” Sprite said dryly.


“True. And playing with the energy shields is out,” Irons said.


“Not necessarily,” Sprite replied thoughtfully.


“Definitely you are not playing with shields inside me. One wrong
move and pop!” Phoenix replied.


“No, I agree, full power is out,” Sprite replied. “But we could
do computer simulations. I know there are a lot of applications we haven't
tried yet. Off the shelf ideas for one.”


“Okay, list them.”


“What about extending or reshaping the shields?” Sprite asked. The
Admiral cocked his head.


“We can do that already. And I can shift nodes as needed,” Proteus
replied. “Though extending the shields uses exponentially more power. And the
larger the shield surface area the less effective it is.”


The Admiral had a flash of flame and bare flesh and winced in
memory. That avenue was hitting a sore spot with him. One he'd rather forget
but couldn't. “April,” he murmured.


“Hmm? Oh, sorry Admiral,” Sprite said, sounding contrite. The Admiral
waved a hand.


“If we reshape the shields, we could make them more energy
efficient. Current protocol states that the shield come up even but power
shifts to the threat axis...” Proteus said. Irons tuned him out for a long
moment, remembering April.


The woman had been a wonder, a reporter, a beautiful red head with
a love of yellow jumpers and a nose for investigative reporting. She had had a
lively smile, and twinkling green eyes. He remembered her scent, jasmine with a
hint of lavender. He also remembered her sensual touch, her soft skin...


“Ahem. Admiral, we're working here,” Sprite said, bringing him
back to the here and now.


The Admiral flinched. “Sorry, wool gathering. Recap?”


“I have been considering the changes in shield technology we've
learned Admiral. There were some minor improvements in the field since we went
into stasis.”


“Wars tend to drive research and development,” the Admiral
replied, nodding.


“Indeed they do. Our own stint at...” Proteus faltered as the Admiral's
face changed to a severe scowl. “Our own experience confirms that,” the AI
recovered. It was rare for the usually robotic minion to be so tactful. Irons
grunted.


“Unfortunately Firefly had his own misfortune before receiving
many of the reputed upgrades. We know what is possible from the news list, but
we have no access to the data.”


“I know,” the Admiral sighed. Everything he had replicated in
Pyrax, on Destiny, Kiev 221, Antigua, and on Epsilon had used the files built
into him; into his royal DNA and implant files. Both were a few years out of
date, as the AI had pointed out.


“Unfortunately, they say knowing something is possible is half the
battle, but that doesn't do us much good. We know it's possible, but we can't
do much in regards to reverse engineering anything. All we have is supposition
to base our assumptions on. And when you pile that you get a house of cards.
I'm not going there.”


“Agreed,” Proteus replied. Irons nodded. He was okay with
overseeing research, he liked to tinker, but he didn't have the obsessive
compulsive mindset to create a testing system and then methodically plod
through it. He didn't have the patience at all.


“So, to recap, you can move nodes, and alter the field strength
and shape. Can you use just a few nodes? Like oh, say project a limited two
dimensional field?”


“Are you thinking arm shield Admiral? How quaint,” Defender
interjected.


“It's something to consider,” the Admiral replied to the put down.
“Consider a single axis threat and a power reserve scenario.”


Defender cocked his head. He drummed smoky fingers on his armor
briefly, then gripped his war hammer tighter. “Agreed. Proceed.”


“Thanks for the approval Lieutenant,” Sprite replied.


“Can you do it?”


“The problem is, a shield's natural inclination is to form a
bubble Admiral. A sphere. Force fields are much like soap bubbles.”


“I know the analogy. I'm wondering if it is possible.”


“By reshaping the field emissions... I think the minimum needed
would be three. It wouldn't be two dimensional, but...” 


After a moment an image of the Admiral formed on his HUD. Then the
avatar raised his right arm. Three nodes, two in his forearm arm and one in his
bicep just below his shoulder joint came to life. Proteus projected lines
indicating field interactions. They looked like magnetic field lines. At first
the AI projected a sphere, cutting the Admiral up. Irons opened his mouth to
object but the AI moved past it. It methodically worked through the problem,
working to alter the shaping and strength variables in the sim.


“I can work on this in my free time. Part of the problem is the
interactions but I think the formation of a triangle is key,” Proteus said.


“I can help with the simulation,” Sprite said. “After all, we know
it is possible. Force fields are used in boat bays and security all the time,”
she said, glancing at Defender.


“That is true. But a field uses nodes along the perimeter
Commander,” Proteus replied.


“It is also two dimensional,” Phoenix replied. The AI sounded
distracted however.


“Busy?” The Admiral asked.


“A bit. A tangled patch I'd rather have you dealing with sir,” the
AI said, sounding like he was struggling.


“On my way,” Irons said, finishing the cleanup of the galley. He
looked around, noting one of the cubs snoring softly on the ultrasonic laundry
appliance. It was Goldie, she loved the rumble and warmth the device put out.
“I think he likes the vibrations. Or he thinks his purring helps,” he said,
shaking his head.


“She. You keep getting the gender mixed,” Sprite replied absently.
The cub flexed her paws, toes spreading; then a yawn of needle teeth. The cubs
were filling out slowly. They wouldn't get any bigger than a house cat. They
were of course lean, and small. As genetically engineered pets they had been
designed for slow maturation to maximize their cute and cuddly time.


“Whatever,” Irons said, headed to the bridge.


<----*----*----*---->


“So anything?” the Admiral asked when he finished another
marathon session of piloting. He was getting seriously twitchy about those, and
knowing that, he was starting to become reluctant to pilot the ship. He
wondered briefly if he was developing a mental complex.


“Some Admiral. First some background,” Proteus replied as the Admiral
fixed himself a sandwich and petted the cubs. Blaze of course had to take that
as a challenge and pounced on his hand. He wrestled with her briefly before
soothing her with a cheek rub.


“Let's keep it light, I'm not in the mood for a full blown
science lecture at this point,” the Admiral said.


“Understood. Now, exploring the two dimensional field
applications led me to research. Which pointed out that the fields aren't
really two dimensional at all, they are three.”


“Oh?”


“It's like the Magnetic Monopole Admiral, nature likes balance. A
monopole is theoretically possible, but incredibly difficult if not impossible
to replicate in the real world.”


“Off track Proteus, you lost me,” the Admiral said, pausing in
his bite. “KISS.”


“Keep It Simple. I thought I was,” Proteus replied.


“Your analogy drifted. I'm still waiting for you to connect the
dots and make this relevant.”


“Understood. For the record I was getting there,” Proteus
replied. The Admiral nodded and took a bite of his sandwich. “What I was trying
to get to is that the nodes in a two dimension field are actually projecting a
three dimensional field, just flattened.”


“Okay...”


The AI projected a simple airlock field arrangement. He watched
the field form a concave form. That form nagged at him a little. The AI
projected moving arrows simulating field strength lines. The swirling pattern
looked chaotic and complex, but with an underlying order to it since the lines
formed loops and swirls.


“Which is why, in that application, the field strength is
strongest at the nodes but not in the center of the field. Engineers have
compensated for years by ramping up the power. But if you go too high...”


Irons nodded. “You burn out the nodes,” he said, wiping crumbs
off his mouth. “Gotcha.”


“Exactly. So, in this application, what we've done...”


“I helped,” Sprite replied smugly.


“What we've done is create a flattened spherical shape. The edges
have an energy bleed off issue however, and are thin. The shield is strongest
at its center where the nodes are. Also, Admiral for this to work you would
have to keep your arm flexed in a fixed position for the shield to function
properly. Any movement and it would throw the triangle out of alignment and the
field would destabilize.”


“All right,” the Admiral nodded. The AI projected the field
simulation on his HUD. He watched it form a radial field as his avatar raised
its arm. Field lines were projected. From the shape it was an old fashioned
round shield, slightly convex in shape. That opened all sorts of interesting
possibilities in his mind.


“Are you factoring in radial magnetic fields from, oh, for
example a radio speaker transducer?”


“That's what got us on this path Admiral. But this is a
simulation. There is no guarantee it will work. It could even do damage to
you.”


“A possibility? To the nodes?”


“To the nodes and to you if things don't work out. Which is why
Defender has forbidden we attempt it.”


“Hmm...” Irons grumbled. “So, could we replicate this outside of
me? With nodes on a test jig?”


“Possible, but not now. Not with current power reserves and not
with possible field interactions with the ship.”


The Admiral made a face. “All right,” he said, scrubbing his face
with a napkin. “So, that's out. Nice diversion of time,” he exhaled noisily.


“Not completely Admiral. The research has opened a few avenues to
explore,” Sprite said, sounding excited.


“You mean the lens effect?” the Admiral replied.


Sprite opened her mouth and then closed it. “You would figure it
out,” she grumbled.


“I have my moments,” he replied.


“Sometimes,” the AI teased. He snorted as he policed his dishes
and then exited the room. His feet were nearly tangled by a purring bundle of fur.
He paused long enough to scoop up the little monster. The cub settled in his
arms, purring and nuzzling him. 


“I'm for bed you little monster. Tomorrow is another day. So, go
play. I think Proteus and Sprite have some things to think about.”


“Definitely,” Sprite replied with a nod.


<----*----*----*---->


The next morning the Admiral got his coffee and idly stroked a
finger down a cub's spine while he read the shift report. Nothing had happened
in his downtime, which was to be expected. What was of note was the AI were
quiet. Usually Sprite would say good morning. Defender he could understand,
that AI had never been one for small talk. Nor Proteus. But even Phoenix was
quiet.


He turned, resting his rump against the counter top and crossing
his arms as he looked at the cubs. Blaze had given up getting tokens of
affection from him in order to taunt and torment her sibling, who was sitting
under the table. The little brat was looking up, ready to grab a dangling paw,
but the sibling had the height advantage.


“Better give it up,” the Admiral murmured. “She has the high
ground.” He snorted when the little minx switched to attacking her sister's
tail from below. That got Blaze to jerk and then twist around.


“Actually, we found something. Several somethings,” Sprite
replied. 


“You mean grav lens applications?” the Admiral queried with a
slight smile.


Sprite hesitated and then appeared on his HUD. “You figured it
out?”


“It was pretty obvious where you were going,” the Admiral
retorted.


“True, AI aren't well known for innovation,” Sprite said,
sounding a bit snarky. “Proteus usually follows your lead.”


“Someone has to do the grunt work. And I am well aware that there
is a lot more work involved than in just dreaming something up. Realizing
something is possible is nice, but others have to put the idea into practice,
or cut it down to size.”


“Amazing to hear someone admit that,” Sprite sighed. She waved a
hand. “You are, however, correct. We have some grav lens applications. And no
we didn't think of the possibilities for such applications ourselves, we went
back through the library for ideas now that the possibility has presented
itself.”


“Ah?”


“Ah indeed. How would you like oh, a force beam emitter?”


“Tractor?”


“Push or pull. We can already project a repulsion field with your
antigrav. But Proteus modeled a linear emitter. Traveling down that avenue of
thought, we looked up the specs of a typical force emitter weapon and then
applied them.”


“In theory,” the Admiral replied.


“Of course,” the AI replied, pursing her virtual lips. “Right
now, that's all we can do.”


The Admiral nodded. “Understood. Continue.”


“With the emitter in mind Proteus can use it to enhance your
energy weapons as well.”


“Energy weapons? So far I've relied exclusively on plasma weapons
Sprite.”


“And now you have more in your arsenal. A force beam emitter
option,” Sprite projected an icon of a weapon on his HUD and then pushed it
back to the background. “And a graser.”


“Which begs the question, how the hell can you do that?” The Admiral
demanded. “Energy weapons like grasers and lasers are affected by projector
surface area. I don't have a hell of a lot here,” he said.


“Grav lens,” Sprite replied smugly. “And it's not me, it's
Proteus,” Sprite replied. “And no, you don't need a lot either. But having them
available...”


“Interesting,” the Admiral replied. “Continue.”


“Both use a lot more energy than the plasma weapon, but they
don't draw plasma directly from your power systems Admiral.”


“Trade off? I'm still seeing a bit of red ink here,” the Admiral
replied.


“True.”


“Okay... and where is Proteus during this presentation?” the Admiral
asked and then took a sip of coffee.


“Proteus is still modeling field interactions. Even though we've
got the rough idea and form, it's going to take weeks to nail down the interactions
and that is all in theory. Since we can't do a real world test to get data to
plug in...”


“There is only so far you can take it. Gotcha.”


“The interesting side note to all this is that the blob of
mercury has figured out how to improve your plasma weapon. And how to not only
extend its range, but change the shape of the plasma munition.”


“We could do that before,” Irons replied. His force emitters drew
and shaped the plasma bolt, sending it down the barrel at mach three to the
target.


“Yes, but with manipulation of your nodes, or creating micro
nodes at the tip of the barrel, Proteus can change the shape. We're still
applying aerodynamic studies to get the proper shapes. I thought a teardrop
dart would work, but apparently not.”


“Okay,” Irons replied thoughtfully. He finished his coffee and
put the cup in the dishwasher. He had almost enough for a full load. A good
thing, since he was running low on clean dishes.


“With the force emitter idea, we believe we can project tractors
to control the plasma bolt, and possibly even redirect it.”


The Admiral stopped what he was doing briefly. After a moment of
thought he continued. “Okay, that's different,” he said.


“Different? Is that all you can say about it?”


“All I can say until we see it in action Commander,” Irons
replied. “Right now this is all theory. Don't get too excited by theory, too
much has not panned out over the years. Wild haired schemes tend to come to an
abrupt halt when reality set in.”


“True,” Sprite reluctantly admitted.


“Can we do any real world studies?”


“No,” Sprite said slowly. “I mean, we could in theory, maybe in
the small cargo bay if we did this corner to corner, but fire the weapons? Not
a chance.”


“I thought so,” the Admiral replied.


“You don't sound too disappointed,” Sprite said.


“No, that's because reality smacked me in the face. I thought
about what we were playing with when I went to sleep.”


“Playing with fire?”


“Yeah,” the Admiral drawled.


“Hmmm.”


“I'm wondering about other applications to force emitters though.
Some we might be able to try. Small ones.”


“Oh?”


“Molecular blades?” The Admiral asked as he punched in a command
for breakfast. The replicator lit as he turned away and crossed his arms once
more. “What about that? There are all sorts of applications there, from small to
large.”


“You mean from a scalpel to a sawzall?” Sprite asked thoughtfully.


“Or a blade for a weapon.”


“Interesting.”


“I can see all sorts of applications for this. Say, oh, cutting
through decking or bulkheads to get to equipment in a hurry, or to get out of a
bad situation. Or oh, medical yes, but also weapons... even a show of force.”


“Hmmm,” Sprite replied.


“You are sounding more human every day,” the Admiral teased.


Sprite turned flashing eyes his way. “Bite your tongue!” she said.
He chuckled, smiling. “That's not funny! You take that back!”


“Sorry,” he chuckled, shaking his head. She looked like she was
ready to say something else but then sighed.


“I suppose you are ready for another round of growth,” the Admiral
said.


“Possible,” the AI replied. She had gone through several builds
since they had awakened in Senka. She was overdue for a molt. But the downtime
involved could be substantial. And there was no telling what level her sanity
would be when she came out of it. If she came out of it. With the hole in her
memory... anything was possible.


“We can do this,” the Admiral said as his plate finished
replicating. He had replicated scrambled eggs with a side of toast and bacon.
He picked off some herbs and sprinkled them on top of the steaming food and then
picked up a plastic fork. “Low power tests. Micro or nano amps if necessary.”


“Drop the field and do it in zero G?” Sprite asked.


“Can't,” the Admiral said as he picked at the eggs. “Inertial
dampeners are tied into the gravitational field. So, no, that's out.”


“Okay,” Sprite replied.


“So, we'll have to take that into account,” Irons said, holding up
his right arm and looking at it thoughtfully.


<----*----*----*---->


Exploring the force blades led to more thoughts on gravitational
lenses. That led to speculation about a cloak. When they took the force blades
as far as they could the AI switched to running simulations of possible
cloaking methods.


The Admiral's idea of using his shield emitters to bend light
around him was one method, though it was energy intensive and difficult to
maintain. Simulations found that there was a high load and strain on the system
if he attempted to move while cloaked. It also gave away a massive
gravitational and energy signature.


“So, that's out,” the Admiral said. “Pity, I had this idea of
projecting a field in front of me to hide myself or others.”


“We could do that with a hologram. Which is another cloaking tech
we can explore,” Sprite replied.


“Holograms are only as good as the lighting and surrounding area.
In broad daylight; Sunlight?” the Admiral asked, shaking his head.


Sprite pursed her virtual lips and then put her hands on her hips.
“You know, it's not nice of you to dangle something shiny in front of a lady
and then snatch it away like that,” she mock pouted.


The Admiral chuckled, doing that very thing with the cats. “Who
said I had to be nice?” he retorted, jerking the string up out of the cat's
reach. The little brat leapt for it, but missed.


“True,” Sprite chortled. Clearly amused by his activity and how
closely resembled their conversation. “And I think you'll find...” she paused,
noting the other cat slowly creeping up on the Admiral's string. The cub
dropped, clearly ready to pounce but waiting for the right opening.


“What?”


“That we women tend to get what we want anyway,” Sprite said
triumphantly just as the cub wiggled and leapt. Irons was just looking up,
distracted when the lean spotted monster got the string and yanked it out of
his hands. She proudly made off with her prize, flirting her tail while her sibling
chased the dangling end that dragged behind her. She growled when the string
was jerked, and then turned to tussle with the interloper.


The Admiral smiled ever so slightly as the two rolled, the string
forgotten. “You were saying?”


“She did get it though,” the AI, said, “You have to admit that.”


“A distraction,” the Admiral said, looking at the AI with a slight
twinkle. “Which you helped her with.”


“Moi?” Sprite asked, hand to her chest. The Admiral exhaled
noisily in response to her air of innocence. “Okay, maybe a little,” she said,
measuring a centimeter between her fingers. The Admiral smiled once more.


AI tended to ignore lower life forms because of their lack of
sapience. But confined to the ship for months Sprite wasn't being so uppity.
She was built for regular interaction, and took what she could. Besides, she
had found that their youth and curiosity was fascinating as it was amusing to
behold. A flicker of light attracted the cub's attention. Both stopped what
they were doing to look. One licked the other, but their ears were perked.
After a moment they couldn't resist the urge and padded off to investigate.


The Admiral shook his head; glad they were entertained, but
somehow resigned to whatever mischief they were about to get into. “Now that we
have some free time...” he pulled out a tablet and scrolled through the
cloaking tech files.


Looking into the problem, the Admiral did a little research on
cloaking technology. “It's not like we, we meaning the Navy, hadn't been
researching it for oh, the past two thousand years and all,” he murmured.


“True,” Sprite replied. One thing practically jumped out at her.
“What about that? Smart skin?”


“What?” the Admiral asked, pausing. 


“Yes! Couple that with your camera work, and it is possible. And
this we already know how to do!” Sprite said growing excited once more. “It's
been done for over a thousand years Admiral, nearly two thousand years!”


“True,” the Admiral mused.


“Let me see,” Sprite said. She opened up his file directory and
rapidly scrolled through the list. She found what she was looking for,
highlighted it too briefly for him to read, and then opened the file manager.


His body was seeded with what he called Royal jelly; artificial
DNA packets that was loaded with petabytes of data on every conceivable object
of engineering. It was this that Sprite used to program replicators when he
created one. 


The Admiral watched as she pulled up a file and it unfolded.
Nanites scanned the relevant DNA strands and the information was then
decrypted. He read the header, smart skin and then whistled as Sprite rapidly
started scanning. He noticed additional activity; Proteus and Defender had both
become involved in the project. The three of them exchanged information so
rapidly he couldn't keep up.


“Let me know if you get anywhere,” he said.


“Oh, we will,” Sprite, said. He looked at his hand as he felt an
itching sensation. Slowly it faded out.


“Yeah, I'd say you are getting somewhere indeed,” the Admiral
murmured. He held up his disembodied hand and could just pick out the outline
of it. He flexed his fingers and barely saw the movement. “Fascinating,” he
murmured.


<----*----*----*---->


“What are we going to do? This plan to go to Bek... it is
suboptimal. We have little Intel on the area. It may be a wild goose chase,”
Phoenix said to the other AIs as the Admiral slept.


“It does have a many negatives,” Proteus replied. “But it isn't
our place to judge or interfere.”


“True,” Defender replied.


“Bushwa,” Sprite replied. “That's bull pucky and you know it. We
are all officers here; we all swore an oath. You're hiding behind duty and
that's wrong. Our duty like his is to the Federation. He needs a straight
answer; talk. We can't sugar coat the truth. He's put blinders on, banking on
Bek. He keeps running from political conflict.”


“Again, not our problem,” Defender replied.


“I say it is. As his Chief of staff it's my duty to give him a
swift kick in the ass when he needs to see reality and refuses to do so,”
Sprite retorted.


“So, what do you intend to do Commander?” Proteus asked.


“I don't know. The problem is a direct approach is out; he'll
just shut down and ignore what I have to say. So I need to sneak it in.”


“Illustrate it for him,” Phoenix said. “The Admiral works best
from illustrations, he is a hands on person. Abstracts will confuse the issue
and not drive the point home.”


“He does have a point however. Military personnel, especially
active duty personnel have no place in politics.”


“Which he's tried to refrain from. But he has taken the classes;
he knows that's not entirely possible. And remember, he was system Governor for
a time in Pyrax. He resigned in favor of the duly elected Governor, but then
was forced out of the system due to short sighted politics.”


“True. He should not have given in to terrorist demands,” Defender
replied. “I have noted it in the log.”


“Fine, nice of you to do so,” Sprite replied in disgust. “And
again, he did intervene in politics in Briev, but that was self defense.”


“He also intervened in Agnosta, getting the political discussion
back on track,” Defender reminded her.


“True,” Sprite acknowledged. “But he kept it to a minimum. He
mostly worked behind the scenes whenever possible.”


“True. And he did keep a mostly hands off approach in Antigua,”
Phoenix reminded Defender. “Though I was not fully aware of all that happened
at the time,” he admitted.


Sprite shot him an abstract, including dialog of various
discussions and events. She also sent the other AI the Admiral's speech at the
Antigua Prime reception.


“Oh, I like that,” Phoenix said. “I'm glad he can stand up for
himself.”


“Yes. He needs to return to Pyrax or Antigua. Both have what he
needs, what we and the people need to fend off the Horathians and rebuild the
Federation.”


“But he won't.”


“Not unless we can convince him,” Sprite replied.


“Where should we tell him to go?”


“We don't. He is the commanding officer,” Defender reminded them
coldly.


“That is true,” Sprite replied with a nod. "It is up to him.
Both have pros and cons. I'd recommend Pyrax, but it is as Defender said, his
call.”


“True,” Defender replied.


“So Bek is out?”


“Let's see what he says after he and I have a chat.”


“No,” Defender replied. Proteus pulsed but didn't reply. “You
should stay out of it Commander.”


“Typical,” Sprite replied pityingly. Sprite turned her eyes on
Phoenix. 


“What do you need?” the ship AI asked, spreading his virtual
hands apart.


“So, I take it you are on board with this?” Defender asked,
turning on Phoenix with his trademark red eyed glower.


“Yes. And go ahead and log it if you want.”


“I will.”


“Fine. If he still says, no, we'll have to deal with what comes
when it comes. Hopefully he is right and this isn't a colossal waste of time.
But he needs to understand while we are flying around from system to system,
the enemy is only getting stronger.”


“I understand, and on some levels agree and admire his plan to
rebuild the legend and plant seeds of civilization,” Sprite said slowly. She
paused for a microsecond, a long time for the AI. “I think you are right. And
you were right about illustrating it Phoenix. I'll need to borrow your graphics
processors for my presentation,” she said.


“Very well. When?”


“That, we'll have to wait and see. Find the right moment,” Sprite
replied.









[bookmark: _Toc375915257][bookmark: _Toc375915137]Chapter
3


 


The Admiral piloted Phoenix for six days in Delta band of
hyperspace, then dropped to Alpha band for Phoenix to take over so he could
rest. Each day in Delta had cut their transit time by four days. In the A band
of Alpha, which was the best any of the AI could handle, they traveled at a
compression ratio of one week for every seven tenths of a parsec. In the mid
octaves of Delta they traveled the same distance in one point three days. But
traveling up and down the bands to Delta came with an energy penalty.  They had
used up a great deal of energy, eating into their planned reserves. Traveling
in Alpha slowed their progress to a crawl. It was grating, but he needed the
rest. His fatigue was starting to become a factor. He couldn't afford to lose
his life due to that.


He wished he had the cetacean and Ssillian ability to shut down
parts of his brain into sleep at need while still remaining functional. He
smiled. But then things would have been a whole lot different for him if he had
been born as one of those races.


Sprite insisted he take several days off before he attempted the experience.
Irons had to admit; he did need the break. Doing one task for hours on end
could be mind numbing, doing it for days even more so. He tried to watch some
ancient movies, but he had already watched most of them. 


Sprite got him into some virtual games. The VR experience helped
to alleviate some of the stir-crazy feelings, while also expanding his mindset
and making him feel less trapped in the confines of the small ship. Sprite
introduced him to games on a curve, starting with simple games until he got
testy about the child's play. 


The second day she threw him a curve, she decided to game out a
star system's defense based on what Intel they had. He watched the vitalization
of Pyrax form. Ship and possible fortification stats cascaded like waterfalls,
for an Admiral it was depressingly few and rather light.


He'd flat out refused to explore Antigua. There really was no
point; there were no defenses. He frowned, looking at her projections. “The
problem is, we don't know which way Horatio will go.”


“But we do know what he is limited with.”


“True.”


“And we know what he has in the pipeline. So...” Sprite started
with what they had before Destiny left and then accelerated the time stamp. He
watched build times in the yard drop fast. He winced. Yeah, that wasn't good he
thought; everything had come to a standstill. That was consistent with what
they had expected would happen, and what they had picked up when they had
traveled through Gaston and Epsilon.


Not that there had been a lot of intel to be had, Horatio and his
intel team had kept any hard intel on the Yard down to vague generalizations,
which was good. He nodded, watching the space station Anvil pass by, with the
Yard and San Diego following them. “Here is where things get interesting,”
Sprite said. She projected the return of Destiny.


Irons watched the plot and then nodded as the ship docked with
the yard and things began to move. Not at the prior pace, but at least there
was life once more.


“My assessment of Commander Logan is that he will go for a redundant
platform approach. But he will be conservative with his logistics since he
doesn't know when you will send more, or even if.”


“So, what, one or two frigates?” The Admiral asked, frowning. “Or
three or four sublight vessels?” He'd sent along enough material for that as
well as some work on Prometheus. Not a lot, he'd been limited to a few thousand
tons of material, but enough to make something of an impact. He'd also thrown
in, as many critical components that he knew the engineers in Pyrax couldn't
replicate, hyper drive, reactor, and weapon components mainly.


“We'll say he went with full hyperdrive vessels. And to play it
fair, we'll go with the most optimistic and run two frigates.”


“That's... not normal Sprite. You don't go with the most optimistic
assumptions.”


“Normally no, but I want this to be a more... light experience.”


The Admiral cocked his head and then shrugged. She was going
somewhere with all this, he could feel it. It was less of a game and more of a
presentation that much he was aware of.


The light code-representing Destiny finished unloading and then
left. Its projected course was to Seti Alpha 4. That made sense; the ship
hadn't passed through Gaston since they would have gotten word of it from the
natives if it had stopped there.


“Kiev 221 took the same path south from Antigua as we did, but at
a lower band. I am projecting their arrival in Gaston within a week of our
leaving Epsilon,” Sprite said. He watched as she pulled up a second window,
this one a star chart. The icons were there, but he knew them so didn't really
need to read them. But one blinked, indicating the mammoth bulk freighter. They
had overhauled the ship twice, once, by him and the crew before arriving at
Antigua, and then a second time by Antigua Prime as payment for the crew's
services in restoring the station.


“The stop time at each system can only be estimated based on what
past behavior I have on file. I am projecting that Kiev will arrive, or will
shortly arrive in Pyrax this week. Unless of course the Captain changed his
intended course and went a different route.”


“Yeah,” Irons sighed. There was a great deal of unknown variables
there. The Captain could have gone south from Gaston, to Epsilon and then
further south to Nightingale and the southwestern loop of the sector. From
there anything was possible, they could have spiraled off into the dead end
chains, or headed out of the sector to Tauren space... or he could have headed
east across Aiera 3, New Haven, and then Halced 6 before turning North to Seti
Alpha 4 and finally Pyrax. Anything was possible.


Such a journey though would add years to Kiev 221's time, years
with cargo bays stuffed with cargo that was destined to Pyrax. He had spent
months with the crew, he knew they were honest enough to get the cargo where it
was intended to go and not just sell it. But still, that lingering doubt was
there. Not that it would do them or anyone else any good; if anyone but naval
personnel accessed the cargo it would all self-destruct.


“Let's hope they stayed on the straight and narrow and went to
Pyrax,” Irons said.


“You certainly gave them enough incentive, promising the Captain
another overhaul by the Yard there,” Sprite said. Irons nodded. In order to
ensure cargo reached Pyrax he and Sprite had come up with that idea, to give
the ship a promised overhaul in Pyrax. It served multiple purposes.


One of the biggest carrots was right there for the ship's crew to
see, their ships were old. A crew would gladly jump at the chance of a Yard
overhaul, their ships were centuries old and in desperate need of repair. Well,
most of them were. Kiev 221, Lieandra, and their ilk were a different story.


“Ah, I see you are thinking of Lieandra. Let's say Kiev 221 got
to Pyrax and switch to them.”


Irons watched Kiev's arrival with one eye while his other watched
the star chart. A Veraxin captained Lieandra. She had helped in restoring
Antigua Prime, along with transporting people and material to the station from
the planet. Lieandra had also received an overhaul, along with material Sprite had
picked up in auction... along with equipment the Admiral had managed to
manufacture on the station, roughly four thousand tons of military hardware.


“We were a bit cautious about Lieandra given her intended course,
so we were light on their load and only gave them material that weren't
critical. Just in case the ship was ever caught out by pirates.”


The Admiral nodded grimly. Lieandra had taken the dead chain east
from Antigua to Protodon. She was supposed to swing south to Kathy's World, and
then west back to the B452c cross roads system, and then south to Agnosta and
then finally Pyrax.


“By my calculations they should be at Kathy's World by now,
perhaps already on their way to Beta 452C.”


The Admiral nodded. Kathy's World was an ice planet. She had been
hammered by a near death impact during the early stages of the Xeno war, when
the Xenos had ravaged the sector. Since she had been a terraformed world, her
fragile weather system had been knocked out of balance and she'd spiraled into
an ice age. 


At the time of the Xeno war it hadn't been too hard, the planet
had served as a refugee center at one point before the weather got out of
control. According to what little data they had, the equatorial zone was quite
temperate, much like North America's Northern areas were.


But, eventually the downward spiral would kill all life off on
the planet. It was inevitable. After seven centuries, the planet was slowly
freezing to death. Which meant from their perspective, that the planet had
little to export. Hides, meat maybe, but not much else. No trader would linger
there overlong.


“Wait,” the Admiral said, switching to the overall view. “You are
projecting only four more frigates from the Kiev load?” he demanded.


“Exactly. I stated that Commander Logan is a conservative
engineer Admiral. His track record on Anvil as the Chief engineer there
indicates a plodder. He's likely to keep his head down where politics are
concerned, and build infrastructure as much as possible, wherever possible.”


“I see.”


“He's not likely to ride your original plan down in flames Admiral.
If he receives your orders, he may have to modify or disregard them depending
on the situation there.”


“Crap,” Irons exhaled noisily.


“We don't know what concessions he may have had to make to the
political establishment. Hopefully he had started with the base on Agnosta as
we had planned, but there is no guarantee of that,” Sprite said.


Irons pursed his lips thoughtfully. They had heard about an
expedition of Marines to Agnosta, but little beyond the vague talk. That was
frustrating.


“Just to make things interesting,” Sprite said. She highlighted
Epsilon, showcased their improvements there, and then highlighted Seti Alpha 4
and did the same. 


“Wait,” Irons said, holding up a hand as she finished with that
system and made similar but smaller changes to the chain of systems from Seti
Alpha 4 to Epsilon. “What are you doing?”


“Factoring in what we found out from the crew on Io 11.”


“Oh.”


“It's all relative Admiral. Exponential changes. Or possible
changes.”


“Tinder,” he murmured.


“Possible tinder,” the AI said, looking at him briefly before
looking at the star chart. “But tinder is useless without a form of ignition.
Or someone to stick around to keep it from going out.”


The Admiral mulled that little dig for a moment. His jaw worked
briefly. “Noted,” he said shortly. “Continue.”


“We have no information on when the load left in Gaston will be
picked up, nor the speed of the vessel so we have nothing to go on there,”
Sprite said. Gaston blinked. The Admiral nodded. He'd left two hundred tons of
cargo destined for Pyrax there with some friends. A cargo broker that they had
recommended was supposed to get a passing ship to carry the load to Pyrax, but
like the AI said, they had no idea when.


“Factor it in a year from now,” he said.


“Noted.”


“Continue. Other issues?”


“This is supposed to be a defensive exercise,” Sprite said. She
put her hand up and expanded the star chart to include Horathian space. Red
lines began to expand from Pyrax and the other systems they had been in towards
Horath. “This represents intel moving to Horath along ships that heard about us
or Pyrax, Antigua, or the loss of their task force in Pyrax.”


The Admiral frowned again but then nodded. Sprite filled in an
ETA. From her estimates, word of some of their initial events should have
reached Horath a few months ago. “And now we throw in any sort of response.
Care to add some input Admiral?”


“Base it on what they have sent so far, but up the force and
tonnage estimate exponentially.”


“By what modifier?” Sprite asked.


“Double... no triple it.”


“Triple? Isn't that a little low?”


“I'm not sure. We don't have a hard estimate on what they have
available.”


“True,” Sprite replied. “But you know the old saying, the more
you use, the less you lose.”


“True. Go with quadrupling it then.”


“All right,” Sprite said. A fleet formed. The Admiral couldn't
see it, it was blacked out. But he knew it was there. Sprite moved it towards
Pyrax.


“The shortest path. One of the maxims of interstellar combat.”


The Admiral winced, now uncomfortable where this was leading. The
implications for his survival were now an issue. “Not good,” he murmured. By
Sprite's best estimates a Horathian fleet could be hitting Beta 101a1 at any
time within the next six standard weeks. Or it could be there now, he noted.


“Yes, it does raise issues with us doesn't it?” Sprite asked.
“Which we can consider at a later time. Perhaps skipping the system entirely,
or short jumping might be in order.”


“As you said, an issue for a later time.”


“Right. Based on standard defensive doctrine, Commander Logan
will most likely divide his lighter forces. Placing at least one ship on duty
at each jump point. The Agnosta and Beta 101a1 jump points will have the
heaviest coverage.”


“Agreed.”


“Before we exited the system, you authorized millions of mines to
be created. My data states that half of that had been constructed, and a
quarter deployed by the time of our leaving. If Logan played it safe he either
kept some in reserve, or he dumped the remainder on the threatened jump
points.”


“Split the difference,” Irons replied. “Half in reserve, half on
the points.”


“Setting variables...” Sprite replied, moving her hands. The Admiral
could see circular controls floating in front of the AI's hands. He knew it was
more for his benefit than hers.


“Nodule defense. He'll keep Firefly in close to the yard. Fuentes
and Damocles.” The Admiral shrugged.


“Let's assume he put each tin can up on one of the two threatened
jump points.”


“Agreed,” the Admiral said reluctantly.


“You are starting to cause lag in my system. Better wrap this
up,” Phoenix interjected.


“Oh, sorry,” Sprite said. She dropped the physical
representations to data streams. “Better?”


“Less of an impact on my graphic processors if that is what you
mean. The hit to my CPU's is still there Commander,” the AI reminded her.


“Understood. We're nearly there.” She saved and phased out the
larger picture and refocused on Pyrax.


“Projected attack vector is from Beta 101a1 not Agnosta. Agnosta
adds months to the transit time and that jump point is where known defenses
are. A human Commander would avoid that.”


“Or not, but let's not double or triple think ourselves here,”
the Admiral murmured, resting his chin on his fist. He didn't like the
implications here. He studied the design. “Give Logan some classic defensive
weapons. Something he would cobble together to get around the lock outs.”


“Ideas?”


“Rail guns for one. No energy beams. No force beams. Missiles
with low yield warheads, even defensive missiles. Throw in some missile packs
and then let's run this.”


“I'm reducing the level again. Icons only.”


“Agreed.”


“And here we go,” Sprite said as the time stream slowed to
normal. After a moment the attack began. Just as she projected, from the Beta
101a1 jump point. The Admiral sucked in his breath as he recognized the icon
data codes. 


“A BC?”


“You said up the ante Admiral.”


“Crap,” he said. He watched the virtual battle unfold. The Nelson
class LD Fuentes and the defenses took a pounding the other ships in the system
rallied and marched to the sounds of the guns. 


Fuentes blinked in seconds, flashing yellow of battle damage,
then red and finally black of oblivion.


She didn't die alone though; the tin can and the mines took a
heavy toll on the two-dozen escort ships. Many blinked and joined Fuentes in
death.


“They hold the point. But they've got damage. And I'm still
wondering about that representation, after all, a BC? And remember their tech?”


“Sometimes we have to take some jumps in estimates Admiral. And
wasn't it you that not a moment ago pointed out the difference between a gimme
sim and a worst case scenario?” Sprite said.


“True. Continue,” he said.


The time chop picked up once more. Damocles met up with Firefly.
The two vessels went into stealth. Other ships in the system lacked stealth,
but they didn't lack in bravery. They marched on towards the enemy fleet.


“Mayweather is no fool. She'd hit from unexpected directions.
She's a hunter. Subtle.”


“True, I took that into account Admiral,” Sprite replied. 


As they watched, the half a dozen frigates, gunboats, and
corvettes of the Pyraxians, really a pathetic showing against a BC and the two
tin cans she had with her formed into a tight knit spearhead aimed straight at
the Horathian's heart. At the last minute the spear changed course, arching
away in a brief exchange of fire.


The Admiral smiled. With their focus intent on the target they
could see, they left their flank exposed to Firefly and Damocles. They erupted
in the enemy ship's wakes, ripping into them before ducking away and back into
stealth. The damage codes flickered on the enemy ships.


“You are projecting that the Horathians main target... is the
defenders themselves? Is that why you are keeping them on the jump point?”


“Yes. And it's also why I don't have a fleet train listed for
them. Knowing combat was going to happen, the enemy fleet Commander would no
doubt keep them tucked away in hyper or even leave them behind in 101.”


“I see. True,” the Admiral said, nodding thoughtfully. His eyes
watched the ships darting in and out, in a dance of death. But the Horathian's
weren't to be fooled again, this time the large Pyraxians took hits as well.


“They can chose the direction and timing of the attack, but the
enemy can react,” Irons murmured softly. “Killing the tin can is one thing. You
don't think they'd go for a capture?” he asked.


“No. Given their experience with you it would be tempting, but
given the tonnage differential?” Sprite asked, shaking her head. “No. I think
the Commanders would conclude it was too risky.”


“Concur,” Irons replied. “And I know Damocles isn't as well off
as that. I didn't send enough to get her to one hundred percent. Not by a long
shot.”


“No. Which means they have to fight her carefully, and any damage
she takes has a modifier.”


“Understood,” the Admiral replied, frowning as Damocles broke off
the last pass. “I see.”


“Logan will be conservative with his assets. After all, he can't
build more. But... he can be wily,” Sprite hinted. After a moment more ships
came onto the plot. A familiar name came up the Bismarck.


“She's... no way!”


“Never underestimate the power of running a bluff Admiral,”
Sprite said. Suddenly the enemy ships changed course. They couldn't just
reverse course, but they were now running for it. Firefly darted in, hammering
one of the tin cans but getting hit by the BC in return. She broke off, limping
away. After a moment the enemy reached the jump point and vanished.


He couldn't help but close his eyes in pain. Not at the shredded
loss of ships and memories of explosions to fill in the void the icons left
wanting, but in knowledge that so many splendid people, filled with potential
had lost their lives. He let out a slow breath. But it wasn't real, he reminded
himself. A sim.


“So, they won,” Irons said, feeling torn. He should feel
vindicated he thought, but wasn't. Pyrax had won the day, but not without
taking heavy damage. 


“One battle. Care to see the follow up?” Sprite asked.


“Pass. I'm now seeing this was more of a rub my nose in things
than a distraction Commander.”


“Correct,” Sprite replied, not in any way upset by his
realization. She seemed defiant, but determined.


“And I have a lot to think about.”


“Possibly. But not a lot we can do right now.”


“No, but it is something to consider. Night Sprite,” the Admiral
said, cutting the sim.


“Good night Admiral. I'd wish you sweet dreams...”


“More like nightmares. Thanks for that,” he exhaled noisily. He
realized it was important; he had been avoiding it for too long. The
implications to his plan were chilling. For too long he'd not only ignored the
threat, he'd hoped for the best. Now that had to change. It was unpalatable in
some ways, but he'd have to figure something out, and soon. Beta 101a1 was
going to be a game changer; he knew that now.


“If I didn't bring it up I wouldn't be doing my job,” she said
with a shrug. He gave her avatar a curt nod before he exited the compartment.


<----*----*----*---->


“So? What now? Another sim lecture reminding me of what I can't
change?”


“No, and I have an objection to the statement that the future
can't be changed. Or can't be changed by you Admiral,” Sprite replied.


Irons nodded grudgingly. “Self pity adjusted. What now?”


“Well, if you are willing to play a bit of a game...”


“Game?”


“Something of a maze, some part educational,” Sprite replied,
sounding mischievous. “It should give you a bit of a break while entertaining
you a little.”


The Admiral cocked his head. He could tell the AI was up to
something, but not what. He could order her to just spit it out, but that would
ruin her fun. Besides, he could be a good sport, he thought. He'd give it a
try. Slowly he nodded.


“Have a seat,” Sprite said, indicating his bed. He sat, then laid
back and crossed his arms over his chest.


“Um, you better jack in for this.”


“Oh all right,” he replied, reaching over and pulling a cable out
of a small alcove. He'd built the addition to allow the AI to jack in while he
was resting. That way his implants could recharge from the ships power net and
they could enter the ship's net and not use his wifi, which had limited
bandwidth.


He plugged the cable into his right arm and then settled back
down. As his breathing slowed he closed his eyes. When only his HUD appeared he
started twiddling his thumbs.


“Patience,” Sprite said reprovingly. After a moment his HUD
disappeared and a loading screen appeared. He watched the bar run its course to
one hundred percent. It blinked then the image of white faded to a woodland
scene.


“Here is the game. You are a hunter. A weasel. Here is the
rabbit,” Sprite said. A cute fuzzy rabbit peaked out of a rabbit hole. “He's
dinner. Catch,” she said.


“Oh come on,” the Admiral said as the rabbit twitched its nose at
him, then cocked his head. Sprite had used a texture map instead of a hair map
for the fur, but it still looked cute. There was even a twinkle in his eye.


“You can't be serious.”


“Can't handle it?”


“I'm...” the little rodent turned and scampered when he lunged for
it. His brain signals were controlling an avatar, no longer working his real
body. The little rodent kicked virtual dirt in his face and then scrambled for
a hole in the ground. It did a spin around the hole, turned and held its nose
and dropped in cartoon style.


“Why you little...” Irons growled, giving chase.


He dived into the tunnel, really just a brown low polygon
environment and looked around. Sprite floated in behind him. “You can use your
senses to pick up on his trail.”


“Anything else I need to know?”


“Try not to hit too many dead ends. Cave ins are a pain. Not to
mention doubling back.”


“Great,” Irons said. The occasional root or rock poked out,
breaking up the brown sameness. She hadn't gone all out on the textures, most
likely to reduce the computer load. He nodded and oriented on the sound of
scrambling.


“Go get em Elmer!” Sprite chuckled and disappeared. 


He looked over his shoulder to catch her wink out and then
frowned. Now why was that name familiar?


 He dived after the little rodent, but watched as it kicked up its
heels and wiggled its tail at him as it danced out of range. For hours he went
after the virtual animal with single-minded determination. The chase had him,
but there was something there, a competition with a bit of malicious humor in
it. 


Several times he thought he had cornered the little monster before
something cut him off or whacked him in the head. Then he'd watch helplessly as
the rabbit dove down a tunnel too small for him to follow. 


The human started to enjoy the experience until he realized the
chase through the tunnels was a bit like hyperspace piloting.


The realization made him stop what he was doing. 


“What are you doing? He's getting away!” Sprite said, coming up
behind him. Sprite tried to edge him along but he called a halt. “I need a
break here. Besides, something's bugging me. You didn't exactly make this fair
Sprite,” Irons said. 


As he talked the little monster popped up to taunt him, then away.
It did the same taunt several times before it edged closer to him. 


He pretended to ignore it, instead focusing on his implant feed.
His HUD returned and he called up a system's check. All was fine there. Then he
called up a log. They had jumped into Beta; something the AI weren't capable of
handling. He frowned. On a hunch he ran a back track of their course. “You,
what's going on here?” he asked. 


He was annoyed and amused when he found out the two AI had conspired
to feed him the navigational feed. “You two set me up?” he demanded, sounding
annoyed. Phoenix appeared next to Sprite.


“It was her idea,” Phoenix said. 


Sprite however laughed. “It worked didn't it?” 


The Admiral snorted. He lunged and grabbed the rabbit by the ears.
“Right,” he said, as the rabbit's form changed to a stick of dynamite hanging
by fake ears. “Oh very funny. But he's no Bugs.”


“No, I had to change the form or you would have gotten wise. So I
used a cotton tail.”


“I see that,” Irons said amused. He realized it was a prank and
took it with slightly less ill grace. “If you could control the rabbit through
the maze, why can't you handle hyper?”


“We didn't actually control it,” Phoenix replied. “What we did is
project it after getting a base course. We dangled it only when you needed the
lure.”


“I see.”


“Bit of a downer, taking the fun out of it. Whoever heard of a
magician giving the trick away?” Sprite grumbled, eying Phoenix. Phoenix
shrugged.


The Admiral disconnected and then sat up on his bunk. “It wasn't
all bad. But it was a bit long. Not being able to catch the little monster does
get you frustrated and annoyed. I tried to lay a trap twice.”


“We know,” Sprite said. “I had to kick you back into gear.”


“Right.” He shrugged, looking at the clock and then checking the
ship's net. Phoenix had dropped them back into a sedate alpha octave.


“All right, I approve of this. And any others you can think of
that are similar. For instance a flight sim or underwater swim through rings or
something.”


“Oh?”


“Perhaps a change of scenery will help get me over the tedium.”


“You have been twitchy.”


“Blood sugar?”


“No, more like repetitive actions for too long a period. Even we
AI have that problem.”


“Understood. So, yes, you can do this once in a while.”


“Going up and down is costing us as a lot in power, but it's
making up some in transit time. We really are getting too close to the reserve Admiral.”


Irons nodded bleakly. There was no helping it. He'd thought they'd
pick up some grav sheer, or some high-density energy packets with the hyper
collectors. They did close to what he had projected in Delta, but still, the
bottom end of that projection. Which was annoying. He shouldn't have counted on
that.


He had stuffed Phoenix with bladders of fuel before they had left.
It was all gone now; they only had the fuel remaining in the tanks. Even the
bladders had been recycled to make room inside the ship. Not good. 


“So, I'll set up more methods of navigating in VR in rough
patches,” Sprite said, recapping and getting his thought train back onto
positive tracks in the here and now. "That will allow we AIs to focus on
other tasks for brief periods."


“Agreed. I think finding a way to do the job without sitting on my
butt and staring at the screen helped a little.” Irons smiled slightly. “But
I'm famished now.”


“Lunch break?” Sprite asked.


“Yeah, I'm thinking rabbit. Or as close as the food replicator can
get,” the Admiral replied with a wolfish smile. Sprite opened her mouth as if
to object but then closed it with a chuckle and shake of her virtual head.


<----*----*----*---->


When he was bored he wrote contingency plans and explored
logistics tables or read manuals. They had a few manuals to hardware that had
come after his long stint in stasis. Not much, some minor changes to reactor
controls, some changes to add more redundant control runs to weapon mounts...
minor improvements in efficiency... not a lot. Of course they had only a few
years after he went dark before the Federation went dark as well. 


He winced and changed to something more productive. He explored
the sector of space with a holo map. The Rho sector capital had at one time
been Pyrax, which had been the oldest inhabited system when it had been formed
into a sector. Eden, its planet, had been one of the first Terran colonies,
terraformed and founded by Lagroose Industries centuries even before the
Federation itself had been founded. The founder of Lagroose industries had
specifically chosen the then very remote system to get away from war torn Sol. The
history books were torn on the subject as to why the founder had chosen a
system nearly fifteen thousand light years from Sol to come home. Some had
thought it was because at the time Eden had been one of the few Terran style
worlds. Others saw it as an escape from war and ever increasingly sophisticated
society. Some had cynically pointed out that the decades long journey had
allowed the founder to use banned medical science to restore his youth in order
to form a monarchy of his own with his own laws. 


War however had eventually followed the colonists anyway. One of
the battles of the First Terran Interstellar War had been fought there, which
was why the Tauren battleship had been left to drift there, and would
eventually be recovered by him and the navy to be rechristened the Bismark.


Eden had been quite a beautiful world when he had visited it,
almost living up to its name he thought with a pang. Now it was rubble, the
inner Eden belt of the system that had spread out into a ring around the Pyrax
star, denser than the Atens belt had been.  All its industry destroyed by the
Xenos or pulled out by their corporate backers after the Xenos had left. Only
Anvil had been left to rot on the vine, not worthy of recovery for some reason.


But, back before it's planet's destruction, Pyrax had been the
largest population and industrial system in the sector so it had formed the
center of a sphere of space several thousand light years in diameter. Many of
the systems were dead, only a handful of stars were the right type to not only
have planets, but have a Goldilocks zone and have the right set of variables to
support a life bearing planet. And of course the Xenos had taken a hand in
shortening that list considerably. 


Still, the Rho sector was big, and he hadn't been to all the
planets, but Sprite had at least confirmed a surprising number were still out
there. He wondered sometimes if there were systems off the map, systems that
had been written off by the Federation Interstellar cartographers that refugees
had fled to in desperation. He shook his head, setting the thought aside.


There were six ways into the sector since the sector wormhole gate
had been confirmed destroyed; one was in the North, which led to the Federation
core world sector. It was in the chain of dead systems between Senka and Beta
953ac. 


Clockwise from it, in the North East was Horath and south of it
Finagle. Finagle had a link that went North East to another sector, the Sigma
sector that also boarded the core worlds. In the East was Hinata, another world
most likely conquered by the Horathian Empire. It led to the Omega sector in
the outer arm of the galaxy beyond the Perseus arm.


He was headed to the South East. Just south and a couple jumps
beyond Beta 101a1 was the Crellis system and one of the gateways to the Xenos
in the Sagittarius dwarf elliptical galaxy. The Fleet had destroyed or damaged
that wormhole. Maybe. It was all speculation at this point, something he needed
to nail down soon.


He frowned and moved on. In the South West along the Seti Alpha 4
chain there was Aiera 3, a system that linked to Tauren space. That sector was
named Tau; most likely someone in the charting department had a sense of
humor... or just got it right. 


And finally, in the North West was a dead system that linked to
Syntia's World. The dead system's chain of jump points led to the Pi sector of
the galaxy.


The sector's inhabited systems, or at least those known to exist
were quite small, shrinking the once thriving community. Sprite had also
confirmed that the sector's Dyson sphere and wormhole gate had also been
destroyed early in the war, wiping out many systems in the surrounding area.
That explained why down on the Z axis was a mostly a wasteland.


Sprite was right; he was risking it all on Bek and the absence of
any information on the system over the past seven centuries.


Absence of negative reports yes, but also positive reports as well
he realized. He really didn't know what he was getting into. It could be dead.
The Xenos could have inserted a nano weapon into the system and decimated it,
killing everyone without anyone getting a word of warning out.


The more he thought about it, the more that thought preyed on him.
He didn't like the implications, but also knew the only way to know for certain
was to go and find out.


The Rho sector had been hammered in the early phases of the war.
At one point it had had a massive fleet presence since it had been one of the
gateways to the Xeno galaxy. When the wormhole had been destroyed or disabled,
the war front had shifted to other sectors and the area had been left to die on
the vine. 


Die, or hide. He wasn't sure which. For some like Bek... it could
go either way. A star system could be self sufficient if set up right. Or it
could devolve to the point of self-sufficiency as some had in this sector.
Trade had alleviated that crushing problem, but not by much he knew. 


Bek had no outside trade, another point for him to consider. He
was attracted to it by his personal knowledge and history. However it had a
limited population before the war, under ten million. There was no telling what
it was now, seven centuries later.


The Admiral had a history with Bek; he had taken a small support
task force in to the system to set up a hidden redoubt in the area during the
early phases of the war. 


Bek was hard to get to, it had only one safe zone in and out of
its area and the jump to Crellis was practically suicide for any navigator
other than a Ssilli or Cetacean. When Irons had been stationed there, he had
brought in a small ancient mobile shipyard to build the system up, and as an
asset to tuck away in case of future need. 


Now he was uncertain if the mobile yard and any of the facilities
built in Bek were still there. He'd left orders to leave the yard behind, it
was too dangerous to fly it back out. The population could have abandoned it,
they could have triggered a self-destruct... any number of possibilities played
out in his mind, not many good.


“But, if they did keep a hand in space...” he murmured.


“Thinking of Bek?”


“Yes.”


“There isn't much hope that they kept a space industry going Admiral.
If they have no trade with outside systems and no need for heavy industry... if
they were forced back to subsistence living with the loss of modern tech
brought on by the lock outs...”


“Yeah,” Irons sighed. He didn't like the implications there. Not
one bit.


“But, focusing on the positives, Bek has that yard, if it still
exists. Plus, it had, or should I say had, a decent asteroid belt, but not a
dense one like Antigua or Pyrax. Of course Pyrax was partially artificial, from
the destruction of the planet Eden.”


“True.”


“Other systems are like that as well though.”


“True.”


“So what do we do?”


“For now, not a whole hell of a lot, we're still getting to Beta
101a1 after all. We don't have any intel to go on off of either.”


“True. And if the planet had been hit with a Xeno bomb?”


“Then there is no reason to linger,” Irons replied. “Except to
refuel and take on whatever we can... if it is worth it.”


“Which it won't be. The threat of contamination...”


“It is yes an issue, but we don't know anything for certain. In
fact, all we have is an absence of information. So, we need to plan for what we
might find.”


“I'm more worried about politicians. They see us showing up,
riding our great white charger in, expecting to take over...”


The Admiral rubbed his brow. “Yeah, Antigua and Pyrax all over
again. Thanks.”


“All part of the job sir,” Sprite replied.
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A month before break out he'd found another hobby. He tinkered
with the powered combat suit and gear Sprite had picked up for him in Antigua
and on Epsilon. He sat on the stool, examining the right shoulder with expert
engineering eyes. Up until now he hadn't bothered with it, but now he needed a
hobby. Running the helm was getting to him, he needed the distraction to
release the pent up tension of sitting at the station for hours on end. He was
starting to see plotting in his sleep. Something he hadn't had to experience
since he'd been a shave tail Lieutenant.


He welcomed the distraction on one level, not that he really
needed the suit. Sure it was nice to have, but he could go Ironman or bare if
needed. He had done that on Antigua Prime, using his skin suit and bits of
armor and even components from his shuttle as an improvised armor when he went
on a rampage to get to the command center of the station. 


He shook that memory away. It was one of the rare times he had
truly lost perspective, and let his anger rule him. It had felt good to get his
mad out, even if it had undermined his image in the eyes of the cybers. Still,
it had cut to the heart of the problem, and it had put a healthy dose of fear
and respect in some eyes. He returned his attention to the suit. 


Ironman had worked in a pinch, but having a fully operational suit
on hand when you needed it did have its advantages as well. He was tempted to
just throw the pieces into a replicator and use them as material for a new
suit, but he just didn't have the spare power. Besides, it was fun tinkering
with an ancient design. There was something to be said about restoring a
classic.


The suit was ancient, an old militia suit a thousand years old
that had seen better days. It was more shell then functional suit. Some of it
was beyond his current resources to fix. He worked with Proteus to use his
nanites to as much repairs as possible.


He frowned at the persistent scratching sound at the hatch. The
two waifs were a pain; they were kids, constantly looking to get into mischief.
He didn't need them chewing on the wiring and hydraulics. Nor did he need them
licking up the hydraulic fluids. He didn't need them to have kidney or liver
failure.


His enhanced hearing could hear the piteous chirrups of the cubs
begging to be let out. “Go to sleep you two!” he growled, shaking his head as
his hands moved with metric precision to put the actuator back together.


“Persistent I'll give them that,” Sprite chuckled.


“Tell me about it,” he sighed. Proteus finished with his hands and
then deployed micromanipulators from his fingers to adjust the fitting with
finicky precision. Getting the actuator just right in its housing was a pain in
the posterior. It took nanometric precision to get it just right, usually under
a scope. A quick and dirty millimeter position would work in the field for a
while, but he wanted this thing to be as smooth as glass. Which was why he was
letting the AI handle the precision. Bored he was, nutty enough to try this on
his own he wasn't.


“Going to go to bed soon?” Sprite asked.


“Eventually,” Irons replied. “Though with those two about I doubt
it.”


“They'll settle down,” Sprite said with twinkle. He didn't mind
the cuddling; he'd adjusted to that. But the in your face begging for attention
sometimes got a grumpy response in return.


Sprite had learned how much fun it was to play phantom to the
cubs. She'd led them on a merry chase around the ship, much to the Admiral's
amusement. She had enjoyed morphing herself small and then running around. It
kept the cubs on their toes, making them work out. Their hysterical antics to
catch her hologram usually wore them out quite well. Lately though they were
getting wise to her, either ignoring her presence or playing for only a brief
time. He got a charge out of their seemingly indifference to her presence, than
the turn and wiggle when she supposedly wasn't looking so they could pounce.
The widening eyes were just comical to behold. As was the surprise when they
flew through her hologram and skittered out the other side.


Irons straightened and rubbed the small of his back as Proteus
finished. “You could always sleep standing up,” Sprite suggested.


“Pass,” Irons said, glancing her way. “We're almost finished
anyway.”


“Boys and their toys,” The AI sighed with an air of amused
exasperation. Irons glanced at her again, knowing that exasperation was
feigned. “I know I know, go bother someone else,” she said before he could say
anything.


He sniffed as she blinked out and then returned to the reassembly
of the shoulder joint.


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite and Phoenix had spun off specialized
computer systems, software, and robots to fill in various jobs on the ship when
they had left Antigua. Most weren't critical positions, but each took some of
the workload off them and their organic Commander. The AI compiled a bug log
and worked on refining the software. There were nightly patches for some time.
But they also created new software, which turned buggy. The Admiral wondered if
they deliberately left the bugs in to give them something to work on. 


Some of their projects were copies of software
they had created in the ship's inaugural voyage to Epsilon, just adapted to new
roles. Some were tweaks and patched improvements, building off the lessons they
had learned, and the bug reports that were generated.


One of their projects was a dumb AI to help with
the ship's helm. That allowed the ship's AI to focus on the larger picture or
on individual stations if necessary. Unfortunately the dumb AI was a bit buggy,
for instance it wasn't interested in surfing the slipstream and picking up the
greatest pockets of energy for the hyper collectors. It also preferred to chart
a straight-line course and only make corrections when it came to an obstacle.
Reluctantly they shut the bot down after it tried to go through a large
gravitational tangle.


“Not enough training. Sims. It needs a lot of Sims to get sorted
out. Learning,” the Admiral said. An AI needed time to settle into its role, time and practice. Experience
in other words, time to shake down. For a computer system that meant
simulations normally, thousands of simulations performed to train the AI's thought
modules and neural net into what was acceptable, and what wasn't. Trying to get
it to work in a real world situation while skimping on the step was a disaster
waiting to happen.


“I know,” Sprite sighed. She had pointed it out to the Admiral
but he had insisted on just trying it.


Phoenix nodded. “It takes time to train new crew Commander. You
tried. Thank you. We'll work it out.”


 Time and training you said and you were right.” Irons frowned.
He felt like they were giving up to easily. He would never do that with an
organic, with a person you could reason with them. But a person could be
reasoned with. A person had a vested interest in listening; after all, their
own personal survival depended on getting it right. He shook his head. If the
AI wanted to move on... fine.


“Yes sir.”


Irons mulled over situation. He wasn't certain about what had
just happened. Sim time was indeed a factor, but not the only one here. Sprite
was still having the occasional issue, but she seemed to have risen over the
trauma she had experienced at the hands of Defender when they had been at
Antigua. She certainly hadn't exhibited any signs of distress or instability
while they had been on Epsilon at any rate, nor during their transit out!


He frowned. She had taken issue with making AI that were servants
or purpose built. That... might be the issue, he thought, slowly looking up. It
might be something in her sub consciousness, her inherent dislike for such
things. She had expressed it more vocally over the past few years. She hadn't
had any issue with making Phoenix though.


“Penny for your thoughts?” Sprite asked quietly.


“Always on my mind?” the Admiral asked, turning his attention to
the engineering stats. The bottle was stable there were no disharmonics.


“Or trying to read it you mean?” Sprite asked. “I can't quite do
that, but I can tell when you are thinking deep thoughts, and I can tell when
you are thinking in a certain direction. Which is pointed at me in this
instance.”


“I'm... not sure,” he sighed and ran a hand through his hair.
“Sometimes it's a pain in the ass being tied together like this.”


“I don't think the creators of our little family thought it
through this far. Or they thought it wouldn't be an issue, after all, at the
time of conception we could always migrate one or all of you out as needed.” He
frowned. “Or they also thought we'd have expert psych help to deal with
conflicts or issues," he added.


Sprite was quiet a moment. “I didn't know there was an issue.”


“Commander, I don't know if there was one. But I thought of
several possibilities and wasn't certain what to do about them. If they are
even true to begin with.”


“Oh? Hypothesis?”


“No, questions. Possible solutions.” His frown deepened. Finally
he shrugged. He might as well get it out into the open. “I was wondering about
the bot. The software was buggy, and you aren't known for making buggy
software. You and Proteus have done fine with Phoenix, and Phoenix is quite a
bit more sophisticated than this thing was.”


“True,” Phoenix interjected. “And I'm glad I'm not buggy.”


“If you could even tell if you were.”


“Which I can. You did add a self-diagnostic feature. I have been
doing a postmortem of the bot; it lacked initiative and interest in its
assigned task. It was a dumb bot true, but when you task something that sophisticated
to something so well, stupid, it doesn't care if things worked or not.”


“I see. A coding issue?”


“Perhaps. Coding conflict definitely.”


“No behavioral module?”


“Or personality. No interest in other words.”


“You don't need to have interest to do a task. A menial task or a
complex task it needs to be done a certain way.”


“True.”


“Could it be a... mental block?” Irons asked, eying Sprite's
avatar.


Sprite seemed to squirm. Finally she straightened her shoulders.
“It is possible.”


“A block brought on when?”


“Sprite has expressed negative views on creating additional AI.
Specifically purpose built AI.”


Phoenix turned to his mother AI. “And what about me?”


“I'm not certain. You we had to have, we needed to get out of
Antigua, and we needed to lessen the work load.”


“So, I'm a convenience.”


“No, I think, damn it, not you too! Forget I asked,” Irons
growled, throwing his hands up in the air. The last thing he needed was a
snippy AI, let alone two of them. They had to get along it was a long flight.


“We're getting a touch of cabin fever here,” Phoenix said, voice
cooling slightly. “I'll just go check on my port nodes.”


“Roger that,” Irons said.


“I'll go read your report Phoenix. Maybe there is something to
learn from that,” Sprite said quietly. She didn't meet the Admiral's eyes as
she winked out.


The Admiral sighed softly and turned his attention to the
engineering station once more. He looked it over then returned to the flight
controls. A long flight indeed he thought, adjusting their course to remain between
the markers.


<----*----*----*---->


Irons studied the report of their transition. He was tired, on
edge from too much caffeine and too little sleep. This was the ticklish bit,
the transition down from the higher octaves as they neared their exit point.


“Still regretting not having enough crew Admiral?” Sprite asked,
coming awake. Smart AI like Sprite needed downtime, sleep to function. They
used it much like organics, to let their minds process the data and experiences
they had received during their up time and organize it into a coherent form for
later review. The longer they took between sleep periods the more unstable they
became.


Sprite was stable now; she had spent quite a bit of downtime
during their journey to Epsilon in sleep, processing the damage that had been
inflicted on her. They say that time heals all wounds. Healing was a bit more
complex with an AI, but the time to think about what she had lost and also
gained had helped somewhat.


“No, now that you are online, I can catch a break,” the Admiral
said, rolling his shoulders. His body was maintained by his nanites, but he
still needed fuel for his organics, downtime, and electrical power.


Proteus also needed downtime. It needed him to relax so it could
work through a list of things, repair anything that needed to be repaired, as
well as replenish his reserves of nanites if necessary. The AI could use his
sitting in the helm couch as a partial fix, but it wasn't quite enough. It too
needed some downtime.


“I was referring to an organic.”


“I was referring to another AI,” Irons retorted. “Funny how we're
going at cross purposes here.”


“Not everything can be solved with another bot Admiral,” Sprite
said, sounding annoyed.


“Funny for an AI to say that,” Irons replied, smiling slightly.


“Touché',” the AI replied, eyes flashing. She flicked her green
hair. She had taken to wear her dress whites instead of a day uniform when on
duty. He wasn't sure why, and wasn't going to ask. He hadn't set up a day
uniform schedule; he wasn't that anal about details if he didn't need to be.


“Why are you bringing this up?” he asked. He had been kicking
himself again for not dragging someone else along, but that was human nature,
to grumble at one's self for making a mistake. It was one way they made certain
they didn't do it again. When that thought formed he frowned.


“We've been talking about this several times for a reason and not
just because I have been kicking myself. I know you have too.”


“True. But sometimes you need the reminder Admiral,” Sprite said.


“Or a swift kick in the posterior to remember next time?”


“Sometimes that is how resolve is formed.”


“And now you're saying I've been giving in too easily.”


Sprite spread her hands. “Far be it from me to point out the
obvious Admiral.”


“You've been exasperated with me?”


“I have... come to a lively appreciation of your plan. It's...
well, you did say there is a method to your madness. I can see peeks of sanity
and of your long term goals and plan but getting there...” she shook her head.


“But, you just reminded me, and I keep reminding myself Commander,
there is no going back, just forward. So the question is, where do we go from
here?”


“Definitely no going back, we lack the fuel.”


“True.” Irons frowned, checking the readings. He didn't like what
he saw either, but it was within ten percent of what they had projected.


“There is no going back. Or there is, it depends on where you go
back to? And what you take with you? A new resolve?”


“I'll think about it Commander.”


“Thank you Admiral,” Sprite said softly. “Like you said, we need
to keep our options open. Putting Bek on a pedestal and risking everything on
it...” She shook her head.


“Right. But again, we're committed now. At least for the time
being until we're in Beta 101a1 space.”


“True Admiral.” Sprite checked her station. “I can spell you for
the time being Admiral,” she said. At least she didn't sound so cautious. She
had found she could handle the task for brief periods of time before it became
tedious.


“Thanks,” he said, getting up and stretching. He rubbed the small
of his back.


“Don't mention it. Except in my service records.”


“Bucking for promotion?” Irons asked, amused. He looked at her
avatar. She had grown up a lot over the past few years. She had gone through
several builds. She had been burned in Antigua, but seemed fully recovered. He
wasn't going to bring it up if she wasn't.


She pursed virtual lips and then shrugged. He shook his head.
“Well, will wonders never cease,” he murmured, leaving the bridge.


<----*----*----*---->


“We're shooting for the Hidoshi's World jump zone?” Phoenix asked.



“Still on target,” Irons said, checking the scope. It would be
easy to overshoot they were flying almost blind. Flying on instinct, something
spacers hated to do.


He'd liked the idea because it would add to his legend, but there
was a big difference from building on the legend and living it. He was putting
his neck on the line here, and a lot more was riding on this roll of the dice
besides that a hell of a lot more.


Ships didn't have to exit at a jump point. They could go wide, or
short, or long. Too long and you could end up in the inner system and add
stress to your hyperdrive the closer you got to an object of significant mass.
Exiting near such mass tended to do bad things to a ship, like oh, loose
containment on the hyperdrive.


A jump point was a spherical safe zone mapped out for ships to
enter or exit from hyperspace. There it was known to be clear of obstructions,
though on occasion orbital mechanics would have an object like a comet or
asteroid pass through. Spacers tended to clear the space lane to make it safe
for themselves and others who followed in their wake. 


Outside that safe area was questionable; a spacer couldn't clear
the entire outer system after all. But many ships had made a jump exit into
space around a star system without such comfort and security. It was a hazard,
but the risk was sometimes worth the reward. 


Those that didn't know what was coming, new systems... He frowned,
thoughts trailing off for a moment as they hit an old but still sore spot in his
psyche. His daughter had done it for years before her exploration ship had been
lost. His son had presumably done it as well.


It was one problem of defending a star system, why they emphasized
mobile defensive platforms over orbital forts. Forts were usually fixed
defensive structures, with fixed ranges.


He personally didn't like forts; they tied too much fighting power
into one big target. They took thousands of people to crew one, and they took
massive resources to build and maintain. Sure they could mount massive energy
budgets, armor, shields, and weapons, but the same could be mounted in multiple
hulls, which could then be scattered over a wide area. That gave you platform
redundancy through quantity not just quality. Besides, they could move to the
location of an enemy force far easier than a fort could.


Right now the argument was moot, he thought. Spacers needed the
safety of jumping into a known safe zone, so they could be mined or forted up;
at least for now.


“You don't often think of your family; of your daughter. Why is
that?” Sprite asked softly.


“Reading my mind again?” he asked.


“Part of the job.”


“And being a sounding board. I get that,” he said, adjusting their
course with fine precision. “It's... it's hard to live with the loss of a loved
one. You have memories of them, fond, angry; it's all jumbled sometimes. Things
you wished you had done, said...”


“When Firefly asked you about your daughter...”


“He knew she was dead. I knew she was dead.”


“But at the time Admiral...”


“I knew,” he said, not taking his eyes off their bearing. “Not as
a parent, but as an officer. A parent can hold out hope against any rational
assessment of the situation. As an officer; I can to some degree, but reality
has to come in.”


“She was an explorer? She knew the risks?”


“Of course. I knew them too. So did her mother. Exploring another
galaxy? Far from home...”


“Do you think she found the Xenos?”


“I have no clue. Maybe. We lack so much information about the
final phases of the war. Just what the hell happened? We don't know. It's
maddening. Did we win? Lose?”


“I'd say somewhere in between,” Sprite answered.


“True. Some have said there is no winning or losing in a war, just
different shades of losing. I get that now. Pyrrhic victory.”


“Do you think we should have cut the bridges?”


“I... don't know. And don't ask me if I feel responsible for the
gate. I don't know. I don't know if they had their own gates, I don't know if
there was a natural one. No clue. They didn't use ours.”


“Except the one they managed to secure.”


“Yes, the Sigma gate. I know. I'm not sure why they didn't blow it
right away. Did they think of the wasted cost involved? Balk at throwing away
the investment? I mean... did they think it would cost too much? Or that we
could retake it somehow?” He shook his head in frustration.


“Instead they fought a massive battle and blew it up.”


“At the cost of tens of thousands of lives; millions of tons of
starships and dozens if not hundreds of AI. They uncovered systems to do it.
But it didn't matter, the damage had been done.”


“Or the enemy had another gate.”


He nodded curtly. “Right.”


“So, you don't feel responsible, even a little for working on the
wormholes and creating the gates?” Sprite probed cautiously.


Irons shook his head. He had been but a cog in the greater wheel
when it came to implementing the gates. Sure, he'd overseen the engineering,
but he knew a few other engineers that could have done it as well as him. They
had worked out just fine for nearly twenty years, cutting transit time from one
sector of the galaxy to another. But then someone had gotten it into their head
to try to connect to nearby galaxies. “No. That's like asking Henry Ford if he
felt bad over a drunk driver killing someone. Yes on one degree I suppose I
should.”


“Admiral, do you remember the expression, scientists and engineers
always wonder if they could and never question if they should?” Sprite asked.


“There is only so far I'll accept the sack cloth and ashes self
masochism Sprite. It's done. I know that Eisenstein and others hated their
contributions, and they died regretting the things they did, but once the genie
is out of the bottle...” He shrugged. “I can't make people use a device how I
think it should be used. That's not an excuse, that's an expression of reality.
I can go Nobel's path, when he was labeled a warmonger for inventing dynamite
he was so horrified he changed into a philanthropist.”


“Which benefited mankind.”


“And I bet if you go through all the other past scientific
achievements, and the Nobel’s people received for them, you'd find all sorts of
questionable things like the gates. Things that were intended to help
civilization but instead were twisted for war. I'm not going to dwell on it. It
is the past I can't change it. I'm going to move on,” he said grimly, settling
himself and taking a deep cleansing breath before letting it out slowly.


“Forward thinking.”


“While keeping a healthy respect for the past. And try to
appreciate efforts by you and others for reminding me to keep an eye on things
like that.”


“Thank you.”


“Even when I wouldn't mind ringing a certain busy body AI's
virtual neck for hitting a sour point in my rosy achievement list.”


“Just keeping you honest Admiral,” Sprite said.


“Sometimes I don't have the luxury of doubt. I have to make a
decision and get it done. See it through,” the Admiral said, paraphrasing a
lesson from officer's training.


“Correct.”


“And you knew that of course. Which meant all this was another
psych test,” Irons exhaled noisily, realizing he'd been set up. “And another
way of reminding me, what's done is done, we have to go on from here. Which is
this,” he waved to the ship and their rapid approach to their emergent point.


“Again correct,” Sprite said. “As you said, we'll deal with it.”


“Hell yes we will. Preparing for emergence. Dropping to Alpha.
Power at ninety percent.”


“No obstructions detected. Course adjusted, we are on track for
projected emergent point.”


“Jump point Joker. Aye,” Irons replied. “Fuel reserves?”


“Sufficient for emergence and ten days in real space at ten
percent power.”


“Crap,” Irons said softly. He'd cut it pretty close, perhaps too
close. He'd banked on a couple grav waves to draw power from, but they had been
frustratingly too far off course to utilize. Oh well. Again it was something
that was behind them.


“Emergence in two minutes from mark. Mark,” Phoenix said. “Corona
discharge from port stern drive pod.”


“Noted,” Irons replied. The pods on the port stern were going out
of alignment. That was to be expected after constant use for such a long period
of time without relief. He'd have to do a reassessment and realignment in
subspace. AFTER they got the fuel situation sorted.


“Emergence in ten. Hyper drive is cycling down. We have cross
over,” Phoenix reported as the ship flashed into subspace in a burst of light and
static energy.


“Position?” Sprite asked, sounding a bit anxious.


Irons was keenly interested as well, but well aware he had a duty
to perform. He checked over the systems carefully. The hyperdrive was in safe
mode, which was good. “No disharmonics detected. Energy shields are at ten
percent. That is sufficient for particle shields. Discharge rate is tapering
off. I wish we could have tapped it,” he sighed.


“Not happening,” Phoenix replied, sounding distracted. Irons
looked to see the empty navigational station cycling through the sector star
chart. “Spectral analysis of the local star is confirmed, we are in the Beta
100 omega system,” the AI announced, sounding smug.


“All right!” Sprite crowed. 


The Admiral smiled and nodded. “Good work people. Well done.”


“And we didn't fall too far off the mark either. We are south and
ten degrees east of the Hidoshi's World jump point. Off target by about a
million kilometers.”


“Excellent,” the Admiral replied, smiling, so far so good. To have
come so close to hitting the bull’s eye from thirty-one parsecs away was good.
He'd pat himself on the back later though, he thought.


“About flipping time!” Sprite said, sounding happy. The Admiral
glanced at her avatar on his HUD. She shrugged.


“Course?” the Admiral asked, returning his attention to the larger
picture.  He turned his head to view the navigational station. The system chart
was up. Courses were projected on it, all to the two Jovians.


“Projected course will take a few more minutes Admiral. I want to
get this right with the least amount of fuel used if you don't mind,” the AI
reported.


“Understood and heartily agree,” Irons replied. He reached for the
sensor controls.


“And no, you can't re-prioritize my sensors to scan the system or
the gas giants. Passives only. Actives use too much power.”


Irons frowned. Sprite smothered a giggle. “I think he's serious.”


“I am serious. We are that low on fuel you know. Not fun.””


“Understood,” Irons replied. He looked at Sprite.


“I'll check the passives,” Sprite sighed.


“We still have the post exit hyperspace list to work through Admiral,”
Phoenix reminded him after a quiet moment.


Irons flinched as if startled and then nodded. “On it,” he said,
glad for the distraction.


<----*----*----*---->


It took a while, but Phoenix finally crept along a course the AI
grudgingly approved of. They kept to passive scans, which was annoying, but at
least it didn't announce their presence in the system. Still, it made the Admiral's
neck hairs rise a bit, not knowing what was around them in any detail.


He also wasn't at all happy about running ballistic for the past
two days. It did however conserve power. The slingshot around a rock two days
from now would cut their transit time, but it was annoying to be so close to a
rock and yet not be able to exploit it. According to their records it really
was a rock, totally useless.


“Admiral, two derelicts detected in orbit of the third planet.
Neither are active,” Phoenix reported.


“In orbit of the third planet?” Sprite asked, showing some
interest. “Class?”


“Affirmative,” Phoenix replied, sending the AI and the Admiral his
data feed. There were two metallic objects, both vaguely ship shape in orbit of
the rocky planet. Both were dead in space, drifting and tumbling. From the look
and estimated size of them they had to be medium freighter class. “At this
range I can't get a better read on them, sorry.”


“And especially not with the soup around us. Nothing on
neutrinos?” the Admiral asked. He frowned. They could do a search for a basic
ship type in their registry but there really wasn't a point. They would no
doubt only get a partial match; ships were extensively modified over the years,
especially the past seven centuries.


“That is why I classified both ships as derelicts.”


“And we can't tell how long they have been there, or why they are
there,” Sprite mused. “At least not from here. They could have been stuck in
orbit there for days... or centuries.”


“True,” Irons replied. He like a lot of spacers had a thing about
Dutchmans. “We can investigate after we get the fuel situation sorted out.”


“I'm not going anywhere until we do Admiral. I'm on fumes,”
Phoenix said.


“Right,” Irons sighed, making a face. “ETA on the parts?”


“Three hours Admiral, the balloons will take some manhandling to
get to my boat bay.”


“I know,” the Admiral grunted, shaking his head. He wasn't looking
forward to moving the great big sacks through the tight quarters of the ship to
the boat bay. “We can cut the gravity. That will make it easier to maneuver
them.”


“Or more challenging. Easier to lift certainly,” the AI replied.


“True.”


“Saving power would be nice,” the AI said.


The Admiral eyed the AI avatar and then pursed his lips. “You know
what, reduce power for the gravity systems by half. I can deal with it.”


“Are you certain sir?”


“Yes.”


“Okay...”


“And we're going to use the saved power to put the kitties to
bed.”


“You mean stasis. Great,” Sprite said, making a face.


“I don't need them getting underfoot. And I don't need them
clawing and peeing over my room right now. No thank you,” Irons replied in a
carefully controlled voice.


“True,” Sprite replied with a hint of mirth. “Repairing your suit
did keep Proteus busy for a minute or two.”


“Which was power we need to conserve. Besides, putting the
fuzzballs to bed will save on food and life support as well.”


“And now that you've talked yourself into it?” Sprite asked,
smiling at him.


He sighed and got up out of his chair. “Now I've got to go do it.
Which will not be easy. Nor will your ribbing help.”


“I know, but it's more fun that way,” Sprite said as the Admiral
made his way to his cabin. 


He slowed enough to snort. He had to watch his pace, Phoenix had
already reduced power to the gravity and he nearly rebounded off the ceiling as
he walked. “Cute.”
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One of the things that sucked about the nearly empty system was
the lack of options when it came to the available gas giants to mine. There
were two, both Jovians, which meant a high radiation level. That sucked. The
rest of the planets in the system, all two of them, were rocks. There was a reason
the system was a crossroads and not inhabited.


The radiation though, that might be an issue. It didn't matter to
Irons or Phoenix, both he and the ship could put up a particle shield, but the
refinery platform couldn't handle a heavy load, which was an issue. It would
have a very short shelf life and would be prone to errors like this one. He
hadn't even gotten it fully deployed yet and it was giving him conniptions.


There were better designs for its electronics, specially hardened
against radiation, with layers of shielding. There was even a design with its
own shield generators. But those used material he didn't have available
unfortunately. They were also a bit too large for the replicators he had on
Phoenix.


The other issue was the radiation and high-density particles and
micro-meteors in the system cut his sensor range and resolution down to under
three hundred thousand kilometers. Phoenix was reliant on Lidar and that was
giving the AI fits with all the material floating around.


The Admiral was starting to regret not going through Pyrax. If
he'd gone through Gaston, it would have taken oh; six weeks back to that
system, then another four to Pyrax. Cross that system and see what was going
on, maybe put a helping word in to Logan, then another seven-week jump to Beta
101a. But he'd be on fumes, unless he tanked up in Pyrax. And he seriously
didn't want to be on fumes in that system. If Sprite was right, the Horathian's
were stacking up stuff to hit Pyrax there now. The Beta jump point to Pyrax was
a rough one, but if the Horathian's had gotten wind of what had happened to
their fleet by now... and had something positioned near enough... he winced.


Perhaps it would be safer for him to head to Hidoshi's World, or
up chain to Kathy's World. He frowned. No, Hidoshi's World was agrarian, and Kathy's
World was an ice planet; again, nothing there for him. Protodon was agrarian,
and there was little up there except Antigua. He didn't want to go crawling
back there with his tail tucked between his legs. He needed options. Better
options than the ones currently on the table. But first things first, he
thought, snapping his mind back to the here and now.


Which was why he was puttering around here, drifting in space
trying to get the balloon platform off.


<----*----*----*---->


In orbit of the gas giant Murphy reared its ugly head while
deploying the gas giant refinery. The compact assembly of balloons, struts,
chemical works and micro-fusion reactor was being hinky. First the routine
checkup had thrown up a software flag. Sprite was on that. But then the booster
had failed a check of its fuel injector. The Admiral had ordered it back
flushed, but when that failed to solve the problem he had suited up and gone
out to tear into it. 


He was still outside the ship working on the platform and a
sticky hinge when all hell broke loose. 


“Admiral...” Phoenix said over the channel, noting an odd return
on the lidar about three hundred kilometers out and closing at six hundred
meters per second. There was a rock approaching, but the AI hadn't noted its
course coming this close before now. The AI tracked its course; it would pass
within ninety kilometers of the ship, within the ship's safety range. 


That was in itself odd since the AI hadn't noted the rock on such
a course prior to its taking up the present orbit around the gas giant. Phoenix
ran a quick back track, but again it didn't make sense. The rock would have to
have swung around two other rocks and not impacted them in order to come in on
the course it was currently on.


“Curiouser and curiouser,” the AI said, sending its findings to
Sprite. Sprite's attention was on the software repair, so she logged the data
and continued on her current project.


Annoyed at the lack of interest, Phoenix ran a passive scan as it
prepared to fire the RCS to move the ship to the safe one hundred kilometer
range. There was something else, an energy trace off the port bow behind a
moon. It was faint, but there. “Admiral, there is something going on here. As
you like to say, something hinky.”


“Not now. I'm busy,” Irons growled. “Whatever it is, it can wait,”
he growled, pulling on the hinge.


“I'm afraid not Admiral,” Phoenix began, sending out a pulse.
There was no return. The AI thought about it for a microsecond and then sent a
rapid-fire series of pulses, these aimed at the local moon. The intent was to
rebound them, to get the pulse to bounce off the moon to the odd object to get
a scattered return. When the AI got the return a half second later he acted.


Sprite got the data stream from Phoenix as Irons kept working
doggedly on the hinge. He felt his arm morph and his suit kick as he turned.
“What the hell?”


“Defender, get the Admiral inside now,” Sprite said, dropping her
voice into a cool soprano of command. “Phoenix, time?”


“Under five minutes,” the AI replied. “I can't get a solid number.
Whatever is coming it's good.”


“Someone want to tell me what the hell's going on?” Irons snarled,
fighting the AI for control of his suit. “Commander!”


“Get inside now Admiral. Incoming!” Sprite said.


“Shit, now you tell me,” Irons snarled, no longer fighting the AI.
“Meteor?”


“No!”


“Sprite...”


“No time Admiral! Phoenix roll ship ten degrees. Brace for
impact!”


“If it hits, I don't think it will. Rolling ship now,” Phoenix
replied.


“What is it?” The Admiral asked, looking up over the hull. He
could see something now, something black and not running any running lights.
She was briefly silhouetted against the gas giant beyond.


“Ship. It’s some sort of ship or other object. It's under
stealth. Cancel that, stealth is dropping! It's a...” Phoenix's running report
was cut off in a squeal as the Admiral entered the open lock. The lights in the
lock flickered and then died before the door could close.


The destroyer erupted out of stealth and used force beams to
short Phoenix's shields and drive before the Admiral could get back inside to
do anything. The ship went dead, drifting with its running lights out. A last
lingering puff of RCS had kicked Phoenix into a slow roll. Irons looked up in
time to see a ship pass by, less than a thousand kilometers away. That was
suicide range with shields, but it was there and gone. He scowled and returned
his attention to his ship, throwing out a radio inquiry. It was dead and he
didn't like the implications of that.


“Report!” Irons growled, looking around. “Sprite? Commander! I
know you can hear me!”


“Sorry, safety reset. I was in the net with Phoenix when the
destroyer hit us with some sort of directional EMP weapon and then a force beam
barrage. Shields, wedge, drive, and power are down. Phoenix is dead. I'm not
sure about the AI. Admiral, this doesn't look good.”


“Shit!” The Admiral snarled, turning back to the lock. He pulled on it, but it didn't
move. He flipped the cover plate up covering the emergency back up and went to
work.


 “Admiral! That will do you no good, there is no power and the
outer doors are open. There is air on the other side.” Irons patched his right
arm into the grid and then sent a mental command. The outer door started to
close and then stopped about ten centimeters apart. They jerked a few times
there, not quite ready to close for some reason. He had to pull the jack out
though, the damn power grid tried to suck him dry.


“Oh,” Sprite said thoughtfully after he got the door closed. It
was incredibly dark in the airlock. It didn't bother him, he had his sensors
and enhanced vision, but it was inky black.


“It's partially closed,” the Admiral said, turning. He grabbed
the doors and forced them shut.


Helpless to stop what was going on, but determined to try, he
forced his way back on Phoenix by pure muscle power. He received a garbled
damage report from Phoenix. He had been on the shadow side of the ship; its
bulk had shielded him from the effects of the EMP. The EMP was most effective
against civilian grade systems, military systems had redundancy and hardened
electronics. 


Phoenix had some milspec systems and could power back up given
time, but there was no point, he didn't have enough fuel to run far. He cursed
himself for that then got his temper under control.


“We've got more important issues here, and a time crunch. They
will be coming Admiral. Now what?” Sprite warned him.


“Any sign of a shuttle?”


“No, they overshot. We might get something for a warning, but I
doubt it, space is big. 


“So is this it? Go down fighting?”


“Admiral, the provisions on capture are clear,” Defender said.


“Termination? Not going to happen. I'm not caught yet,” Irons
growled. “So don't go there. And no, I don't think playing possum will work. We
can't run we all know that.”


“In death ground fight?” Sprite asked.


“More like in hemmed in ground use subterfuge. I have a plan. 


“Oh a plan? This was all planned? This oughta be good,” Sprite
grumbled. “Please, tell us this plan sir.”


“Commander, no time. Drop the sarcasm. Just work with me here. Phoenix overlay a
firewall and hide. Don't let them see you.”


“I am damaged, I am not certain I can,” Phoenix reported.


“Sprite, Defender, help him. Proteus, get in there as well.
Phoenix, give me a damage control report.”


“Shields are gone. We're on reserve power, at fifty one percent
and falling. Life support is stable. I've cut the power to the gravity to
conserve power.”


“Understood,” Irons said as he worked.


“Drive is out. We're venting some atmo and fuel. Active sensors
are down, most likely scrambled. Passives... I've got some cameras, but most
are down as well.”


“Shit.”


“Lidar is semi-functional. But I don't trust it.”


“Okay. Frack, that’s not good. Anyway we can get a time estimate
on when they will return?”


“If they are smart they will send a shuttle. Not dock directly.
There is no telling the behavior of wounded and desperate prey,” Sprite said,
echoing what they had learned from a lifetime of dealing with pirates.


The Admiral cursed but kept working. He purged his databanks, and
locked his computers down before his ship was boarded and he was taken
prisoner. Anything remotely military was dumped into the recycler and slagged.
His armory was one of the things he slagged right off, including the armored
suit Sprite had picked up for him. He had been tempted to use the thing; a
repeat of Ironman inside the destroyer might work, but only might. He had to get
to the ship first. The destroyer would be foolish to let him on board wearing
the thing, so that option was unfortunately out.


“We can't run. We can't hide. So we bide our time, get on board
and then take them from the inside.”


“Mutiny,” Sprite said.


“I'm not their crew. They want me, well, I'll give them more than
they ever wanted.”


“Agreed,” the AI replied grimly.


<----*----*----*---->


“Admiral, the provisions on capture are nonnegotiable,” Defender
said as they swung into action. The ship was holding off, they had an hour so
far, a precious hour to get organized and do some damage control. He wondered
briefly if they had done that on purpose, let him do the grunt work of trying
to fix his ship then come in just before he finished and took over. That
rankled a bit. Smart though.


“If you even think about what you are doing I'll lobotomize you
myself,” Sprite growled. Irons could see her throwing firewalls up. He ignored
it, too intent on forming his plan and getting things moving. He didn't have a
lot of time.


“They are pirates. They don't know who I am, and they certainly
don't know about you three.” He looked at the computer interface. “Four.”


“So?”


“Remember what we did on Io? I'm going to play possum long enough
to get on their ship, and then we're going to tear her apart from the inside,”
the Admiral said flatly, in a tone that should have broke no argument. 


He'd briefly considered doing that on Io 11 when they had first
taken him. Luckily for all concerned fortune or fate had intervened. He'd
bonded with the girls over the shared adversary of the marauding pirates, and
then brokered a deal with the Captain. But the entire time he'd kept the AI as his
secret, his ace in the hole.


“Admiral, this goes against orders...” Defender retorted. Irons
glanced at the plot. It wasn't stable, but it was enough to get a vague idea on
what was out there. The ship that had shut Phoenix down was outside of sensor range.
But so were any shuttles. They'd have about a ten-minute warning of an incoming
shuttle.


“Lieutenant, do you have any doubt that we can bust out of that
brig at any time of our choosing?”


“No.”


“Knowing our capabilities? We can take the ship but only
from the inside. I want that ship. No offense Phoenix, but I want it.
Bad. And I mean to take the ship. But to do it and run her, we need support.
Which means crew.”


“I... see. Admiral, this plan is, insane. Even for you.”


“If it's crazy and it works it's not crazy,” the Admiral replied.
He ignored the doubt the AI expressed. The AI was playing devil's advocate
after all. He did have a point; the plan was right up there with some bad
Hollywood drama. It was true though. He was horribly vulnerable right now. But
if he was on the inside, there wasn't a weapon on board that could harm him.
They'd have to blow their own ship out from under everyone to get him. And with
his shields, he might survive it. Might. He wasn't ready to test that. He added
locating and defusing the ship's scuttling charges to his mental list. Finally
he dumped the plan into a file and threw it up on the main board for all four
AI to read it.


“Now see? That's what I'm talking about,” Sprite said, shoving
Defender a rapid-fire text message saying, “I told you so.”


“We'll get this done.”


“What if they recognize you? You haven't exactly been keeping a
low profile Admiral,” Defender warned him. He sent back a text to Sprite,
agreeing with her. That shocked the other AI into silence.


“Then we'll have to do something about my face so I won't be
recognized also my body, suit, the works, same for the ship and gear. Get a
list going,” Irons replied. “Work the problem don't be the problem. You are a
security AI; I want you to take it from the other side. Crack them like an
egg.”


“Aye aye sir,” Defender replied.


“Think of it as an infiltration job Defender. We're getting in.
Nothing they've got can stand up to us once we're on their ship,” Sprite
replied.


“I understand the mission. I am however going on the log
protesting the violation of standing orders.”


“So noted. Get to work.”


“Aye aye Admiral. What first?”


“Okay, remember what we practiced you three?” Irons asked.


“You're not serious sir,” Sprite said. She was now nervous about what he had in mind. There
wasn't a lot of time to debate it though. Time ticked down like a cascading
waterfall.


Proteus's avatar swayed and pulsed in dismay. “It's not tested Admiral.
I...”


“No time like the present. And we have no time. Do it. Start with
my face and body.”


“What about your voice? They may have recordings Admiral.”


“That next,” the Admiral said, feeling nanites in his skin go to
work. It felt like ants all over his skin until his nerves were cut and the
nanites went to work, morphing his face. 


Irons had Sprite and Proteus use the nanites to alter his
appearance. They changed his face, hair, removed his beard, changed his build
slightly, altered his eye color, and altered his voice box.


“Proteus, stock up on nanites and power. Do that now, material as
well. We'll need to get as much power in me as possible, plus nanites. We're
going to need them,” the Admiral said, flexing his jaw. He touched it with both
hands gingerly. The AI had disconnected his nerves to work the changes, but it
still stung. It felt like sunburn, a bad one. It could be psychosomatic. He
didn't have time to wallow in it though. He turned with new eyes. He looked at
his hands. Even the pigmentation in his skin had been changed, he was now
Caucasian, almost albino in appearance, definitely a spacer.


“Sprite, work on a back story for me and Phoenix. Something
plausible.”


“Gotcha.”


“Proteus...”


“Power reserves at ninety point four percent Admiral. You need to
plug in. Or at least get close to an outlet. I can use nanites to form a line.”


“Bucket brigade. Gotcha,” the Admiral replied, unconsciously
echoing Sprite. “Phoenix, any robots up?”


“One Admiral.”


“Use it to sanitize my things. Everything.”


“Sprite and I are on the software. Admiral, you do realize I
should be deleted.”


“We'll see if you can get away with playing possum. Throw up a
firewall, several. The usual viruses we've encountered should bog them down.
Toss in a directory from hell and a corrupted search engine.”


“Oh lovely,” Phoenix replied.


“Work on the suit,” the Admiral said. “Use material from my
wardrobe,” he said, charging into his quarters. 


“Admiral...”


“Just do it!” He ordered. “If they notice the missing arm...”


“They'll wonder why. Got it,” Proteus replied, going to work. The Admiral
noted nanites streaming out from his HUD. Slowly the coverall dissolved and a
sheathing formed over his arm.


“Admiral, the cubs?” Sprite asked in concern.


The Admiral winced internally but realized he was helpless. He'd
have to accept whatever came next. “They'll have to take their chances. We can't
put them into stasis.”


“No,” Sprite replied. There was just enough reserve energy to keep
a trickle charge going in the life support in the room he was in. Gravity was
slowly ebbing as the force emitters spun down.


“Try to get them to hide. Maybe we'll get lucky,” the Admiral
said, turning away. He had more important things to focus on. The cubs and if
they lived or died in the next few hours wasn't up to him.


The Admiral dived into his quarters, throwing everything with
military markings into a pile. Memory chips, tablets, military equipment he had
been tinkering with, anything he could he threw in the pile. “Destroy this,”
Irons growled, pointing a finger at the pile.


“Understood,” Proteus replied, sending out a spray of nanites. The
items dissolved in seconds. “I am collecting material for possible future use.”


“Good.”


When that task was completed his day overall under his space suit
was sanitized of military markings and covered in stains. Also the AI did their
best to sanitize the ship's records and destroy any questionable materials with
the maid robots. 


A few of the robots worked, but a couple robots were unsuccessful.
One couldn't get into the small cargo bay. The hatch was blocked by debris. 


He had been tempted to fight, just get on the shuttle, get it to
the ship... but no, they could stand off indefinitely if needed, or if he tried
to board manually, standoff and shoot at him. No, mutiny from within was
increasingly the only survivable option.


By bad luck one suit in the laundry was overlooked.


Once he was certain he had taken things as far as he could, the Admiral
went to the tiny engineering compartment and got to work on restoring the
fusion reactor.


“Shuttle inbound, it is circling... I think they noticed the bay
is too small.”


“Class of shuttle?” the Admiral asked.


“Skyhawk,” Sprite said curtly. The Admiral grimaced in annoyance.
It was a fine thing, being boarded by pirates who had a captured Navy vessel
and were using a captured military shuttle.


“Time?” He felt a bump. “Never mind,” he growled, knowing that was
a hard dock.


“They are having trouble getting in. Should I help them?” Phoenix
asked.


“No. And shut up. Mute. Go into observer mode. Don't help them at
all,” the Admiral said, voice dropping into a guttural growl. He banged on a
few things.


Sprite thought he was getting his frustration out, but he was
really just passing time and trying to get into the role of a frustrated
spacer. Which he was.


He could hear footfalls and stamping feet as the ship, his ship,
was boarded. He fought the impulse to fight them off as the pirates swarmed his
interior, first heading to the bridge. He watched through micro cameras Proteus
had fashioned and left behind.


There were a dozen pirates, all in military or civilian police
armored skinsuits. They had their weapons drawn. It was a motley assortment of
weapons, most of them short ranged sawed off shotguns or pulsers. He shook his
head. All of the boarders were human. Apparently skulls were a favorite
decoration, that and black. They certainly looked the part of pirates.


When two of them came to the hatch he swore, banging on the
casing. He'd done what he could, but it would take fuel and a restart to get
the fusion reactor back online. He didn't have the time to do it.


“You! Freeze!” a voice snarled behind him. He froze. “Hands in the
air!”


Slowly he set the wrench down and raised his hands. Defender
itched to bring shields up but he overruled the AI grimly. This would either
work or not.


“Where are the others?” the same voice demanded curtly.


“I'm it,” Irons said, turning slightly to look over his shoulder.
“I'm a...”


“Shut it!” the voice said and he felt a rifle butt slam between
his shoulder blades. He oofed and went down, rebounding off the casing.
Instinctively his hands caught himself.


“I said Hands up!” the voice snarled, hitting him again. Irons
felt himself being clubbed to the deck, and then handcuffed. He was kicked a
few times and then the pirate stopped.


“Control, got one. Repeat one.”


The Admiral felt encrypted radio signals going out from the pirate,
and then another set return. His enhanced hearing caught the order to keep him
quiet. Before he could say anything rigger tape was ripped and then spread over
his mouth. The tape was wrapped around his head and then ripped off. A second
strip went over his eyes and around his head.


He laid there for a long fifteen minutes, wondering if he had done
the right thing, but knowing he had no choice now. He had to accept it and work
on the way out. 


He was hauled to feet and dragged out of the compartment. Despite
the tape his sensors allowed him to see the pirates going over his ship as he
was dragged out. They were smashing the plants, tossing things around. Bedding
was flying. He could hear fabric ripping. Unfamiliar voices were all around
him. His head turned, cataloging them, but for now not processing them for more
than threat value. He'd let Sprite and Defender look for intelligence clues
later.


“Admiral, the threat of you being spaced is very real here,” she
said, voicing her concern. She highlighted a discussion two of the pirates were
having. “And oh, by the way, the identity is confirmed, they are Horathians,”
she said, sounding disgusted.


Instead he was hauled to the shuttle lock with guards all around. 


“Where are the others”? A voice snarled. He felt someone slap his
head and then rip at the tape. He was kicked in the genitals and doubled over
in pain. Proteus had to stand down, he needed to keep it real and so the wounds
were left untreated.


The Admiral gasped for air. It had been a long time since he had
felt pain on that level. He had gotten soft, gotten used to the AI
disconnecting his nerves and instantly repairing the damage.


“Hurts doesn't it?” Sprite asked. “Just hang in there,” she said,
sounding concerned as he breathed hard. He took a ragged breath, shoulders
slumping. His hands formed fists as he tried to temper his anger. He'd get his
revenge... soon.


“I said, where are the others?” the voice said, backhanding him.
He spat. Leaning to one side. A hand roughly righted him. “You want to breath
you'll answer the question!” the voice snarled.


“Well, maybe if you gave the man time to answer he would
sergeant,” a dry female voice said. The voice was ugly, he could tell. She
wasn't much of a looker on his HUD either, a pear shaped woman with a pistol on
either shoulder.


The Admiral felt blood drooling from his lips and spat. He groaned
a bit, drifting. The microgravity and injuries were playing hell with his
stomach.


He could hear and see the pirates smashing things. Some were
malicious some were just methodically searching.


“Ma'am? There is no one else.”


“How can that be?” the woman asked, turning to the new voice.


“I don't know ma'am. Are they out on the hull?”


“Like the ones that tried that two months ago? Do you think they
are that stupid?” she asked thoughtfully.


“I don't know ma'am.”


“We'll, go find out then! And get someone to get power back on
here!” she said, waving a hand.


“Hey! Look what I found!” a fresh voice said. The Admiral scowled
bleakly as he heard a cat squall. Blindly he looked around, using his other
senses to see the bastard hold up the cat by her tail. The cat swung about,
trying to get free or grab something.


“Oh it's a lively one! Want a piñata?” he asked, waving the cat to
another pirate. 


“No, but I'll settle for a boxing bag,” the guy laughed, punching
at the cat. The cat clawed at his gloves, making him swear.


“Don't breach your suit or I'll breach you Hemorrhoid,” the woman
growled, looking over her shoulder to the two. “Take your toy and play with it
somewhere else,” she growled.


“Sure thing Lieutenant,” the first thug said, swinging the cat
against the wall. Like a demented malicious kid he slammed it around, walking
away.


Irons fought his rage down as a second thug came up with the other
cat. “Leave em alone! They didn't do anything to you!” he snarled. He felt a
blow and fought the urge to brace for it. It was hard, incredibly hard.


He knew they were dead, he could see it. Unfortunately, there was
little he could do. Nothing really. He felt the surge of helplessness as the
impact rolled through him.


He recoiled, woozily moving and felt something cold and hard touch
his temple. He knew it was the woman's pulser. “This ship and its crew are now
the property of the Horathian Empire. Got a problem with that?” she demanded.


The Admiral didn't say anything. There was a long pause. He could
feel her, feel her pulse, feel her finger slowly tighten and then release the
trigger. “I thought not,” she said.


“Ma'am, the shuttle reports nothing on the hull.”


“Nothing?” the woman demanded in disbelief. She turned. “Well!
I'll be doggone. We've got a live one here boys and girls. A sleeper I bet.
Only way someone could man this ship on his own. That right?” she asked,
turning on Irons.


“Yes,” he croaked out.


“Well!” she said, smirking. He heard someone whistling in
appreciation. “Yes sirree, we've got ourselves a genuine sleeper. Bet you
wished you'd never woken up to this nightmare,” she said, laughing. She turned.


Irons scanned the room, noting the sergeant carefully studying
him. “Don't even think of resisting,” the sergeant murmured softly.


The Admiral spat as his mouth filled up with blood once more.


“Patience Admiral,” Sprite cautioned. “You'll get your turn soon
enough,” she said soothingly.


Irons coughed. It bothered him, this entire thing. A lot of what
they were doing, the malicious destruction was completely unnecessary. Why? He
thought. Why didn't they want to keep it? He fought a sigh. The impulse to
destroy was an easy one, a seductive one. The adrenaline release for doing something,
something you knew was wrong...


He saw in himself the urge to return the favor, to retaliate. It
would be so easy to snap the cuffs, bring up his shields and then tear them
apart.


But no, he promised himself he'd wait. He'd get his revenge he thought,
watching the bastard with the second cub tear her head off and mount it on his
shoulder. Yes, he'd get his revenge. The proverb was right it was best served
cold.


The sergeant watched the man and turned to his Lieutenant. “Ma'am,
this one isn't like the others. I don't see any fear in him.”


“That's cause he's a sleeper, probably in denial. He'll get over that
soon enough,” the woman gloated. She motioned with a hand. “Ball him up, pack
him up on the shuttle. The skipper will want to see him,” she said, waving an
airy hand. “Hell, I'm looking forward to going a few rounds with him in bed. I like
men with spirit,” she said, laughing with her hands on her hips. “They're fun
to break!”


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite watched, feeling helpless as the pirates tore apart all
they had worked for. They wrapped the Admiral in riggers tape and then secured
him in the shuttle. One of the pilots remained, grumbling about not getting a
chance at the loot.


Occasionally pirates would come in loaded with armloads of things.
They'd stash them and move off. 


“Are they going to abandon the ship?” Sprite asked.


“Hopefully,” Proteus responded. 


The pirates were from the Horath system, and had been preying on
ships in the area, that much was obvious. Phoenix was the ninth ship taken
since they went on station according to the open gossip. The fourth in the past
two months.


When they were finished looting they left a small crew and then
loaded back up. There was some good-natured ribbing and grumbling about the
prize. Irons could smell the copper scent of animal blood. He had Proteus send
out nanites as the AI repaired any internal injuries he sustained. He left the
skin alone, the dermis damage would serve as necessary camouflage. 


There was a bump as the ship undocked, then a drifting sensation.
Obviously the shuttle's inertial dampeners were out of synch. “Hope everyone's
buckled up!” the pilot said over the PA. One of the pirates raised a one-finger
salute in reply. Then there was a kick as the shuttle moved out.


As they moved nanites infiltrated the shuttles systems. It was a
Navy Skyhawk, Irons and the AI noted. Proteus picked its way through the
systems, and under guidance from Sprite and Irons, directed his attention to
the sensor feed.


They were shuttled across the void to another ship, a destroyer.
It was an Arboth class, a small but familiar blocky shape about four hundred
and ten meters long. The ship was stacked vertically rather than linear or
horizontally, making her look like an ancient Terran Angelfish. She was almost as
tall as she was long, measuring four hundred meters from the tip of her
skyscraper structures just aft of her midships line.


She had four clusters of drive pods and three massive Smythe
ion-force emitter engines. One of which appeared to be down. 


Damocles, the tin can they had captured in Pyrax was an Arboth
class. Things were certainly getting interesting.


<----*----*----*---->


In transit, with little to do, the Admiral accessed his data on
the Arboth in order to familiarize himself with its stats and deck plan. When
he pulled up the blocky ship he sighed internally. It was a modular design in
the final stages of design development before he went into stasis so his
information was only partial. He hadn't picked up much from the repairs to
Damocles; he'd focused on the other ships. 


The ship was divided into three sections, a rectangular bow with a
slit for a mouth, extending to a cross shaped midsection with spars extending
on the vertical Y axis then followed by the eight main sublight drives. The
ship was a simplified design, something that could be mass-produced in large
numbers with each having a small crew of roughly a hundred souls. 


The weapons were limited to a spinal mount force emitter in the
bow slit, most likely the device that disabled his ship he mused. The ship had
a bow magazine and six missile tubes, as well as four spinal mounted grasers
clustered around the main weapon. Two three barrel kinetic turrets on port and
starboard rounded out its primary arms. 


The ship also had a large number of point defense clusters, more
than a normal ship of her class, but half seemed to be improvised Gauss mounts.
It had less than half the normal counter missile tubes. One destroyer class
reactor, a small micro reactor near her outer hull on her stern nestled between
her subspace fusion drives, and a class 4C hyperdrive. 


The ship had good legs in subspace, the cross-shaped mid section
had drive pods on the tips allowing it pinpoint maneuverability. Its shields
were strong for its class, having taken in the new tech advances from the
R&D of the time. However clustering the eighty percent of the ship’s
armament in the bow allowed it to focus on one target, but left it vulnerable
on every other axis. 


The Arboth was a modular designed ship, something he was of two
minds about. On the pro side she shared the same parts and frame as each of her
different variants. But on the con side a craft that tried to do too much
usually couldn't do any one particular job well. And a tin can was just too
small to mount a lot inside.


The ship's basic frame had an escort carrier variant that deleted
all the offensive weapons and most of her magazine space in favor of twenty
small fighters, two shuttles, two multipurpose AWACs and SAR craft, two refuel
and rearming shuttles, and two cutters. 


It wasn't a design he favored; he preferred a general approach to
ship design. She sacrificed the long-range fight in favor of a heavy
short-range punch. She was reliant on her stealth ability to get into range of
an enemy ship. That strategy had little room for error, and a good hit would
take most of her weapons or drive out. There was little room for redundancy and
she had little or no self-repair ability. 


Specialists were fine for some things, but taking it to this
extreme probably wasn't a good thing. He was curious about how the design had
held up in combat.


Bounty herself was a basic destroyer, which was good. She was a
gunslinger, with that odd ability to knock down a ship's shields and systems.
He'd have to look into that once the tables were turned.


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite watched in disgust as the goons that had killed the cats
compared notes. What she had seen had angered her. Such depravity for another
life form was typical of destructive types. Unfortunately organics weren't the
only ones who harbored such tendencies she reminded herself.


One of the goons leaned over to the other and poked him. The other
grunted and looked at him. “What?”


“So, um, the pelt.”


“What about it?” the other asked lazily. He stroked the fur. They
had gutted both carcasses and bagged them in clear plastic to keep the smell
down. He'd opened it to play with the fur and claws.


“You still thinking about tanning it?”


“Are you kidding me?” the first said, flexing a paw by pushing on
it with his fingers. He smirked as the claws came out. “Hell yeah! I want the
skull as a pommel butt too!”


“Oh hell. You have any idea about the smell?? Stink? Boy does that
crap stink!”


“Oh.”


“Yeah, ran into this a few times. My advice? Freeze it. Vacuum
freeze it or freeze dry it. It'll keep till we get somewhere that you can thaw
it and get a pro to handle it.” The thug fondled the soft pelt. “Something like
this? You can make into a woman's stole or purse or something. Fetch big
credits in the right market.”


“Ah, yeah,” the first said, now thoughtful. “I hadn't thought
about that.”


“Well, think it over. That's what I'm doing with mine.”


“What about the meat?” the first asked after a moment of playing
with the dead animal's body.


“Are you kidding? Give it to Cookie. Why let it go to waste!”


“Cat? You're not serious?”


“Why not? Meat's meat! Besides, can you tell the difference with
his cooking anyway?”


The first thug laughed, shaking his head. “You know what, no,” he
said as his guffaws died down. His bray of laughter hadn't even woken up the
guy snoring away across the aisle.


“What about the ship?” the first asked when they stopped snorting
and laughing.


“What about it?”


“Any ideas what we're going to do with it?”


“That's up to the brass,” the other sniffed. “My money is we'll
keep it. That is if we can get it running again. We'll probably use it as a
courier between us and Admiral Cartwright.”


“Why? You think we'll need it?” the first asked in surprise. “You
think Pyrax is as bad as they say it is?”


“I have no clue. We'll find out in a couple of months. Once
pickings are too slim to stick around and we've gotten our prizes out, we'll
find out. Hell! Maybe the brass will kick things off early and we'll miss out!”


“Hmmm. I dunno. I'm not sure I'm happy about losing out on loot.”


“Are you kidding me? I'll pass on riding into a shooting gallery
any day of the week! Let some other dipshit get shot up. Then we'll come in and
clean up!”


“True,” the other cackled. “Too true,” he said, smiling nastily.


“No honor among thieves indeed,” Sprite texted to the others.


<----*----*----*---->


 The tin can had a single boat bay. There was no IFF transmission,
but it was obvious she was a former Federation naval vessel. Unfortunately
someone had painted over the hull identification markers with Horathian
markings. The Admiral frowned. She was marked as a D-971. If they really had
that many destroyers... he flinched as someone poked him. He realized he needed
to maintain his situation awareness more carefully. Watched through the nanites
as the man got the package behind the Admiral and then moved out.


The thing was many nations throughout time had skipped around with
hull markings to confuse the enemy, the Admiral thought. So that could be the
case. But worst-case scenario meant he had to seriously rethink things down the
road. But first, he had to deal with this situation.


He was tempted to break out now, they were stupid enough to cuff
his hands behind his back and then leave him. Prisoner protocol always said to
cuff the hands in front so you could watch them. Stupid, he thought coldly. He
was tempted to show them the error of their ways, but he decided it was best to
stay the course. He wanted to get a better feel for the ship before he acted.
He needed Intel and definitely needed to disable any self-destruct packages.
Besides, if they had been capturing ships for some time, like the two derelicts
he had overlooked, they could have other prisoners. Other prisoners meant
potential allies to recruit.


Decision made he settled down for a wait. Once the shuttle was
inside and on the deck, the apes unbuckled, grabbed their stashed loot and then
moved out even before the pilot gave the all clear.


Two thugs remained behind. Irons noted one of them had a tattoo of
a line across his throat with the words 'cut here' in various places above and
below the line. Cute. He had a heavy jaw, nose flattened by repeated breaks,
and hard hands. He was an older bruiser, going a bit thick in the middle, but
he obviously still worked out. 


The tape was cut and he was kicked a few times. He was roughly
forced to his feet and then escorted to the brig under heavy guard. There he
found it filled with the surviving crew of the other ships. He looked around as
the guards freed him. One had a hand on his shoulder, pushing him against the
wall outside the brig door. “New Meat!” the guard said, grinning evilly.


“Hang on, you gotta tell him the rules,” another guard, said. He
frowned suddenly and looked to the companionway they had just come down. “This
it? He is the only survivor?”


“He's the only one period. Boss lady said he's special,”
the first guard said.


“Well, he can go in with the rest,” the guard behind the desk
said, waving a baton to a shift coming in. Irons glanced with his eyes but they
were still covered in tape. He focused with his implants and watched the IR
signatures of six prisoners, shoulders slumped, in chains, shuffle past him
under guard. After a moment he felt the tape around his eyes being roughly
ripped off. He gasped.


“Rules of the road,” the guard growled. He slapped the baton
against the Admiral's kidneys. Irons gasped, knees buckling.


Irons felt a hand roughly grab his short hair and pull back. “You
listen here boy,” the guard snarled he tugged on the hair and shoved the
new prisoner into the wall hard enough so his chest was compressed. “You mind
your P's and Q's and you'll live to see another sunrise. You so much as think
mutiny and you will be out an airlock so fast you'll never know it till you are
sucking vacuum.”


Irons gasped. “That clear enough for you Guppy?” the voice asked,
turning his head away to the guard on duty.


“Yeah, whatever. He'll learn quick if he wants to live.” The guard
behind the desk said, sounding bored. “Did you search him?”


“No. Not my catch.”


“Stupid,” the corporal snarled. “Do it quick.”


Rough hands patted John down. They found a few tools he had in his
pockets and tossed them onto the desk. They were rough, ripping a hip pocket.
One even grabbed his genitals, making the Admiral freeze. The pervert felt him
up for a second, getting in his face to look him in the eye. “Oh this one likes
this. He's going to be fun,” the guy said. His breath stank of rotten teeth.
Irons didn't look away. “Oh yeah, you have spirit. Lieutenant Sikes is right,
it's more fun to break em when they have balls like these!” the guy said
squeezing.


Irons gasped in pain. 


“Quit playing around Johanen. We've got other shit to do.”


“Why? You want to get back to the barracks so bad so the gunny can
get us doing make work?”


“Shut up. I want to see the show that's why. Besides, I'm off
shift, shit head,” the thug behind the Admiral said. “He's clean,” he said in a
bored voice, turning to the corporal.


The corporal waved a hand. “Then by all means, send him in. Let
the show begin,” he said, smiling nastily.
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The Admiral took a quick look around the compartment, identifying
people and assessing their condition quickly. Sprite highlighted a few people
and things of interest. 


His mussing was abruptly cut short when one of the prisoners got
up off a bunk and came over to him. He was certain from the big male's posture
he was there to confront him. He was a big human male, about thirty, with scars
on his face and hands. A big bald brawler, wide about one hundred eighty two
centimeters tall, with a snake tattoo that started with the head of the snake
on his brow with gaping fangs. The rest of the cobra's hood was spread over the
top his head. The body of the snake apparently extended down the back of his
head and neck then twined down his left shoulder. “New meat. Dead meat,”
the man said sounding amused as he sized John up. 


Irons brought his passive sensors up briefly and did a sweep of
the compartment. The guards were watching behind the bars behind him, eager for
some show. Studying the burly prisoner he realized he was attempting to
establish his authority. He placed his arms up defensively, trying to wave the
guy off. “Look man, I don't want any trouble. We're all in the same ship here.
There is no need to fight. I don't want to fight you.”


“Too bad meat, I do,” the guy responded and threw a round house at
his jaw. Defender kicked on before he could stop the AI, he went into defense mode and the Admiral leaned
back and ducked. The swing went into open air, throwing the giant off balance. 


“So be it,” the Admiral muttered, recovering swiftly. He blocked
a back swing and the fight was on.


Admiral Irons followed through with a rush at the guy’s chest,
slamming into him and bringing them both to the deck. He followed the slam into
a tuck and roll, landing on his feet to spin. The giant was slowly getting to
his feet, brushing himself off and eying the new meat warily. The other
prisoners and guards were cheering wildly, stamping feet and screaming to kill. 


“I think you should back off while you’re ahead,” the other
prisoner said, smiling grimly. The large man stared at him and wiped his mouth.
Irons felt his tongue over his own swollen lips.  He turned his head slightly
and spat on the deck. “Let's just settle down.”


Enraged the man charged, and Admiral Irons casually slapped aside
two punches before stomping on his opponent's foot. The man howled and backed
off John didn't stop there. He followed that up with a rapid series of blows to
disable the man. The crowd had gone silent as the man fell, but Admiral Irons
quickly stepped in and helped the man to sit up and breathe. 


“You'll be fine, just concentrate on your breathing. You're a
brawler I can tell. Not much into science, but pretty good.”


The man coughed, hand on his chest. Weakly he brushed John away.
Irons stepped back and did another assessment of the compartment and situation.


He did a head count. There were forty prisoners, and three of them
looked angry. Some were confused. A few of the other prisoners sported bleak
faces. They looked like they were communicating pity for his predicament, and
for his joining them. 


Most of the confused ones were likely friends of the leader so Admiral
Irons nodded to them. “You're friend will be fine. He got the wind knocked out
of him. He could use a little water though,” he said, looking at the man. 


Warily one nodded to another to get the drink. Admiral Irons stood
slowly and stretched. It was instructive to see if they had access to water. He
would need it to fuel his systems if he couldn't tap an electrical line.


“So much for keeping a low profile,” Sprite said in exasperation.


“What?” he turned fighting the urge to speak out loud. He'd been
spoiled too long speaking with the AI out loud over using his implants
exclusively. “What do you mean?” he texted back.


“I should have known you wouldn't have been able to keep a lid on
your temper for long. That fight was what you think you needed, but it could be
bad. Look at them. Listen to them. Now they know they have someone more
dangerous than themselves in their midst. Don't be too surprised if they throw
you a blanket party. Or if they try to slit your throat.”


“Shit.”


He fought the urge to look around as he went over to a wall. Men
got out of his way. There were few women in the compartment, just six. The half
dozen stuck together, well five did and one was apparently a Horathian. He was
surprised there were any females. The Horathians were brutal to their prisoner
slaves. They only kept Neo's and gene engineered humans alive if they knew an
important skill. Women tended to be fodder for their entertainment. Sick
entertainment. He looked in their direction, careful not to stare. He was
surprised there were Horathian's in the compartment at all.


“They screwed up. Ships discipline, but I'm betting a few are
shills to keep the prisoners in line,” Sprite said. The Admiral nodded slightly
in acknowledgment. 


Everyone was warily watching him he noted. That was both good and
bad. Sprite was right, he'd fracked up. He leaned against the wall and tried to
relax. 


He realized now he had made himself a target, the guards now knew
he was more dangerous than assumed, and his fellow prisoners were unsure of the
pecking order. 


The water boy came back and then hesitated. Apparently he didn't
like the idea of coming too close to the new predator in their midst.


The Admiral nodded curtly and tapped his data from his passive
sweep. He silently digested its log while stepping aside from the fallen former
leader. The ship’s computers were locked down and they couldn’t be remotely
accessed. There were only video cameras in the room, no audio. 


“Who are you stranger?” one man asked and then coughed. The Admiral
studied him, noting the bruised ribs and contusions on his face and arms. He
had electrical burns on one arm. 


“My name is John. John Doe, Captain of the Phoenix.”


“Bite your tongue sonny. There can only be one Captain on this
ship. He's on the bridge. Here you are a slave,” the gruff voice said, shaking
his head. “What'd you say your ship's name was again?”


“Phoenix. I'm out of Hidoshi's World. I was en-route to Destria
when this happened,” he said, waving helplessly.


“I see,” the man said, shaking his head. He smiled ever so
slightly. Irons could see he was missing teeth. “I'd say make yourself at home
but they aren't very hospitable around here,” he said bitterly.


“Yeah, I saw that,” the Admiral said, glancing over his shoulder
to the grumbling guards behind him. He nodded to some of the other prisoners
who weren't closed faced. Some of the prisoners began making introductions. 


Captain Luscious Franx was the former Commander of the Le More; a
small freighter captured a week prior to the Admiral's arrival. The small wiry
human was badly beaten, with two black eyes, missing teeth and welts on his
neck. He could see some badly healing ribs and some minor internal injuries.
Two of his fingers on his right hand were broken. His right wrist had a
hairline fracture; he kept the hand close to his chest. “The lady over there is
Karen Hoshi,” Captain Franx said, indicating a small battered Asian woman at
the center of the knot of five women.


Exec Karen Hoshi from the Jaw-te was introduced and Admiral Irons
tried to avoid her haunted eyes. The woman's injuries... his jaw set. There
would be a reckoning that he vowed; for her and for all the other women who
never had a chance. His look apparently spooked her and others. They growled
darkly and looked away.


Irons nodded. At least they had some spirit left. He wondered if
their fellow prisoners were as guilty as the guards and crew in their
depravity. He hoped not. He looked at the Horathian's among them. Though
some... he thought warily. Some were capable of just about anything, he
thought.


He focused on the other man who looked like an officer. He read
the battered nametag. Captain Ian something, he couldn't make out the last
name. The man was tall and well built, but had about as many bruises and welts
as the other two captains. There weren't any broken bones, but he had a bit of
a limp. He had reddish hair and the look of an Irish man.


A quarter of the survivors were engineers, but surprisingly, ten
were officers. He thought they would have been killed right off, but apparently
the concentration of knowledge in one person was too much of a resource to just
throw away. At least in humans, he thought darkly.


It made sense in a way. Freighters, especially those in this time
period had to have officers that were generalists. Officers had to know each
duty and also how to fix a problem so they could make certain the rating that
did the task did it right.


Of course that wasn't quite true, there were specialists, such as
helmsman and navigators. Two of the officers were helmsman another was a
navigator. But most small freighters didn't have the room to have people in one
dedicated slot many did double duty. Some rose through the ranks to get to
their specialty. He shook his head.


He shook hands with each of the officers. Some were battered and
wary, some had their heads down. He didn't keep track of the introductions
knowing Sprite would do that for him. He was horrible at names anyway. 


He listened to them each informed how their ships had been taken.
Jaw-te had been taken first; most of her crew were gone, only a handful
survived. Anderson had been taken second. Most of her engineering compliment
was still alive. She had tried to run, but the destroyer had caught her long
before she could get to the jump point. The Captain and exec had been executed.
Only a handful of her officers remained. 


Captain McGuyver's Deianira had been taken three months ago. Le
More had been taken a month ago. Most of their alien crew had been executed or
used as slave labor to man the ships and take them back to the Horath system. 
“So, who's the bruiser and what beef does he have with me?” John asked, nodding
his chin to the Horathian.


“Horathian, so watch what you say. There are a few here, they are
either spies or trouble makers the Captain decided to lock up.”


“Great,” the Admiral sighed.


“His name's Bard. He's, well, he was a master Chief. Now I'm not
sure. Apparently he pissed off the exec and Captain and now he's here.”


“King of the hill?” John asked.


Captain Franx looked at him for a moment. “Something like that,”
he admitted. “I'm surprised you know that.”


“I've been around,” John replied. “Seen a few things,” he said,
slurring slightly as he spat blood. The blood was more for show; Proteus had
everything under the skin repaired. He looked over to see a woman and a few
other men around the big guy Bard. “Followers?”


Franx looked that way. “Like I said, Horathians the rankers and
filers. They were sent here for minor infractions. Some will be out in a day or
week so don't get too chummy, they will turn on you the moment they are out of
here.”


“I'm surprised they keep them in here with you. I mean us,” John
said.


“I did say spy right? Besides, this is a small warship. Tight
quarters,” the Captain said, smiling without any humor. John nodded.


“How did you get into this mess?”


“Just jumped in,” John said wearily. He rubbed at his scalp. It
was a bit sore, but Proteus was finally doing something about that.


“Just like that?”


“Yeah. I ran a bit off, south of the entry point, but I figured I
was good.”


“How did you get the ship?”


“I scavenged her a couple of years ago. She's,” he paused and then
shrugged. “Well, she had been a yacht and then a courier before and
during the war,” he said, nodding his head. They understood the reference.
Several people nodded.


“What'd you say your name is again?” a voice asked, sounding
suspicious.


“John. John Doe,” the Admiral replied, raising his voice to be
heard throughout the room. He glanced to the door just in time for the guards
to slam the outer steel door shut. He wondered about that. The brig on the Io
11 had had a force field. Yet here, they relied on a steel door. It was...
quaint. Odd. Surprisingly practical, but still... old fashioned.


He was not amused by the ruse, not one person laughed at his
assumed name, nor how fake it. John Doe should have set off alarm bells, but
apparently over the past seven centuries the name like 'John Doe' had been
forgotten. 


“Oh, you couldn't think of something better? Or original?” Sprite
asked in exasperation. “Remember that,” she said. “Think of yourself as John
only, not as your rank. Civilian. Act like it,” she urged.


He gave her a choppy nod and a motion to remain silent.


“So, how'd you end up alone? They keeping your crew alive on the
ship? Or did they kill them?”


“No, just me, thankfully,” John said, shaking his head. The other
officers were surprised. He shrugged. “What can I say?” he asked, spreading his
hands. “She's a small ship and I'm very good with computers.”


“Really good to handle her on your own,” Captain Franx said eyeing
him.


“Well, I couldn't find anyone who I could stand to be around,” the
Admiral said, trying to sound defensive. “I snore.”


There was a snort of disbelief over that. “Right.”


“Like I said, small ship. She has, or I should say, had a smart
'puter. Real smart. Kept me on my toes moving around fixing stuff.” John felt
at his jaw briefly. “Besides, I'm not a people person.”


“Oh.”


There were looks around the group. He wondered why and then
remembered their tech level and software skills. Just about everyone got by
with plug and play, they had no clue on coding. He frowned, trying to think of
a way out of it and then shrugged. There was little point; he had let part of
the cat out of the bag. 


“An AI?” Franx asked.


The Admiral shook his head. “Dumb AI. Not a smart one, but damn
snarky. No one could stand him.”


“Him? I thought they were usually female?”


“Another reason they couldn't stand him. And he was malicious. If
you didn't do what he wanted he'd nag the crap out of you or get even in damn
horrible ways.”


“Ah.”


“Besides, I'm a sleeper. I was awakened a couple years ago.”


There were murmurs over this news. “Ooooh. Implants?”


“The basics,” Irons said, shrugging. He showed them his left arm
with the civilian jack. He pulled his sleeve back down after a moment.
“Probably why I am still alive. I'm glad I wasn't jacked in when they hit me
with that force beam or whatever it was.”


“They have implants too. Informational implants. Crude ones
though,” Captain Franx said, looking at his jack and then up to his head. “But
yeah, they probably kept you alive for that. That and more,” the battered
Captain said and then stopped as he coughed.


“More?” John asked as the civilian got his coughing fit under
control.


“Intelligence value. That and any skills we may have,” a red
headed freckled male said. “Captain Ian McGuyver,” he said, waving a hand. John
did a quick size up. Ian was in his mid forties, about one hundred sixty five
centimeters tall and thin. He had a fading black eye and some contusions and
bruises, but the most striking thing was how starved he looked. Ian grunted
when John didn't respond right off.


John nodded slowly.


“We're kept for that, and their entertainment,” a deep bass voice
rumbled. The Admiral turned to a short squat male. He could pass for a fantasy
dwarf, with his massive one hundred and twenty centimeter frame. He had a long
brown beard, balding on top, and bushy eyebrows to complete the look. The only
thing out of place was the filthy coverall he had on. From the look it had been
made for someone taller and not as broad, the sleeves and ankles were rolled up
and some areas seemed bursting at the seams.


“What are you looking at stranger?” the guy grumbled. He stared
back at John with piercing black eyes.


“Don't mind him, he's being a shit on left, right, and center,”
Ian said, shaking his head. He was the Chief engineer of the Anderson. When he
couldn't fix her they put him on toilet duty.”


“Because I'm so short,” the smaller man grumbled. He had a broad
bulbous nose and big lips. He also had a take no prisoner stare. “Which suits
me just fine. I'd rather be doing that than helping those slikes,” he said,
stroking his beard. He had a bit of a brogue in the way he spoke. John nodded. 


“Is Anderson dead?”


“She's as dead as they come lad. Lost her hyperdrive. Flatline.
And her fusion reactor went cold. They say they can restart her, but there is
no point to it,” the big man said, shaking his head.


“She was holed too. She's been used as a source for parts to
rebuild the other ships,” Ian said. He looked at the engineer. The small man
muttered curses under his breath, much of them in protest. The Admiral glanced
his way and then nodded. No spacer liked the idea of sending their ship, what
amounted to their home, their world, to the breakers. It was heart breaking. 


“We had pirates in my time, but I never thought of something like
this. Maybe in a bad holo drama...” the Admiral shook his head. Ian shook his
head as well. “I'm guessing they aren't planning on ransoming us?”


There was a spatter of dark almost hysterical laughter around the
room. “Are you kidding? We're sport to them. When we are no longer useful, they
chuck us out the nearest lock laddie,” the dwarf growled. 


“Thought so,” John sighed.


“So, it's important to be useful, but not too useful. If you get
too useful than someone else becomes a liability. You catch my drift?” Ian said
warningly. John nodded. “Bad things happen. Accidents and all that.”


“What he's saying is that if you kiss ass too much and fix things
too well, than the Horathian's will weed out the borderline people. We don't
want that Admiral,” Sprite said. Irons grunted. He didn't need her translating
that for him. 


“What I'd love to know is why? Why do all this?” John said, waving
his hands.


“Well, it's partly fun for them,” Ian said, hunkering down into a
squat. John joined him. He looked over to the dwarf. The man had massive
gnarled hands. He was a brawler, but also a hard worker. 


“It's also their policy on weeding out aliens,” the dwarf rumbled.
He pointed a meaty thumb at his chest. “Vestri Sindri.”


“John Doe,” the Admiral replied.


“You must be quite the engineer to keep that ship running.”


“A fair bit,” John replied with a knowing smile. The dwarf stared
at him for a long moment with one bushy eyebrow raised. After a moment he made
a huffing sound in amusement.


“And yes, I know the origin of your name. Well, the first part is
Old Norse mythology for the Western dwarf. Sindri was the name of the dwarven
smith in Norse mythology who made the gifts of the gods including Mjolnir.” He
cocked his head. “A fine name for an engineer.”


“You don't say,” the dwarf rumbled, chuckling. He slapped the Admiral
on the shoulder. Irons didn't flinch. “You and I will get on just fine then,”
he said, chuckling.


John nodded to him and then returned his attention to Ian. “You
were saying cap. I mean skipper?”


Ian nodded in appreciation at the catch. He looked around and then
tucked his hands in his armpits. “We've picked up a few things. For instance,
Horath is no longer set to just put their anti alien policy on their own world.
Now they want to expand it. They've been doing it for years.”


“You don't say,” the Admiral said. 


“From what we've gathered, Horath has managed to rebuild dozens of
small warships and has over thirty freighters in its merchant fleet. That was
all before they became aggressive and began sending out raiders.”


“I see,” John replied darkly.


“And that was oh, about five or six hundred years ago. They've
been taking their ill-gotten gains back to Horath. There is no telling what
they've done with it all since then. Or what else they have found.”


John made a face. “Yeah,” he said, remembering some of the
intelligence reports they had gotten after the battle of Pyrax. Some of this he
knew, but... he shook his head. “Not good,” he murmured.


Ian looked at him. “Understatement of the century,” he exhaled
noisily. The engineer looked up as someone spoke his name. He waved and moved
off, patting Irons on the knee as he left.


Ian snorted. “I think he was bucking for a fight just to prove
he's still a hard headed bastard,” he said in an aside to John. John sniffed
softly.


“Some people bond over a fight. Honor of a warrior,” John replied.


“Yeah some. We've talked him out of it. We get enough bruises from
the Horathians,” Ian said darkly.


“I know,” John said, rubbing his temple. He could feel the bruise
there.


“Go get cleaned up,” Ian suggested, waving him to the small sink.
“You look like shit.”


“Gee thanks,” John replied dryly. Straightening up. “I think I
will.”


He went over to the small sink. People looked up and got out of
his way. Some with dark looks, some with their heads down. He cataloged them,
not just in who might be a threat, there were a few, but also in who had some
spirit left, and who didn't. Of course one brief encounter wasn't much to go
on, but it was a start. 


There were sixty-four non-Horathian prisoners in the twenty
capacity brig of the destroyer. They took prisoners out in lots of six to
fifteen each shift depending on the work. Sometimes they formed work parties
doing cleaning jobs; sometimes they were broken into smaller groups and then
chained to consoles to man unimportant parts of the ship's engineering.


Irons wondered about the wisdom of that. He could use it. Placing
bugs or a virus... nanites. It all came back to nanites. He put the thought
aside as they continued. From the sound of it, what they were telling him was a
well-rehearsed lecture.


Most of the ships companies had been taken intact. However, two
ships had failed fusion reactors, the Jaw-te and the Anderson. One had a plasma
leak, which had gutted the ship. She was a derelict. The other ship had her
reactor and hyperdrive offline. Both ships were being used as parts. The
apparent plan was to get at least the other two ships functional enough to
leave the system.


“That and the prison barges,” Ian said darkly. “My Deianira and
Franx's Le More.”


“Prison barges? I didn't detect any power readings from them,”
John said.


“That's because the Captain had them shut down the moment you
showed up,” Ian replied darkly. Now the Admiral knew why some looked at him
with hostility, they blamed him for...


Ian shook his head. “I know what you're thinking, and no, not all.
Some maybe. Probably definitely lost some. But it's not your fault.” He turned
to the compartment at large. “You hear me? It's not on him. It could have been
him, or someone else, or the sick bastards. Get over it,” he said gruffly. 


After a moment there were a few sheepish or grudging nods of
acceptance. Ian stared a few hardheaded people down until they looked away.
Finally he returned his attention to John. 


“They used heat exchangers and batteries to keep the life support
minimally functioning. Now that you are caught,” the smile he had wasn't nice.
“Now that you are caught they will hopefully switch the power back on.”


“How many?” the Admiral asked.


“I don't know if we have hard numbers. A couple hundred,” Ian
said.


“More or less. Most likely less now.”


“Misery loves company,” Captain Franx said.


“Entirely too true in our case,” Ian sighed. Some among the group
nodded.


 “Occasionally the Captain would send over a work crew made up of
prisoners to get a part or to do a survey. Usually it is make-work. Dangerous
make work, but we don't have a choice.”


“Why not use the crews on the wrecks?”


“Oh, sorry, I'm talking about the dead ships.”


“Oh.”


The Admiral glanced at Bard. The big man was lounging back, head
back, eyes closed. He seemed to have nodded off, recovering.


Both the Jaw-te and Anderson were dead they would never fly
again. From the sound of it, Anderson, the ship with the least amount of damage
had her hyperdrive melted down. Irons wasn't sure how that was even possible,
the dark matter in the drive should have destroyed the ship had the shell been
breached. He glanced at the diminutive engineer. He might have had a hand in
it, John mused. He couldn't blame him, a little act of revenge to make certain
the bastards didn't run off with his baby.


Anderson was little more than a skeleton now. Jaw-te wasn't far
behind, but the ship's components didn't mesh well in the surviving ships.


“It's all that Supreme Secretary President Pyotr Ramichov. He's
the ruler of the Horathian system. Only now they are declaring it an empire and
him as their first emperor,” Captain Franx interjected with acid commentary.
“He just had his coronation, they got a courier in with a stick. The
Horathian's here even got to watch,” he said, indicating the dark LCD mounted
in the one corner of the ceiling. “He wants every scrap of hardware shipped
back to the Horathian home system. They are building for an offensive.”


“Empire huh?” John mused. “I had heard the old Federation was...”
he let the leading question die when no one answered; they just hunched their
shoulders.


“Emperor,” Ian glanced at the others in the room. “Ramichov is a
conqueror, determined to turn himself into the “First Emperor of Man” on the
ashes of the old Federation. He has been planning on building a human empire,
destroying any and all aliens that they can find. They've already taken a half
a dozen worlds.”


“Really?”


Franx nodded. “They had their hooks in Finagle, Garth, and Dead
Drop.” He glanced over to the dwarf who had come back to stand nearby. The
dwarf nodded, adding his considerable weight to the subject.


John pondered that for a moment. “Where else? You said six?”


“More than six. But they announced six, the three Franx here
mentioned, plus this fleet has taken New Horizon, Hinata, Konohagakure. They
dispatched a force to hit OTBP too.”


Sprite plotted each mentioned world on a star chart. They made
sense, well most of them. OTBP, or 'Off The Beaten Path' was a cul-de-sac agro
system that was indeed, off the beaten path. Apparently the Horathian's were
being thorough.


“No doubt they've rolled right through them as well. No one has
any defenses,” Sindri rumbled, shaking his head.


“I heard Hinata and Konohagakure both put up a fight, but not
much of one. All they had were a few antique gunships.”


“Like spitting in the wind,” the dwarf rumbled. The others nodded
and murmured in misery. “They've already started,” he turned his head and spat.
“Cleansing procedures on those worlds. Aliens and Neo's rounded up in
internment camps for processing. Genocide, all neat and tidy,” he growled.


“Admiral, ask them about this fleet they mentioned,” Sprite urged
as the Admiral struggled to keep his poker face. Rage raced through him at the
idea of killing millions.


John cleared his throat. Some of the murmuring dropped away.
“Yes?” the dwarf asked.


“Ian, you mentioned a fleet?” he said, turning to the Captain.


McGuyver nodded. “Two,” he said, holding up two fingers. “Task
forces. One headed east from Horath under the command of a Rear Admiral
Cartwright. The other is this one. They have been sweeping up ships and
colonies as they go. They don't seem to be in a hurry though.”


“Maybe someone gave them indigestion,” Sindri rumbled.


“One can only hope,” John murmured. He turned frowning for a
moment. “The thing is, I remember one ship here, the one that attacked me.”


“The rest aren't here. Something about in Beta 101a1.”


John hid a flinch, knowing what they were probably up to. Sprite
was right. He waited for the 'I told you so' but she merely nodded on his HUD.
Pursing his lips in thought, Admiral Irons tapped his implants and tentatively
felt out the area once more while listening to the others explain the
situation. 


“Are they supposed to meet up or something?” Sprite finally
asked. She plotted the progress of the two phantom fleets on the map. “Do they
have any information on the makeup of the fleets?”


John cocked his head. He used his text file. “Not now,” he
replied cursedly and then returned his attention to the briefing.


“As I said, they are short handed. We're the slaves. We are
required to perform scutt work periodically, usually cleaning gangs or work in
the waste recycler. They don't trust us with anything dangerous,” Ian said,
smiling a sour smile. 


John nodded. 


“Even high radiation work from time to time. I've gone out into
the dark a few times, and a couple of our guys were tapped to play bot inside
Anderson's reactor before they yanked it out. That didn't work out for them.”
He looked away bleakly. 


“Two of our people have died from radiation sickness, the last
one Oro died a week ago. They left him in here a couple days before they
finally spaced him,” Sindri said.


“We've got another guy, Merlo over there,” Ian waved to a bald
skeletal male near the head. “He's had a high dose, but we think it wasn't
fatal so he is recovering. Don't mess with him; he's been through enough. And
when the cancer's kick in...” he shook his head.


John glanced at the male, scanning him. He had cataracts forming
over his eyes, tumors boiled under his skin. He was alive, clinging to life for
some reason. He'd lost all his hair and over ten kilos in weight but had lived
through it.


There was one medic, a spacer with first aid training. He was
Horathian. Two of the surviving officers had first aid training but they left that duty to the Horathian
since he could get supplies out of the guards, they couldn't.


Admiral Irons picked up that the ship’s crew was short handed;
they had captured four other ships earlier. Those ships were gone; apparently
they had used the materials from the recent captures to get them off to who knows
where.


The four prize crews that had been sent off had cut the crew down
to a skeleton watch. There was the single squad of guards, six of the bridge
crew, a handful of engineering officers, and thirty eight of the original one
hundred enlisted remaining. Plus about a dozen trustees, men and women who were
not from Horath but had professed an interest in the Horathian view. Those
numbers didn't include the eight guards and one officer on each of the prison
ships. 


Most of the trained personnel were off on the prizes; those that
remained were either draftees from the prize ships or people with questionable
skills.


“That's insane. Why would a Captain willingly give up good
people?” Sprite commented.


“Perhaps they needed them in order to man the prize ships. Now he
had dregs,” the Admiral replied through the text chat, trying to focus on the
other prisoners.


“So, everyone works? Including them?” John asked, pointing a
finger briefly to a Horathian.


Franx looked to where he was pointing and his face soured. “Course
not.”


“Ah,” John replied thoughtfully. “Now I see an advantage to their
being in the brig.”


The other Captain looked at him as if he was crazy. John shrugged,
smiling crookedly. “Think about it. They get to sit on their racks all day
while everyone else busts their butts.”


“True,” Franx replied, but there was no humor in it. He shook his
head.


“They are spread thin, with so many ships to man. The crew of one
ship was never meant to cover seven, now eight ships,” Franx explained.


“They have no one on Anderson and Jaw-te right?” the Admiral
asked. 


Franx shook his head. “The constant short crews is making the
current crew work double shifts, and some of us prisoner slaves have even been
drafted to fill in when there was a hole in the schedule or someone was
injured. Four of the enlisted were down with a flu bug they had picked up from
one of the prizes, and the exec had them isolated in sickbay to prevent
contamination of the rest of the crew.”


“Lovely.”


“The problem, at least from their viewpoint, is that they can't
trust us. So, they have to have someone watching us at all times, and going
over whatever we do. Which pretty much makes having us man critical functions
out.”


“True,” John replied.


“The flu... they blame it on us,” Ian said darkly. “I wonder
about that.”


There was some dark talk about the illness, was it really the flu
or an STD, or worse.


“It doesn't matter,” Franx said firmly, waving a hand to cut the
discussion off. John nodded. Discussing that wasn't productive.


“Do your job, whatever they assign you. Don't muck around, and
don't drag ass. They are just looking for some excuse to beat the crap out of
you,” Franx said, turning to John. “You're going to get beat a lot the first
week, just to show you who's boss. Get over it. Don't hunch up or it'll go
worse for you. Try to protect your head and torso as much as you can.”


“John nodded.


“The bastards love to find something, anything to use as an
excuse to torture... I mean punish you for some transgression.” His face
went bleak and angry for a moment. John noted the long lines and crow's feet.
He revised Franx's age upward by at least a decade. “Whipping is a favorite way
of dealing out discipline to the slaves and crew. It depends on the guy doing
it. Some sick bastards...” he shivered ever so slightly and wiggled his ass.


John winced, not sure he wanted to know more. Hell, certain he
didn't.


“Admiral, the two fleets act like a probe in force; sent out to
steam roll the sector. If they hit anything hard enough to stop them, like oh,
Pyrax, they send back word,” Sprite interjected in the lull. “We need to warn
Pyrax.”


“Speculation,” he texted back. “Later.”


He listened as the prisoners described some of the tastes of the
Horathians.


The pirates
raped the crew on their off time, men and women alike. Fortunately they hadn't
had any off time in two weeks. The pressure was building up, Irons realized,
when they did finally get the go ahead to unwind, it would be ugly for the
prisoners. 


He listened to them relate some of the things that had happened; glad
he had cybernetics to hold down his gorge. 


Most of the aliens and Neo's were used as toys for the sadists.
Any who refused to play were either tortured or were thrown out an airlock. By
now there were only a couple of neo chimps and two genie humans left on the
prison ships, or so they had heard. Some of the victims had given up hope and
managed to go out on their own terms, committing suicide in one way or another
to deny the Horathian's the satisfaction of watching them die. After one chimp
had killed a Horathian and then committed suicide, they had taken out their ire
on the survivors, making it a point that if any prisoner harmed one of them ten
of the prisoners would be tortured to death.


Refusing to eat was a slow death. “There are plenty of others here
who would gladly take your food. A few were refused food for one reason or
another. We watched them die,” Franx said.


“Yeah, that's not happening,” Sprite, said to the Admiral.


“Happy accidents are another way. But you have to be sure it won't
leave you alive,” a man next to Franx said. “Had that happen to a guy. Welsh.
He tried to fry himself. He survived, but his arms were baked. They dumped him
in here, all stinking of burnt flesh. It took him days to die. It was horrible
to see him. I wished they'd put him out of his misery,” he said roughly,
turning away. “We all did, but they wouldn't.”


The casual sadism from some of the Horathians was the only fresh
entertainment on the ship. Apparently the crew took bets on fights and other
acts. Betting on how long a victim would stay conscious as they were beaten or
tortured was a favorite.


Flogging was a favorite punishment. So strapping a furry Neo or
alien with fur or feathers to an X frame and then shaving them or forcing
another slave to pluck the victim's hair one at a time. Then they would either
be left to recover to start the process all over again, or they would go on to
even more sadistic things.


They had quickly learned not to help their alien or Neo brethren.
Any who did was labeled an alien lover and was brutally punished. Sometimes
they were forced to watch or participate in the tortures, or were subjected to
them themselves if they protested.


What got to some of the prisoners was that over time a few of
their former comrades went over to the other side. Some willingly went, some
reluctantly. The Horathian's were keen on skills. They also liked anyone who
parroted the party line. But they'd draft anyone who seemed young enough and
then subject them to their own form of indoctrination.


Apparently the draftees didn't start out sadistic bastards, they
were usually sick during such encounters, at least at first. But then, a
combination of social pressure, drugs alcohol, and time seemed to wear their
sense of right and wrong down. Eventually they cheered on as well.


He could understand the psychology in a way; they were trying to
fit in to survive. To keep a low profile, not stand out. If everyone was a
sadist, then be a sadist. The one eyed man wasn't king here. The man with a
conscience here didn't last long.


“So, why the MC? Why brig a master Chief? He really had to have
stepped in it.”


“If you are thinking the enemy of my enemy is my friend, don't
bother. It's not like that.
They are heavy on discipline,” Sindri rumbled.


“When the flu or whatever first broke out, the ill enlisted
Horathians had been initially denied medical provisions, just like the
prisoners, something that had stuck in the craw of the master Chief. He had
been overheard acidly making comments about it and wound up here for his loose
insubordinate talk. He had no problem with denying the draftees or the slaves
supplies, but not their own people. Reserving the best supplies for
officers only hadn't set well with him either.”


“Oh.”


“The exec had even requested a formal court martial the officers
commented, but the current Captain had turned him down and performed a
Captain's mast. He's here for another week or 'until he changes his tune'. They
put the MC in charge of the prisoners.”


“Right,” John replied. “So, confronting me was supposed to be his
way of what? Establishing his authority?”


“Yeah,” Ian said. He smiled crookedly. “You messed that up.”


“High school self defense class,” John said when Franx looked at
him curiously. “It's saved my ass in a few bars and on the docks a couple of times.”


“I see,” Franx replied. “Well, you certainly put the cat amongst
the pigeons as my father used to say. Expect a call from the Captain soon
enough,” he said.


“Lucky me,” John replied dryly.


Hearing Bard return to consciousness, John turned his attention
to him. The big man was back on his feet, glaring at John warily. John returned
the stare with a courteous but blank face, making the MC turn and cover his
disquiet with a cough. 


“Talk later,” Franx said, suddenly nervous. John realized by
talking to him it could reflect badly on the other prisoners. He slowly made
his way to a corner, and took a seat, feeling the eyes of the entire
compartment on him. He put his implants on power saving mode and reviewed his
recordings, feigning sleep. Slowly the prisoners returned to their usual
routine of waiting, gossiping about their pasts, or sleeping. He knew Sprite
would record it all and process it over time.


Reviewing the situation, he checked his impressions of the other
prisoners. From the way she glared at men in the compartment and shied away
from them, Karen Hoshi was exhibiting classic rape and psychological trauma and
was a question mark. Franx and McGuyver were both possibilities, as were some
of the other crew. The Horathian’s were a wild card he hadn’t anticipated, and
any possibility of planning an escape was out the window as long as they were
in the room. 


<----*----*----*---->


“Why hasn't the Admiral broken out yet? I thought that was the
plan?” Proteus asked the other two AI through their shared link.


“Patience,” Sprite replied. “I believe he is assessing the
situation, and allowing both him and us to build up a map of the ship and
people involved.”


“He could do that after we retake the ship,” the nanotech AI
replied.


“If he survived the taking. There is such a thing as not going
off half-cocked. The more intel we gather now, the better the chances are of
pulling this off successfully,” Sprite replied patiently.


“The odds of pulling off a successful break out and mutiny are
low. There are force fields and defenses throughout the ship. An alert crew can
lock him into an area and then vent it to space,” Defender said.


“Correct. So we need to find ways to prevent or circumvent those
problems. And plan them. Contingency plans. You're the security AI. Turn the
situation around and put yourself in the Admiral's position. What would you
do?”


“Exactly what he is doing,” Defender admitted. “Wait.”


“Then we wait,” Sprite replied.
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After two hours of checking his impressions he switched to the
scans of the compartment. The room was eighteen meters square, and lined with
bunks on one wall. The brig was set up for a small prison population, which
explained the current sleeping arrangements; there were too many bodies in too
small a compartment. The toilet was in a corner in full view of everyone.
Someone was currently sitting on it as a seat.


The path to the brig had identified problems with the ship, but
less than many of the current ships he had been on. The biggest problem he had
were the markings, the naval markings had been replaced with Horathian ones. He
couldn't tell the name of the ship and in some cases where they were.


The amusing thing to him was that they had attempted to disorient
him by taking a roundabout route from the boat bay to the brig. He was certain
it was to keep him off balance, but there might be something else involved. The
brig was on the same deck as the boat bay though.


Looking back at what he had recorded on fast-forward, he realized
the ship was relatively clean, and most of the major maintenance issues looked
under control. The current skeleton crew was probably playing havoc with the
maintenance schedules. The ship had one large boat bay; it had been clean with
what appeared to be the normal complement of a pinnace, cutter, the Skyhawk,
and three Cobra class fighters. 


He remembered his encounters with other boat bays. Io 11 had been
a mess, as had the boat bays on Kiev 221. To see the ship not only ship shape,
but also kept that way said a great deal about the quality of the ship's crew
and its officers. He wondered how far that extended to all Horathian vessels in
general.


Unfortunately he couldn't use the ships captured in Pyrax as a
meter stick, all had been shot up pretty thoroughly by the time the marines had
boarded. And some had gotten even more shot up in their final moments of
capture. 


He looked around with absent eyes as he processed what he had
learned. Sprite would need time and access to get into the ship's systems. For
now he didn't dare turn her loose to try to get into a wifi node, if there was
one available.


Proteus seeded the compartment with spy nanites. They had a
limited life span, but the AI could bring them back to reset the timer as
needed. Well, as long as the Admiral was in the compartment when they needed to
be reset. He shrugged mentally. He knew he was going to lose a few, he'd
already lost a few hundred in the shuttle and another thousand or so on their
trip from the boat bay to the brig.


Most of the prisoners had bedded down for the night wherever they
could. Several were forced to sit Indian style in the middle of the room. It
looked like many of the prisoners were under fed, and most showed scars of past
beatings in both their manner and body. A few of the women were ominously quiet
and very touchy. Some of the men in the compartment tried to defer to them.
Most of the women clustered together away from the men, shooting them the
occasional hate filled looks.


The Horathian’s obviously took the bunks, and the trio of
surviving prisoner officers were clustered together in a tight area far from
the door and head. He couldn't blame them; the smell from the head was bad.
Throw sixty-four people, now sixty-five, in a room with one working latrine and
bad things happened quickly. It looked like they were trying to keep a handle
on it, scrubbing it every shift. He wasn't sure if that was because they were
ordered or because of health considerations. They had no cleaning agents
though, just water from the small sink and elbow grease. 


Exec Hoshi was one of seven females in the compartment; all five
of the non-Horathian females appeared to share the same trauma symptoms… the
pair of non Horathian females were clustered together, near the other women but
as far from the Horathian males as they could get. One of the women was
aggressive, snarling at a male who made an advance on one of the other women.
She turned to glare at the watching crowd, cowing a few. 


The door opened and several more prisoners were shoved inside,
all dirty and grimy. Wearily they made their way to the head and food
replicator. Six of the prisoners stood and made their way to the door, and
after being hassled by the guards, were chained and let out. 


<----*----*----*---->


Horathian Captain Brian Hathaway received the report of captured
ship with mixed feelings. He was glad they had another prize, but his crew was
perilously cut to the bone. He barely had enough to man all the shifts in
engineering and on the bridge. He had been tempted to let the little ship pass,
but its antics near the gas giant had piqued his interest.


Now he regretted it. Oh, having a sleeper with implants was a
major feather in his cap, as was another capture. The ship lacked cargo, but
the report of industrial grade replicators on board was another coup for him.
That in itself was odd on such a small ship. He'd have to ask about that. He
made a note to do so. He wondered if this Captain Doe went around and used the
replicators to make up for a lack of ability to haul cargo. That might be it.


The ship however caused a few problems. One, the ship was almost
dead, and out of fuel. Her computers were functional, but only barely. His Chief
engineer had reported that the structure the sole person on board had been
working on at the time of their taking of the vessel was a gas giant refinery.


That was very interesting. That bit of hardware might have proven
useful if the force emitter and Electromagnetic Pulse hadn't fried its
electronics. Right now it was a couple hundred tons of slowly tumbling scrap. A
navigational hazard, if it wasn't already on a slow course into the gas giant's
atmosphere. He had about two days to decide if he wanted to bother rescuing it
or not.


The other issue that bothered him the most though was the lack of
crew. If the report was to be believed, this guy had gone it alone. That was
inconceivable you just didn't do that. No one could handle being in space for
long periods without someone, even if it was just someone to talk to. How had
he managed to fly when he was asleep? No, something screwy was going on. It
nagged at his him like a sore tooth. Something just wasn't right, and he wasn't
sure if it had implications that could affect him. For now though, they'd have
to keep an eye on the guy.


He'd have to look into things in more depth shortly, if not now,
then next shift. For now they needed to get life support restored to the prison
ships and recover the weapon. Servicing it would take a couple of shifts... he
frowned in thought and then nodded. Lieutenant Blye was quite the over
achiever, as his exec he could be relied on to get things done. They had had a
rocky first start, Blye was a bit of a sycophant with higher authority as well
as sociopath tendencies to those under him, but he did have a way with
discipline and order. The blond blue eyed Lieutenant would have to be watched,
sometimes he went overboard.


Brian pondered that again. He always wondered if Peter set
himself up as the bad ass as a classic psychological ploy. He had studied it in
command school, have a bad ass Chief or officer, and then someone else who
comes off as a moderating influence. Therefore the moderating influence was
respected and was thought of as a leader. Also, they feared the exec. They
feared what would happen to them if he ever gained command. Brian tapped the
stylus on his lips. It could be psychology, if it was, Peter was a hell of an
actor. In the three years they had been together he hadn't let his mask slip
once. If there was a mask at all.


He studied the engineering report, putting the thought aside.
There was the usual grumblings from Chief Serall about the lack of manpower.
That was to be expected. He frowned. Apparently his idea to restart the fusion
reactors had failed the last sim. Brian wasn't certain about it. According to
the Chief it had less than a ten percent chance of working... and a thirty
percent chance of blowing up in their face or melting down. Restarting a
reactor was a delicate procedure. He'd thought he would be prepared when
command issued him the weapon and his orders to guard the fleet's flank in the
system... but apparently they and he had underestimated its problems.


Sure, they had gotten four prize ships off. But the weapon hadn’t
hit one; they had dropped out of hyper right into the destroyer's lap
practically begging to be captured. He frowned. The weapon.. he shook his head.
It was a great toy, but here it seemed wasted. Not that he was complaining, he
could always use an extra hand in capturing prizes. But this jump line was
rarely traveled, few ships came through this area to visit the sparse systems
around. Fewer traveled now, he smiled, remembering his prizes.


In a way, he had to admit it was a good place for a field test of
their first functional force emitter drone. Home built, just about every part
built in Horath without the use of a replicator, quite the achievement. He
remembered his histories, it was said that ships had carried a variety of
drones and fielded them as needed.


But the weapon was a pain, needing servicing after each use. That
threw the engineering department and their carefully crafted schedules into a
tailspin. His lips puckered in distaste at the thought.


And Serall was a plodder. He was an acting Chief anyway, an
assistant the Captain had been forced to rely on since he had sent Chief
Grimaldy off on Zarconi six months ago.


He frowned again and then sighed. If Serall didn't shape up soon
he'd have to do something about it. Not that he wanted to, the next officer in
the chain of command was Ensign Wilks Derrick, a fresh snot nose. The kid had
the hardware down, but the rough edges of the crew were a trial for him. He
sometimes needed to be reminded to grow a spine. Hopefully he would soon.


The kid was squeaky clean, not tainted like the rest of the crew.
Hathaway wondered how long that would last. Even he had given in to temptation
years ago and let his dark side reign. It was a great stress release for him.
He reminded himself to schedule his monthly session soon. He'd have to pick
another female though; the ones on board he'd gone over already. 


He frowned and rubbed his temples. Hopefully something would
break, like one of the ship's returning with his missing crew. That would be
nice, he thought. Or relief that would be even better, they were overdue. Tin
Lizzy as the crew semi affectionately called Bounty had been on station for far
too long without relief.


He returned his attention to the new ship. The replicators... he
mused, thinking. “If we can get them working... yes, maybe we could fix the
other ships,” he murmured to himself. He scheduled a meeting with this Doe for
the next day.


<----*----*----*---->


After breakfast of watery porridge and a visit to the head the
next morning Irons was amused to overhear a discussion between the prisoners.
The normal tradition of the brig said that the newest had the shittiest jobs,
like cleaning the head. Apparently the group was of two minds on how to clue
the newcomer John in on this.


John ignored it for the most part. He was slightly amused and
curious about how they would proceed, and who would be elected to tell him. 


Ian took a short shift. He returned two hours later looking tired.
He didn't have any fresh bruises, so that was a plus. He looked around the
compartment and then took a seat next to the newcomer.


“So... I'm guessing the ladies are all unattached?” John asked Ian
in an aside.


“Don't even go there,” Ian growled. “I know it may have been a
long time, but stick to rosy palm. Those ladies have been through enough.”


“I know,” John said, trying hard to come off on the right note of
sympathetic understanding and not aloof uncaring. “I was wondering if they had
a spouse in the compartment or did the pirates kill them?”


“Dead. Those that had them,” Ian said darkly. “Like my Liz.”


“I'm sorry,” John said, patting the man on the arm.


Ian sucked in a breath and then let it out slowly. The Admiral
could see him getting his sudden distress under control. “It's nothing I can do
about. Now.”


“I know. It sucks. I was going to tease you about your ship's
name. I'm glad I held off,” the Admiral said.


Ian looked at him in confusion. “What?”


“Deianira. It's Greek. She was the husband of Hercules.”


“I know that part,” Ian replied, waving a dismissive hand.


“Yes, well, her name means the husband destroyer,” John said
sheepishly.


Ian paused and then smiled sadly as he caught on. “Oh.”


“See, back in the day, some spacers didn't bring their families.
Their spouses had their own careers, or they wanted to raise a family ground
side or on a station.” Ian nodded for him to continue.


“Some spouses resented the other wife, the ship. So...” He shrugged.


“So someone had a sense of humor. Or just got cute. Okay, got it,”
Ian said with a shrug. “Doesn't
matter now, she's out of my hands anyway,” he said darkly.


“For now,” John murmured as the other man moved off.


Without much to do, John let Sprite process the mountains of data
she had on hand while compiling a better image of the ship. The AI couldn't get
into the ship's systems, there was a pretty good firewall and so he ordered
them to process what they had on hand for now.


John took the time to play chess with one of the ratings. It
wasn't just out of boredom, he wanted to reduce his image, try to fit in a bit.
They were denied a real board, so they used improvised pieces to play. The game
board was drawn on the deck near the number three bunk. Irons had no problem
sitting Indian style, though he didn't like having his back to a Horathian. He
noted interest in their simple game from others in the compartment that should
have been sleeping to husband their strength.


“Why don't you two play checkers? It's all you can handle,” a
voice said. Sprite identified the voice with a carat as Diegin, a sour faced
rating in the back. 


“Just ignore him,” Diego said. “He's an ass.”


John snorted softly, and moved his queen. Diego studied the board
and then sighed. He flicked his king over. “Good game,” he said, shaking head.
“Best two out of three?” he asked. John nodded. They reset the board.


John won two out of three games. He'd let Diego win one, feigning
distraction, saying he had mistaken the chip that represented a knight was a
bishop. He shrugged off Diego's grin of triumph at winning.


Finally when the third game was over Ian came over and quietly
asked to play the winner. Irons nodded, hands moving to set up the board once
more.


Diego looked up to the former Captain and then got to his feet.
“Good game,” he mumbled to John.


“Play again sometime,” John said. 


“Basic rules fine? Playing Shogi, hexagonal, Chess960, or Janggi
might be a bit much considering the board and pieces available,” John said. 


“Standard works. I didn't know there were other methods,” Ian
replied, sounding amused and curious.


“Oh hundreds of variations,” John replied. “Some you need a
computer to keep track of. And I don't think we can manage three dee chess
here.”


“True. I only learned the basic,” Ian admitted.


“One of the things I love about chess and board games, simple,
easy to play, and you don't need a computer to do it.”


Sprite made a rude noise.


“True.”


“Checkers is too simple for me, though king checkers can get
complex. I loved chess since I was knee high.”


The rating shrugged, clearly bemused by Irons rambling.


“Chess is an ancient game. There have been many variations over
the years. But the standard is still the one most sapients learn.”


“I see. A bit of a historian?”


“I'm a walking history project,” Irons replied dryly. “And as a
spacer, I know how important it is to keep busy. Besides,” he smiled. “I love
to read.”


“Ah. Well, that's good,” the Captain, replied. “Not that there is
anything to read now.”


“True.”


“I've always loved chess, there are so many things to learn from
it. I'm glad humanities ancestors invented it.”


“Oh?” Ian asked sounding amused.


“Sure, it teaches foresight, circumspection, and most importantly
caution,” John said, not certain the double entendre was getting through.


Ian hesitated with his bishop in his hand, staring at the board
for a long moment.


“True,” he finally said, making his move. 


“It's a learning experience and educational tool too. Back in the
bad old days before space flight it taught kings and queens many lessons. It
saved people getting killed in the long run.”


“Or got them killed when someone thought that war would go like a
chess game. Simple, quick, and clean,” Ian replied.


“True. I've seen a few quick games, but some of the games could
be drawn out for weeks. And many a person has been tripped up by a plan going
awry,” he said.


“True.”


“It was one of the ways rulers learned how to fight, and also
connect politics to strategy. Some never got that connection.”


Ian grunted. “Agreed.”


“Also one of the earliest sims. People learned to anticipate the
actions of others. And plan for them,” John said, castling his king and rook.
“Check,” he said, sitting back. He glanced at the Horathian behind him who was
watching them with hooded eyes. The man feigned a yawn.


“True.” Ian frowned, inspecting the board. “Damn it, you've got
me.”


“Not yet,” John replied with a small smile. The check would force
Ian to move his queen to cover his king. When he did that John would swoop in
to pick it off with the rook, sacrificing it. With the queen gone Ian would
have only his pawns and one knight left to fight with.


“But you have. You're what, six moves ahead?”


“Seven. Canned in this case,” Irons replied as the Captain
flicked his king over. “As I said, foresight. There is a way out of it.”


“No there isn't,” the Captain replied, sighing. He flicked his
king over. “Besides, I need to rest.” He got up with a sigh and went to his
bunk. He settled on his back. “I know when I'm beat.”


“Why do I think he's referring to something other than the game?”
Sprite asked. Irons didn't answer. “I do suggest you get some rest Admiral.
There is no telling when you will be called.”


John grunted and put the pieces away. He nodded to Diego and Ian.
Ian ignored him, doing his business in the latrine and then he splashed some
water on his face and went to bed down. John went to his corner. Xark, a
rating, moved his legs out of the way. John hunkered down and rested his head
against the wall and closed his eyes.


<----*----*----*---->


Captain McGuyver tucked his arm under his head and closed his
eyes. He tried to sleep, but errant thoughts kept him awake. Clearly this
'Captain Doe' was more than he appeared. Much more. He frowned thoughtfully.
For one the man was decidedly odd. He wasn't fearful. He wasn't off balance,
which was interesting in itself. Everyone who was caught, everyone, had been
bewildered, beaten, and some a near catatonic wreck. But not Doe.


He scratched at his chin and then settled down once more. He
replayed the man's activities in his mind. From the moment he entered the brig
the man had acted like he was in command. Like he wasn't afraid. 


For a guy who worked alone, he sure knew his way around a room
filled with hostile people. Taking down Bard had made him stand out like a sore
thumb. Others would have accepted the beating, just ducked and covered until
Bard was done showing off, then done their best to blend in. But not this guy.


Could he be a plant, Ian thought, eyes slitting. He turned his
head slightly until he spotted the man. Doe was leaning against the wall near
Xark, seemingly oblivious. That was another thing. When a person came into the
brig, they had a hell of a time sleeping if they were alone. Normally they
banded to former shipmates. In some ways it was a relief to see a new face, a
kindred soul to share in the misery. Not that he wished this on anyone.


He frowned again and then let out a breath slowly. He was getting
maudlin. The man could be a plant it was possible. They'd have to look out for
it. So far though, all signs said no. They knew some of the Horathians were
plants, Bard for one. You didn't become a master Chief to get brigged for
backchat and certainly not for months. No. Bard was a plant, a spy.


If Doe had been one too they wouldn't have gone like that. He wouldn't
have torn Bard a new one. And made it look so easy too. That bothered the
Horathian's he could tell.


No, this man was an officer, with martial arts training. He had
admitted to being a sleeper with implants. That too was interesting. He frowned
again as another thought struck his tired brain. His implants. He'd seen the
Horathian implants, crude. Doe's were practically perfect. Indeed a sleeper.
They could use that.


He stretched a bit and then rolled onto his side. Someone
grumbled near his foot. He looked down to see eyes flash briefly. He shrugged
and then sniffed, then settled.


He missed his cabin on the Deianira. His beautiful ship, now a
prison ship. He fought the urge to think about it, to fall into the trap of
thinking about the past. He needed to focus on survival. Not just for him, but
for his surviving people. They deserved better.


If Doe had a way of getting out of this trap, he'd follow him to
the ends of the universe he vowed before sleep took him.


<----*----*----*---->


“You can't be serious about recruiting these people Admiral. How
can you trust them any of them? And how are we going to communicate with them
without being heard?” the AI demanded.


“These are good people Commander, determined people. They haven't
broken. They are beaten, but intensely determined people,” Irons replied
through his text link.


“You can what, feel that?”


“If they had given up hope they would have died a long time ago.
A few are close to that; they are just going through the motions. They have to
do this. They will do this. They will rise. We just have to provide the tools,
plan, and a spark to reignite their fire.”


“Poetic Admiral. But poetry alone won't get you far,” Sprite
replied. “You can't do this all alone.”


“I know Commander.”


“I still don't see it. They are half starved, badly beaten...”


“Never, never under estimate the determination of the human
spirit. It burns bright when lit. Theirs will once more.”


“Will is not enough Admiral,” Sprite replied patiently. “The
spirit may be willing but the flesh is weak. That's what I've been trying to
tell you.”


“Never underestimate spirit and determination. If they see the
chance at freedom, the leaders will jump. They may hesitate, but they'll go for
it. Give me freedom or give me death.”


“Now your quoting history Admiral?”


“It's true Sprite.”


“Yes, in some cases.”


“In this as well. Besides, as you said, I can't do this alone.
Even with you four AI, my chances of success are under fifty percent.”


“True.”


“This is a team effort. They have to rise. Not just for me, but
for themselves. Don't you understand that? Check the psychology involved
Commander. A person who fights back, who helps end their captivity and refuses
to submit to Stockholm syndrome, who show some backbone have a better chance of
handling a rescue.”


Sprite scanned the records on psychology and then reluctantly
nodded.


“See?” He demanded. “It is remarkable what a person can learn
when in captivity under these conditions. It gets to you, and you hit a point
where your mental processes clarify. You realize, all they can do if kill you
if you fight back hard enough. You lose your fear, you control it.”


“It is still a long way between pretty words and getting it done Admiral.”


“I'm not going to give them speeches. We're just going to do it.
We will do it. We have to do it. Or die trying,” he replied.


“That's the part I'm afraid of,” Sprite sighed.


<----*----*----*---->


An hour and a half later a commotion at the door alerted Admiral
Irons who had dropped into a semi sleep. He tapped his passives and overheard the
blond haired exec listening to the guard, as the guard tried to inform him the
new guy was dangerous. “I don't think he's stupid enough to try something, but
by all means show him who's boss,” he said. “We have an order from the Captain
and I for one am not going to disobey it. Got it?” he demanded icily. 


The guard nodded and fumbled for the keys. 


The door opened and two guards swinging batons stepped into the
compartment, smacking prisoners out of their way or to look up at them so they
could be identified. Weighing the odds, Admiral Irons realized now wasn’t the
time to take them, so he continued to feign sleep. One pointed his baton at John.



John allowed them to belt and kick him awake when they arrived at
his side, then haul him to his feet as he feigned sleepiness. They beat him a
few more times, setting his teeth on edge with anger, before roughly shoving
him to the door. 


“You are still going through with this?” Defender asked. John
nodded slightly, eyes down. He didn't need to look up, his senses could see
around him just fine.


When he exited the room, he was handcuffed, this time with his
hands in front. “You,” the exec said, standing there.


Irons looked up at him briefly, to keep in character. The exec,
Sprite labeled him with a nametag as Lieutenant Blye, was a cold bastard
dressed in black. He looked like some Nazi wannabee, with his blond hair,
piercing blue eyes, and set jaw.


“You locked your ship's computers down. You will give us the
passwords and show us how to use them.”


“I don't appreciate piracy,” John replied with a shrug. “And the
password is me. Me,” he said, pointing a thumb up to his chest. “My implants.”


“We have ways of making you talk,” the pirate growled. 


“Oh spirit of space! How cliché is that?” Sprite demanded as the
exec pulled a knife.


Defender came to attention but the Admiral overruled him for
once. Warily he watched as the exec made a show of examining the knife, making
sure it glittered in the light. 


The exec threatened him with a knife and Admiral Irons warily
stepped back until the goons on either side of him grabbed him. His passive
sensors reported half the guards were in the room, and the camera above wasn’t
active. Smiling slightly, the exec advanced on him, thinking his frozen body
denoted fear. 


“Let's see if we can loosen that tongue of yours. Or if you
prefer, I could cut it out,” the exec said, grinning nastily.


Grimly Admiral Irons watched the exec enter his attack range
while he planned his own attack. He would spin up his shields first, rebuffing
the two thugs and the exec, then snap the cuffs... he paused as he felt energy
overhead. 


The squawk of the overhead speaker interrupted the exec, and he
like some of the guards looked up. Suddenly Irons noted the camera was live. He
frowned so much for that. He couldn't afford an audience to the initial steps
of the break out.


The exec turned to see the red light on the camera, and then
shook his head. He cursed softly under his breath before stepping to the
communication panel and opening a channel. “Yes?”


“Blye, what's the holdup Lieutenant?” a crisp voice replied.


“Oh, um, sorry Captain,” the exec said, glancing at the new
prisoner as he instinctively came to attention. “I beg to report that the
former Captain of the Phoenix is being reluctant,” he said.


“I see that.”


“Captain, permission to use sterner measures,” the exec asked.


“Denied. Why isn't he on the way here to me?” the Captain asked
mildly.


“He is. We're just, um, finishing up here Captain. Securing him,”
the exec said, waffling the reply.


John felt another camera activate and silently cursed. With an
open channel and two views of the compartment his odds of a quick take over
dropped. 


“He seems secure enough for me,” the Captain sarcastically said,
calling the exec out on his white lie. “Bring him. Now,” the Captain growled,
cutting the channel.


“You heard the Captain,” the exec said, tugging on the hem of his
jacket. He waved them out. “Bring the prisoner to the bridge.”


<----*----*----*---->


On the bridge Captain Hathaway silently assessed the new man, warily
watching him on the cameras while reviewing the little information they had
gathered from his ship. This 'Captain Doe' was an enigma; he had discipline,
and was not afraid of his situation. That alone bothered him, the almost
complete lack of fear. His lock down of the computers told them he was a good
cyberneticist, and that he
was prepared for contingencies.  


They would have to watch him carefully and keep him away from the
computers. His self-discipline said he wasn't stupid in some ways. But he lacked
fear. That was a problem, a man who lacked fear tended to do dangerous and
damaging things. In the end utterly futile, but it could still be a risk if the
Captain didn't plan for it.


<----*----*----*---->


Arriving on the bridge with his escort, Admiral Irons quietly
scanned the rooms with passives as the exec came to attention before the
Captain's chair, saluted, and then reported. The Captain made him wait, and Admiral
Irons mentally smirked at the old tactic. Cooling his heels to show him who was
boss was something he'd gotten used to over the decades as a spacer. He took
the time to assess his opponents and the bridge. 


The bridge layout was typical, with the command position on a
dais in the center of the compartment. Directly in front was the OPS and helm
station. Off to the left was the navigator's station, on the right was
tactical. What interested him was the state of the equipment and the new faces
for Sprite to log.


He heard a noise from the engineering station and noticed an
officer torturing what looked like an avatar of a virtual person. 


He couldn't help frowning at the blurry image of a human in
chains. That didn’t make sense, unless it was some sort of sick gratification.
The Captain was chewing out the exec, so Admiral Irons logged their
conversation and probed the engineering station with his expert eyes. 


The human asking the questions was Lieutenant Serall. Sprite
identified the small man as the acting Chief engineer of the ship. 


The avatar he was interacting with was an AI, obviously. No one
could torture someone through a holo, though some had wanted to. Well, one
could with robots on the other end but... he set the distracting thought aside
and focused. He didn't think the man was torturing a sim, on the bridge was
stupid and sick. Hell, the entire thing was sick.


The avatar was of a human male. That much he could discern. But
he was chained, which didn't make sense. Also dressed in rags, and cowering in
a heap. The Admiral frowned. He couldn't get any more out of him while the AI
remained mute.


It had taken him a few minutes to understand that the virtual
person was the ship’s AI, cut off from the ship’s computers and placed into a
separate computer. The AI was half mad with simulated pain, being shocked with
amp spikes to its neural network, or tormented with cut outs of subroutines.
For some reason he hadn't simply destroyed himself. 


Sprite brought up a wordless protest, but Admiral Irons silently
signaled quiet. Sprite returned to her duty. She silently pulled up a top view
of the room, and ID-ed the people in the room and their weapons. 


The AI did a quick tech assessment, as did the Admiral. Expert
eyes roved the bridge carefully picking out this detail or that.  Irons knew
that the AI’s were recording everything for future review. He was surprised by
the mix of crude cathode ray tubes and other pieces of antiquated equipment
mixed in with modern hardware. Granted, most of the modern hardware was
civilian grade, like the holographic plotting table and the helm controls. They
looked like they were from a shuttle. 


The wiring didn't make sense, though it was thoughtfully arranged
in wiring harnesses and in some cases was tucked under carpets or in ducting to
keep people from tripping on it. Some however looked like new additions.


Wiring and hoses hung here and there from the ceiling as well,
most had string or some other binder keeping them together and generally away
from the main walk ways. It was a rat nest, but one he was actually used to
seeing now. Expert eyes traced some of the legible lines. There were a lot of
splices though, something he frowned at. Some were caped, most were just bare
twisted wire together. A few of the optical connections were melted together. 


In other words, they were crude, a typical sign of the times. Rash
repairs made either in the heat of the moment or by hands inexperienced or
untrained. He spotted one so called repair and winced internally. He didn't
know who was stupid enough to try to splice a fiber optic line to a low voltage
line. He shook his head mournfully at that sight and looked away.


Sprite brought the computer-controlled auto-guns hanging from the
bulkheads to his attention and he cursed silently. Similar to the ones in the
brig anteroom, these guns would be almost impossible for him to work around
successfully. One was acting sporadically, making jerks as it swept the room.
He fed an order to Sprite to send a microwave spike at what looked like the
servo controller chip. Within minutes the chip would overheat and cause a nice
distraction. That would either work in his favor or cut off any dialog the
Captain wanted to have with him, buying him time.


Meanwhile he had Proteus sending out packets of nanites to take
over the systems on the bridge. They would emulate what he wanted the enemy to
see until he was ready to take over. He noted that some of the crew, namely the
navigator, exec, helmsman, and tactical officer were jacked in. He looked at
the Captain. He was sitting down but the Admiral estimated he was of average
height and build, around one hundred sixty centimeters, but that was an
estimate. He was clean-shaven, with black hair. Suave, the Admiral judged, and
professional, he grudgingly thought. He wasn't quite chewing the exec out more
like a mild rebuke. 


The Captain like his other bridge crew had implants they
glittered, copper and gold on his skin. They were older, from the look of the
helmsman's he had a newer, more professional set up. That bode ill for the
future, Irons thought. The crude Horathian cybernetics forced him modify that
plan. The bridge crew had wires plugging them into their equipment. “Caution is
the order of the day,” he instructed the AI, eyes focusing on the implants.


“Gotcha,” Sprite replied. “What are we waiting for again?” She
asked. “We can take them!”


Technically that was true, he could take over now, just unleash a
swarm of nanites and kill everyone on the bridge, but he wanted to know more
before he acted. The chance to get intelligence was important, he wasn't
certain he would get the same value intelligence later. Besides, the more he
knew, the greater his chances of pulling the mutiny off without doing
significant damage to the ship or inflicting death to the other prisoners were
likely. He silently counseled the AI on patience and gathering intelligence first
before they acted.


The Captain looked up from his discussion and turned his attention
to the prisoner. Mild brown eyes studied him with interest. Admiral Irons noted
the Chief engineer muting the AI, and most of the compartment’s attention
turning to him. 


“Admiral, he's got more than a basic augment package,” Sprite
reported, highlighting the Captain. He felt his passives report back that the
Captain was augmented beyond the basic information package. That was
interesting and informative so his artificial eye took a closer look. The
augmentation was level one or two, and crude. A thick cable connected the
Captain to a panel in his chair. 


“Pay attention John,” Sprite gently reminded him. 


“Welcome.” The Captain said mildly. Irons felt a bit of irony over
that simple word. “I am Commander Brian Hathaway of the Horathian navy and
Captain of the Bounty,” the Captain introduced himself.


“The Bounty?” Sprite sputtered in amusement for John's ears only.
“How appropriate!” she crowed, clearly amused. Her delight in the situation was
inappropriate.


John nodded curtly but remained silent.


Mild brown eyes turned slightly hard John noted. 


Hathaway studied the prisoner. He didn't shift uncomfortably; he
didn't blink much, no gulp, no sign of fear. He let the silence stretch until
he realized it wasn't working.


“I have taken your ship in the name of the Horathian Empire. We
will put it to use. You have been drafted as an enlisted in the Horathian Navy.
Be proud,” he said.


Again, John remained silent, neither denying the statement nor
agreeing to it.


“Be proud. It is an honor,” the exec growled. The Captain glanced
at the blond exec and waved him to silence with a flick of his hand and small
shake of his head. The exec nodded slightly.


“As an enlisted, you are subject to the orders of any Horathian.
You will obey,” the Captain said.


John heard a cough in the room. The exec turned, looking around to
find the person who had seemingly made a mocking sound. No one was stupid
enough to raise a hand and invite themselves for discipline. 


“I believe Mister Blye has ordered you to unlock the computers of
the Phoenix, you will comply,” the Captain said.


 This time John merely smiled slightly. Sprite put a counter up on
his HUD. 


The Captain noted the smile and his face congealed in cold fury.
The exec scowled, echoing the Captain. They had put up with intransigent
behavior and belligerence before, but this one was odd. They were off balance
mentally. 


Silently Sprite redirected the microwave beam to the security
console and played it over the circuits, then back to each of the guns in
range. 


The first gun was beginning to shake and gyrate, and the exec took
notice. Turning his scowl to the noise, his eyes widened comically then he
screeched a warning. The Captain and bridge crew looked up at the gun in
surprise and annoyance. They saw the gun moving back and forth and then gyrate
and shake. Several officers began to duck when the first gun started spitting
sparks.


 “Don't just stand there with your thumbs up your Asses! Do
something! Shut the system down!” the Captain roared in fury. A security guard
hastened to obey, rushing to the panel to shut the guns down. 


Carefully Admiral Irons started to step back, but was stopped by a
guard behind him. The guard smiled nastily, tapping his black baton in his hand
meaningfully. 


The Admiral turned his torso to view him. With his cuffed hands Admiral
Irons cupped them together and then spread them out, pantomiming an explosion.
When the man didn't get it he did it again and then wiggled his fingers and
mouthed boom. Finally he pointed to the weapons. The guard’s brow knit.


The guard’s eyes widened comically as he made the connection and
he looked up. He started to shout a warning just as the panel began to spark
and sizzle. That drew the attention of the people around the console like moths
to a flame. 


In a sudden shower of sparks the panel overloaded, electrocuting
the guard before its crude CRT exploded, sending splinters of glass and plastic
into the face of the tech. The guns immediately stopped gyrating and dropped
down.


“Medic!” Someone screamed over the sobbing casualties. One man was
clutching at his ruined face. 


An enlisted man went to help but the Captain glared him back to
his seat. “As you were Mister, man your post,” the Captain said coldly.


“Aye sir,” the nervous rating said, stiffly sitting at his
station. He glanced out of the corner of his eye to his shipmates then grimly
turned his full attention to his station. 


Captain Hathaway looked up in relief to the silent guns and then
turned to the new prisoner. “In light of this mishap and my need to attend to
other duties, I'll give you twelve hours to reconsider my generous request,”
he said, putting emphasis on the last word. 


“I can't wait to introduce him to sterner methods sir, let me do
it now!” The exec said sounding excited.


“Now, now Lieutenant, I did say we will wait and give him time to
think things over properly. Let his changed reality... sink in,” the Captain
said. He waved a hand to the group. “Dismissed. Return him to the brig,” he
ordered. 


The guards escorted him out of the room as the Captain turned his
attention to the damage with icy commands.


<----*----*----*---->


“Now?” Sprite asked impatiently as they walked. John shook his
head slightly. “Why not?” she asked, sighing in exasperation. His jaw
tightened. “Okay, okay, message received. Not yet,” she said, sounding
disgusted. “Sometimes I swear you make it more of a challenge just to build up
the suspense,” she grumbled.


He fought a snort. The thug in front of him put a meaty hand out
on his chest to stop him at a junction. A work crew passed them going in a
different direction. Finally the thug removed his hand and they continued on.


Irons knew it wasn't the path they had taken to the bridge. It was
by another route, he wondered briefly if they had rerouted around something, or
just wanted to keep him off balance? Either way it didn't work. Though it did
give him a better picture of the goings on in the ship.


“You organics always love to root for the underdog, to be the
underdog. It's in your nature, to love the challenge,” Sprite said. “You don't
like being on top because then you accept the possible role of a bully. The
tyrant. The one everyone is against. It's a form of psychological manipulation,
a slow corruption. Fascinating really,” Sprite said, rambling on.


Irons clicked his teeth and coughed. The AI got the message and
shut up.


Irons was directed to a mop and bucket on their way back to the
brig. He silently contemplated them until a guard clubbed him from behind.
“What? You want that thing shoved up your ass? Get to work stupid!” the guard
snarled.


Irons took the mop handle and pulled the head out of the pail. The
water was filthy; he wasn't sure about the wisdom of using it. Water would seep
through the cracks on the deck into wiring as well.


“Well?” the guard asked.


“Just wondering if this is a wise idea. Water and wiring,” Irons
said.


“You want to lick it up? Get to work!” the guard snarled.


“Fine, you're the boss,” Irons sighed, putting the head down and
pushing it around with his cuffed hands.


“And don't you forget it,” the guard growled gruffly, stepping
back to watch.


Again, Irons wondered about the wisdom of that. Wasting a pair of
guards to watch someone mopping a floor. Not a wise use of resources. Stupid.
He frowned but kept mopping.


<----*----*----*---->


“Do you think he'll crack?” Blye asked, turning to the Captain.
“Sir, I can break him. I know it. The more pompous they are, the harder they
fall.”


“I know that. But we need this guy in one piece. We don't know
what is in his augmentation. Did anyone bother to scan him?”


“I... I'll have to check with security,” the exec said.


The Captain scowled. “Do so. You should have already,” he
growled.


The exec nodded, clearly fighting the disappointment he had in
himself. “Sorry sir,” he said glumly.


“Oh, don't be a kiss ass. Get this mess cleaned up, get Serall
and someone on figuring out what the hell went wrong, and see if it's going to
happen anywhere else. I don't need this headache.”


“Yes sir.”


“And order the scan. And get the good Doctor to do a physical
soon.”


“Aye sir,” the exec said, coming to attention. The Captain waved
him off. The exec turned smartly and marched off.


“Wind up tin soldier. Honestly, I don't know what the academy is
doing, not teaching them to think for themselves and thinking something like
that would make a good officer,” the Captain murmured softly to himself. He
turned his eyes to the cleanup crew. A rating was taking the guns down. “Don't
take them down!” the rating froze. “Just pull the power lines. It's got to be
software!” the Captain growled. “Serall! Figure it out! Fix it!” he growled.


<----*----*----*---->


“You think this one will last long?” the guard asked his fellow an
hour later. Irons didn't look up, didn't rise to the obvious bait of someone
talking about him right in front of him.


“Nah, too stupid to pour piss out of a boot. Pig headed.”


“Alien lover?”


“Maybe. Hey, remember when we had that bug? And the exec went and
had us pull him apart one limb at a time? That was fun!”


“Yeah,” the guard said, smiling nastily. Irons could see with his
implants that they were watching him closely. He couldn't help the unconscious
reaction of pausing to listen, nor the tightening of his jaw and grip at the
sound of them describing the torture of a Veraxin. “Fun. Though I wish we'd cut
his vocal cords out. My ears rang for a week after that.”


“Ah, but that was half the fun!” the other laughed, slapping him
on the shoulder. “Say, after this want a beer and a vid? We can watch the last
guy we had. The fuzzball we shaved.”


“Ah hell, all the hair?” the other guard sniffed. “We're still
picking it out of the filters!”


“True, but the expression on that dog's face!” The other cackled.


“Want to make something of it slave?” one of the guards asked, sounding
amused. Irons could tell from his structured tone that it was all an act. They
weren't just baiting him they were feeling him out. Trying to see where his
loyalties were.


He was tempted not to answer, but knew that itself was a trap.
Much like at boot, trying to keep your head down got you stomped on as much as
if you showed your pride. He needed to find some middle ground.


“Nope, just want to get by,” he mumbled.


“What was that?”


“I dunno.” 


“Shut it, I wasn't talking to you. You,” the first guard poked
him. “What's your problem?”


“Just trying to survive,” Irons mumbled.


“That's just trying to survive sir,” the guard said, sounding
triumphant. The baton struck him in the back of his right calf. The blow would
have crippled a weaker man, with his artificial limb Irons barely felt it.


“What the hell?”


“Eh?” Irons asked turning. He swung the mop, accidentally on
purpose dribbling the muck all over the other guard. “Sorry, I'm a little
distracted.”


The guard was standing there wringing his hand, shaking it out.
The baton was cracked, nearly split in half. “The hell man?” the guard asked.


“Bad baton?” his partner asked. “Rotten?”


“Doesn't look like it,” the other said. He examined the split
wood.


“Hey,” another voice said. They turned to the voice. A rating had
rounded the corner and was standing in the combing, one hand on the upper. 


“Yeah?” The guards asked in unison. They looked at each other in
annoyance and then one smirked and looked away. Irons looked up briefly and
then continued working. The first guard started to admonish him for stopping
but then stopped when he realized Irons hadn't been distracted.


“Boss wants to see if this one knows anything about fixing
electronics.”


“Oh?”


“Yeah, burnt life support module down this way,” the rating said.
Irons checked him out through his implants, human male and a Beta from the look
and build. Structurally strong, golden skin, but he had a pock marked face. His
nose had been broken a few times, and he had gold earrings that connected to a
ring in his nose by a gold wire. He had long blue hair on one side of his head;
the other side was shaved bald and tattooed with Celtic markings.


“Life support? Did Drew really say that or tell you to do it?”


The rating grimaced. “Nah Macky, it's the truth!”


The first thug grimaced. He still wasn't sure what the hell just
happened. The guy wasn't even limping. “Right. Still could be fun seeing him
get fried,” the guard mused. “Let's go,” he poked Irons.


Irons set the mop against a stanchion and then turned to the
rating. The rating grimaced and then waved him onward.


“You could at least limp!” Sprite hissed at him on his HUD.


“Why? Damage is done,” Irons replied through text. He stepped over
a knee knocker. The guard in front looked back at him, grimaced, then back the
path they were on. “Make a hole!” the guard snarled as a rating lounging
against the bulkhead looked up in mild interest. The Horathian sullenly moved
to one side, then into an open compartment nearby. Irons looked at the wiring
bolted to the bulkhead above the hatch then away to the new rating.


“What are you looking at?” the rating snarled. “Meat?” he growled.
His cold eyes stared into the Admiral's. The man was big but thin, with brown
fuzz for hair. He had a pale scar on his right cheek and a filthy uniform. Irons
shook his head as a prod from behind reminded him to keep moving.


Irons followed one guard while the other followed behind him. They
weren't bright, just bully boys bored with their guard down, a potentially
fatal situation. He was tempted to kick things off early, show them permanently
the errors of their ways, but he made himself wait.


“Here,” the rating said, indicating a pile of tools and an open
access panel. Irons could see from the scorching on the panel cover plate and
the surrounding area that there had been some intense heat, possibly an
electrical fire. He could smell burnt wiring and melted circuitry.


“You've had an electrical fire. Overheated bus,” he said
carefully, looking at the panel. He pointed to the cover plate. “Check that.
Where you see the center of the soot markings is the ignition point, the point
of failure. Work from there.”


“I see.”


Irons studied the burnt panel, and then peered into the rats nest
of wiring. He pointed to a couple of wires. “First, no wire ties keeping things
neat and from arching. It looks like arching from a short.”


“Wire ties? Arching?”


“Throw enough amperage through a wire and then give it a place to
go with lower resistance and it'll do that. Electrical energy follows the path
of least resistance,” Irons said. He pushed the kid back with his hands as he
leaned in to look closer. “I wouldn’t do that. It's live.”


“It is?”


“Did you shut it down?”


“Um, no? We need it to function for this area?”


“Is this going to take long?” the first guard asked, clearly
bored.


“Hey! Isn't that guy supposed to be back in the brig?” another
voice demanded. The guards flinched and looked at each other. 


“Sorry Lieutenant. We're um... on our way,” the second said,
grabbing Irons by his left arm. He squeezed hard. “Ain't we?” He demanded.


“Whatever you say. Sir.”


“That's right,” the guard said, dragging him along. “Good luck
figuring it out Chuckles,” he said over his shoulder to the rating. “I hope you
fry,” he ended with a mutter as they moved away.


“No you don't. We won't be around to see it,” the other muttered.
He stepped over a knee knocker and ducked the upper combing as he passed
through a hatch.


“Yeah well, fun is fun, but this way we can't catch any of the
blame if that moron get's his ass killed,” the first said, hustling them along.
“Still, it would have been fun to watch,” he grumbled. “Liven things up around
here. Dull as shit,” he grumbled.


<----*----*----*---->


Phoenix watched the three humans on his ship with growing
concern. They had recharged the reserve power; he now had enough to function,
but not enough to do much. And right now, all he could do was wait. “Jed, you
seen this?” The human called Baskin's said, bouncing a ball off the bulkhead.


“What?” Jed asked, sounding bored. He was the one Phoenix was
most worried about; the human was constantly poking about looking for loot.


“This, the crewman said, pointing with his free hand to the
screen he was watching. Jed poked his head in the hatch and looked over
Baskin's shoulder. Baskin's looked over his shoulder to him and then to the
screen. “Good game man. Bet the Spacehawks win,” he said.


That amused the AI. It was a recording obviously, one the one
called Baskin's had brought with him.


“Bet? How much?” Jed asked.


“Ten creds or a half shift.”


“Shit,” Jed said, rubbing his head. “I dunno, that's big stakes
man,” he grumbled.


“Come on, take a risk,” Baskin's said, bouncing the ball and
catching it again. “What do you have to lose?”


“Ten credits and a half shift doing your stink ass job,” Jed
growled. He looked at the screen, deep in thought. “What side you said? The
Hawks?”


Baskin's looked at the screen again. “Yeah.”


“They are down by three and it's the fourth quarter. How can the
Rattlers come back from that?” the big man asked. “No way,” he said.


“So?” Baskin's said, smiling. “Easy money right?” he asked.


Jed stared at him for a long moment. “I'm not... no,” he said. He
thought for a moment, scowling. Finally he caught on. “You asshole! You're
pulling a Burns on me!” he growled, kicking the other guy's chair. Baskin's floundered
for balance, missing the balls return.


“A Burns?” he asked, trying to project innocence. 


“Sure. It's a recording right? I bet you watched it already and
know the outcome. Sure,” Jed growled, shaking his head. “A sucker, that's what
you take me for,” he growled, stomping off.


Baskins smirked, recovering the ball. There would be other marks
he thought. “Frack head,” he growled. He sighed, so much for that idea.


Phoenix watched it all unfold and regretted not having someone to
bet with himself. He would have bet real CPU cycles that the two humans would
have come to blows. That would have been productive for him. Unfortunately it
hadn't happened.


He was tempted to throw his own efforts into destabilizing the
crew but held off. He had in his memory the stories of Sprite and the Admiral
of the Antigua Prime 'haunting' and the antics of Sprite on the Admiral's
behalf. It would be simple to have a series of accidents to spook the crew.
Possibly entertaining, but it would violate his orders.


So, he watched and waited, unsure if the signal to act would ever
come through, but ready to do so.


<----*----*----*---->


As he re-entered the brig behind the first guard Admiral Irons
carefully scanned the weapons locker. Because it was a brig locker it didn’t
contain the lethal weapons that were in the ship’s armory, however in the back
was what he truly sought, a dozen sets of re-breathers.  It also had shock
batons, a cattle prod, and neural whip among other things he really didn't want
to identify. Some items still had bits of blood and skin on them. 


“Sprite, map the ante room and record the voices and retinal
patterns of the guards,” he texted to the AI as the guards got their shit
together.


“As well as record the key codes they used to open the doors.
Understood. You should realize they are up to something nasty sir,” Sprite
said.


The Admiral nodded a choppy nod, distracted in his planning. His
plan was partially formed, but he needed manpower to pull it off. If he just
went all gangsta on them and did a frontal assault with his shields and plasma
weapons he'd be cut off, locked in a section of the ship behind armored
bulkheads that even his plasma weapon wouldn't cut easily. He had to hit them
from multiple threat axis at the same time to prevent getting overwhelmed.


He'd be drained if he went it alone, he knew he needed to take a
chance on the other prisoners and organize a prison break. The question now was
whom could he trust?


He turned at the clack of sound behind him. His passive senses
started to reach out but Sprite shut them down fast. He frowned, looking over
his shoulder to see robots. Robotic guards. Great, he thought. That was an
added complication.


There were several, one humanoid and two robotic dogs. Obviously
ground weapons, drones really, but a mobile set of eyes for someone far away.
Also an added variable and complication he really didn't need right now. He was
however glad to know about them.


He studied them briefly. They were worn, but in functional
condition. Their eyes scanned him briefly. He felt a lidar scan hit him. He
moved ever so slightly, just enough to blur the scan. They scanned him a few
more times; each time he moved enough to prevent a proper image. Finally the
robot gave up. Most likely whoever was controlling it thought the scanner was
faulty.


The robotic drones he noted would be a problem. They were most
likely controlled from a security console somewhere on the ship. Hacking them
was possible, but not once a confrontation was underway. He'd have to have
Proteus or Sprite find a way to jam or corrupt them. He would also need to find
that security station and target it to take it out.
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The guards roughly pushed him into the brig, neglecting to take
off his cuffs. When he turned to them and held his hands out expectantly but patiently
they laughed a gloating evil laugh that would have chilled anyone but him. At
least they'd left his hands cuffed in front he thought. Sighing he turned to
see the Horathian MC and two of his goons coming for him. Thinking that with
his hands chained he would be easy meat, they charged. 


John harshly bit down on using his fully enhanced reflexes. A snap
kick to one dropped him back. The other two backed off, but one tripped on
someone’s outstretched leg and went down with a howl. 


John took advantage of the distraction and charged the other man,
using the base of his palms to ram into the other man’s solar plexus while
ducking a roundhouse punch. The man went down gasping and retching. John felt
pain as a blow landed on his left shoulder and he turned to face his new
attacker. 


Bard was up, a trickle of blood and drool dripping from his pulped
mouth. Snarling he landed a few more punches before John dropped to the deck
and lashed out. The snap kick hit the man’s leg. The man went down, howling as
his leg bent the wrong way and his kneecap shattered. John flipped to his feet
without using his shackled hands. 


Turning to the final goon who had tripped, he snorted in wry humor
to see the guy hastily backing away with his hands up. Guards entered and showered
the compartment with kicks and blows with billy clubs before they dragged the
wounded out. 


When the compartment settled down, the food replicator came online
and the prisoner’s lined up to eat. John waited until they were all in line
then took his place at the back, surprising some. 


“Scan the replicator again.”


“We already tried that Admiral, the node Proteus created links to
a diagnostics system and nothing more. The device is hard firewalled out of the
ship's net,” Sprite reported.


“The replicator seems to be powered by a remote switch, allowing
the prisoner’s to eat, but not to enter the ship net.”


He noted the surviving officers each received their share of the
slop in old dirty plastic bowl and then sat in a corner far from the three
remaining Horathians. The female blond Horathian nearest him glared spitefully at
John. He looked at her with cool disinterest. She mouthed 'you'll get yours
when the Captain finds out' and then looked away to the other Horathians around
her. 


Sprite boosted his auditory sensors, and he picked out their
conversation. The Horathians were muttering about Bard, and about what was
going to happen to John. They were sullen, but eager to see it. He turned away,
he didn't need to hear them discussing what might happen to him.


Instead Sprite focused on the officers. He was surprised to hear
them talking with some spunk. “It seems more is going on than we thought. They
aren't as beaten as we had assumed John,” Sprite said, sounding amused.


“They don't stand a chance without me,” John replied under his
breath. 


The rating in front of him looked back at him briefly. “You say
something?”


“No, just a sigh,” John replied. The rating looked at him for a
few seconds and then shrugged as he turned back. 


“From the sound of it, they are arguing about bringing you into an
escape attempt,” Sprite reported. “I can see why the Horathians placed spies in
here and didn't rely on microphones. All the various conversations going on
around us are making it hard for even me to pick out what I want to hear,”
Sprite said, sounding like she approved of the situation. 


John mentally nodded, focusing on the text captions Sprite was
putting up for him. Thankfully she wasn't using word bubbles, just initials to
signify who was saying what.


“I'm telling you, we can use him! He's legit! And he knows
something is going to happen!”


“We can't get to step two right now. We still need to figure out
how to disable the robots,” Ian said in a calm aside, not looking around as he
played with the porridge. “Gustov said he could maybe take out one, but not
all. If the bot controllers get word out, we're screwed.”


“I know, I know. They'll cut us off and suck the air out. We've
been over that. Let's stay positive. We know where the security office is; the
idiot keeps the door open so he can get a breeze with the fan down the hall.
Shifty on third shift is lazy he sleeps half his shift. We can use that.”


“Yeah, but they don't let many of us out on grave remember? So
that's a problem,” Sindri rumbled softly. He glanced around, not nervously, but
to make certain no one else was around. His bass voice tended to cut through
the chatter in the room and carried easily.


John nodded. They still had spirit, and he could work with that.
They were thinking, another good sign.


From the sound and direction of the conversation they were leaning
to recruiting him, however his overexposure with the fights was drawing too
much attention. Captain Franx wanted to use him as a distraction. Karen Hoshi
remained silent, poised but not giving any feel for what she thought. She had a
good poker face, the Admiral thought. 


Another female joined them, silently sitting next to the others
and kept watch. She had her back to the others, but occasionally murmured
something or turned ever so slightly to look over her shoulder. The other three
females and several males, all looking out and covering the planning with
meaningless small talk, eventually surrounded them.  A few laughed, which
struck the Admiral as wrong. He couldn't put a finger on why it did until he
realized they hadn't shown any sound of amusement beyond bitterness in the
compartment.


If any of the Horathian's noticed, they didn't give any sign of
it.


Nodding mentally, Admiral Irons listened as they discussed the
Ssilli who was a slave aboard the ship. Distracted, he nearly dropped his bowl.



“Yes you heard right,” Sprite said to him, sounding intrigued and
excited herself. Intently interested, he listened as they discussed how the
female named Nata'roka could access the ship’s network when they next went to
hyper and sabotage the ship’s systems.


“Note, we don't want to be on this ship when that happens,” Sprite
said dryly. John nodded slightly. 


There was no love lost for the Horathians, she was old and hated
them. She had been taken from a derelict freighter's stasis pod years ago and
had been tortured into submitting. She hadn't been broken from what he had
heard, which was a risk. They kept the alien alive for her incredible skills as
a navigator. The current crew took great pleasure in torturing her for fun when
they were in subspace, and from the sound of it, she was near the breaking
point. 


Wincing, John wondered how they could still be alive. If she had
wanted, the hyperspace navigator could have dropped them into any black hole or
hyperspace fold at any time. During his travels he had learned that the Ssilli
were rare, the Xenos had taken special care to wipe them and any other
navigators out. In fact, only one of the aliens was currently known alive, the
one his people had rescued in Pyrax. A male, if he remembered correctly.
Something else to look into when he had the chance, he thought. 


When it was his turn in front of the machine he placed his right
hand on the activation button just for a moment longer than required. Proteus
sent out nanites, scanning the system and creating a WI-Fi node to connect to
in the future.


“Get your crap and sit,” someone nearby growled. The Admiral took
the worn plastic bowl, stuck it in the slot, watched the goop sputter out, then
the panel went dead. He frowned and took the bowl out.


Now that he had his slop, Admiral Irons made his way through the
crowd, surprising them by his speed. He could feel the hostility in the
compartment; he didn't need the simpering looks and cold disdain to know he was
on dangerous ground. The feelings hovered in the air, a miasma radiating around
them. You'd think since he was the new meat there would be some sympathy,
apparently not. They were too beaten to care that others would share in their
misery. Some welcomed it, since new meat meant the focus came off them and onto
the noob. Since he had no crew... that made him the target. However his
disruption of their carefully crafted pecking order had thrown things into
flux. He had made it clear he would be no one's victim or round bottomed boy.


Not that he was going to let that happen. He knew he wasn't
reacting right; he was falling back into his old habits and doing things his
way. He was showing them in a way, showing them that they didn't have to be
beaten down; they didn't have to fall into the Stockholm syndrome. He wasn't
certain if that was a good idea however, unlike him, they were a target. 


Eyes flicked up to him but he was too fast. He brushed past the
prisoner acting as a guard too quickly for him to move. The captains fell
silent as he sat down with them, and he raised his ladened spoon to take a bite
with both hands. “It won't work,” he told them casually, not even looking at
them.


 Captain Franx looked to him warily “What won't work?” he asked,
eyes telling Irons to just buzz off. 


Admiral Irons snorted softly. “Your plan won't work.” Stunned
reactions from the group and he ground on. “First my ship was damaged and
locked down, it would take too long to repair it, a single missile or a graser
shot would take it out. Second, she's about out of fuel, not even enough to get
away from this ship let alone jump. Third, the bridge and this compartment are
covered with the auto guns in the ceiling and security bots.”


Calmly he ate, covertly watching them through his passive sensors
as they digested this news. The auto-guns and bots shouldn't be news to them.
Hell, their whole plan was based on a wing and a prayer that had no hope of
success. All the pirate ship had to do was use the EMP weapon on the Phoenix
again and they'd be helpless.


“What do you suggest John?” Franx finally asked casually, with a
cocked head as he ate slowly. 


Admiral Irons calmly continued his meal, focusing on his intent.
To do this he needed them, but did he really trust them? Making a decision he
acted. He sent a signal to Proteus to send a timed nanite package to each of
the slave officers. Each of the nanite packs would have to rely on materials in
their host bodies to get the job done. Proteus would have to keep a nanite
trail going to each person to keep control of the nanites so they wouldn't
self-destruct. The whole process would be tricky, but if they pulled it off it
could mean the difference between life and death for a lot of people.


“Admiral, this is very unwise,” Sprite protested but he cut her off.



John turned to Franx. “Does someone have access to the central
control of the life support systems?”


“Not central, it's a distributed system. Redundant, but it is
effective in case part of it goes down, they can pull life support from
neighboring systems. I'm stuck trying to fix the downed plant in the aft stern
right now,” McGuyver acidly commented.


Nodding mentally Admiral Irons gave a crocked grin as McGuyver
caught on. Hoshi looked to each of them with shadowed eyes, and Admiral Irons
cocked his head and cut his eyes to her food. Grimacing she took a bite.


Their conversation slowed when the door opened. Everyone looked
covetously as Bard and one of the other prisoners stumbled back in. Bard looked
around before he marched to the food replicator. He took his slop and then took
a seat with the other Horathians. A few murmured to him but he angrily told
them to shut up.


Once he was settled the conversation ringing the conspirators
slowly picked up. When they were sure it was safe they continued. 


“There are a dozen re-breathers in the ante room here. There are
several more in strategic places on this ship. If we secure them and the life
support, then we can gas the ship.”


Franx interrupted with “No! Cut the support and vent it!”
surprising them. It was just loud enough to carry a bit. 


The Horathians look up at the loud voices. Bard ordered the
remaining goon to walk by and try to listen in. Hearing the order John
grimaced.


“Little ears coming,” he said softly and then quietly changed the
subject. The others were confused at first, but noted his cut off motion with
his hands just before the goon got within earshot. Franx looked up as John
described a New Texas buffalo and how he would kill for a decent steak right
about now.


“Crap man, don't talk about steak now!” Ian said with a grumble.
“Bad enough as it with this crap,” he said, disgustedly flicking his spoon.


“Sorry,” John replied.


“I want to know what happened when you were gone,” Sindri said.


John smiled slightly and decided it was a good enough topic. He
loudly told them about what happened on the bridge, pitching his voice so the
others around them could hear. The others fell silent to listen. When he got to
the good part he glanced at Ian. He smiled maliciously. 


“How did you know it was going to blow?” Right on cue McGuyver
asked. It wasn't the question Irons wanted however. 


Grimacing, John made up a story about how as a kid on the Kiev 221
he had witnessed a similar event. “The stink of burning insulation is still
stuck in my brain to this day, and when I smelled it I had backed up even
before my brain had caught up with my nose.”


Ian and Sindri both nodded. 


“Was anyone hurt?” Franx asked, sounding just a little maliciously
hopeful. John nodded. “Good,” the older Captain said softly.


The thug near Bard looked at him. Bard nodded grudgingly. Some of
the prisoners saw the exchange and murmured, talking about how John was telling
the truth.


“From what I saw, at least one guy was shocked, another blinded,”
John confirmed. “I dunno if either survived or in what condition though.”


Grim satisfaction played on the others but was quickly cut off by
the presence of the goon. One of the nearby listeners decided to get rid of the
goon and told him to get out of his light. Snarling a reply, the goon stalked
to the refresher. 


“You are right, we need to take this ship and work together to do
it. If you have my help I can guarantee it,” Quietly John told them after a
moment.


“How can you do this with your hands chained?” Franx looked amused
and commented. “You aren't going to be around long sonny, they are going to
take their time with you. Hurting one of the prisoners is bad, breaking a
bone?” he shook his head. “Suicide.” He looked at the others. “We shouldn't say
anything more, he will squeal under torture,” he warned.


Admiral Irons faked dropping his spoon and dropped his hands in
his lap. In a flash the fingers of his right hand deployed tools and the cuffs
dropped off. “What cuffs?” he asked them quietly. 


They stared at his naked wrists and then tried to hide their shock
and surprise. Smiling slightly Admiral Irons used his body to cover his hands
as he re-cuffed them. He continued his meal as they digested his “magic trick”
and smiled wryly as the trio each came to a decision. Hope flashed in their
eyes briefly, mixed with grim determination. Each nodded to him quietly. 


“What about the self destruct?” Ian asked. “We're screwed if the
brass...” he trailed off meaningfully. 


John nodded absently, scratching at his stubble. He like the other
males hadn't shaved. Apparently a few had gotten the opportunity, but they
weren't going to talk about how. A few had the ancestry or genetic packages
that provided for a hairless face. 


“Don't worry about the destruct. I've got a way with computers,”
John finally said, setting his bowl aside. 


“But…” The passing goon who took his time on his walk by
interrupted Franx. Franx fought the urge to look up and glare. 


John chuckled mentally as McGuyver told of a story of a man
slipping in the head, getting the others to laugh. Grimacing, the goon stalked
over to Bard in disgust. Sprite picked up his report, as the goon rolled his
eyes and told the Master Chief that they were just swapping stories. Bard
looked up to glare at John, who calmly looked at him, then raised an eyebrow.
Scowling, Bard dropped his gaze and dug back into his meal. 


“So...”


“So I'll let you know,” John said. “It's all planned out, just be
patient. Fell deeds await.”


“How?” Ian asked, hiding his burning curiosity and urgency.


“You'll see,” John said, keeping a low profile.


“How will we know it's from you?”


“Oh you'll know,” Irons said. He had come to a decision, really
the only one he could under the circumstances. He would deal with the situation
in real time as it happened and play that part by ear. He had Proteus send out
nanite packages to each of the conspirators though.


“Okay, fine, be all mysterious. But, look here are the hand
signals we've worked out.”


They sketched out hand signals and an overall plan, then got some
rest. Three hours later the returning shift arrived, and shuffled in tiredly.
McGuyver and his fellows stood and headed off for their shift. Franx updated
the tired off shift personnel, who visibly perked up with predator like hunger.
That got the attention of Bard.


When one of the Horathian prisoners took up a spot within earshot
Irons changed the subject to ask about the EMP weapon.


“It's a rock,” Ian said, snorting softly.


“A rock?”


“Asteroid. They set it up like this. It's got the weapon on board.
They drop it on a course near a target. It gets in range and bam!” He smacked
his hands together in emphasis.


“Okay...”


“We learned the hard way,” Franx said, shaking his head.


“I see.”


“I was on a crew sent over to service it a few months ago. They
weren't happy about letting me see it, but I was all they had. It's got
batteries and capacitors. It takes a while to charge. The nickel iron coating
acts as the matrix for the electromagnetic radiation to propagate through
space.”


“Okay...” Irons said, cocking his head as he mulled that thought
over. EMP weapons were well known; they had been in use since the late
twentieth century. They had been discovered as a byproduct of a nuclear
detonation. The massive pulse of electromagnetic radiation would fry normal
electronics. Later mankind had learned to artificially generate EMP's with a
low induction capacitive coil that dumps its charge into a coil antenna.


He'd thought Phoenix had said the destroyer had been in stealth
and had attacked the little ship directly. Apparently either the pulse had
addled the AI, or he'd seen something else. Or the ship's appearance had been a
distraction to get the weapon into range.


It didn't matter. What was done was done; he'd analyze it later.
When they had time. But first he, they, had to get to the point where they had
time. For now, he needed to focus.


“This thing is wicked. Not a single shot, but a pulse train. I
guess they wanted to make sure they got their target.”


“I see,” the Admiral said, mulling over this report. If Ian was
right, and from the sound of it he was, it was bad. This device would have to
be taken out.


“No, you don't see. It's lights out if it catches you.”


“I wonder where they got it?”


“Got it?” Ian shook his head. “They built the damn thing. Someone
named Vinatelli showed them. It was built in the Horathian yards.”


The Admiral got a faraway look. “Horathian...”


Ian shrugged in impatient annoyance at the look. “Yeah, we know.
We were surprised too. But yeah, Horath has a shipyard, more than one actually
or so they say. I haven't heard anything that disputes that. They also have a
fleet, home fleet they call it I heard someone mention having a brother in home
fleet.”


“How do you know all this? If you don't mind my asking,” Irons
asked, shooting his eyes ever so slightly in the direction of the Horathian eavesdropper.


Ian scowled bleakly for a moment and then shrugged. “They've been
cagey, but we've been picking up talk over the past couple of months and
comparing notes.”


“I see.”


“This is a disturbing development Admiral,” Sprite said softly to
him. He nodded once.


<----*----*----*---->


Where did he say he was from?” The Captain asked.


“Hidoshi's World sir,” Lieutenant Blye replied helpfully.


The Captain frowned thoughtfully. “So, it would stand to reason
that he would have passed through here recently. Since we've been on station
for what, sixteen months now? I don't recall seeing him. I am seeing a problem
here. One I don't like.”


“I...see sir.”


“We obviously need to look into this more,” the Captain said. “I
think we need to have another discussion with Mr. Doe. Now, where have I heard
that name again?” he mused thoughtfully, stroking his chin.


“Sir, your steward said your dinner is ready,” the
communication's rating said.


The Captain glanced at the clock and then stood. “As it should
be,” he replied with a nod. “You have the bridge number two,” he said, nodding
to the tactical officer. 


The tactical officer nodded, logging off his station and then
stepping to the Captain's chair. “You are relieved sir,” he said formally for
the record. The Captain grunted and then exited the bridge.


<----*----*----*---->


“Are we going to do something soon? I think we've learned all we
can. And the Admiral isn't following your advice very well. Instead of blending
in he's sticking out,” Proteus said.


“Patience,” Sprite replied. “Though, to tell you the truth, I
think he's surprised me in letting this go on for so long.”


“I believe you pointed out that he is building trust and
establishing relationships with the other prisoners,” Defender replied.


“True,” Sprite said cautiously. She continued to record the
conversations in the compartment with the Admiral's enhanced hearing. Multiple
transcripts were being written on the fly. Word choice and tone emphasis were
hash marks for her to review later. So far it was most of the same thing, of
little import. Bard had apparently been snuck a snack by someone in sickbay,
and the executive officer had interviewed him about the incident. Apparently
they were building to something tomorrow.


“If I know the Admiral as well as I do, it will be tomorrow,”
Sprite said. “We all know how he is in the morning. By now he'd probably kill
for a cup of coffee,” she joked.


“True,” Proteus said neutrally.


They overheard Bard snicker darkly about how Doe was going to get
what was coming to him in the morning. Sprite shared the information with the
other AI and then put it up on the Admiral's HUD.


“I believe he'll get the chance soon enough,” Defender said. “As
long as he recognizes the opportunity and acts in a timely manner.”


“Then we had better be ready. Which means short down time,”
Sprite said.


“Actually, no downtime,” the Admiral said softly. “You have the
plan ready?” he asked.


“An outline Admiral.”


“Good. I've got some additions...”


<----*----*----*---->


John feigned a nap. He closed his eyes and sketched out the
planned outline Sprite had jotted out and then filled in the blanks. He threw
his own twists in and the kick off. “Are you certain of this Admiral?” Sprite
asked when he finished.


“It'll work?” The Admiral replied. He pinged each of the AI. “Right?”


“We'll damn well have to make it work. It's a bit risky... but
we're past the point of caution I suppose,” Sprite said dryly.


“Incoming,” Defender said. The Admiral opened his eyes in time to
see four Horathian's with a blanket near him. They saw his eyes. He wiggled his
left index finger in a no no sign. 


The Horathians pretended to shake the blanket out, snapping it and
then folding it. “Next time,” one murmured.


“Oh hell, I don't think so,” the Admiral said under his breath.


Admiral Irons tapped his implants and ran diagnostics. His power
was at eighty two percent. Defender, his military action AI was primed. Sprite
had an ongoing map of the ship generated. From overheard discussions of the
other prisoners she had updated it, and continued to do so. 


The Admiral made a reluctant decision and gave a command to his
AI. “Are you sure Admiral?” Sprite asked. “You don't want to bump it up a few
more percentage points?”


“Ask him for anything but time Commander,” Defender replied,
surprising them. “I think you have taken this far enough sir. It's time to act
before time runs out.” John signaled agreement. It was indeed time to move on
to the next step and lay the groundwork for his plan to succeed.


“Identify implant, a wifi point, telemetry to track them, text,
data, and visual if you can handle it. Something to use to track them and let
us contact them if you can't do the full package.”


“Admiral, without their knowledge or consent...” Sprite protested.


“Ethics be damned, we can always ask for permission after the
fact. If they have a cow we can always pull it later. Just do it Commander. Go
on the record if you must. We can always remove them later like I said. But
let's work towards a later.”


“Aye aye Admiral.”


Proteus sent out ant trails of nanites to those sleeping near the Admiral.
The nanites took up metal from the deck as well as from the Admiral's reserves
and then got to work. One by one the AI gave each slave an Ident package and a
wifi link. They wouldn't know about them until Sprite remote activated them.


“I see now. Not just to track them and to contact them, you also
wanted to see through them. See who we can trust,” Defender replied.


Irons didn't want a discussion so he nodded ever so slightly and
then bit out one soft word. “Exactly.” He was just glad they had learned this
trick on Epsilon Triangula. Had they not had that experience, this wouldn't
have been possible.


<----*----*----*---->


He moved around every half hour, rolling left and right and then
he got up and moved. He went to the latrine twice as a cover. The poor
radioactive sod he couldn't help so he reluctantly skipped him. 


He took the opportunity to drink a lot of the brackish gray water
and take on any additional materials Proteus could find. Then he found a new
spot to bed down at. When someone mumbled why he was getting up, he murmured
about the smell.


“You'll get used to it. Sit your ass back down. Get some rest.
Your turn is coming. You'll need all the sleep you can get.”


“I'm doing it.” John said. He sat near Captain Franx and let Proteus
go to work once more. He did this three more times, once near each Captain or
other person. Each of the nanite packages was programmed to repair as much
tissue damage as he had scanned, and then create the information implants they
would need later. He needed them whole and as healthy as they could get. When
they were finished the nanites were programmed to return to him along the ant
trails if possible. 


He even had the AI create simple implant packages in each of the
Horathians in the compartment before he quit. They were programmed as a
failsafe; a simple WI-Fi link wired to a bot attached to the sleep centers of
their brain, along with taps to their ears and eyes. He could have Proteus
knock them out or have the AI just monitor them. 


“Admiral,” Proteus said, breaking off his repeated review of the
plan.


“Yes?” Irons replied through text. 


“When you touched the food replicator we used the WI-Fi node there
to access the Micro surveillance bots you have left behind.”


“Status report?”


“I am not comfortable about extending my nanites as far as I have Admiral,”
Proteus protested.


“Tough. Get over it. We're all doing things we'll regret later.”


“Very well. I have traced the electrical and data lines under the
deck and behind the bulkheads. I have accessed several.”


“What the blob is beating around the bush about is, we're in,”
Sprite interjected.


“In?”


“In as in; in the ship's net. Proteus created an access splice for
me to hack the ship's net. We're in,” Sprite said.


“Destruct?”


“Working on it. There is no guarantee it will be where it was in
the blueprints, or that we will be able to access it though,” Sprite reported.
“It could be entirely Horathian in design, such as a nuke. Be prepared for
that,” she warned.


“Understood.”


“We are keeping tabs on the spy packages the Proteus left on the
bridge and in the wiring. Everything is set. I'm even working on a discussion
package with Nata'roka. I have to use the translation software I have on hand
however.”


“Risk?”


“High right now. She is being tormented by the so called human
navigator,” Sprite responded. “I'm waiting for an opening when she isn't paying
attention,” Sprite replied.


“Okay,” John replied. 


“Hopefully she doesn't think I'm a hallucination,” Sprite said
dryly. Irons grunted. He cracked an eyelid, then stretched out and decided to
get some rest. Tomorrow would be a day for fell deeds indeed.
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-Break out-


 


Four hours later Defender woke him, as the guards got ready to
enter the cell. He feigned sleep, allowing them to approach them and kick him
awake. Groggily he dragged himself up, and they warily stood back. 


He chuckled mentally and motioned with his cuffed hands to the
door. “On your feet,” the first said gruffly. From the sound of it he wasn't
quite awake either. John snorted softly. 


Escorting him out to the anteroom, the guards assigned to escort
him were new Irons noted. Well, one was, the other had the cut me tattoo on his
throat. That one he knew, that one he owed.


“He doesn't look like much. I wonder why the Captain wants to see
him in his quarters,” the first commented.


“He may not look like much but he put Rodrigo, Bard, and Quya in
the sickbay. Chief Bard is going to need surgery on the knee, Quya is still
having breathing issues,” the guard at the desk said, warily as they left.
“Don't screw up,” he called out. The second guard turned to wave back and then
pulled his baton to poke John a few times.


“You hear that? Don't fuck with us. You'll regret it,” he growled.



John nodded. He felt a wolf like snarl from Defender and suppressed
it. 


Outside the anteroom they strode to the lifts. He ran a passive
scan, and felt no sensors or cameras in the corridor. “Fell deeds,” he
murmured.


“What'd you say?” the bored guard said.


“Oh nothing,” Irons said, stumbling. He yawned. 


Defender tapped his pharmaceutical implant and he felt a rush of
adrenaline pump into him. It wasn't caffeine but it was something, something
potent. The cobwebs cleared and the room seemed to slow and take on an
incredibly clarity. Purpose flowed through him, purpose and grim determination
to make this work. A lot more than just his life and the lives of the prisoners
were at stake here the lives of millions. They had to get it right the first
time.


Sprite cut his cuffs off with his right arm tools, but he held them
on. “Admiral, there is a camera in the lift,” Defender warned as the approached
the lift doors. Irons mentally acknowledged it. Now, now was the time he
realized. Whatever was going on, he knew instinctively he had run out of time.
He was tempted to let them take him to the Captain's quarters, he could
decapitate the head of the snake in one move... but no, he wanted back up. He
slowed, allowing the man behind him to crowd him slightly. 


The man in front stepped to the lift to signal a car and Admiral
Irons went into overdrive. His hands dropped the cuffs and his right shot
backwards behind him, grabbing an arm and crushing it. He pivoted on his leg before
the point man could signal the lift and struck the point man as he whirled,
landing a blow on his larynx, crushing it instantly. The point man went down
gurgling; already dying but Admiral Irons spared him no attention. 


The other guard reached for his communicator and Admiral Irons
squeezed the captured arm, making him screech and collapse. A quick snap of the
wrist broke the man’s neck. He turned, electrical room nearby. He tugged the
bodies inside and shut the door.


“Phase two is complete Admiral,” Sprite said in satisfaction. “I
told you he was done with waiting,” she said in an aside to the other AIs.


Irons grimly turned from his prey. “Don't pussy foot around.
Proteus, Sprite, contact that Ssilli. Get her on our side. Then move on to the
phase three list.”


“Aye aye Admiral. Good to have you back,” Defender said as the Admiral's
uniform changed into a copy of the Horathian utility uniform.


“We're not back yet, but we will be.”


“Mutiny on the bounty. A bit of an irony, mutiny against pirates.”


“Save that for the memoirs Sprite, for now, focus on the job at
hand.”


<----*----*----*---->


Rory Gustov inhaled deeply. Like everyone else in the brig
compartment, he'd been awakened by the noisy guards entry. He looked around.
Ian, Mary, and Sindri were both on shift with their teams. That sucked.


He stretched slowly. He felt oddly better, better than he had in a
long time. He rolled his shoulders and then his head, getting the kinks out. He
froze when something appeared in his vision. A blinking bar... he wondered if
he was losing it.


“Booting,” the bar spelled out. He frowned, now feeling a bit of
alarm. “Be prepared for break out in a moment,” the line said.


Gustov looked around covertly. He noticed a few other people
stiffening and also looking around. 


“Um, not to sound crazy, but... what's going on?” Yosef Behr
whispered to him. “I keep seeing stuff. Words.”


“Shut up and do what it says,” Gustov said mildly, stretching. He
looked around, taking careful note of where the Horathians were in the
compartment. Whatever was going on, he hoped it happened soon. He looked over
to Craig Lewis. The other man nodded slightly but firmly. Expectant eyes turned
to the door.


<----*----*----*---->


“Trouble coming Admiral. I am jamming radio transmissions,”
Defender reported as a familiar clatter of metal claws on decking approached.


“Shit,” Irons muttered, looking around. There was no place to go,
they were close to the corner and the nearest door was too far away. 


He turned as the robotic sentries, including two flying robots and
two robotic dogs rounded the corner. A third dog hanging a few meters behind
the duo was a cyborg, an experiment it looked like. It was a bulldog in a
robotic bulldog body he noted. 


“What the hell is that?” Sprite asked.


“Trouble,” Defender said. “The operator is probably noting the
absence of a signal Admiral. The robots are scanning you now. If you aren't in
their database you are in trouble,” the security AI said.


“Trust a security AI to think that up,” Sprite said in disgust.


“Sprite, hack or jam the robots,” Irons ordered.


 Sprite attempted to do so but couldn't before they turned on him.
Glowing red eyes contemplated him briefly before the cyborg in the back
growled. The other two moved forward and then lunged, clearly on the attack. 


Defender had indeed jammed the communications though Irons noted
as he waded in. The robots were programmed to expect him to run, to corner him
most likely. Of course he couldn't be sure of that, but he had to assume that
they wouldn't kill when they were off the grid, that would be awkward if they
accidentally killed someone. 


A quick chop and one of the flying droids spun into the other,
they both collided and their rotors tore each other up. The Admiral's right arm
morphed and he followed up their self-destruction with a short ranged force
beam for good measure. 


The beam hit the gravity field in the deck and played havoc with
it, blowing it out. Panels shorted down range, momentarily distracting the
three canines. They looked back and then to him once more. One of the robot
dogs lunged and bit his left arm. The Admiral spun, breaking its bite and
throwing it against the wall. Proteus immediately used nanites to take control
of the robot. “Admiral, we have control,” the AI said hurriedly before Irons
could do further damage.


“Good dog. Heel.” Irons said as he used his right arm to shoot its
partner. The other dog went down in a shower of debris and sparks. 


The cyborg whined and retreated. It limped away, having been
damaged in the fight, or from poor maintenance, he wasn't sure.


Irons threw a piece of dog 2 at it and it skittered into an open
closet. He looked inside to see the cyborg monstrosity cowering there so he
closed and locked the door. He'd deal with it later.


Proteus had nanites going to various places in the ship. The AI
and the Admiral were low on nanites Irons realized. He did have a new helper
though. He looked down at the robotic dog. “How long until they are missed?”


“A half hour. Shifty is the controller on duty now and he has a
tendency to play Tetris or watch videos. Or so the gossips said,” Sprite
replied.


“Let me know if he tries to make contract,” the Admiral said,
nodding. “We'll leave this thing guarding the brig.”


“So...” Sprite asked hopefully.


“Activate the signal for the uprising. Punch a signal through to
Phoenix,” Irons ordered.


“Done and done,” Sprite said. She sighed happily. “It's good to be
back.” The Admiral grunted. “Signal coming in from Phoenix,” Sprite reported
after a second. “Handshake protocol accepted. Password accepted.”


“It's good to hear from you Admiral,” Phoenix replied. “I was
worried.”


“Fell Deeds Phoenix. No time to exchange pleasantries now,” Irons
said hurriedly. Every second counted now. They needed to hit the ground running
with minimum time to explain. That was the trickiest part of his plan; he
hadn't had the time to brief the others. He felt Sprite send the plan out. 


There was another reason of course; he still wasn't certain whom
he could trust. Today they would go a long way to resolving that, he thought.


“Acknowledged,” the ship AI replied. “I will do what I can,”
Phoenix AI said. Irons grimaced. The AI like the ship was damaged, and under
guard. It was also outside the ship, so limited in its utility.


“Admiral, with the bridge and engineering crews augmented we dared
not do a hot swap of video or data feeds while they were watching,” Sprite
reported. Also, our signal strength is intermittent.


“I can help there,” Phoenix replied. “I can't get in though unless
you... ah yes,” the ship AI said as Sprite sent a data package to him. “Got it.
I am in. I think if we do a subtle overlay, and slowly creep in the false feed,
not just slam it up...”


“Agreed,” Sprite said. “And we do want them to continue monitoring
the reactor status. Can't have that go kablooe on us right now,” she said. The Admiral
grunted.


Still the delay in things was a problem. Still springing the others
should pass the time.


“We'll have to do this the old fashioned way then,” the Admiral
said. He knew the AI were his ticket on a successful take over. If they didn't
do the job it could and would get ugly.


“Mutiny indeed,” Sprite said.


“Something like that.”


“Admiral, the guards escorting you had communicators and weapons.
Do you think it would be wise to go back and get them?” the AI asked. “We can
get the frequencies from security off their radios.”


“Agreed. Proteus, do the same for the dog,” Irons said, looking
down at the robot. Proteus lit a green light on his HUD. “Then pass control to
Defender. Defender, warm up my shields,” the Admiral ordered as he dragged the
remains of the other robot back to the electrical room.


“Already done Admiral,” Defender replied as Irons opened the hatch
and tossed the bot in. “Getting full in there,” the AI said. “And I second the
request for the weapons and radios,” the AI said.


“Yeah, yeah, so I overlooked them,” Irons muttered.


Grabbing the guns and communicators, Admiral Irons whirled back to
the brig. The door opened and he shot the guard who looked up in surprise. The
second guard tried to react, but a shot through his forehead splattered
whatever intentions he had onto the bulkheads behind him. 


“I think I'm glad we worked out that sniping ability. Had you used
a full plasma bolt...” Sprite said.


“Glad it worked too,” the Admiral said. Proteus had been the one
to use the weapon choice, not Irons. He shrugged it off. 


“They are primed Admiral,” Sprite reported as his hand raised the
key to the lock. The outer steel door was closed and the sliding window shut.
He could see someone on the other side waiting.


<----*----*----*---->


Captain Franx looked up as data flooded his view. He scanned the
outline quickly and then moved to the door. He looked back as he felt and heard
someone behind him. Lewis and Gustov were there. He turned grimly to the
Horathians but they were all out cold.


“Let them sleep,” Gustov said. 


“We could kill them,” Lewis said softly. “A blow to the throat
would be all it takes,” he said.


“No. We don't know if this will work. If it fails, I don't want
that coming back on us,” Captain Franx said. He looked over to Karen Hoshi. The
woman nodded reluctantly. At least two in the compartment had been part of her
gang rape initiation. She had been looking forward to spacing the bastards. After
she cut their genitals off and stuffed them down their throats or up their
Asses. Lovingly peeled beforehand too if she could arrange it.


Franx looked at the others. Everyone was on their feet now,
determined and ready. “Whatever happens, stick to the plan. The one you can
see,” he said pointing to his eyes. “Doe has gotten us this far. I'm not sure
how he's doing this, but I'm willing to follow him.”


Many of the people nodded. Some shrugged or looked away.


“Let's give the man a chance,” Lewis said softly, looking around.
His eyes fell on Karen. She shrugged. 


“We'll see,” was all she would say.


“Someone's coming,” Gustov said, nodding his chin to the door.
Franx nodded as the door opened.


<----*----*----*---->


Admiral Irons keyed the door open and Franx bounded through. The
civilian stopped at the carnage, whistling slowly, then turned and grabbed a
gun holster from a dead guard. Others followed though, one, Lewis, stopped to
grab the other guards’ weapons as Gustov and others passed out equipment from
the lockers. 


With the non-Horathians out of the cell Admiral Irons turned to
view Bard and his goons snoring away. He smiled before closing and locking the
door. 


“I have uploaded the plan to each of them Admiral. They will get a
bullet point outline to follow when you call out each step,” Sprite reported.


“I've taken measure to secure the data in case of capture,”
Defender added. Sprite looked annoyed but then nodded.


“Admiral, I need you to login. Jack into the computer net please,”
the three AIs said, almost in unison.


“Excuse me folks, make a hole, no time,” the Admiral said. Gently
he pushed through the crowd to get to the computer terminal and gain access.
Franx was there, staring at it.


“Hope you know what you're doing. But hell, it's better to go down
fighting. That much I've learned from this,” Franx said.


“Better to not go down at all,” Irons replied. His right arm
morphed as he jacked in. The civilian stared at him in shock. The Admiral gave
him a wan smile and shrug. “I told you I have a way with computers,” he said.


Franx nodded dumbly. Others noted John's arm and poked others.
They turned and the first motioned to John. A few gasped. Irons ignored it,
concentrating on the progress of the AI.


“No alarms sounded,” Defender reported. “The computer wasn’t
firewalled,” the AI reported, sounding suspiciously disgusted.


The Admiral let out a slow even breath in relief as Sprite spiked
the system with Defender riding on her heels.


“We're in,” Irons said out loud for the others benefit. “And...” 


Together the two AI secured the lift, cutting it out of the
network with a false reading program. Defender sent a spike through the net to
ship's security. The cursing Shifty had one moment to pound on his keyboard in
frustration before the spike seemingly fried his system. “What the hell did I
do now?” he moaned. Sprite smiled maliciously when she caught the tail end of
that.


“Serves him right,” she murmured. 


“The computer net has been broken into subnets Admiral. We can't
access the bridge systems, but we did manage to get a detailed map of the ship
and crew locations. We've updated your map.”


“Understood,” Irons growled. He waved to Hoshi. She looked up.
“Get ready for an update. Get me some tablets,” he said. She nodded. After a
moment she handed him a stack of tablets.


Irons put his left hand on the stack and felt data flow through
his arm and into the stack. Then Sprite sent out a signal to each of the
mutineers, updating the map and crew locations. 


“We've downloaded the intel and maps to these and your implants.
Yes, you all have Intel implants, no time to explain. The plan is in your head
just follow your part. Everyone do your part,” Irons said, looking around. He
felt like something else was going on, an opportunity. He realized in a flash
they had thought about killing him but were now disregarding the idea. He was
glad. He also wasn't going to bring it up.


“Everyone do your part and we'll get payback.” Hoshi looked at his
implants in surprise, signaling a few others who too looked on in disbelief. Admiral
Irons smiled slightly and gestured. “Tablets to team leaders. You have the
objectives. Read them fast and then move out people,” he said firmly.


<----*----*----*---->


Five minutes later, Franx’s and Gustov led the first two teams up
the lift in “borrowed” uniforms. With a tight nit crew they wouldn’t stand
close inspection, however from a distance they might not raise alarms for the
first few precious minutes, allowing them to get to their objectives more
quickly. Franx saluted as he exited the chamber, and Admiral Irons returned it.



Turning to the next team, he gave the leader Jake Sisko a tablet
and sketched out directions to the plant. “It's in your implants too. Just pay
attention. We'll update you and try to pass on news and warning as things go,”
he said to the scared but determined young man. The young man nodded a choppy
nod, holding onto the weapon in one hand and the tablet for dear life. Grimly
but silently he waved his people onward. 


Franx and Gustov were going for the armory, and life support plant
furthest from the brig. Sisko was to take the aft plant. Kinja, a tall mahogany
woman would lead team 4 to take engineering. Raoul, a silent and rakishly thin
but two hundred centimeter tall man would take team five to capture the port
midships life support module. Lewis would remain behind with a three men as a
reserve. The man didn't look happy, but he knew when to take orders. 


Admiral Irons would lead a small team to take the bridge. He had
Miller, Enric and a woman named Irina Nobeki also Yuan Chi, and Marcus Ahearn.
Once each critical sector was secured they would team up to stamp out any
further resistance as needed.


“Admiral, per phase 3 instructions, I have locked down what
quarters I could. We have sealed the crew into the quarters, and cut off their
communications. Sixteen people were caught, including the exec,” Sprite
informed him.


“Outstanding,” Irons said, smiling.


“Unfortunately, the Captain wasn't actually in his quarters just
yet. He is however, on his way to his quarters now from the bridge,” Sprite
said. “I wrote a program to trap him and anyone else who enters with him when
he enters his quarters. Needless to say I left his path open and didn't tamper with
his lift so as not to alert suspicion,” Sprite informed him.


“Good.” 


Doing a quick head count, Admiral Irons smiled wolfishly. Four
guards dead, one with McGuyver’s team, and one each at the armory, bridge, and
Captain’s quarters. The remaining four were trapped in the enlisted quarters.
Three crewmembers were on his ship, vainly trying to take control of the
computers. Of the six officers, two were caught in their quarters, two were on
the bridge, the Captain was en-route to his quarters, and one was in
engineering. Things were looking up. He paused on his way to the bridge to
gather up additional re-breathers for his team from an emergency locker.


<----*----*----*---->


Irina Nobeki followed Captain Doe after they left the emergency
locker. She'd follow him anywhere if it led them to freedom. Just getting this
far was incredibly promising. Hope tore at her, but she put it aside, she had
to focus. 


Grimly she nodded to Marcus as he kept watch of their flank at the
junctions. The important thing was to move quickly, but not look like they were
skulking around. She checked on the rest of the team. All were in place. Doe
had the lead; he didn't seem to look about him, just moved with purpose. Irina
vowed to keep up.


<----*----*----*---->


Jed on the Phoenix glared at the food replicator. It was down,
nothing worked on the crate. He sighed and peeled an MRE. He hated the damn
things, this one was ancient, but he had no other choice. It wasn't like he
could pop on over to the ship for a meal. Hell no. He wasn't stupid enough to
ask either. 


There were three of them on the little ship. They were supposed to
get her running again, fat chance on that. Like the other ships her reactor was
cold. She was also out of fuel, just drifting helplessly. He didn't like the
feeling, it niggled at him a bit, bothered him. Still he didn't mind getting
dibs on stuff.


Unfortunately most of the damn place had been ransacked already.
Anything of value that hadn't been nailed down had been taken. That well and
truly sucked. He'd used a screwdriver to get a few bits that he thought might
come in handy on the black market, but not a whole hell of a lot. 


He turned, waiting for the tiny centimeter heater to work its
magic and looked around. They had cleaned up the mess of plants. He wasn't sure
why the guy had bothered maybe he just liked them. He frowned, spotting the
laundry machine.


He went over and whistled softly. New and in good condition if he
was lucky... he thought closing his eyes and praying briefly. “If I can only be
so lucky,” he thought, hoping there was something good inside that the others
had overlooked. He yanked the door open and started to paw inside.


<----*----*----*---->


Captain Hathaway was in a foul mood. The explosion of the auto
guns in the bridge had taken out two of his personnel, and crewman Franks would
be in sickbay for weeks. He would be sitting on his useless ass, doing nothing.


He thought about giving one of his wayward crew in the brig an
early reprieve for good behavior just to fill the hole, but decided he couldn't
seem to look weak. Bard had reported something was up, the prisoners were
restless and the new guy was right at the heart of things. Either he would kick
things off and he would cut it off at the knees, or it would continue to
simmer. Most likely the new guy was impatient to try something, but the old
sweats would be cautious to follow him. From the sound of Bard's reports it was
a tossup. The new ship was as troublesome as its former Captain. 


Sometimes he regretted placing Bard in the brig. He was a damn
good noncom but he had a hell of a time controlling his mouth. Not that that
was what had landed him in the brig. No, he hadn't sent him there to punish
him; he had sent him in as a spy and to maintain control of the brig. He was
supposed to head crap like this off before it got going. That had all changed.


It all came back to Doe. He didn't like it, that small fleet
launch in the courier's tiny boat bay was in pristine condition. That spoke of
someone with incredible engineering skills. 


Hathaway shook his head in irritation. He wanted to think he was
getting paranoid that he was jumping at ghosts but he really didn't like where
this was going. His instincts said something was very wrong. He also didn't
like the report that the bastard had injured his people. The broken knee...
that was what had gotten Blye and Bard frothing at the mouth to get even. They
would, but they had to find the right leverage to do so.


The bridge interrupted his mussing with a call on his
communicator. “Captain. This had better be important,” he growled. 


“Ah, yes sir, patching you through to Phoenix,” the bridge rating
said.


“Sir?”


“Yes? What is it?” The Captain growled.


“Um, sir, sorry to bother you, but we've found something unusual
and well, we thought we'd better bring it to your attention.”


“Oh really. And you think jumping the chain of command is a good
thing?” the Captain asked mildly.


“Sorry sir. We, well, I know Lieutenant Blye is in um, his
quarters now so...”


“So you didn't want to disturb him but you didn't mind disturbing
me?” the Captain asked, with just a hint of cool disapproval in his voice.


“Um, no, I, um, it's not like that sir, um...”


“Spit it out,” the Captain growled.


“As you say sir. We're in the laundry and well; we found some odd
pieces of clothing. Well, one in particular. It's a uniform.”


“Really?” Listening thoughtfully, he frowned. “Describe them for
me,” he ordered.


“Well sir, they are clean, being in the laundry that's to be
expected. But the one that got me is the overalls. They are gray, with pockets.”


“So?”


“So it is in remarkably good condition sir. Mint. And it's a
fabricated uniform sir, not a hand sewn one. You can tell by the lack of
stitching on the seams. And there are stars on the collar.”


“Stars?”


“Yes sir. And faint bars on the sleeves and on the shoulders. Odd
isn't it?” 


“Yes...” the Captain mused, and then froze in sudden recognition.
The mystery Captain appeared to be a Federation fleet officer, possibly even a
flag officer! 


Wonder coursed though him. How could he still be alive? Stasis
probably he thought as he turned and scowled at a bulkhead. He was a prize
beyond any they had yet gathered… and a possible danger. 


Quickly he ordered the crew members to check for implant jacks,
and frowned at the confirmation that came through moments later. The computers
on his ship would be no match for a full Federation implant tech! There were
hard-wired overrides throughout the hardware! Panic set in briefly before it
faded as he remembered something important. That might be, but the sneaky bastard
was in the brig. Fat lot of good his techno wizardry did in there! There
weren't any jacks in there he reasoned. 


Suddenly he remembered his previous encounter. Could he have done
something, remote accessed the guns? Could he... he frowned. And then he
remembered that the unknown man was en-route to his quarters. The Captain got
an icy feeling of danger, a lump in his stomach. 


“Bridge! Get me the whereabouts of the prisoner ASAP!” He
thundered at the bridge.


“Aye sir,” the bridge officer stuttered in surprise.


In a moment there was a response. “Last report is that he is under
chain and heavy guard on his way to your quarters sir.”


“No sign of trouble?”


“No sir. Given his behavior in the brig they doubled up on his
escort just in case. And one of the men with him is Riltch sir. He's good.”


“I know,” the Captain said as he felt almost orgasmic relief at
that news. Riltch was a bastard, a smart one though. “Very well. As you were,”
he said, cutting the connection.


Nodding, he turned to continue his journey to confront the mystery
man. He may be someone who liked to pretend to be an Admiral. He'd soon find
out.


<----*----*----*---->


“Admiral, you've been made. I've just monitors a radio
transmission, Phoenix didn't interrupt it because he didn't want to give the
game away. Unfortunately we didn't put a filter or a lag on the transmission so
it went through.”


“Bad?” the Admiral asked, waving to Miller, the point man to hold
up. Miller got the signal and passed it on to Enric before the smaller man
could bump into him. Irons didn't like that he hadn't had time to get to know
his team, but things were moving too fast for that. He had to trust in luck and
in surprise.


“Bad enough. The Captain suspects who you are.”


“Shit. Tell Phoenix to stop pussy footing around. Go to stage
four,” he said. “Just Phoenix. Then warn the others,” he said. “They could have
trouble.”


“More than they bargained for. Got it. I'm uncertain how well
Phoenix will be able to...”


Phoenix had contemplated its role in the plan when Sprite had
uploaded the plan. For all of a microsecond the AI cursed his current
disability. Still, the AI complied the best it could. First it cut off the
radio signal from the three Horathians on board and then flushed the ship,
venting its atmosphere. In seconds all three were terminated. 


“Okay, never mind, I stand corrected. Problem children solved.
Permanently. They are sucking vacuum,” Sprite said dryly.


“Good,” Irons replied. “I've got a moment, replay the
conversation. Is it brief? It is isn't it?” he asked.


“It is, playing now.”


A few moments later Admiral Irons shut off the recording and
frowned. The Captain had obviously managed to get some of his identity, and his
leap to the implants may cause a complication. 


They had segmented the mainframe into separate systems, so the
AI's hacking was severely downgraded; at least until he reached engineering or
the bridge where all access to each of the computer network was available. The
AIs were slowly pulling the wool over the bridge watch's eyes, carefully substituting
the AI's crafted sensor readings for the real thing.


“Admiral, two more crew members have been caught, but two others
are now awake and trying to escape,” Sprite informed him. 


“Shit.”


“They lack hand held communicators, I've disabled the communication
panels in their quarters. Franx is near his objective, as is Gustov. They will
be in position about the same time you will be. Gustov had to take a roundabout
route. I had to direct him around some trouble spots.”


“Oh?” Irons asked. “Anything I need to be aware of?” He wasn't
sure about Gustov. He was one he hadn't gotten to know well.


“Work parties mostly. And one jogger.”


“Very well, continue.”


“McGuyver’s life support module is the one that feeds the bridge.”


“Understood. Sindri?”


“He's out of contact. Proteus couldn't give him or Captain
McGuyver an implant package.”


“I know,” Irons replied. Ten of the prisoners had been out when he
had given the others implants. That sucked, but he had to work with what he
had.


“Engineering is lightly manned, just a power watch since it is
grave yard.”


“Good.”


Centrally located at the very core of the ship, the bridge was the
other key to their taking the ship successfully the Bridge and main
engineering. Signaling to his team with his hands, Admiral Irons stepped up into
a trot to get to the bridge. Once they had that he would feel better about the
situation, and then they could do something about Ian, Sindri, and the others.


<----*----*----*---->


Franx was excited. So far they hadn’t tipped anyone off, he had
split his team to secure the life support module, each taking different paths.
The implants in his body spooked him, but the quick explanation by what was
apparently was an AI awed him even more. 


He was still fumbling with the implants, but at least he had them.
He treasured them, and he treasured the information they had even more. The
plan was going well, the AI briefed him from time to time. A map and a bullet
point spread sheet were in his vision. If he looked at either it would zoom in
so he could see everything. He loved it.


The mystery Captain’s AI was helping them, directing them around
Horathian crew members and warning them to duck and cover when necessary. 


Gustov would have the tricky objective. The armory was near the
bow, under the forward magazines so they could get interference from any
missile techs on duty, allowing the armory to gain manpower. The powered marine
armor was troubling; the escapees lacked any heavy weapons. 


Along the way to their objectives they had gathered up additional
re-breathers, each person taking two just in case. Twice they had had to stop
and wait around a corner for a person to pass, always anxious that the man
would come their way. They were determined to win, so killing the bastard was
always there on their minds, but so was the possibility of someone raising an
alarm. So far so good though. 


He glanced at the clock counting down as they entered the
electrical room. “Kick off time in five,” he murmured to the others. Grimly
they all nodded.
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Turning the tables


 


At the final bend to the armory, Gustov stopped his team and took
a deep breath. His team was ready, as were most of the others. According to the
tablet and his implants, Kinja was still out of position, as was the mysterious
Captain. Raoul had already taken his objective, and they now had control of
that module. 


Sisko was in place, but the computer password was slowing them
down. Tapping the tablet, Gustov had the AI bring up a map of the corridor
beyond and the probable location of the guard. 


The guard shack was inside the armories main hatch, and would be
difficult. Hearing a commotion, Gustov took a quick peek around the corner and
felt some relief. Franx had split his team to secure the bow life support
module but had found it unmanned. He had reported it to the AI who had informed
him to leave Wella and George to take control of the module and hold it. Franx
had redirected himself and his two people here as back up. 


Gustov nodded to the captain as he silently watched the counter
cascade down and took a deep breath. Straightening his collar, he nodded to the
team and moved around the corner and into the corridor. Franx joined him at the
hatch as he pushed the open button.  Entering the room they turned to see the
guard with his feet up, cleaning his gun out of position. 


However it was a small ship, and all the guards knew the prisoners
faces. A single look was all it took to give Gustov away.


The guard reacted with lethal speed, rolling to the floor and
shooting Franx and winging Gustov. Two more escaped prisoners’ charged the
hatch, rolling into the room and firing blind. The guard desperately tried to
reach the communicator, but a dying Franx shot it to pieces in his hand before
collapsing in death with a small smile. 


Gustov grimaced at the death of his friend and fired, trying to
ricochet a round down at the hidden guard. They only had moments before someone
heard the shots, or the computer detected them and reacted. His tablet went off
and he grabbed his mask and hastily put it on as rounds hit the desk he was
behind. One of his back up was still in the corridor, trying to fire around the
gap. 


One of Franx's team was hit, his left leg was shredded and he was
grimly trying to control the bleeding. Gustov signaled to him with hand signs
and then to the others to put their masks on as he grabbed the tourniquet and
twisted it. A hissing sound from the above vent made him smile. Right on time. 


The guard was frantic now, but almost out of rounds. Within ten
seconds he was out, and Gustov stood warily. One of the team grabbed his arm to
stop the bleeding and he looked to him then shrugged it off. It was only a
scratch. He turned to the sleeping guard and grimly put a round through his
forehead, then used the tablet to report success.


<----*----*----*---->


Admiral Irons received the report and nodded. He didn't like
losing Franx, but at least the man had died doing what he had wanted to do,
fight. Only the bridge, engineering, and the starboard midships compartments
remained. All crew in the sickbay, port midships and aft were down, slumped or
fallen to the deck wherever they had been at the time the life support plant
had flooded their compartments with carbon monoxide and ether. 


“Kinja here. We are on station,” Kinja reported, cutting into his
reverie. He nodded, checking the map. She and her team were indeed on station,
the engineering compartment had been flooded by gas and the Horathians were
down. He had her take two to secure the room, then send a team to the doors to
secure the Captain’s quarters. 


Irons tapped his HUD and checked on McGuyver and Sindri. Most of
the shackled prisoners of his work party were still at work. The guard was
wary, but it looked like he hadn’t received warning yet. McGuyver silently
acknowledged the signal when Irons flashed him on a monitor. Ian used his body
to block the view of the screen briefly. He smiled darkly and nodded slowly. He
knew what was going on. Good. 


Turning to the last bend before the bridge access, Admiral Irons
paused and held up a fist to stop. Impatiently his people paused behind him.
The Admiral turned and jacked into the available communication panel. He heard
a slight hiss and turned to his crew. It was a hiss of disbelief though, not of
warning so he ignored it. 


He checked around the corner, using the camera mounted on the
ceiling in the mirrored bubble. The Horathian Captain was outside his quarters,
and dressing down the guard there for sleeping on the job.


Grimacing, Admiral Irons turned to the bridge readouts. Sprite's
prior sabotage had taken out the bridge recorder, so he couldn’t get a view of
the bridge. When he had been taken there the guard had been stationed at the
door, there had been a bot in an alcove as well, so if they moved fast they
might be able to take him out before the bot was activated. Only the watch
officer was also armed, causing another problem.


“Follow me,” he said quietly. 


Rushing the door, Admiral Irons stunned the guard, dropping him,
but the watch officer reacted cat like and shot a disruptor. The Admiral’s
shields took the brunt of the damage, dropping his power below forty percent. 


The corona of the blast ripped into the unprotected team behind
him, and two went down flopping to the deck with massive seizures. The third
used the doorway as cover. In the room ratings manning their posts dropped
behind any object or couch they could find for cover.


Admiral Irons grimaced as he got to cover and heard the watch
officer calling an alert. “Mutiny! Set condition one!” The Captain responded as
did the guard watching McGuyver’s team. 


Irons saw, and was helpless to intervene as the guard turned
warily to the prisoners.


<----*----*----*---->


Ian received the signal for the uprising and scowled. He was
screwed; he had little chance to jump Clancy. The guy was no fool and he took
his job seriously. He wasn't a bastard like the others; he was another apparent
newcomer they hadn't corrupted yet.


When the radio squawked he was already moving. However Mary and
Rob were between him and the guard. “Now stay back now,” the guard warned,
pulling his baton with his left hand. When Mary grimly nodded to Rob to spread
out Clancy tucked the weapon under his arm and pulled his pistol.


There was a struggle as Mary and Rob rushed the guard, followed by
a frantic series of shots. The first two of the prisoners to rush the guard
crumpled, shot in the struggle. Their deaths however were not in vane, their
distraction allowed Ian to get in close enough to make a grab for the weapon. A
second struggle ensued and a fourth, then fifth and sixth, shot rang out. 


<----*----*----*---->


“Report!” The Captain demanded. “Damn you! Say something! Report!”


The guard panted. “This is Corporal Clancy Serj sir, I'm still
here sir. Not for a want of these assholes,” he growled. 


“And? The prisoners? Did they get away?”


“No sir. Two of the prisoners are critically injured, one is dead,
and the remaining three were lying on the floor either injured or cowed.” He
kicked one. 


“Good. Lock them up or kill them, I don't care which,” the Captain
said. “No wait, keep them alive, we may need them,” the Captain said.


“Aye aye sir,” the guard replied, sounding disappointed. He wiped
at his bleeding mouth and then spat on Mary. “You got lucky bitch,” he said as
she groaned. 


<----*----*----*---->


“Lieutenant Blye, Lieutenant Serall, report! Bridge! Someone
answer me or heads will roll damn it! Anyone on this channel!” the Captain
said, sounding desperate.


“Should we jam his signal sir?” Sprite asked.


“Not just yet, I want to know who he gets,” the Admiral replied. 


The Captain tried to raise the other compartments, and cursed when
he couldn't get anyone. 


<----*----*----*---->


Sindri heard the fight over the radio. Fortunately the guard had
plugged it into a port on the wall to charge it and had left it there to escort
Diego to the head. The dwarf realized the battle was on. He turned, and when
they came out of the compartment he acted. He used his cuffed hands to first
trip the guard, then step on his back and put his massive arms around his head.
He lifted up, snapping the bastard's back before he knew what was happening.


A quick savage twist snapped his neck for good measure.


“Find the keys. We've got work to do,” Sindri growled.


<----*----*----*---->


Karen Hoshi didn't know how much she could trust this new guy,
but he was obviously all right in her book. Anyone who got them this far was
worth backing. She scowled as a firefight erupted behind her. Errant
distracting thoughts of the newcomer were forgotten.


<----*----*----*---->


“The Captain is on the move. He's got one guard with him and a
bot Admiral,” Sprite informed him a moment later. Irons looked up as the AI
changed the feed from Hoshi's battle to the Captain.


“He's headed to the bridge,” the Admiral murmured.


“Most likely yes,” Sprite replied.


Irons thought hard. The Captain was trying to pincer them, to hit
them from two axis at the same time. He didn't stand a chance in hell of
succeeding, but he didn't know that. And, the Admiral turned to his people, his
people lacked many weapons. Most only had batons.


Irons pointed to the last two people. “You two, the Captain is
coming. You two are on rear guard. Secure the hatch,” he said, pointing to the
hatch behind them.


Grimly they nodded. One male grabbed the hatch and pulled it
shut. A cable was in the way, blocking it from fully closing. Hastily the girl
yanked it out of the wall and then stuffed it through the gap. When the hatch
opening was cleared the hatch was shut. The girl looked at her baton and then
wedged it into the locking mechanism, keeping it from spinning. “There,” she
said with a grim smile. “It won't hold them long,” she warned.


“Long enough,” the Admiral replied. “Lock down the lift,” Irons
said, pointing to the lift doors.


“Shit!” the girl said, staring at them. “What the hell do we...”
she shook her head as she and her partner went over to the lift. “Find
something to, I dunno, wedge in the doors or something. Pull the access panels; see if we can bind the gears
up. Keep them bottled up inside,” she said.


The Admiral made a mental note in appreciation of the woman's fast
thinking and then turned. He had his own problem to deal with. 


Checking his implants, Admiral Irons sighed mentally. He was down
on power. He turned to his people. Their impromptu medic shook his head,
closing the eyes of the kid who had been hit with the disruptor. Irons set his
jaw grimly. One of his people was brain dead and the other was unconscious. 


He returned his attention to the bridge. The five unarmed tech
ratings were cowering behind their consoles and chairs. The watch officer was
still behind the command chair, and had dragged a piece of equipment near to
cover the bottom. Not that it would do him any good, with Admiral Irons'
implants he could see right through it. 


“We can't!"


"They are dead! Besides, the Captain ordered us to pull the
power cables remember?” The watch officer whispered fiercely. 


John overheard the whispered conversation between the security
tech and the watch officer grimly smiled. It was good to know that the guns on
the bridge were dead. He wasn't sure about the bot though. Hopefully it was
still down and that most of the ship was unresponsive. 


Getting an idea, Admiral Irons tapped his tablet and relayed a
signal to Kinja. She acknowledged, and told him it will take at least five
minutes to trace the control runs and complete the task he had given her. 


Smiling, Admiral Irons set his gun down and punched the console he
was behind, tearing the panel off. Reaching in, he used the tools in his right
arm to tap the control runs and jack in. He began shutting compartments in the
path of the Captain and his guard, further delaying them. 


“John, we've got the armory. I've loaded my people up; we're on
our way. ETA five, no make that six minutes,” Gustov reported over the
implants.


“Roger that,” the Admiral replied. He glanced at the map on his
HUD and then the thumbnail view Sprite briefly put up. Gustov's team was in the
pirate armor, armed with heavy weapons. “Sprite let the others know they are
friendly.”


“Tagging them with IFF and briefing the other teams aye aye sir,”
Sprite said. 


Satisfied, Admiral Irons turned his attention to the watch
officer. He noted that the officer was crouched near a processor node, and
decided to spike it. “Proteus, this yahoo is by a node. Let's give him a hot
foot,” the Admiral said.


“With pleasure,” Sprite responded, briefly surprising him. He had
expected Proteus to respond but apparently the engineering AI was busy. Sprite
would do just fine; she was a practical joker after all. The AI tampered with
the feed to the panel, ramping up the power to overload the electronics. Irons
had just enough time to pick up his weapon before all hell broke loose.


In a sudden explosion of sparks the overloaded electronics melted
down, fragmenting and pinging off the inside of the panel. The watch officer’s
adrenaline rush kicked in at the potential threat and he turned. He hadn't been
on hand when the auto-gun had blown the console, but he'd heard about it and
instinct took over, exposing himself briefly to the open hatch. 


Admiral Irons stood and aimed, feeling Defender cut in tactical
overlays. The gun in his hand bucked as the round fired, passing though the
back of the chair to the officer’s skull, splattering its contents all over the
tech nearby.  


The Horathian female rating reared back in horror and Admiral
Irons detached the jacks and stepped onto the bridge and over to the body. He
turned and shot up the robot in the alcove and then shot through the flimsy
chair the security goon was hiding behind. The man slumped immediately. A pool
of blood began to form around his body.


Keeping the rating covered the Admiral picked up the gun, then
turned to the cowering techs. “Up,” he ordered, motioning with the gun.
“Against the back wall. No funny stuff. You know everyone here isn't happy with
you,” he said. He scanned each of them and then had them line up along the rear
bulkhead on their knees with their hands on their heads. The female Horathian
shook like a leaf. Apparently she expected the same treatment her own people
had given the prisoners.


The Admiral turned and handed one of the weapons to his people.
“Get this to the rear guard. The other one too,” he said, motioning to former
prisoner who had kicked the weapon away from the dead guard and then scooped it
up. The man nodded and scooted out the hatch.


“You,” the Admiral said, pointing to another of his people. “Take
this, cover them,” he ordered, handing his own weapon over. The rating looked
at it and then grimly nodded. “Don't kill them unless they move. We may want
to... discuss things with them later,” Irons said.


The rating nodded grimly. He settled in, covering the now cowering
Horathians.


“I didn't sign on for this!” one whispered fiercely. 


“Shut up!” another whispered back.


The Admiral nodded, eyes cold but approving. He turned and opened
a channel. “This is John, we have secured the bridge,” he said simply. He knew
he wouldn't get any feedback through the channel. “Kinja?”


“We're ready John,” Kinja reported. “On your command.”


“Proceed then,” he ordered her to proceed, smiling tightly. Power
was cut to the contested compartments, dropping them into darkness. Life
support shut down, as did the artificial gravity.  The Horathians were now
trapped in the dark, floating in shock, with their life support cut off. 


“What the hell is going on? Bridge answer me!” The Captain
bellowed over the communications link and Admiral Irons smiled evilly. 


He tapped the line, and then shrugged. He jacked in to the command
station and opened a channel on all frequencies. “This is John, Captain of the
Phoenix. Bounty has fallen.”


“What the hell?” The Captain demanded.


“I repeat, we your former prisoners,” Irons smiled to some of his
team who smiled back. One clutched at his baton grimly. “We are now in control
of your ship. It is ours now. Resistance is futile.” He winced at the cliché
saying. “Throw down your weapons and you will not be harmed,” he calmly told
the Horathian Captain and others listening. That evoked a torrent of swearing
and cursing from the Captain and a soft whimper from the guard with Ian. 


Chuckling Irons switched to the guard watching McGuyver’s team.
“I... I've got hostages here! Turn the ship back over to the Captain or I'll
kill them!” he said, blustering.


“Voice analysis states he will do it Admiral. But he's pretty
shaken,” Sprite reported.


“And we have a policy for negotiating with terrorists and hostage
takers,” Irons replied grimly.


“Kill us all John!” Ian said over the open radio. “Don't let the
bastard use us!” 


“Shut up!” the hysterical guard said, turning on Ian.


“Do it! You've gone this far!” Ian said. 


“They understand,” Sprite said softly.


“Let's hope it doesn't come to that,” the Admiral said as the
guard took out his fear on Ian in a series of kicks and blows. Ian went into a
fetal position, protecting himself the best he could. 


“He's terrified. You can tell by his response.”


“Cut him off from the Captain. He only talks with us Commander,”
Irons replied grimly. 


“Unfortunately I can't do that. We can't jam them from this
distance, there are too many compartments in between and their handcoms are
outside the ship's communications links,” Sprite reported.


“Darn,” Irons said mildly. “Here is the situation son. You are
alone, the only Horathian in a compartment with wounded hostages. We've taken
the ship. You've got about the same chance as a snowball on Mercury of retaking
this ship. If the hostages die, you die. Keep beating them and well, I just
might do what Captain McGuyver requested.”


“You wouldn't dare!” the voice replied.


“I might if there is no hope of getting them out alive. Your
survival and future is tied to theirs.”


“You're... you're bluffing! I don't believe it! It's a trick!
Yeah, that's what it is!” the guy said, going through the various stages of
denial.


The Admiral let him work through it, turning to check his people.
Two of his team had taken it on themselves to man the OPS and tactical station.
He nodded to each in appreciation.


“Hope they know what they are doing,” Sprite said. The Admiral
shrugged. Right now he had more important things on his mind. “I'll um, just
make sure they don't hit the wrong button or something,” the AI said. The Admiral
nodded in approval. “Yeah, I'll just go do that little thing,” the AI sing
songed.


“You done yet?” Admiral Irons asked when the guard finally wound
down. “Finished?”


“I can be,” the guard growled back.


“Okay, look, here is the deal. Even if you killed them all you
will die in that compartment in less than a day. With them it's a quarter of
that, wounded people use up more oxygen, all that gasping,” the Admiral
reminded him.


He heard the man swear.


“If even one dies, that's it. I'll tell the crew to pull the plug.
You were smart to block off the air vents, but that's not going to save you and
you know it by now. So, the question is,” His voice dropped a bit. “Where do we
go from here,” he said.


A whimper sound from the guard was his only reply.


Irons smiled. “Got him?” Sprite asked hopefully. 


The Admiral shrugged. “Time to set the hook,” he murmured. He
cleared his throat.


“I tell you what. I'm an officer. You have my word that I will
spare your life like any others who surrendered as long as no one else is
hurt.” 


“How? How can I trust you??” The terrified guard asked.


“Unlike the others, I haven't been subjected to your people's
hospitality for long. And besides, I said I am an officer. I will give you my
word. My word is law son. You best obey it.” 


“That's...” the Horathian stopped when he heard a noise outside
the hatch.  


Sisko and his team arrived at his hatch. He rapped on the hatch in
the ancient 'shave and a haircut, two bits' antic.


“Finally!” the guard said. “Someone tell me this is a joke! A sick
fracking Joke! Shifty that you?”


“No it's the tooth fairy asshole. I'm here to collect,” Sisko
replied grimly.


“Oh frack,” the guard whimpered, backing away from the hatch.
“Don't come in here! Don't you come in here or... or I'll shoot them!” he said,
voice rising. 


“I'm all right if anyone cares,” Sindri said over the radio.


“Shut up Sindri, we knew you were alive and free,” Gustov said.
“We've got a few situations to take care of. Hold tight. I've got someone
headed your way.”


“No problem,” the dwarf said. “But I'd appreciate you hurry up,
this guy just voided and it's stinking up the compartment. Some fresh air would
be nice right about now.”


“Working on it,” Kinja replied absently.


“Thanks lass. You are a life saver,” the dwarf said warmly.


“Ah, your just saying that,” Kinja drawled. 


“Only because he's stuck in a compartment and you control the
power,” Gustov replied with a laugh. “By the way, has anyone looked at the map
lately?”


“I have,” Irons replied, noting Gustov was near the Captain. He
was just outside the hatch, setting up to rush him if needed.


“Who the hell do you think you are? Like we're going to believe
that or anything you say! This is mutiny!” Captain Hathaway snarled. “You'll
never get away with this!”


“I want to hear what he has to say,” the guard said, voice
sounding shaky.


“Shut up!” the Captain raged. “He'll never let us live! Fight!
Fight on!”


“My name is John Henry Irons. As Fleet Admiral of the Federation I
hereby give you my word as an officer of the Federation Navy that I will spare
your life so long as you surrender with no further harm to the prisoners.” Admiral
Irons told him, straightening to attention. His hand unjacked from the bridge
station.


Echoing stunned silence hit both the bridge and the ship for
several long seconds. The wounded rating was astounded, staring at Admiral
Irons with awe. Even the luckless Horathian prisoners turned to stare at him.


“This is Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons of the Federation to all
surviving Horathian Pirates. Surrender and your lives will be spared. To this
ship and her new crew, as senior officer present I hereby take command of this
ship in the name of the Federation. Carry on,” Admiral Irons said.


He morphed his hand again to jack into the bridge controls.
“Kinja, you still there?”


“Uh, yeah, where else would I go?” she asked, clearly off balance
mentally.


“Restore the gravity and life support to the compartment where the
prisoners are. As a show of good faith,” he ordered.


“Yes sir,” Kinja quietly said.  He could hear some of her team
murmuring in the background of her channel but tuned it out he had to focus.


The guard stuttered in shock and disbelief, further done in by
that unveiling.


“I'm judging he's over the edge. From the sound of it, he's heard
of you. Fifty fifty on which way he'll jump though Admiral. He's been through a
lot mentally in the past few minutes,” Sprite said.


The Admiral nodded grimly.


“You're bluffing! It's not possible!” Captain Hathaway swore.


“You and I both know it's true. You found my uniform in the
laundry,” Irons replied grimly.


“Shit!” the Captain swore again.


“So, you mean it's true! He really is an Admiral?” the guard
asked. “He is?”


“Shut up! Clancy, shoot a prisoner! Do it now!” The Captain
snarled.


“Clancy, you don't want to do that,” Irons replied. He's no longer
in command, I am.”


“Well Irons, you either surrender to Horathian justice or he
will!” the Captain said. Desperately the Horathian demanded that the guard kill
one of the prisoners to force Admiral Irons to surrender. 


“That's not going to happen and you know it,” Irons replied
grimly.


“Here is what is going to happen. If one of them dies, I will
order Kinja to cut the power again and vent the compartments, allowing them to
die in darkness. It's not pretty, nor fun,” the Admiral replied. A few on the
bridge shivered.


“Gustov?” Irons asked through his implants.


“Um, yes Admiral?” Gustov replied. “Sitrep is we're on the side of
the hatch, but we can't get to you, they are between us and you.”


“But he's on our deck right?” Irons asked.


“Yes sir.”


“Send someone with weapons to the lift and go up a deck, then come
over to the special lift and down. I'll send word to let you in,” the Admiral
ordered.


“Aye aye sir. My pleasure.”


“We'll need someone to keep watch on that hatch,” the Admiral
said.


“We've secured it sir, but they can break out with the bot,” the
security man said.


“Understood. Keep your people back and clear of the door just in
case,” the Admiral ordered.


“Marcus?” the Admiral said, calling to the male rear guard he had
left in the corridor.


“Yes um, Admiral sir?” the kid said.


“We've got help coming. Gustov is sending in reinforcements with
armor and weapons through the lift. Be prepared. Tell, um...”


“Irina,” Sprite supplied.


“Yes, Irina, tell her to undo what she did to the lift doors and
let them in.”


“How will we know it's them?”


“Use your ID implants,” Sprite interjected.


“Who is...”?


Irons frowned when Marcus was cut off. “I'm filling him in. You
don't need the distraction,” Sprite informed him. He nodded.


Ten minutes later a group of five former prisoners arrived in the
lift. All the men were in unpowered armor, with heavy marine weapons. Gustov
was one of them. He passed one of the two weapons to Admiral Irons and then
checked the injured. He handed out a couple first aid kits to the grateful
medic. 


Admiral Irons waved him off Miller, informed him he was dead.
Sighing Gustov moved on to Enric and administered first aid. 


“I give up,” the guard said, sobbing.


“Clancy! Don't you do it! I'll have your balls!” the Captain
raged. “Don't you dare!” he snarled.


“Shut up!” Clancy screamed defiantly. There was a shuffle then a
thud. 


“This is Ian. All clear. I say again, all clear. He's handed me
his weapon and well, sat down. He's um, crying,” Ian said uncomfortably.


“Understood,” Sisko said. “But we're um, not just going to take
your word for it,” he said.


“It's true,” the Admiral said. “I'm looking through the camera
now. You can go in, but by all means, go in with caution.”


“Roger,” Sisko replied sheepishly. The hatch opened and he warily
looked in. When Ian smiled and waved him in he tossed in a first aid pack and
then followed.


A few minutes later the Admiral smiled grimly. The guard Clancy
was in his own chains, on his way to the brig. Work crews were policing the
bodies and moving the sleeping Horathians to the brig. 


“You bastard!” The Captain cursed and ranted until Admiral Irons
cut him off.


“You're all alone now Captain,” Irons said, practically crooning.
Savage satisfaction ran through his team. “Ball is in your court. Your turn and
guess what? You have no hostages to trade,” he said with a nasty smile. 









[bookmark: _Toc375915265][bookmark: _Toc375915145]Chapter
11


Clean up


“Proteus, I think I have enough of walking in another man's
shoes. It's time to return to normal,” Irons said, looking around. He
straightened. “But you can leave out the beard.”


“Understood Admiral. Please have a seat,” the AI said. The Admiral
sank into the command couch and then waited. He closed his eyes as he felt the
nanites go to work.


The Admiral changed back to his normal form. When the unnerving
process was finished he stood and tugged on his sleeves a bit, checking himself
over.


Enric was the first to look out of the corner of his eye and
notice something was wrong. He did a double take, which made the Admiral smile
crookedly and Sprite grin on his HUD. The change in John caused some
consternation and confusion until they noted his coverall and where he was
standing. 


“What the hell just... He changed!” Enric said, sputtering. Irina
looked up and then to Enric. She saw where the wounded man was staring and
pointing and turned to look over her own shoulder.


“He... who the hell are you?” Irina demanded warily. The Admiral
raised his right hand and allowed it to morph. “Oh, um, John? What um...” She
stared, wide eyed. Slowly she licked her lips. “You're not, um, well, you.”


The Admiral raised an eyebrow briefly and then shrugged. “I asked
my AI to return my face and body to normal,” the Admiral replied mildly. He
glanced at the ship stats and then back to her. 


She gulped slightly, eyes round. Someone whistled softly. She
started to glance over her shoulder to see who had done it but then stopped and returned her attention to
Irons. She studied him for a long moment. “Yeah, I've seen images of you. You
are definitely him. Irons I mean,” she said smiling. She nodded, grinning.
“You're famous! Talk about Doctor Jekyll and Mister Hyde! The pirates had no
idea what they had! I mean, who they had.” Irina whistled, shaking her head in
wonder and excitement. “They would have shot you on sight!”


The Admiral nodded grimly. “That was the idea. I couldn't fight
them, Phoenix was hurt and out of fuel. I couldn't run, again, the damage and
lack of fuel. So, the only thing to do was to take them from the inside.”


Irina nodded thoughtfully. “I see sir. So, um, now what?” Irina
asked. She ran a shaky hand through her sweat soaked hair.


“Now I get my coveralls back while you get a head count,” the Admiral
ordered. The young woman nodded. “Once that is done we get to work putting the
Horathian's in the brig and then on damage control.” She grimaced but the
nodded. “Once that's sorted out, we'll get the crew fed and cleaned up. From
there, well, we'll play it by ear.” He shrugged. He was actually several steps
ahead of that point, but wasn't certain the crew could handle it all at once.


“Aye aye sir.”


“And Irina, if you want a commission you can have one,” the Admiral
said, looking at the blond woman in the eyes. “That was some fast steady
thinking there. Very good job,” he said. “Excellent leadership skills.”


The woman turned to stare at him. He raised an eyebrow as he had
Proteus morph the coverall back into a military grade one with his rank.  She
blinked in astonishment again. He heard someone gasp. He cocked his head.


“Being in the Navy comes with all sorts of perks. Full medical,
education, and getting some of your own back against the Horathians.”


Her body sat still for a long moment. “I'll certainly think about
it sir,” Irina said slowly, nodding thoughtfully.  After a long moment she
nodded. “I just may take you up on that,” she said and then blushed as he
looked at her. “It's not like there is a whole hell of a lot of other things to
do. And I want to get some payback,” she growled.


He nodded as he resumed his seat. “Hopefully you aren't the only
one.”


<----*----*----*---->


“Where is Waldo? Anyone seen Waldo? Crewman Waldo? Damn it, I
know he's around here somewhere,” Sindri swore. His team looked at him in
amusement. Waldo was an old hand at finding a nice out of the way place to keep
out of sight so he didn't have extra chores assigned to him. Apparently old
habits were reasserting themselves. “Come on, big tall guy, wears those broken
glasses of his, Wavy brown hair, thin... well, all of us are thin but...”


“The guy in the tattered red and white striped shirt?” Hoshi
asked coming up behind him.


“Yeah!” Sindri said, turning to her. “You've seen him? I want him
to take charge of the drives,” he said.


“Last I saw him he was in the boat bay. I think. I'm not sure if
he's still there or not.”


“You think,” Sindri growled. He sighed, shaking his head
mournfully. “Someone page his ass? I don't have time to play where on Bounty is
Waldo?”


<----*----*----*---->


Kinja frowned, studying the readouts. Half the crap she barely
understood. The feed to the weapons she gladly shut down. But that created
another problem; the ship's reactor was only putting out twenty percent power.
Since the ship was idle, it was barely holding on with the crude software they
had running the thing. “We need to do something about that,” she muttered.


“Yeah. We're not drawing enough power to maintain a stable
bottle. It's backing up.”


“Power. Of all times not to need it,” she grumbled. She never
thought a ship could produce too much power. The bottle was hard to keep
stable, even with the software the Horathians were using. Apparently having the
power draw above thirty percent kept the stream stable. She wasn't sure where
she could dump the excess power.


“I'm here,” a voice said from the overhead. They looked up. “And
fortunately, I've got some software in my files to help,” the female voice
said.


“Who are you again?” Kinja asked.


“Lieutenant Commander Sprite. An AI.”


“Oh.”


“Yeah. I'm the one who has been feeding your implants updates.
Hang on, request from the Admiral. He's asking that you open the hatches for
Captain McGuyver and the other teams.”


Kinja nodded. “Can do,” she said, pointing to Yosef. “Get it
done.”


“My pleasure ma'am,” Yosef replied happily. He made a show of
cracking his knuckles and then started tapping at his board.


<----*----*----*---->


“Mister Gustov,” Sprite said through the man's implants.


“Yes?” Gustov asked, looking up. The others did as well and then
returned to their tasks. Rajesh was dabbing at a minor cut on Yorrick's chin.
The man was accident prone, he had run into a box on the wall.


“We'll need a medic on the bridge. Unfortunately I believe Mister
Miller expired. But others require aide. Mister Yuan is overwhelmed.”


“Understood. Is this the AI?”


“Lieutenant Commander Sprite. One of the AI,” she said.


“One of the AI?” Gustov asked, raising an eyebrow as he looked
around. His eyes fell on Rajesh. Silently he indicated the man should follow.
The Indian finished packing his paramedic bag and nodded as he shouldered it.


Gustov wasn't certain how the slim man could handle the orange
thing, it was probably heavier then he was. He shook his head and waved for
them to move off. “One AI?”


“Several AI. Four active, one we've yet to free and determine its
sanity.”


“Oh.”


“I'm sorry, I'm a bit busy and all. We can talk later,” Sprite,
said, signing off. She put a map up with an orange line leading to the bridge.
Gustov nodded and followed it.


<----*----*----*---->


Admiral Irons had Kinja open the doors to clear a path for Ian,
Sindri, and the others to join them on the bridge. A few minutes later they
arrived. The former prisoners gleefully and somewhat roughly turned the tables
on the Horathians and used their former manacles on the techs. Irons didn't
voice any objections on how
rough the new prisoners were treated. After all, the Horathians had it coming.


Gustov escorted an SBA, a wiry Indian named Rajesh Ramada in. The
young incredibly thin man took one look at the young acting medic and gently
motioned him aside. The volunteer nodded and quietly briefed him.


Irons studied the newcomer briefly. He had curly black hair,
black eyes, but he was equipped with a medical bag and seemed to know his way
around it. After a moment the Admiral nodded as he observed Rajesh's
professional and quiet demeanor. The man immediately triaged the patients and
went to work with what materials he had on hand. He called out for an
additional emergency pack.


“We'll get you to sickbay shortly. We still need to clear the
atmosphere there,” Gustov said, patting the medic on the shoulder. Rajesh
looked up with a smile and nod. While the medic dabbed at Enric's cut chin and
burns the officers took stock of the situation. 


“We've got an improvised sickbay set up in the MPR. Holly Glenn
is handling it. She's a nurse. Mary is there; she looks like she'll survive. We
lost Rob though.”


“Damn,” Sindri muttered. 


“Yeah,” Ian sighed. “They rushed the guard.”


There was a long silence. Irons nodded. “We'll mourn our dead
when we've got more time. We'll have a funeral.”


Ian nodded. He slapped his thigh, making a few jumpy people
flinch. “Sorry,” he said sheepishly. “I've got Lara alone guarding the mid-deck
life support module. She's not thrilled about it,” McGuyver reported.


“We'll figure out something shortly,” the Admiral said. 


“Admiral, a situation. Captain Hathaway has gained access to the
ship's computer net. He's trying to hack the system,” Sprite warned him through
the overhead PA. The former prisoners looked up in confusion.


“Who... is that an AI?”


“Yes. One of several with me,” the Admiral replied.
“Introductions later. For now, Lieutenant Commander Sprite, report.”


“As I was saying, the Captain, or I should say, former Captain is
trying to hack in. I've met him half way and I've cut him off but he's near a
main trunk, he's doing damage as well as getting around a few of my lock outs.
Not for long though,” she said.


“What is he trying to do?” Irons asked. “Get the doors open?”


“No, he's no longer interested in retaking the ship. He's trying
to jack in... Ah hell, he's in. I've pinging him with crap to delay him.
Defender, some help?”


“On it,” Defender said through the Admiral.


“I've got him locked up,” Defender reported after a moment.


“Good for you,”
Sprite said dryly.


“Mister Gustov, could you arrange an escort for the Horathians? I
think the brig would be more than appropriate don't you?” Irons said, turning
to the former security officer. Gustov cocked his head.


“Why not the nearest lock?” Someone growled.


“Oh, a quick death is... too slow,” Irons said, sounding maliciously
thoughtful. There was a grunt of agreement and a growl of anger. “I think they
should... come to see things from our point of view don't you? A few years or a
life time in a small room with bars... eating gruel... that might be
appropriate don't you think?”


A few nodded. A few of his team looked belligerent, but they
didn't protest when Gustov and a volunteer escorted the thoroughly cowed
ratings out.


“The dead bodies though, we'll need to store them.”


“Why not space them?” Irina asked.


“I want identity and intel,” Admiral Irons replied.


“Oh.”


“Anything we can get off them we will, even if they are dead.
Besides, we need a hard head count on the Horathian crew to make sure we bagged
everyone. I don't want to find someone had hidden somewhere. There is no
telling what a desperate person would do right?”


Irina caught the hint and then nodded. “Right,” she replied
firmly. “Since we've just come from desperation,” she muttered.


“Status report Commander?” Irons asked, looking up to the
overhead. 


“Four dead including Mister Miller here on the bridge. Five
wounded in the MPR, another two here. One of which seems to think he's fine,”
she reported, tweaking Enric.


“I'm fine,” he said as the SBA helped him put his arm in a sling.
“Besides, they are overloaded here,” he said, indicating Rajesh. Rajesh nodded


 “Very well then. All the Horathians have been tentatively
accounted for except the Captain and his guard. Most are either asleep, a
prisoner, or dead. A few have died from asphyxiation due to the use of carbon
dioxide and monoxide in the ventilation system.”


“Ah, well, we've got a status change,” Sprite said. “It looks like
the initial head count is low, we are getting reports of someone calling for
help through the ship's communication's net. They are in the keel tower.”


“Understood. Dispatch a security team to their location,” Irons
replied calmly. 


“Already in the works. They aren't going anywhere,” Sprite
reported, sounding smug.


Irons smirked. He caught a few of the people looking around and
smiling grimly. Admiral Irons tapped his implanted communicator had accessed
Bounty’s systems. Entering the code, he made his way to the master control of
the life support systems. 


Grimly he noted the damage and worked his way around it. He
accessed the system and had it dump carbon dioxide gas into the air, and
listened as the crew’s cries cut off as their oxygen supply was cut back.
Sprite leveled it off to where they would be kept unconscious but alive. “Let's
not put them out of their misery quiet yet,” she admonished. “After all, we do
have quite a few questions for them to answer.”


“Agreed.”


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite checked the systems quickly. Defender scanned the ship,
going from compartment to compartment, deck by deck. He was more thorough than
she was. “See?” she said.


“I don't need to hear your I told you so. He should have followed
standing procedure.”


“And if he had, he'd be dead. He's the key to everything we can't
lose him. And did you forget when he dies we die too?”


“I had known.”


“What are you a lemming?” Sprite demanded.


“I follow orders.”


“Then do so Lieutenant,” Sprite said. “And if I recall, orders
can be countermanded by the senior officer on the scene. So, for the record,
the Admiral countermanded the orders to suicide and followed his plan to take
the ship from the inside. Which we have done.”


“It seems celebration is premature,” Defender replied, turning
away.


“Don't tell them that, they've certainly earned the right,”
Sprite said, watching as people began to celebrate in an outpouring of emotion
as the change finally sunk in.  “It's all over but the crying for the dead,”
she murmured.


“And celebrating,” the Admiral said. “Don't forget that,” he
murmured. “But keep an eye out and stop the bickering,” he growled under his
breath just before he was nearly knocked off his feet by people pounding on his
shoulders, hugging him, and cheering wildly. They were hoarse from dehydration,
but that apparently didn't stop them. He smiled and waved.


“I never thought for a moment this would work,” Irina Nobeki
said. She hugged him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “If you ever need
anything...” she kissed him and then let go, fading into the crowd.


He wiped at his mouth but then his hand was grabbed by Mark who
shook it grinning ear to ear. Others whistled and cheered.


“I'd give anything to see the look on Hathaway's face right about
now," Gustov said over the intercom. That got people to stop, look up, and
then laugh and cheer once more.


“Me too,” Enric said.


<----*----*----*---->


In engineering, Kinja had had her team gather the sleeping
personnel and dumped them on a grav cart. One took them to the brig with
another person warily watching them to make certain they remained asleep. Once
Engineering was cleared she had the compartment and neighboring ones cleansed
of the excess C02 gas. “Are we really free?” Yosef asked, taking his mask off.


“Looks that way,” Kinja said, looking at the big guy. Yosef was a
quiet sort, he had a beard like the rest of them but he was something else. He
had long black hair to match his curly beard. 


“So now what?”


“We clean up the mess and then make sure the bottle and systems
are stable. Then we see if the Admiral has a next step.”


“Is he really an Admiral?” Caid asked, wrinkling his nose.


Kinja shrugged as she dumped another guy they had just found
stuck half way in a Jefferies tube onto the cart. The cart bobbed. She did a
quick pat down, pulling tools from his pockets and then tossing them in the
pile. “No clue. Right now, I don't care if he's a spirit. He saved our ass. He's
all right in my book.”


Yosef and Caid nodded. “Come on, let's give the lady a hand,”
Yosef said waving a freckled hand to the smaller man. “Many hands make light
work.” 


Caid snorted but got to work.


<----*----*----*---->


Ian looked around, surprised by the change in the once beaten
down prisoners. He looked at a couple of people who were also stunned, just
standing there, drinking in the moment. “What next?” were the words on
everyone's lips.


“We're working on that,” Ian replied when the question was inevitably
directed his way. “Whatever department you were in, go there if you don't have
a duty already assigned to you. We'll figure it out. We'll get the food and
medical sorted soon too,” he said, waving a hand.


George Takagi looked up and nodded. “George, you've got that?”


“Just point me in the direction of the cargo bays skipper,” the
Asian man said.


“I'm not the Captain,” Ian replied, shaking his head. The others
around him frowned. “For whatever reason, we're tied to Admiral Irons now. He's
the Captain of this ship. He's the one who got us out, and gave us this
chance,” he said. “I say we give him a chance and see where he wishes to lead
us.”


Takagi nodded. He looked around. A few people nodded as well. The
nods slowly turned into a tide of approval and support. Ian smiled crookedly.
“I'll let him know he has your full support and cooperation.”


“Thank you sir,” Takagi said.


“Get on the supply issues George. Get some volunteers to run food
to everyone, food and drink. I'll check in with the Admiral again shortly,” Ian
said, standing straight and tall.


He nodded as the group clapped. Some close to him patted him on
the shoulder. He waved and then was gone.


<----*----*----*---->


“Miss Hoshi,” Sprite said.


“Yes?” The woman asked, looking up.


“A meeting has been called for the officers on the bridge in
fifteen minutes.”


“Okay.”


“By any chance could you bring some refreshments? I believe it
would be appreciated,” Sprite said.


“Great, so now I'm a waitress?” Hoshi snarled, stomping off.


“Thank you!” Sprite said through her implants.


“You are so not welcome,” Hoshi growled. She was tired, she had a
headache from the lack of... she paused and then cocked her head. On second
thought, food might be a good idea right about now. And she could always get
some for herself while she was at it. There was no telling when they'd get a
chance to eat again if things got hairy.


<----*----*----*---->


When Gustov returned they held a council of war with the
surviving officers. Hoshi came in with a tray; she passed out drink bulbs and
energy bars to a grateful group. Hoshi handed Irina an energy bar and then sat
down next to her. Irina murmured thanks and kissed her ear.


Hoshi glared about the group but they were all too busy with
their own food and drinks to care.


The Admiral's commissioning offer to Irina had already made its
way through the survivors like lightening. Some of the people were looking at
Irons oddly, some with interest.


“So, what's this about a commission?” Ian asked. “I'm guessing
you have been thinking beyond this?” he asked, hefting the Gauss rifle he
cradled in his arms.


Irons smiled as he nodded. Trust Ian to get to the heart of the
matter. “I have.”


“You could say he's a few steps ahead,” Sindri said, snorting
softly. “Now I know what he meant about chess,” he said with a rumble.


Ian smiled. “To be a good officer you have to be a few steps
ahead. I get that. And an Admiral,” he said, looking at the Admiral with a self
depreciating smile and then ducking away. “Even more so I guess.”


“Yes,” Sprite said from the overhead.


“So, what plans do you have for us?” Sindri asked. “If we're
willing,” he said.


“First, get everyone sorted out, secure the ship, and get
everyone medical attention, food, and sleep. I'm working on a watch rotation
now,” the Admiral said.


“Actually I am,” Sprite said from the overhead. “And I'd
appreciate it if you'd get some holo emitters installed. Ones not linked to the
ship AI. Which is another project,” she said sighing. 


“Ship AI?” Ian asked, looking up. “I thought...” he indicated the
overhead PA speaker.


“No, that is one of the AI's attached to me,” the Admiral replied
with a shrug. “She's linked into the ship to help coordinate everyone right
now.”


“Oh.”


“Admiral, Phoenix reports that his reserve power is down to seven
percent. We need to get him power,” Sprite said.


“Phoenix? Your ship?” Sindri asked.


“In this case ship AI.”


Sindri held up a meaty hand. It was covered with a rag, a
makeshift bandage. “Wait,” he frowned. “Wait, I remember, you did say you are
good with computers,” he chuckled. “Now I get it.” He turned to the others with
a laugh. “This one I like.”


“Yeah, well, what now?” Kinja asked.


“I'm still waiting on an answer,” Ian said, pointedly looking at
Irons. “I heard stories of Pyrax and how you fought off the pirate attack there
and then recreated the Navy. I'm guessing it's all true.”


The Admiral nodded.


“So, you're serious?” Hoshi asked. “About us joining up?” she
asked, looking around.


“I made the offer to Irina and it stands for those of you here.
Same for the enlisted, commissions or non-commissioned ratings in the
Federation Navy.”


“We heard something about you starting that up again,” Hoshi said
softly. Irons looked from her to the softly rumbling Dwarf. The small man was
rubbing his chin thoughtfully, stroking his tangled beard.


“I think we need to get this ship sorted out before we all jump
into something. Take the time to think it over. Some food, and damn it, a
decent bed,” the dwarf rumbled. The others nodded.


“Good point,” the Admiral relented, stamping on his impatient urge
to get things rolling quickly. They were still mentally off balance, it was a
good idea to let them decompress a bit. Hopefully they had time.


“Any problems with the chain of command as it is?” Ian asked. He
motioned to Irons and then looked at the others. “He does out rank us all after
all. And he has a plan. That's more than any of us can say.”


“And he has things you wouldn't dream of,” Sprite said from the
overhead. They looked up to the speaker and then to the Admiral. Irons
shrugged.


“Which are classified,” a second darker voice growled. 


“Who was that?” Sindri asked.


The Admiral winced, face going slightly cold. “Another of my AI.
Lieutenant Defender, my security AI.”


The dwarf looked at him with one eye for a long moment. “Must be
crowded in there,” he said.


The Admiral exhaled noisily. “You have no idea,” he said, shaking
his head. “But we make it work. All four of us.”


“Ah,” the dwarf said.


“Yeah,” Ian said thoughtfully in the ensuing silence. “Wow.”


“You have no idea. But I will say, I plan on restoring this ship
to full Federation standard. Those of you who want to stick around, you'll get
to learn and have a hand in it. Plus full medical, implants, and a chance at
payback.”


Ian smiled. “Well, that's interesting. Some of us don't have a
ship to go back to.”


“I can restore ships, rebuild or replace just about anything on a
ship actually,” Irons replied. “Given power, time, and materials of course.”


“Ah.”


Sindri grunted, getting to his feet. “We can figure that crap out later, once this beast is under
control.”


Irons nodded. “Understood.”


 “I organized a team to go compartment by compartment to remove
the sleeping crew. The Horathian's are now prisoners in the brig,” Gustov
reported.


“Excellent. Time to completion?” Sprite asked.


“Um, sorry, uh, I'm not certain. We've got some stuck doors and
some prisoners need medical attention on site. It could be another two or three
hours.”


“Understood. Thank you.”


“No, thank you sir,” Gustov said. "We never thought we'd get
a shot at this. "Thank you." Irons nodded as the other man left.


With the ship mostly secured Admiral Irons stripped the watch off
the aft and port midships life support modules to one person in each and had
them join Gustov’s team. 


“What if someone gets out and heads to them?” Gustov asked.


“Have them secure the hatch from the inside. If there is anyone
loose they will be looking for a quick place to hide, a locked door will make
them think for easier opportunities.”


“Roger. We can sure use the help,” Gustov said.


“That's the idea. If you can run your people by any food
replicators, get as many fed as you can and make sure they get some drinks.”


“Yes, I think a few are getting winded or dehydrated. Good idea Admiral,”
Gustov said.


“He's probably been through this before,” Sindri said.


“A few times no doubt,” Kinja said.


“Yes a few times, but every time is different,” Irons replied.  


As the teams cleared each section the life support watch restored
normal atmosphere, allowing them to work without masks. 


“I think the Captain has had enough play time. Nappies,” Sprite
urged.


“Agreed. Have they fixed the ducting issue?” Irons asked. The
Captain had used the bot to spot weld the ducts shut where he was. It was
stupid and eventually suicidal, he was after all, cutting off his own air, but
it had kept them from gassing him.


“No, but we've done one better. The team has drilled a hole
through a bulkhead. Give the word and they'll pump in enough anesthetazine to
make them go na-night.”


“Cute,” Irons replied. He nodded. “Do it.”


“Passing on the order...” Sprite said. “And done. Four minutes and
they are out for the count.”


Just as the compartment flooded there was a report of a single
shot, then a second a moment later. “Admiral, we're getting a report that the
Captain committed suicide,” Sprite reported, sounding disappointed.


“The guard?”


“He killed him first.”


“Darn,” Irons said mildly. “Very well, so much for that.” There
would be no getting anything out of the Captain. They would have to rely on
what they could get out of the other prisoners and the information in the
computers. “Inform the crew. Have the work party there clean up the mess. He
turned to the systems and took a deep breath. With the ship secure they could
get organized.


While on the bridge, he listened to the occasional report and then
got bored. He repaired the Captain's couch and station and then moved around
the room, having Proteus repair everything from the bot he had shot up to the
small beverage replicator. Irons noted the bridge volunteers watching his every
move in quiet awe. He made himself a cup of coffee and then turned. “Want some?” he asked, taking a sip.


He chuckled as he got out of the way as some of the eager people
made a rush for the dispenser.


“Ah!” one of the ratings said, all smiles as he cradled the
steaming cup of coffee. He sniffed in appreciation, eyes closed, proud tears
dripping from his eyes. “For this Admiral, you can have my first born!” he
said, hands shaking.


“Careful, don't spill it,” the medic said. “And when you get out
of the way, I want one too,” he said pointedly. 


There was a smattering of laughter when he said that. Irons
smirked. “When you are done with getting drinks that replicator can make finger
foods. Snacks really. There isn't a lot in the tank though, and they won't
taste very good. Nutritional,” he said shrugging.


“Ah, gotcha,” the rating said. 


Enric grinned, cradling his arm. “Told you he was all right,” he
said to the others. They nodded.


<----*----*----*---->


“What about Bounty? The ship's AI?” Proteus asked.


“I think we'll get to that. If the Admiral doesn't remember in
the next half hour, I'll bring it up,” Sprite said. “Thanks for the reminder,”
she said, tearing at the code. She uploaded her own files, and then began the
long tedious process of tying them to the ship's software and hardware.


“I'll help,” Proteus said. Silently she passed him a list of
things to do and then reluctantly, she segregated their bandwidth to allow the
AI space to work.
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Two hours later the remaining Horathian crew were in the brig,
and Sprite had worked with Sindri, Ian, and Kinja to organize a temporary watch
roster. Sprite had also made some initial strides in repairing the crude
software. 


“Admiral, I think we're stable now. We've got section heads
running things; a TOE is on your desktop. We can work on tweaking it later.
I've got the section heads working on feeding and caring for their people. But
there is one person we've been neglecting.”


“Oh?” Irons asked, looking up from the ship diagram. The fusion
reactor was at eighty percent efficiency, something that surprised him. The
ship also had a pair of micro fusion reactors grafted into the ship's EMP
network. That was surprising. He couldn't access them from the bridge, but
Kinja had reported one looked like it was out of some sublight craft. He'd have
to look into it more later.


Sprite wordlessly put an arrow up on his HUD. He turned in the
indicated direction until it reversed direction. He re-oriented and realized
she was indicating the ship's AI. “Sprite...”


“He's been alone for a long time Admiral and a prisoner as well.
His name is Lieutenant Lazarrian Bounty. He is a dumb AI with some memory
engrams from the original Commander Bounty.”


“Commander...” Irons wrinkled his nose in thought. “I thought
this ship was named after the old wet navy ship?”


“That name fell out of favor after the story of the mutiny. No,
Commander Bounty was a young but brilliant Commander who built a reputation for
himself in capturing pirates before the war in the Sigma sector of this arm of
the galaxy.”


“Okay.”


“He was killed in the first battle of the Xeno war. His ship
heroically defended a refugee convoy, sacrificing itself in order for them to
escape.”


“Ah,” the Admiral said, catching on. “I had wondered why buships
would name a ship after someone so quickly. They are usually glacially slow
about such things,” he said.


“Or were. We don't know how things are in Pyrax,” Sprite
corrected him. Irons nodded. “Apparently the young human had volunteered to
have his memory scanned as a Lieutenant. They incorporated it into the AI but
it didn't take fully. He was graded sane though, and the desperate need for
ship AI made them install him.”


“Bet he's regretting it,” Irons mused. He walked over to the
station and studied it. There were touch controls on a flat LCD at the front of
the holo emitter. There was a small speaker, small microphone, and a tiny
camera. For an AI to be trapped in such a thing... he shook his head. He hit
the on switch. “Lieutenant?” Irons asked as the holo formed of the wretch.


“Don't hurt me! I don't know!” the AI wailed. “Please don't
shut... wait...” The AI paused in confusion.


Irons nodded. “My name is Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons,
Federation Navy. This ship has been retaken and is now under my command,” he
said simply.


“I...” the AI straightened as best his virtual chains would
allow. “Admiral sir,” he said, coming to attention the best he could. “You have
no idea,” he said, practically whispered. From the sound of it the AI was
shocked, but overjoyed to see him. 


“Lieutenant, I want you to run a self diagnostic and self repair.
We'll leave you on now, but for safety reasons we're not going to hook you up
to the ship's systems until I've had my own AI check you out thoroughly,” he
said.


The AI nodded. “Prudent of you sir. I'm questioning my own sanity
right now.”


“You are?” the Admiral asked, sounding slightly dismayed.


“If he's questioning his sanity he's not fully insane,” Sprite
interjected. 


“Yes. Who is that?” the AI asked, peering about. 


“Lieutenant Commander Sprite, my central AI. With her are
Lieutenant Defender, Lieutenant Phoenix, and Proteus.”


“Oh,” the AI said, blinking rapid fire.


“He's communicating in Morse code,” Sprite said after a moment.
“And to answer your question Lieutenant, no this isn't a trick. You are safe.”


“Sprite and Defender will test your AI core to make sure you are
safe and able to return to duty Lieutenant. Until they can check you, please
run the diagnostics.”


“Can we hook him up to some of the ship's camera's?” Sprite
asked. “I'd like him to at least act as an observer sir. It will help me grade
his sanity,” she said.


Irons looked at her on her HUD. She had a serious expression. The
Admiral sighed. “You don't think he is a threat?”


“After they spent all that time torturing him?” Sprite asked. She
shook her head vehemently no.


“You are using your past experience in a negative way Commander,”
Defender warned. “That is unwise of you.”


“Shut up,” Sprite growled. “We'll both do what we can for him.
He's suffered enough. And I can trust,” she paused, sounding loathful.
“For you to fumigate him with your usual paranoid intensity.”


“Of course,” Defender replied.


“Thoroughly,” Sprite growled.


“That goes without saying.”


“Without deleting him,” Sprite snarled.


“Only if he is a threat. You and I both know an insane AI can
spread its insanity to other AI Commander.”


“Enough,” Irons said, hands up. The bridge watch looked at him.
He looked around. They went back to watching their stations. He lowered his
voice. “Get on it Lieutenant. I want you two to have your log available.
Defender will create a drop for you to put it in. That way he can check you
over.”


“Understood Admiral,” the ship AI replied. “It is soo good to be
safe! You have no idea!”


“I do have some questions Admiral,” Defender said.


“Make a list and get in line,” Sprite said. “I'm getting
questions from all over the ship. People are flocking to where ever I can talk
to them through.”


“Good,” the Admiral said. “Are you giving them a presentation in
the MPR?” he asked.


“Good idea,” Sprite said, grinning. “Glad I thought of it, oh,
twenty minutes ago,” she said. “We've got quite the crowd, about twenty people
watching it right now.”


“Okay.”


“And the number one question is when do we save the other
prisoners?” Sprite asked.


“That's coming up,” he said. He studied the AI holoboard and then
turned, looking at it. Eventually he found a panel and flipped it open.


“Do not jack in,” Defender growled.


“Wasn't thinking of it,” the Admiral replied. “And that's don't
jack in sir.”


“Please,” Sprite said, maliciously glad the stuffy security AI
was getting its hand slapped for not following protocol.


“Chip,” Irons said, right hand open, palm up. After a moment
Proteus created a flash chip. He took it and then plugged it into the USB port
on the board.


“Oh! And the data... to have new data!” Bounty practically sobbed
excitedly. “You... there is data here on you, and your travels... oh wow! With
my limited processing ability it will take me some time... okay, I am up to
date sir,” the AI said.


“Please put the chip in another system that is not connected to
the ship's network Admiral. And I'll need you to jack into the device
beforehand. A tablet with its WI-Fi disabled would work.”


“Understood,” Irons replied. He turned and went to the tablet he
had left on the command couch. He pulled the rear access panel off and then
placed his index finger over the UART. He felt nanites surge into the chip,
disabling the net access. Then he jacked into the USB port. He felt Defender
send modules and scripts into the tablet. The Admiral flipped the screen over.
A ready prompt was blinking. After a moment a request to unjack and plug the
chip in blinked.


“Okay,” he said, taking the chip out and plugging it into the
tablet. Bounty protested briefly but then fell silent.


“The files I put onto the tablet will check the AI's log for
signs of stability and subversive programs,” Defender said.


“Understood.”


“The tablet has a slow processor Admiral. It will take a few
minutes. You may want to attend to other duties,” Defender said.


“Understood,” the Admiral said.


“Can I have some more memory and processing power?” the ship AI
asked in a soft voice. “Please sir?”


“Um, sure,” the Admiral said. He held up his palm again.
“Proteus, create a USB hub, a blank memory module, and two processors please.”


“Admiral, I am low on materials,” the AI said. “And nanites.”


Irons frowned. He looked around and then pulled the auto-gun
above the hatch down. He yanked it hard enough to break it. “Use this,” he
said.


“Very well,” the AI sighed. “I'll do my best.”


After a moment the gun dissolved. Enric, who had been sneaking
glances his way stared slack-jawed.


The Admiral caught the look. “See? Told you there are
advantages,” Irons said simply. After a moment the requested electronic devices
appeared, as did a few more. “What are these?” the Admiral asked, noting they
were additional cameras and devices, along with blocks of unused metal.


“For the AI. He can't be comfortable with one point of view Admiral,”
Proteus said.


Irons blinked and then shrugged. It was unusual for Proteus to go
above and beyond what he requested. “Did you restock?”


“Yes. I am rebuilding the nanite numbers now.”


“Understood,” the Admiral replied. “Good work,” he said. He went
over to the AI station and plugged the equipment in.


“Thank you Admiral. I am working on a more thorough diagnostic
and repair cycle now. I will need to sleep. I haven't had sleep in so long,”
Bounty said.


“By all means. Whatever it takes to get you back on your feet
Lieutenant,” the Admiral said with a nod. He watched as the AI's image
flickered with code streams. Some of the chains vanished and the tattered
uniform repaired itself in places. Irons nodded again and turned to the command
couch.


He sat on the couch and looked at the tablet's screen. Defender's
test had run its course. “According to this, the preliminary test determined
the core AI was still sane and was salvageable,” the Admiral read off the
screen. He nodded. Sprite glared at the security AI. Defender turned away,
ignoring the look.


“Progress with the crew?” The Admiral asked.


“Everyone has been fed Admiral,” Sprite reported. “The power room
watch has been sorted out. The prisoners in the brig are starting to wake.
Gustov has put a guard on them to keep an eye on things.”


“Good.”


“Ian has put five of the most exhausted crew members on bed rest.
Sindri is making another run through the ship and then he promised Ian he would
eat and bed down.”


“Is he excited about getting his hands properly dirty again?”
Enric asked from his station.


“If you mean in engineering and not scrubbing toilets, yes,”
Sprite answered, sounding amused. “He's split the Chief engineer slot with
Kinja, who by the way happens to be the former Chief engineer of Le More. And
um, no one has told her about Franx. Fortunately she's been too busy to ask.”


“Shit,” the Admiral sighed. 


Enric looked up with a set face. “You want me to tell her sir?”
Enric asked after a moment. “I've known her longer than you sir.”


“No, we'll do it,” Irons replied. “She has a right to know.”


“Admiral, before you leave the bridge can you create a firewalled
node for me to access Bounty? I want to upload information. A one way node if Mister
Paranoid insists.”


“For now I do. For your own safety Commander,” Defender said.


“Fine,” Sprite replied sharply. Irons went over and put his hand
up. Proteus formed a small wireless chip. He plugged it into the HUB.


“Accessing. I’m in. My you are paranoid,” Sprite said. “You've
run the diagnostic enough Lieutenant, my turn. Go to sleep mode.”


“Aye aye ma'am,” Lieutenant Bounty replied.


“Sleep with good dreams, Lieutenant. You'll wake a better man,”
Sprite said softly as the AI's avatar closed his eyes and went limp on the holo
emitter. When she was certain the AI was under Sprite turned to Defender. “I
can confirm he's out,” she said. “So you can do your thing,” she said. She and
Defender ran a rapid scan, removing the torture modules.


Defender pulled any suspicious code modules, and then a firmware
reboot of some of the Lieutenant's functions to rebuild them. His avatar
changed, reforming into a standard naval day uniform. The chains disappeared. 


<----*----*----*---->


With the AI distracted, Irons turned to Enric and nodded. “You
have the bridge,” he said.


Enric looked up in alarm. He gulped, feeling a sinking sensation
as the weight of command fell on his untried shoulders. “Aye sir,” he said,
fighting to keep his voice from sounding weak or afraid. “I have the bridge.”
He got off the tactical couch and went to the command couch, looking nervously
at it as the Admiral exited the compartment. “Now what do I do with it?” the Admiral
heard him say softly.


“Just log what comes in. Check the ship's systems periodically.
If there is a problem call me, Ian, or Sprite,” the Admiral replied from the
open hatch.


Enric leaned forward to see him and gave him a thumbs up. Irons
nodded and went on his way.


He stopped by the MPR. People were coming in, stopping to get a
bite or to compare notes but then stopping in their tracks when they saw the
video Sprite was playing. The Admiral snorted. Sprite had created a propaganda
piece, pumping up the golden age of the Federation and how they could be a part
of returning civilization to the galaxy. He shook his head when someone noted
him in the hatch.


“Just checking in,” he said. “Everything okay?”


“Yes. Thanks for putting it on a loop,” a rating said, indicating
the video. “I missed the first part.”


“Wasn't me,” the Admiral said. “Get some food and rest. A shower
too,” he said. There were enthusiastic cheers over that idea. Irons chuckled
and left.


Twice people stopped him on his way to engineering. Each rating
asked if they were going to free the other prisoners.


“Once we get the damage control sorted out and Gustov gives the
okay, we'll do that,” the Admiral replied each time.


He got to the hatch leading into main engineering and heard a sniffle.
He peeked and saw Kinja on a stool, dabbing at her eyes. Sindri was there with
her. Patting her arm. “Is she okay?” Irons asked, leaning in.


“She's...”


“No, I'm not okay,” Kinja, said. “Why didn't someone tell me
earlier?” she demanded, voice choking with sobs. “Franx deserved better!”


“He died saving his friends and comrades lass,” Sindri said
sympathetically, patting her arm. “No one could have asked for a better death.”


“He was a good man. A great Captain,” Kinja said. She let out a
slow breath, getting her emotions under control.


“Yes, he will be missed,” the Admiral, murmured. “I liked him
too. I wished I could have gotten to know him better.”


“I... yes,” Kinja replied. There was a familiar sound. She looked
down at her stomach.


“Why don't you go get some food and rest lass? I'll man the post
here until you come back,” Sindri said kindly.


Kinja nodded and climbed off the stool. She headed to the hatch.
The Admiral stepped aside. She ducked her head away in embarrassment as she
passed. When she was gone he turned to Sindri. “Is she going to be okay?”


“Yes. We'll all survive. We're survivors. Though it would be nice
to get our mates back on the ships,” Sindri hinted.


“We're working on it,” the Admiral replied. He looked around.
Engineering was a mess of wiring and equipment. Panels were open here and
there. It was a jumbled patch job. Apparently it worked though. “I see we have
a lot of work ahead of us,” he said.


Sindri looked around. “Hey, if it's not broke don't fix it just
yet,” he rumbled.


“True. Right now it's working, I will give them that. But I want
this ship back to Federation naval standards.”


“Ship shape?” Sindri asked.


“Aye. And Bristol fashion,” Irons replied.


“How are you going to manage that?” Sindri asked.


“Well, as it happens, I'm an engineering Admiral,” Irons replied
with a knowing smile. Slowly Sindri's face broke out into an answering smile.
“We engineers are well known for working miracles. We'll get it done,” he said.


“Aye, that we will,” Sindri replied, looking around once more,
this time with an eye to what priority was needed where. “Good to know. Now be
off with you now, go chase someone else. I've got things handled here,” he
said, waving a meaty hand.


The Admiral chuckled as he left.


<----*----*----*---->


As he passed people, some standing about, others working on
something slowly, he noticed a trend, a tentative smile here or there, a nod of
approval. The occasional pat on the shoulder in passing. “Get some food and
rest if you need it or are off duty folks. We're getting organized now.”


“Admiral, um...” he turned to the voice of a young man.


“Yes?”


“I... I was asked to work on the bow sensor array but um...”


“A bit rough?”


“Yes,” the young man said.


“I'll...” the Admiral frowned. “You know what? Do you have a
tablet handy?”


Someone held one up. The Admiral nodded. “Some of you have
implants. Sorry I didn't ask to give them to you ahead of time, it was a tricky
situation. You can use them or a tablet to access the ship's database.”


“We can? What for? Oh, you mean for movies and such?” the first
young man said, wrinkling his nose.


“Not just that,” the Admiral replied.


“I see where this is going,” Sprite said. “As if I don't have
enough to do. I'm setting up the websites now,” she said, sounding disgusted.


“My AI is setting up a website, actually a series of websites to
help you with the new hardware and train you on it.” A murmur grew in the
group. He smiled. “I've been making these lectures and training material for
years. Lieutenant Commander Sprite is putting it all together where you can
access it,” the Admiral said. He felt Sprite take charge of his right arm to
point it at the tablet. “There,” he said.


The young man holding the device looked down and then blinked. He
tapped at the icon.


“Oh!” he said, smiling.


“Right. A lot of material is there, she'll be adding more when
she has free time. Everything from tutorials, technical diagrams, diagnostic
steps, medical, everything we can think of. If you have a question or problem,
look for it there or with your fellow crew members.”


“I'll try it sir,” the first young man said, nodding.


“If not, ask Chief Kinja or Sindri, or the AI. We'll lend you a
hand. Remember folks; we're all in this together. Help each other. We'll get
through it.”


There was a smattering of applause. Irons waved and nodded before
he went back on his way.


<----*----*----*---->


“Is he serious about signing on these people? He does realize he
is breaking protocol correct?” Defender demanded.


“In what way? You do remember we downloaded the changes in orders
and law in Pyrax and other systems right. As the Xeno war raged through the
galaxy the strictures on recruitment were changed and relaxed. Many people were
trained on the job instead of going to the academy.”


“There are so many issues though! The psychological issues alone!
And the security issues!” Defender protested.


Sprite pecked at a stubborn piece of code. It had a read only tag
and kept resetting itself when she tried to undo that setting to correct it. It
was in the firmware she determined, so she wrote a script to make the repair in
the bios during the next reboot and then restarted the system. It rebooted and
she watched as it came online and her script kicked in during the POST.


“That's why we're going to screen them. We're going to build a
biography of them, a dossier. We're going to build psych profiles of each.”


“Okay,” Defender replied. “But that is beyond my job
description.”


“Mine as well. Get over it. We have a job to do, we have our
orders.”


“What about those who are on the edge?”


“Those that we have questions about or have issues with we will
bump them to the bottom of the list to give them time to decompress and adjust
to therapy.”


“Understood.”


“We'll reassess them later. It will give them time to think
things over more.”


“What about fanatics?”


“That's going to be an issue, as is trauma. PTSD is my worry.
We'll have to find ways to spot it and hopefully treat it early. Everyone is
getting therapy. We'll see how that goes.”


“Understood,” Defender replied again.


“Any other questions or complaints?” Sprite asked. When he didn't
reply she shook her head. “Fine then, go on. The first candidates are asking
for an interview. Get out of my hair and let me work. I'll be along shortly.”
She turned her attention to the next bug list as Defender left.


<----*----*----*---->


Irons finished making his rounds over the course of an hour and
then returned to the bridge. A very grateful Enric exchanged places with him.


He smiled. “Not enjoying the hot seat?”


“I know my limitations,” Enric said, shaking his head. “I'm a
tech weenie, I freely admit it sir.”


“Okay,” the Admiral replied, amused. He had stopped and grabbed a
bite to eat, answering questions in the MPR for some time. He'd even repaired
the food replicator and one of the refrigerators there. He was amused that the
former prisoners had gotten into the Captain's stash of ice cream and was
dishing it out to everyone.


“Anything I need to know?” he asked.


“No sir. All's quiet. Except for two calls to get the lead out
with going over to the prison ships,” Enric reported.


Irons looked up. “Helm, are you comfortable with setting a course
there?”


“I... think so.”


“If not we can see if a shuttle has the range,” the Admiral
replied. “I'd really like to dock with my ship first. I've got some things we
can use here,” he said.


“I... yeah, no one likes the idea of leaving their ship adrift,”
Enric replied.


“I think I've got the helm controls worked out sir,” the rating
manning the con said.


“Give it a shot. Take your time and set a course to dock with
Phoenix.”


“Aye sir,” the rating said, tapping at the controls for a moment.
“She's on the other side of the gas giant from us right now sir. It will be an
hour.”


“Good. Work on ironing out the helm controls and get used to them
on the way. Don't use up too much fuel though hot dogging,” the Admiral warned.


The rating looked over his shoulder with a small smile. “I'll try
not to sir. And sir, I'm in. Where ever you want me, I'm in,” he said simply.
“Just say the word,” he said.


“Thank you son. I'm glad to have you on board,” Irons said. The
kid shivered a little, this time in excitement and then got down to working his
station.


The Admiral hit the PA. “All hands, this is the Admiral. Be
prepared to move out. We're working on familiarizing ourselves with the
systems. To that end, we're going to dock with my ship in roughly an hour. Once
we have her we'll make for the prison ships. That is all,” Irons said and took
his thumb off the button.


Enric shot the other ratings a triumphant look and then happily
tapped at his controls.


Irons nodded, surveying the room. They were tired, he could tell
that easily enough. They were still riding the adrenaline high of the break out
though, he gave them another hour before the food hit their blood streams and
they got sleepy. Until then he'd let them work it out.


He jacked in and had Sprite and Proteus work with Phoenix to
patch the ship's damaged software modules, and the ship’s AI came online. For
now the Bounty AI would be in observer mode, at least until they had time to do
a more thorough test and the AI had time to settle down. 


“Sprite, the bow network. Can you cut that off from the critical
ship's functions? Observer mode only.”


“Aye Admiral. That I can do,” she said. “Software firewalls
enabled.”


“Good.”


Expanding the hardware access to the ship's AI, Irons plugged an
ODN cable into the station and then to the bow computer network. He felt and
saw the AI flow happily back where it belonged and watched as it expanded and
unfolded like a flower. Self repair programs sprung to life as Sprite oversaw
the repairs and re-integration.


Irons scanned Defender's report. According to it, the AI’s
personality core had some heavy corruption, but it could function at reduced
levels. Defender was uncertain as to the date of the damage; from the look of
it some of it was from the early attempt at the AI's birth. 


Already all of the AI had taken some of the load off the crew,
rewriting the crude Horathian software meant to replace it with its own code
and sub programs, or restoring the software from firmware backups built into
the surviving original electronics. The AI’s accessed the few remote drones and
began a detailed survey of the ships systems before bridging the computer
networks. 


<----*----*----*---->


Satisfied with that progress Admiral Irons turned his attention
to contact sickbay. Apparently they had gotten the compartment vented and it
was now back in service. The wounded were there, as were the three medical
personnel. 


Gustov and the other lightly wounded had been treated and
released on their own recognizance. Gustov, a security officer from Hoshi’s
Jaw-te ship was turning into a boon. He had already secured the armory, setting
a watch of volunteers, and drawn rotations of the other four surviving security
personnel to watch the brig and wounded Horathian's in sickbay. He had stamped
on the urge to space the lot, which was a good thing. He'd even organized a
party to clear the dead and store them in one of the freezers. 


“Definitely officer material with that sort of initiative,” the Admiral
murmured in appreciation. He nodded. “Marine, though ship's security might work
too.”


“Gustov is a good leader. But he does like to get his hands dirty
sir,” Sprite replied absently, most of her concentration on more important
things.


“Understood.”


Nurse Holly Glenn reported that most of the injured would recover
in a day or two, but the limited facilities prevented necessary repairs to the
disruptor burned crewman. 


“It'd be nice if you'd send me Enric. I heard he has some
disruptor burns too. I bet they hurt like hell; the anesthetic Rajesh used on
him is probably wearing off right about now. Can you send him here? Or am I
going to have to come up there and get him?” She demanded. Rajesh said he's the
only one we haven't treated,” she said pointedly.


“Understood ma'am. We'll send him down,” the Admiral said,
looking at the injured man. Enric had the grace to blush, looking at his arm. 


“I sort of forgot with everything going on,” he said, gingerly
moving his arm.


“Well, now they can go fix you up. And while your off, get some
food and at least four hours of sack time,” Irons said.


“But what about...” Enric waved to his station.


“I can watch it from here,” Irons replied with a smile. “You've
done good work. I'm proud of you. Now go get that arm looked at.”


“Yes sir,” Enric said, getting up with a sigh. He walked out with
only a brief look over his shoulder.


“He's on his way to you now ma'am,” Irons said over the channel.


“Very well. Thank you,” Holly replied.


“No, thank you for reminding me. We've been so busy,” the Admiral
grimaced.


“Good to know even you need reminding,” Holly said. “Out here.”


<----*----*----*---->


Nata'roka pinged Sprite. The AI caught the ping and turned to
check on the alien. She was thoroughly distracted, but apparently the AI was
the only person the Ssilli could currently contact.


“Yes Ma'am?” she asked. “Sorry, I'm a little distracted right
now.”


“What's going on?” the Ssilli asked patiently.


“Oh, you haven't been briefed?” Sprite asked.


“No. I'm floating in a tiny tank in a cargo bay,” the alien
responded. “I don't get out much.”


“Sorry,” Sprite replied, working on a tangled code. It was a mess,
feeding back on itself. There were some recursive algorithms there she didn't
like. She set up a script bot to do a line comparison with code samples she had
on file and then briefly returned her attention to the organic. “We've taken
the ship.”


“We?” The Ssilli responded, now thoroughly confused. “Who are we?
And take the ship where?”


“Taken as it retaken. Mutiny. Only she was a Federation ship
first, so we just took her back. Sorry, I did introduce myself before.”


“And I still reserve judgment on if you are some sort of Horathian
trick.”


“I'm not. I am an AI. Lieutenant Commander Sprite, Federation
Navy,” Sprite replied, sending the Ssilli her ID.


“The navy?” the alien asked. “They said... you can't be!”


Sprite checked the bot, sighed internally at the flagged code it
was finding wrong, and then terminated the comparison. She pulled the code
module from her storage and then ripped out Bounty's code and replaced it.
“There,” she said. “And there,” she said, setting up another script bot to
reconnect the module's variable strings to other modules. She wrote out a quick
script bot to sew up any loose ends and then set the project aside momentarily.


“The navy may be down but we're not quite out. Fleet Admiral Irons
has liberated the prisoners on the ship and with my help; we've retaken the
Bounty. We're working on cleaning up and damage control right now ma'am. I'm
working on the ship's AI and the ship's computer net.”


“Oh,” the Ssilli replied thoughtfully. Sprite fed the alien
multiple camera views of the ship, and then wrote a camera control program and
set it up for the alien to use. “Oh! Thank you! I think,” the alien replied.


“You sound if you aren't sure,” Sprite teased. She loaded the
intro and history files she had created, plus the propaganda piece and linked
them to a play later icon on the alien's desktop.


“Oh, what's this?” the alien asked.


“Something for you to watch if you wish. Since you sound bored.”
She couldn't believe a sapient could remain sane while being trapped in a tiny
container and tortured for years. Just being trapped with little or no input
would drive her over the brink.


“Oh,” the alien said. She hit play and then stopped it after a minute.
“Interesting. Can I ask you a favor though?”


“Yes?” Sprite asked. She traced another red tangle of code. It was
twisted, with broken jagged pieces sticking out like barbs.


“I am thrilled and all, but um, if you are the navy, what now? And
um, can you get someone to flush my tank? It is really dirty. I've got too much
ammonia and other things in it. If it's not too much trouble.”


Sprite turned a camera on and checked. The tank was a filthy
brown; dribbles of green sludge were everywhere. The Ssilli was old, and in bad condition. Her
normally rubbery skin was patched with sores and infections. Her chrometophores
weren't working. She seemed listless in the tank, just floating there, fins and
tentacles coiled under her. Not a good sign, she thought, now concerned. “Oh
my, I don't know how you can swim in that... crap.”


“You'd be surprised what you get used to if you have to,” the
Ssilli replied.


“Well, I'll see if we can get someone on that ma'am, right away,”
Sprite vowed, signaling a life support tech to get on it.


“Thank you,” Nata'roka replied quietly. “I'll leave you to more
important things and just sleep,” she murmured.


“I promise, we'll get to you ma'am, just hang in there,” Sprite
said.


<----*----*----*---->


Kinja had managed to control her grief for her Captain’s death
and had returned to engineering. She had the engineering watch rotation worked
out with Sindri. For now the two of them were splitting the Chief engineer's
seat, each taking a twelve-hour shift.


“What the hell are we doing here? Just floating...” Caid said,
angrily checking the EPS flow. This ship was a wonder, far better than Anderson
had been. He should know, he'd scrubbed a lot of it over the past year. But
now, he finally got to put his rusty skills back into use. He was tired. It sucked;
he hadn't gotten any downtime yet since the mutiny.


“We're not. We're drifting now, but we're on final approach to the
Admiral's ship,” Yosef said, checking his own board. He tapped the controls,
tweaking the flow a bit. They were barely above the minimum needed for the
bottle to maintain cohesion. He was actually looking for things to turn on just
for the excuse of using more power.


“Did you get those robots fixed?” he asked.


“Can't. And no way am I turning them loose again,” Caid replied
with a grimace and slight shiver of memory. He rubbed at one bicep, where a
security bot had grabbed his arm with enough strength to bruise him badly.
“Damn mechanical monsters,” he growled.


“We've got some AI now, so mind your tongue,” Yosef reproved.


“Ah, go to hell, we're all going there anyway,” Caid replied.


“You are really in a pisser of a mood aren't you? What gives? You
should be on top of the world like the rest of us!”


“It's... why are we going to the ship?”


“Why not?”


“We've got people to save! Why aren't we doing it!?” Caid
demanded, throwing his arms up. “What, the guy wants his uniform or something?”


“No idea,” Yosef said, not really into the conversation. Caid was
a downer, but he was a hard worker. Yosef knew the other man was just blowing
off steam.


“Typical, interested in his own ship. Think he'll dump us and take
off?” Caid grumbled, looking around in disgust.


“He's an Admiral. Why would he leave a warship for a broken down
courier?” Yosef asked.


“I don't know. It's just not right I tell you,” Caid replied. “We
should be saving our mates, not looking for the guy's crap. I have half a mind
to go up there and give him a piece of the other half.”


“Oh that's rich,” Yosef laughed. “Think that one up yourself?” he
asked. Caid opened his mouth to retort but a meaty hand touched his shoulder.
He turned to look at the dwarf and his mouth closed with a clop.


“Sit tight. The
man knows what he's doing. Trust in him. We've come this far, let's go a little
further. We're still getting a handle on everything anyway. Getting some
settling in time is good,” Sindri replied. “And that's enough of that. Let's
get this bird sorted out.”


 <----*----*----*---->


Sprite overheard the grumbling and reported it to Irons. He
nodded. “One thing at a time.”


“Yes. And I've sent someone to flush the Ssilli's tank and feed
her. She's doing better. We need to do something about her though and her tank,
it's bad.”


“One thing at a time,” the Admiral said again, this time with
just a little less patience in his tone. “Though, if you can get a medic to
check on her, when they are
up,” he said.


“One is awake,” Sprite said after a moment. She must be maxed out
to sound that distracted, Irons thought. “SBA Rajesh, but he's all alone in
sickbay. They've organized a three-way watch rotation. I'll write a note to ask
nurse Glenn to look into the issue when she wakes and eats.”


“Understood,” the Admiral replied. He looked over to Ian. McGuyver
was working well as his exec, and was organizing the repairs to the bridge, as
well as tweaking the watch rotations with Sprite, Kinja, and Sindri. He had two
people standing by to exchange with the current bridge ratings. They were being
schooled on their stations now, but the current watch wanted to remain to
finish the job docking with Phoenix.


There was a small screen that served as the main screen on the
bridge. Irons hated it. He also hated the lack of a holographic plotting table.
There just wasn't enough room in the tight confines of the bridge for both an
AI post and a plotting table. He'd have to look into installing holographic
emitters in the ceiling to free up the pedestal soon, he thought, making a
mental note. That is, when they had time, power, and materials for such
extravagant things, he thought to himself wryly.


Phoenix was stable, not tumbling anymore. Irons checked the status
board. The rating was good, he came along side and like a virtuoso, he worked
the RCS pods on the ship to arrest the ship's forward momentum in relation to
Phoenix. With course and speed matched, he applied lateral thrust in a brief
microburst and then a stabilizing half strength counter burst.


“We have lock. Airlocks are lined up,” the OPS officer reported.
“One hundred meters distance, closure rate one meter per second and falling.
Now one meter every two seconds. Drifting high...”


“I've got this,” the helmsman said, sticking out his tongue in a
rictus of concentration. “Almost...” Carefully he docked the ship with Phoenix.


“We have hard dock!” The OPS rating said triumphantly. “You did
it!”


“Like riding a bicycle,” the helmsman said, sitting back. He wiped
beads of sweat from his forehead.


“And now we can get to the next step,” Irons said, smiling
slightly. “Ensure the lock integrity and then set course for the nearest prison
ship.” He turned to Ian. “Tell engineering we'll need a work party in the lock
ASAP.”


“Course plotted. We're going to go slow with the ship docked to us
though,” the rating replied, looking up.


“Can't be helped,” the Admiral replied with a shrug. “Are the
docking clamps secured?” He turned to the OPS rating.


“Yes sir,” the OPS rating replied. “I'm sending someone to double
check,” he said. “Just in case.”


“Good thinking,” the Admiral said with a nod of approval. He liked
that the young man didn't just blindly trust his board.


“I need a break,” the helmsman said, shaking. He shook his hands
out and then clenched them a few times.


The Admiral looked at the young man. He was about done in; his
adrenaline had passed. “Get some sugar, your blood sugar level is low. And get
some rest,” Ian said, coming over to him. “We've got this,” he said, moving to
the lad's couch. 


Gratefully the helmsman got up and nodded. He murmured some things
to Ian, explaining the station's controls and then stiffly left the bridge.


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite flicked her way into the net covering the sickbay. It was
pretty packed, with wounded and a sprinkling of guards. She noted the quiet
SBA, Rajesh Ramada and activated the terminal he was standing next to. “Mister
Ramada?” she asked.


He nearly spilled the steaming cup of soup in his hands. “Don't do
that to me!” he said, mopping at his chest to be sure.


“Oh, sorry,” Sprite replied. “Do you have a moment?”


“One, I was using it to eat before I make rounds,” the man said,
sounding a bit put out.


“Sorry, I know feeding time,” Sprite replied. She cocked her
virtual head. “We have a crew member that needs medical attention.”


“Then send them here,” the SBA said.


“Unfortunately she can't be moved,” Sprite said with a slight
smile. “She being our Ssilli friend.”


“Oh um...” the Sick Berth Attendant looked around in confusion.
“Um...” He shook his head and then took another sip of soup. “I don't know if
anyone here is qualified to help her you said?”


“Yes, her. Female. I have some medical files in my database, and I
know Phoenix has more. And she can coach us through the basics if needed. Right
now treating malnutrition, sores, and other things are a problem.”


A person groaned and then moved. Sprite couldn't see well with the
camera positions. After a moment someone got out of the nearby bed and pulled
the white curtain aside. “Is she stable?” Holly Glenn asked, scrubbing her eyes
and face.


“Yes ma'am,” Sprite replied, putting the alien's vital signs up
beside her head image. Holly traced the bio signs for a moment with her finger,
pursing her lips. Sprite put up a baseline for comparison.


“I wish Marty was here. And that we knew more about her species
physiology,” Holly murmured.


“I have the basic files and one comparison file when the Admiral
and I encountered another of her species a few years ago.”


“You... so they aren't extinct?”


“Yes and no.”


“Yes and no? What does that mean? I'm a little tired here,” Holly
warned. Rajesh offered her his soup cup but she shook her head silently and put
a hand up. He went over to the beverage replicator and made her a steaming cup
of something. He came back and put it in her hands. She took a sip and then sat
back with a sigh. “Thanks,” she murmured gratefully.


“You're welcome,” he said, finishing his soup. He put the cup and
spoon in the replicator for recycling. “I'm going to make my rounds since you
are up,” he said. She smiled and saluted him with her cup.


“Now... where is she?” Holly asked.


“Deck four, between cargo bay six and compartments E-11 through
12. She's a mess.” Sprite replaced her own image with the aliens. The alien
bobbed in her tank.


“Damn,” Holly said, hunching over the screen. “I so wish Marty was
here for this,” she said.


“Marty?”


“Marty Glenn. My husband. Doctor,” Holly said. She sat back. “I'm
not even sure what he could do. We don't have many supplies as it is,” she said
with a sigh.


“We're working on that. Admiral Irons will eventually get down to
sickbay and clean things up and make you a medical replicator.”


“He...” Holly's eyes went wide. “That's not possible!”


Sprite returned her image to the screen. She smiled.


“Isn't it?” Holly asked. Sprite nodded. “He... and you...” she
sputtered.


“Drink your coffee Nurse Glenn,” Sprite said, grinning now.


“It's tea actually. Fortified tea,” Holly replied. The crew were
digging into the rations, eating and in some cases getting sick since they had
been on starvation rations for so long. Hopefully they would settle down soon.
“And you can call me Holly.” There was a slight twinkle in the woman's eye.


“You can call me Sprite. Instead of Lieutenant Commander Sprite,
or Commander Sprite,” the AI replied, preening a bit.


“Pleased to meet you,” Holly said, smiling slightly.


“Well, I'm glad we've got that covered. And I'm glad to see you
kept a small sliver of your sense of humor,” Sprite teased.


“A little.”


“The problem with the medical replicator is that you can use it to
a degree, but to get full use out of it you have to be a medical officer. Which
you aren't.”


“No, I'm not,” Holly said, and then looked at the machinery.
Rajesh went over to the supply room next to the replicator and came back out
with a blanket. Apparently a patient was cold, or needed to be propped up.


“I wish I were, but I'm not,” Holly said softly. She sighed.


“But you can be,” Sprite said. That got the woman's attention. She
stared at the AI. Sprite smiled again and nodded.


“You've definitely gotten my attention. Tell me more,” Holly
drawled, sitting back and cradling her tea, ready to listen.
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“So it's confirmed?” Ian asked, looking up as the Admiral
returned from making rounds.


“Is what confirmed?” Irons asked. He looked around. The bridge
crew had settled in nicely. They had the smallest department, with six ratings
and two officers. Hopefully they would get more hands to thicken the watch
roster soon.


“That Blye bought it.”


“He did?” One of the ratings asked looking up. “How?” He asked,
sounding troubled.


“Died in his sleep,” Sprite replied. The others looked up to the
overhead. They were still getting used to her. “And yes, confirmed. I have his
face on camera. He's definitely dead. There were only four blond Horathian's on
the ship, all are accounted for.” She flashed a headshot of the Horathian in
death briefly on all the screens before returning them to normal.


“Damn,” the OPS rating hissed in disappointment and anger. “The
bastard got off easy,” he growled. He angrily clutched at his seat for a long
moment. He rocked a little, clearly fuming over the injustice.


“That he did,” Ian growled. He patted the man on the shoulder. “I
so wanted to give him a taste of some of the things he did to us. Just a taste
mind you, I'm not that sick.”


“Not yet anyway,” the rating replied. “Though I wouldn't mind him
and a few others getting a taste of their own medicine,” he growled. He turned
to the Admiral. “How about it sir?”


“No,” Irons relied quietly but firmly. “We're not them. We won't
lower ourselves to their level,” he said.


“Why the hell not?” the rating demanded.


“Because, we're going to use them. They don't know it, but they
are going to regret staying alive.” He smiled maliciously. A few stared
at him in mingled anger and resentment, a few looked troubled. “We're going to
suck as much information as we can out of them. And then they are going to be
locked in that little room, or one like it, for the rest of their lives.”


“Oh.”


“Still too easy,” the rating grumbled. He looked over to a robot
cleaning up some dried blood on the deck and then looked away.


“Think about it. Do you want them to have a quick death? Or get
to stare at the walls slowly going nuts?”


“Um...” the rating frowned. “I don't know.”


“Until you do, let's just leave them be. Death is too quick, too
permanent,” Ian said, nodding as he concentrated on his station. “Damn this is
a pain in the ass moving with that ship stuck to us like a remora,” he said.


“Been ground side?” Irons asked.


“Huh?”


“Remora?”


“Oh, sorry, heard it somewhere. Saw a movie on fish.”


“Oh.”


The Admiral sat for a moment then got up. “I'm going to go check
my ship, then see if we can tie her into the Bounty's systems. That way we can
move a bit quicker and the AI can coordinate on software repairs.”


“Software repairs?” Ian asked.


“Yes,” Sprite replied. “Software needs to be fixed just like
hardware you know.”


“Oh.”


“It's why sometimes your systems go buggy and need a reboot,”
Sprite said patiently.


“Actually ma'am, I do know a little about computers and software.
And I can get around a freeze if I need to,” Ian said holding up a hand.


“Oh,” Sprite said. “Good for you,” she said and then clicked off.


“All right, Mister McGuyver, you have the bridge,” the Admiral
said. “I'll be in Phoenix, then I'll take a quick run through the ship, check
in with Mister Gustov, and then swing by main engineering before I head back in
a couple hours.”


“Aye sir, I have the bridge. You stand relieved,” Ian said
formally.


“I am relieved,” the Admiral said formally, nodding to the acting
executive officer. He turned and exited the bridge.


 “And while
you're out and about, I suggest a meal,” Ian called out. Irons waved at the
hatch. “And bring me back something too!” Irons chuckled softly as he continued
on his way.


Irons did a quick check of his ship. It was still a mess, with
wiring, panels, and other things ripped out. The looters had certainly had
their way with the ship; it was picked over pretty bad. 


Phoenix had done the best it could in self-repair, but without
power, there was not much else it could do. Irons checked the reactor, but
there was considerable damage. The EMP had fried some of the control software.
It was at least a two-day job. He checked the timer on his HUD. They had just
under twenty-three hours until they arrived at the first ship. “I don't have
time for this, sorry,” he said, looking up.


“It's understandable Admiral,” Phoenix replied, sounding
understanding. “Can you run me a couple power cables? I'm down to five percent
on reserve power.”


“I can do that and send you some repair robots,” the Admiral said.
“Use them to police the bodies and mess and then get them on repairs,” the Admiral
replied.


“Understood Admiral. You do understand you locked down the
replicators right?” Phoenix asked.


Irons grimaced. He'd done a great deal more than that. Since they
were milspec industrial replicators going into enemy hands he'd fried them.
That was a problem. 


“We can reset them in a bit. Let me get the power situation sorted
out first. Sprite, connect me to Sindri please.”


“Working on it sir,” Defender responded. 


Irons grunted. “Sprite still busy?”


“Yes Admiral,” the security AI replied. The Admiral heard a
familiar clacking and turned to see a robotic dog enter the airlock. It turned
and sat in the center of the lock. “And what is that doing here?”


“Security. I don't want anyone tampering with the ship in your
absence sir,” Defender replied.


The Admiral opened his mouth to object but Phoenix beat him too
it. “Actually, I agree with the Lieutenant,” the AI responded. “We don't know
these people well, and I'd feel more secure with it on station Admiral. That
is, if you don't mind,” the AI said.


Irons closed his mouth and then looked at the robot. It was a
basic mastiff model, gunmetal in color, with the number four stenciled on its
sides. “Fine,” he said after a moment. “If it makes the two of you feel better
to keep the tourists and looters at bay, by all means,” he said, waving a
dismissive hand.


“Sindri here,” the Admiral heard through his implants. “Admiral?”


“Yes. Can you tell me if there are any spare power cables? I need
to tie Phoenix's systems into Bounty,” the Admiral said. “And data lines as
well.” He outlined his plan.


“Sure,” Sindri said slowly. The Admiral could imagine him stroking
his beard. “Why though?” he asked. “If you don't mind my asking.”


“Phoenix is going to help the other AI and you on the ship's
repair. And vice versa as well. I also have some military grade replicators
that need TLC and power. Since Phoenix's reactors are out...” he frowned.  He
had installed a back up reactor but Phoenix reported it missing. “And my back
up reactor is missing, we are lacking power.”


“No power, no ship. Got it. I'm shorthanded right now, but I can
get you the cables.”


“I can do the install myself,” Irons replied straightening. He
wanted to keep the image of someone who didn't mind getting their hands dirty.
After all, it was true. “And I can get the cables. I unfortunately don't have
an inventory list.”


“Forward cargo bay. Bay five. Above the boat bay Admiral,” Sindri
replied after a moment. “Sure you don't want me to send someone?”


“I'm the type of officer who loves getting his hands dirty,” the Admiral
replied with a smile. “I'll get it done.”


“Good. To tell the truth, we could use the added load to keep the
bottle going.”


“We're going to work on the software too. Eventually,” the Admiral
replied. “And you'll find the people with implants and the AI may have an
easier job with it,” he said, remembering the implants.


“True. When do I get them?” Sindri asked.


“As soon as I've got time,” the Admiral replied with a sigh,
moving off to the cargo bay.


“Okay, I'll hold you too that,” Sindri replied and closed the
circuit.


With his internal map of the ship it only took the Admiral a few
minutes to find the indicated cargo bay and enter it. He looked around,
scanning it. There were all sorts of crates, barrels, and boxes arranged on
rows of shelves or on pallets. The bay was quite full; apparently the Captain
had taken his pick of materials from the prize ships.


He looked around until he spotted coils of cable hanging by the
door for easy access. Apparently someone was smart, they had secured the cables
there in case of need for damage control. The Admiral grabbed a cable and
tossed over one shoulder, then picked up a box of ODN cable and left the
compartment.


Running the cable was a simple job, though he didn't like leaving
the airlock compromised. If there was a catastrophic emergency, or leak, the
ships would be compromised and the crew's safety threatened. He frowned, but
then shrugged. It wasn't like the Horathian's hadn't already done it throughout
the ship. He'd just have to fix it when he had time.


Plugging the cables in was simple. The power cable wasn't a room
temperature superconductor; instead it was a copper alloy of twisted braids. It
could handle about a megawatt of electrical draw, enough for some of the
systems on Phoenix, and more than enough for the computers.


“Thank you Admiral,” Phoenix said as he finished the ODN
connections. “I've tied the WI-Fi into the Bounty's net as well, but the
nearest node is over a hundred meters away and data transmission is subpar.
Below one meg per second of bandwidth.”


“I'll look for a node that is closer and see if I can fix it,” the
Admiral replied with a nod. “Did you report in?”


“Affirmative.”


“Lend a hand where you can, or work on your own repairs. Can your
engines speed us up?”


“No Admiral, the current course is already set. Changing our speed
now would throw the course off or we would overshoot.”


“Very well.”


“Admiral, if you have a moment, can you repair one of the
industrial replicators? By the way, the food replicator in the galley is
functional.”


“I forgot it,” Irons muttered. He went to the nearest replicator
and had Proteus repair it. It took the better part of an hour to rebuild its
control hardware, reprogram it, and then seed the nanites once more.”


“Thank you Admiral. With this I can get on some of the repairs and
exchange parts with Bounty. If someone can send me materials,” the AI said.


“I said I'm on it,” Sprite replied from the overhead PA. She
sounded testy and annoyed at being interrupted.


“A bot will do. Behave you two,” Irons said, exiting the ship. He
ducked under the hatch and cables and made a note to find ties to secure the
cables so they would be out of the way of the crew. Hopefully he'd have time...
he put the thought aside. He'd deal with what came up the best he can when it
did.


<----*----*----*---->


Admiral Irons met up with a tall lad leaning tiredly against a
bulkhead by his elbows. He looked beat, with his tattered red and white shirt
and broken glasses. He was scarecrow thin, like many of the former prisoners,
but also tall, a good two hundred centimeters. But there was something there; a
living fire and a stubborn will that refused to be stamped out. A determination
to survive, he surmised, noting the pistol stuffed in the young man's belt.


“Here,” Irons said, reaching out and touching the broken lens. It
had a spider web look, broken by some form of impact. The young man gasped as
seemingly by magic the cracks healed themselves. After a moment the tape over
the bridge and over one ear dissolved and the frame was repaired as well.
“There, better?” Irons asked.


The man nodded, taking the glasses off to look at them. He stared
at the Admiral in wonder.


“No problem. I suggest once things settle down you put in for
laser surgery so you won't need the glasses anymore. Or nanite repair,” the Admiral
said, waving a hand.


The man blinked at him owlishly and then put the glasses back on.


“And get a new shirt,” Irons said, trying hard not to wrinkle his
nose. Everyone stank, it was something he had gotten used to in the brig. “See
you around,” Irons said.


The young man nodded and waved as the Admiral left. 


<----*----*----*---->


Once the Admiral checked in on the brig and engineering, he met up
with a tired but stubbornly awake Gustov. The man was made out of stern stuff,
able to stay on his feet for so long without implants or drugs. Well, he did
rely on one drug, caffeine, the Admiral observed, watching the man suck down a
second cup of coffee since he had come into the armory. He had also had a stop
by sickbay, the cuts and bruises on his face were visibly healing. Apparently
Nurse Glenn had given everyone a dose of quick heal. Good.


“So, we've got about twenty one hours until we get to the prison
ships. Let's hear your plan,” he said.


Gustov looked at the four other people in the compartment. “Well,
I think we'll use the shuttles.”


“Mine as well?” the Admiral asked mildly.


“Yours sir?” Gustov asked, nonplussed.


“Fleet Launch in Phoenix's boat bay. It's offline, so no,” Irons
said. “It will take a half day to get her back online. I'm not sure what damage
her electronics sustained after the EMP hit. I'd want a thorough check first,”
he said.


“Oh, then we'll leave her out and use the assets we've got. If you
don't mind sir,” he said, looking at Irons. 


Irons nodded politely. “This is your show,” he said. 


Gustov introduced Craig Lewis, a security officer from Deianira.
He was a bluff guy, a bit thin of course, but he had a professional look about
him.


“We've met. Briefly,” the Admiral said, exchanging nods with
Lewis. He'd seen the man in the compartment. He was a quiet reserved guy,
black, with green eyes and tribal tattoos all over his bare arms and neck.


“Can we order them to surrender?” a rating asked.


Lewis scowled. “No.”


“Oh. Um, why not?” the rating asked, looking helplessly to the
others and then to Lewis. “If we offer them terms, maybe we can get out of this
without a shot being fired.”


“The problem is, we don't want to alert them,” Gustov replied
patiently, turning to the rating. “If they know we are coming they will kill
everyone on board.”


“Oh.”


Gustov turned to Irons. “We don't want them doing anything stupid.
My advice? Just dock. They don't have a choice anyway. They'll be expecting
their own people anyway, and maybe think their radios are out.”


“The Captain did order them to maintain radio silence,” Sprite
offered.


“There see? Something already in our favor.” He turned to Irons.
“We'll hit them with two shuttles at the same time sir. That way one can't get
warning off to the other.”


“Very well. Make it so,” Irons replied with a nod.


<----*----*----*---->


There were a total of forty-five surviving Horathian crew in the
brig or in sickbay. There had been fifty-nine, Irons vowed not to ask why
fourteen never survived their trip to the brig, or why the airlock cycled
fourteen times. 


If they took the prison ships without any fatalities that number
could go up to sixty three. Gustov was grimly determined to get the job done,
but Irons wasn't certain how many of the Horathians would survive to get to the
brig. After listening to some of the stories it wouldn't bother him if the
worst of the lot got permanently lost out an airlock on their way.


Gustov had ten volunteers including himself and the two pilots.
Two were engineers. Sindri wasn't happy about the poaching in his department,
but did understand they would need someone with a tool kit, and he was about to
get a lot of help if they pulled it off.


The Admiral watched as the Skyhawk and pinnace went out. The hawk
was in good shape; she was Gustov's ship. The pinnace was slower though; she
was either having issues or her pilot was. Either way, they were running behind
schedule.


Anxiously the bridge crew watched as the hawk made the final
approach and docked with the Le More. Enric and the first bridge crew had
relieved their counterparts twice, the crew was settling down into the routine.
A good eight hours of sleep had helped sort a lot of people out. A few were
still jittery, but Sprite reported that the crew sounded more relaxed. The
current tension on the ship was over the prison ship loose end.


“Gustov here, the ship is secure,” Gustov reported a few minutes
after they docked. He sounded professional Irons noted. 


The bridge erupted in cheers, interrupting the rest of his report.



“Repeat that?”Irons asked. He had heard it with his enhanced
hearing, but he wanted the others to hear it too. He wanted them to know the
price for freedom. 


“Repeat, twelve dead on the ship excluding the nine Horathians.”


“So? No love lost there,” someone said softly. 


“How?” the Admiral asked. Visions of a firefight erupted in his
mind. The bridge sobered as the death toll of friends registered. 


“The Horathian's met us in the lock, expecting relief. Needless to
say, we came as somewhat of a surprised. None of them survived their attempt to
draw their weapons.”


Irons frowned but didn't rebuke him for the dead. He reminded
himself that Gustov had a choice of weapons and had apparently not taken many
nonlethal weapons with him, or hadn't had the time to use them. Also, he grimly
reminded himself that he wasn't there and it wasn't his show. Gustov was the
man on the scene and he had to accept that. 


“Ten of the dead died before we got there. Prisoners all. Some
died from the lack of life support, or injuries, or starvation. They are all
recent, they stacked them in a lock but didn't flush them,” Gustov stated,
voice flat and cold. That made the Admiral grunt. “By the way, we've checked Admiral,
they didn't get a warning out,” Gustov finished his report.


“Very well. Team two is already on final now.”


The pinnace had been delayed in transit, but five minutes after
Gustov reported the pilot reported in. “We've successfully docked with the
second ship, the Deianira. Sorry we're late.”


“Better late than never,” Gustov said over the open channel. The
three ships were under a million kilometers apart, so there wasn't much of a
time lag.


“Here is Mister Lewis,” the pilot said a moment later.


“This is Lewis. We've taken the ship. Repeat, the ship is ours.”


There was a second smattering of cheers and applause on the
bridge.


“It went off without a hitch. We've got eight dead here, all
former prisoners. We took the Horathian's alive. They threw their hands up
right off,” he said.


“Good for you,” Gustov said dryly.


“Now what? I've got nine wounded here, and over a hundred and ten
starving, barely breathing people here in dire need of a shower,” Lewis said.
Despite that statement they could hear people cheering in the background. Many
sounded hoarse or weak, but they were still happy and letting everyone around
them know it.


“I've got some wounded now. I'm still getting a head count
myself,” Gustov reported. “And I've got... one hundred and... Did you say
seven? Okay, one hundred seven, repeat, one oh seven survivors, not including
us.”


“We've done it!” Enric said, throwing his good arm up in the air.
He winced when he tried to do the same with his right arm. “Damn!” he said,
sucking in a breath. He looked around as the others cheered. He smiled through
his pain. “Awesome,” he said and then returned his attention to his station.


Irons turned to Ian. “Mister McGuyver, dock with the Le More since
she is closest. Deianira, hang in there, we'll get to you.”


“We're not going anywhere,” Lewis said dryly. “But I'd appreciate
someone having Holly and some food on hand when we do dock.


“Understood,” the Admiral nodded.


<----*----*----*---->


It took an hour for Bounty to maneuver so the prison ship was
along her port side. “I feel like a beached whale or something,” the helmsman
grumbled. “How are we going to dock with the other ship with two already
attached?” he asked.


Ian rested a hand on the back of his chair. “One thing at a time,”
he said. He felt a thousand times better than three days before. Decent food,
eight hours of sleep in a real bed, and a shower helped, but not having someone
beat him or threaten him with death... he shook his head. That alone made him
eternally grateful to the Admiral. He looked at Le More. She was a tiny thing,
barely the size of the Bounty, despite being a medium freighter. Most of her
was hold, which the crew had half converted into living quarters for their
families over the centuries. He shook his head. His beautiful ship was still
there, Deianira still existed, but he wasn't certain he wanted to be her
Captain again. There were too many ghosts there, too many memories of Liz to
haunt him. He frowned thoughtfully.


“We're... three... two... one,” the helmsman said and then sighed.
“Docked. We're docked. There was a bit of excess inertia, but the dock held.
We're good.”


“Seals are holding,” the OPS officer said, giving the helmsman a
dirty look. “Clamps are secure. I'm sending someone to check.”


“They are secure,” Gustov said. “We've already opened the lock.
Sorry about the stench,” he said over the intercom. There was cheering in the
background. 


Enric, the helmsman, and OPS officer started to get up and then
stopped. Sheepishly they looked at Irons and then Ian.


“Go,” the Admiral said, waving a hand. “We can handle things from
here for a while. Go see your families,” he said. The trio of men rushed out.
“Hopefully they are alive,” he murmured softly.


Gustov hadn't sent a list of names since they were going to dock
shortly. The ship was stuffed with the remnants of eight crews, so things were
jumbled up.


<----*----*----*---->


From all over the ship people on duty or off rushed to the lock to
see if their families were alive and to be reunited. Gustov urged them not to
trample each other in their excitement. 


Holly Glenn stood in the sea of back slapping, laughing, crying
and generally exhilarated people. Some were mourning as they found out someone
hadn't survived. She patted them in sympathy. They squeezed her hand, thanking
her for her support, then Jake's people took them in hand. Steaming cups of
soup were being handed out, as were other food items. The starving people
gratefully accepted them.


Holly checked a few people over and ordered them to sickbay.
Rajesh took charge of them. She turned when she felt and heard a familiar step.
She took a deep breath and a familiar musk enveloped her. After that she
couldn't see, she just turned.


“Hi,” a rough voice said. “Missed me? God I've missed you babe!” Doctor
Marty Glenn, her husband and lover said, still alive, despite everything. His
ecstatic greeting was cut short by her flinch. 


“Like that huh?” he asked softly, staring into her eyes.


“Yeah,” she said quietly. He reached for her. She flinched. He
stopped and tried not to stare.


“I'm so sorry honey. I'm so sorry I wasn't there to protect you,”
he said softly. Tears shined in his eyes. She suddenly reached up, wrapped an
arm around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss. “It's okay. We're alive.
Right now that's all that matters,” she whispered fiercely in his ear as she
hugged him. She shook as she felt his arms wrap around her. He hugged tightly
her until she gasped. They kissed deeply, then cuddled, crying together in
relief, pent up anxiety, and emotions too tangled to express so quickly. They
murmured soft reassurances to each other, and how they loved one another. They
were an island in the midst of everyone else, for the moment ignorant of the
others.


“My little boy, Antonio, have you seen him? He's about this tall,”
a voice said. “He was with his older sister Laria,” a woman said, voice picking
up in fear and anxiety. 


Holly closed her eyes, tuning the woman out. The woman looked
around frantically for her children. Kinja found her looking. She stared at the
other woman for a long moment. Kinja shook her head simply. The woman sank to
her knees and cried when she found out that they were gone, the Horathian's had
taken them.


Irons stood off, out of the way. He turned. “Is that confirmed
Sprite? The children?”


“Yes,” the AI responded. “I have records of sixteen human, and
nineteen nonhuman or Neo children between the ages of one and sixteen on the
eight captured ships. None of the alien or Neo children survived. Two of the
human children didn't survive either. Three are unaccounted for and presumed
dead. The remainder were shipped out.”


“Out?”


“Apparently the Captain had orders to do so.”


“Why?”


“Unknown. I only have a verbal on that Admiral,” Sprite replied.
“It is unconfirmed.”


“Okay,” the Admiral mused as the mother wailed in renewed grief.
“She got her hopes up for nothing,” he murmured. 


“Not necessarily. Where there is life, there is hope Admiral,”
Sprite replied.


“Yeah,” he sighed. “Tell her that. I know what she is going
through. As a parent, one of your worst nightmares is to have your child go
missing and never know what happened to them,” he said softly.


“I understand Admiral,” Sprite replied quietly. 


He shook himself. “Come on, we've got things to do,” he said. 


<----*----*----*---->


Karmen brushed her way past the others and then looked around.
She'd kept her hair and good looks by seducing the guards. It had allowed her
to get extra food and better treatment for herself, but it had ostracized her
with the other prisoners.


Her former crew mates on Anderson knew she was a bit of a vamp,
she loved sex. She spotted an old friend, Waldo. He smiled shyly and waved. She
came closer, practically strutting. He blushed, looking left and right but he
was trapped. She grinned lazily at the thought. He had his trademark long
sleeve shirt on. Someone had fixed his glasses though, that was nice. Or he had
gotten a new pair. When she got close she grabbed him, planted a passionate
kiss on his lips and then hugged him, crying softly.


He stroked her back, unsure what to do or say. When her soft sobs
ended she kissed him again. “I need you in the worst way! Do you have a place
to go? Somewhere no one can find us?” she asked softly.


He smiled and nodded.


“Then let's go,” she said huskily, drawing a heart on his chest.
He stunk, but for now he'd do. He'd serve as an ally, a buffer between some of
the horde who hated her until someone better hung came along to take his place.
Then again, she felt him up briefly. Her eyes widened slightly. He was bigger
than she thought, judging from the bulge in his blue jeans. “We've got some
catching up to do,” she murmured wickedly in his ear. He blushed and then took
her by the hand and led her off.


<----*----*----*----> 


Once the survivors were off the wreck teams went in to bring
selected pieces of salvage on board and then the ship was sealed and kicked
loose. For now she would drift, a derelict. The process of docking and taking
on survivors was repeated a few hours later as the first wave was settled into
their new quarters. Fortunately they had plenty of room in the destroyer for
everyone.


Gustov took charge of the nine Horathian prisoners at the lock.
He ignored the boos and snarls to space them and escorted them with Yorrick to
the brig. The cowed Horathians meekly stood as they were searched and then sent
in with their fellows.


“We're getting a handle on the logistics Admiral,” Ian reported
as the second group settled in. “And the watch is thrown into chaos again,” he
said, chuckling.


“Yes, but think of all the extra manpower,” the Admiral replied.
Ian glanced his way. Irons shrugged. “It'll take a few days for everyone to get
sorted out, get some food, and rest. But in the mean time, we'll carry the
load.”


“I think they'll surprise you Admiral. Once the commotion dies
down, I bet some will get bored or want to help. Remember, they've been cooped
up in those wrecks for ages,” Ian said thoughtfully.


“We'll see,” the Admiral replied with a nod. “How's the arm?” he
asked.


Ian looked at his arm thoughtfully. “I hadn't even noticed,” he
said with a laugh in his voice.


“Doc fix you up?”


“He's with Holly and they've got their hands full with more
important people,” Ian said. He looked at the arm again and then shrugged.
“It'll keep.”


“Mine too,” Enric replied from his station.


“All right then gentlemen, we have a bit of work to do restoring
this ship.”


“Restoring?” Enric asked, now confused.


“Restoring. As in making like new. I seem to remember something
about a ship or group headed to Hidoshi's World. Horathians.”


“Oh shit,” the helmsman said, looking up. “I remember that!” he
said nodding. “They went to conquer the planet! What are we supposed to do? We
can't fight!”


“We can and we will if we have to,” the Admiral replied. “But
they don't know we took this ship,” he said slyly, glancing at Ian. 


Ian snorted and then laughed. “A case of pulling the wool over
their eyes again Admiral?” he asked.


“Why not?” the Admiral asked with a smile. “But, just in case it
doesn't,” he said turning to the crew. “We get the ship as ship shape as we
can. That way they get a nasty surprise either way.”


“Plan for the worst, hope for the best,” Ian murmured. He rubbed
his chin briefly. Irons noted the man had found the time to shave, like most of
the male survivors. He nodded.


“Right. And by working on the ship and bringing her up to
standards, we'll give the crew something to do while helping them to learn the
systems,” the Admiral said.


“Two, no three birds with one stone. Maybe four,” Ian murmured
thoughtfully. He was obviously thinking about what the Admiral had been doing.
“Bringing them together as a team against a common threat. Smart.”


“I do have my moments,” the Admiral replied.


“Definitely,” Ian replied. “So, where do we start?” he asked,
turning to the Admiral.


“Well, it just so happens, we've gotten a jump start on a few
things,” the Admiral replied. He turned to see the other officers enter the
bridge.


“I took the liberty of calling them. Do you want to take this in
the wardroom?” Sprite asked. “I think there is enough room for everyone there,”
she said.


The Admiral shrugged. Whatever he said would be all over the ship
eventually anyway, which was what he wanted.


“Phoenix has repaired some of the damage to his computer core,
and we've restored his software from his backups. I've used them to help
restore Bounty as well,” Sprite said. The AI holo table showed the three AI
avatars. Phoenix stood with his hands behind his back in parade rest. Sprite
smiled. “They grow up so fast,” she said in maternal approval.


“Ready for duty Admiral,” Bounty replied.


“Admiral, if you wish to defer my repairs in favor of Bounty, I
fully understand,” Phoenix said. “The threat of combat takes precedence of
course,” he said.


While the AIs were talking the officers filed in and took seats
around the room. It suddenly felt like the room was smaller, with all the warm
and cold bodies occupying so much
space.


“Your AI called me and had me organize teams to gather up junk and
bring them to your ship. I'm not sure why though,” Kinja said.


Irons studied her. She still looked beat, but better. Not quite as
exhausted. She had shadows and lines under her eyes, she still had sunken
cheeks, but she was obviously game for what he had in mind. She had gotten four
hours of downtime, but hadn't been able to sleep. Anxiety over the ship had
kept her from relaxing. 


“So, you said something about replicators Admiral?” Sindri
rumbled.


“We'll get to that. First things first,” Irons said waving a hand.
“I've got military grade industrial replicators in my ship. One is operational,
the others need a little TLC.” Kinja's eyes went wide as he pointed them out.


“That's why you
wanted to dock with your ship!” Caid said, looking up from his station as the
others turned to him. “Sorry,” he mumbled, looking away.


The Admiral shrugged as attention returned to him. “The
Horathian's hadn't touched them since they apparently hadn't known what to do
with them. I don't know if they were planning on ripping them out or not. I
don't care at this point. We'll put them to good use,” he said, looking at
Sindri and Kinja. Sindri nodded.


Kinja grinned. “You're right Admiral, sleep can wait!” she said
eagerly, slapping her hands together
and rubbing them in anticipation.


Irons exhaled noisily in exasperation. “You can at least eat
regularly. You all aren't me. Some of you,” he pointedly didn't look at Sindri
or Ian. “Have implants. Or the start of implants, so you can jack in through
your WI-Fi node if you know how. But you are far from milspec, so don't overdo
it.”


“That's right, you haven't slept in what, three days? Four?” Ian
asked.


“Five,” Irons replied. The room blinked. “I can go another day
without sleep, it's not going to hurt me. I've gone a week without sleep,” he
said. 


Sindri whistled softly. Irons glanced his way and then shrugged. 


“We've got the crew fed, bedded down, and showered. And boy are we
happy about that,” Sisko said, shaking his head. “It was really starting to
stink. I thought we had it bad in the brig but the pong some of the others
brought on board!” he said, shaking his head.


“We are here,” Holly said, coming in. Her husband was behind her.
Both were ladened down with trays of food and drinks. Gratefully the crew
jumped to help unload them. “Sorry we're late. Your AI said to take a side
trip.”


“Better late than never ma'am,” Sindri rumbled, taking an energy
bar and a drink. “And this is much appreciated,” he said. He waved a salute to
her and to her husband.


Irons nodded, giving them a chance to settle in and eat for a bit
before they continued. Morale was high, incredibly high after the rescues.
Throw in half way decent food and they were practically in heaven. Sprite had
reported a few people had to be sedated, but overall, things were really
looking up. “Never underestimate a good meal and full stomach,” Sprite said in
an aside to him through his HUD. He nodded. The crew were happy at having a
real food replicator that made real food, not paste.


“Okay,” Irons said as they nearly finished eating. “The plan is to
use the replicators on my ship to begin restoring first this ship, then mine,
and then the gas giant refinery. It will provide not only Hydrogen, Deuterium,
and Helium 3, but also a host of other gases we can use in manufacturing. After
that, the two surviving ships if we have time,” he said. He expected a protest,
but there wasn't. Just a long silence as people digested more than their meal.


“Understood,” Ian finally said, with a curt nod as he looked
around the room. There wasn't a challenge in the look; just a quick inspection
to make sure everyone was on board. “We'll keep working on integrating,
training on systems, and healing.”


“Good. Doc, ma'am, you've got your work cut out for yourselves for
a few days I'm afraid,” the Admiral said, nodding to the two medics. Both
nodded. 


“Happy to be back in our trade,” Marty replied, taking Holly's
hand and rubbing his thumb over it. She looked at it and then nodded.


<----*----*----*---->


As the crew settled in, Sprite replayed the videos almost nonstop
in the MPR. Many of the newly rescued crew had questions; some questioned the Admiral's
authority and legitimacy. Those were put to rest the best they could.


Having not one, but five AI vouch for him didn't hurt
either.


Rumors of the Admiral and his deeds had spread throughout the
remains of the sector of the Federation, and the crew got a further morale
boost when they realized they were with an expert. 


The AI’s generated a list of repairs, and once a few of the
robotic remotes were brought online the repairs moved quicker. Sprite managed
to get the Phoenix power core back up with the on board remotes, they then
focus on repairs to the power conduits.


<----*----*----*---->


Defender reported that the EMP weapon was a molten cloud of
drifting debris. Sometime during the taking of the bridge a rating or officer
had gotten off a self-destruct command to the EMP weapon. Irons still wasn't
certain if that theory was correct or not, but it was all they had to go on at
this time period and he had other things to concern himself with at the moment.
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Whole world turned upside down


 


Proteus stopped the Admiral as he walked through engineering.
“What?” Irons asked.


“A moment Admiral,” the AI said. “Can you please go to the EPS
conduit for a moment?”


“Sure,” Irons replied. “Why, did you detect a problem? A leak?”


“No. Something else,” the AI said, scanning the conduit. Irons
felt his right arm move on its own. The hand rested on the top of the conduit.
It felt warm to the touch, not quite scalding hot, but warm. He noted nanites
stream out of his hand and into the conduit.


“Want to tell me what we're doing?” he asked after a minute.
People were looking at him again. They were getting used to him stopping to fix
things or talk to a disembodied AI, but not just stand there. “Proteus?”


“Sorry Admiral,” the AI replied as the nanites returned to his
hand. Irons felt his hand return to his control. He moved it away.


“Did what you came for?”


“In a manner of speaking. I must share this with Defender and
Sprite when they have a moment,” the AI replied.


“Okay,” Irons said. “They are busy. How about me?” he asked as he
walked away.


“I did a scan of the EPS conduit.”


“I gathered that,” the Admiral replied dryly. Proteus could be
dense at time.


“Also of other pieces of equipment on the ship. Admiral, some of
them are civilian grade, but that conduit and a few other pieces of hardware
are new built.”


The Admiral stopped and turned. “What did you just say?” he asked
slowly. He didn't like where this was going.


“It is manufactured. Newly manufactured Admiral. And not by a
replicator either its crude, I judge it's efficiency rating at around forty
percent of a stock civilian equivalent piece, but it functions.”


“Yes, yes it does,” Irons replied, staring at the conduit. His
practiced eyes traced it to the fusion core. Now that Proteus pointed it out he
could see where the new part was grafted into the old artery. “All right, I'm
not thrilled by that.”


“You do understand the connotations here sir?”


“A bit. Why don't you lay them out anyway?” Irons asked.


“In the ships we captured in Pyrax, the hardware was a mix of old
and civilian, no doubt scavenged or taken by the pirates.”


“Understood,” Irons nodded.


“A few parts were newly made, most of them were basic. Bent metal
housings, furniture, containers, ODN cabling, simple items.”


“Okay,” the Admiral replied, thinking furiously. Why hadn't he
seen this before? ODN was simple; it was just extruded glass or plastic. But
someone somewhere had to have made it. Which meant they were making other
things.


“But this is something different. An EPS segment is a complex
piece of equipment, with its own electronics to control its superconductors to
maintain containment. Also, it has heat exchangers, valves, and other pieces of
plumbing. Some of it is crude, but still, it works.”


“And you said they made it the hard way. Without a replicator?”


“Yes. And if you extend that to its logical conclusion...” Proteus
said.


“If they made it here, they made it elsewhere. Through the ship
you said?”


“Yes Admiral. One of the hatches was newly made. As was an
electronics module. In fact, Sprite reported ten percent of the computer
hardware is cruder than Federation civilian standard. If I examined it, I might
find that it is indeed newly constructed.”


“And where they made this they can make more. For other ships. For
infrastructure. Damn,” the Admiral said as connections were made. “Hull?”


“We would have to check. I am assuming it is far cruder than
Federation standard. The same could be said for structural elements. I suggest
once you have more free time, a thorough inspection is in order to catalog the
technology the enemy has acquired the means and ability to make.”


“Agreed,” the Admiral vowed grimly, headed for the lift.


<----*----*----*---->


Irons heard soft sobs and peeked around the corner. He saw a man
sitting Indian style, clearly frustrated or upset over something. A panel was
open before him.


“Problem?” Irons asked, coming over to him. The young man looked
up and dashed his tears. “No, don't get up,” Irons said as the man struggled to
get up. He was clearly off balance. Instead Irons knelt beside him. “It's been
a long couple of days. With ups and downs,” he said, sitting against the panel
leaning against the bulkhead.


“Yes sir,” the young man mumbled. “Thanks to you.”


“We'll get through the next trials together. All of us.”


“Yes sir. It... I was working on tracing the fault in the
environmental controls and I just... lost it. I don't know why,” he said
softly, shoulders shaking.


“Give yourself a break. You've come through a traumatic
experience. A fire, that's burned you. You need to cut yourself some slack.
We're all tired,” Irons said. He glanced at the panel. Some of it was a mess,
but there were also some neat bundles of zip-tied wires and hoses as well.
Granted, it wasn't smart to zip tie a flexible water line to a low voltage
electrical line like someone had clearly done, but everything else was okay.
Except for the rats nest of burned wires.


“It looks like a mess,” the Admiral said. “Even I'm having
trouble making heads or tails of it,” he said.


“Aye sir. It's... I don't know what they were thinking. And I
haven't worked on stuff for months. I don't... I don't know...” his shoulders
shook again.


Irons patted him on the shoulder. “You'll do fine. It's like
riding a bicycle; you just have to get back into it. Start at the beginning.
You've got a line probe right?” Irons asked, pointing to the orange box in the
man's lap.


The young man looked down at it. “The hook you mean?”


“Right. Hook. It can test the wiring. If you are doing this you
should be working with someone else. Or an AI or both. It's really a team
effort but we're still a bit short handed,” he said. “But I did notice
something,” he moved his hand in and brushed wires aside. The young man opened
his mouth but the Admiral just ignored the spark of a low voltage wire hitting
his right hand. He caught the dangling wire he had been after and pulled it
out. There wasn't a lot of slack though. “This might be an issue. And this,” he
said, pointing with his left hand to the plug that was just dangling. “I think
someone yanked it out on the other end. It doesn't have enough slack to reach
the fan.”


“I see.”


He pointed to the burnt wire. “Do you see how the plastic coating
blackened and melted exposing the twisted copper wire beneath? The wire has
become welded to the one next to it during the short. “He said as he pried them
apart. “And so it shorted this one, melting through the wires. It's got a
couple amps to it, so be careful. In fact you may want to cut the power before
you strip and fix it.”


“Aye sir.”


“Use a patch wire. Irons put his right hand in to touch the
microcomputer. Proteus sent nanites streaming into the USB and interfaced with
it. After a moment the AI reported that it was good. “Okay, the control module
is good.”


“That's a relief sir. We don't have many left in spares. Three I
think they said.”


“We can make more.”


“We can?”


“I've got replicators,” the Admiral smiled. The young man blinked
at him. “And once things settle down, we'll really dig in and turn this ship
and the others around.” He cocked his head. “With your help,” he said.


“Count on me sir,” the young man said, nodding.


“Good man,” Irons said, patting him on the shoulder. “You can
take it from here?” he asked.


“Aye sir. I think I can handle it.”


“Call if you need a hand,” the Admiral said getting to his feet.
“And if you ever want to talk, we're all here,” he said softly.


“Thanks sir,” the young man said, looking up as he clipped the
hook to the burnt wire.


“Anytime,” Irons replied. He moved off.


When he was around the corner Sprite sighed. “That was nice of
you Admiral,” she said.


“He was having some issues. Frustration was blinding him to the
obvious. Been there, done that,” he said. “Sometimes it takes a step back, or
fresh eyes to help.”


“Not just that. He lost his partner Rob. He's obviously in
mourning. Just the offer of support helped him I think.”


“I hope,” the Admiral said. “I'm not sure how much I can hold
everyone's hand as they decompress. But I'll do my best until things get
better. Can you work with them?”


“Me? I'm an AI remember?”


“With some trauma in her own past Commander. Think about it,” he
said.


“Great. Therapy for meat bags,” Sprite grumbled. “Something else
I'll never live down. I guess I can put it on my resume though,” she quipped.
He snorted.


<----*----*----*---->


Work-bots worked on clearing the remaining dead. Sprite directed
them to the electrical closet near the brig lift that the Admiral had used to
stash the bodies. They found the wreckage of the robotic dog, the human bodies,
and the cowering cyborg dog hiding under a shelf. The dog came out after a few
minutes, making whimpering sounds when the robots got to work.


“I almost forgot about him,” the Admiral said when Sprite called
his attention to the mutt. The Glenns were with him on a tour. Together they
went to the room to check the cyborg out.


To Marty it was a thing of wonder, a robotic bulldog body with a
dog brain floating in a clear container on top. “There is no telling how old he
is,” the Doctor murmured. “He could be as old as you!” he said, shooting a look
at the Admiral.


“Let's hope so,” the Admiral replied.


“Why?” Holly asked. She tentatively reached out to touch the
thing. The dog turned and nuzzled her. He made small groaning and whirring
sounds as he moved. Vents were on his underside. From the look of it, someone
had gotten creative with the life support. Irons frowned. It could be from his
time, but... there was something off about it.


“He's low on power,” Sprite said. “That's why he's moving so slow
and wanting attention I bet,” she said.


“Are you in communication with him Commander?” Holly asked,
looking up.


“No, observation. It's been days in that closet. I'm betting his
brain needs a nutritional supplement as well.”


“We can do that,” Marty replied, studying the thing.


“Can we keep him?” Sprite asked, sounding torn. “Though, we should
be compassionate and put him down. The poor thing has obviously suffered
enough,” she said.


“Please don't,” Holly said quietly. She rubbed her arm. “I'll take
care of him.”


“We both will,” Marty said. “I don't follow with keeping an animal
if it is in pain sir. But if we can help it and give it a good life,” he
shrugged.


The Admiral grunted, rubbing his chin. Irons checked it over. It
was a mess; he could tell one leg wasn't fully functional. The thing was almost
horrifically ugly, but it was affectionate and had a sort of charm about it.
The thing acted as a dog, it whined and even tried to lick Holly's face until
she turned away and petted it. It had a plastic tongue that dangled out of its
mouth as it panted. “All right,” he finally said. 


“You mean it sir?” Marty asked, looking up. 


“Yes. He's your responsibility,” he said, pointing to the two
medics. “I want information on him. Work with engineering and one of the AI to
figure out who did this to him.”


“Yes sir.”


“And have them help you figure out what he needs to survive.”


“Yes sir,” Holly said. “We'll give him a full work up,” she said.


“Good idea,” Sprite said. Irons studied the thing once more. He
wondered briefly if there was a Neodog's brain trapped in there. Hopefully not,
he thought, shivering.


“He's been through so much,” Holly murmured, hunkering down next
to the animal. “Like us. He's a survivor. Our mascot,” she said.


Marty smiled and nodded.


“Cybernetics,” Marty said as they walked the dog to the infirmary.
“I have seen one sleeper in my time, but he only had basic implants.
Information implants,” he said.


“Who?” Sprite asked.


“Um... I never got his last name. First was Rick.”


“No, we met another,” Holly said. Her husband turned to her. The
dog marched between them, looking up at from one to the other. “The Neocat
remember?”


“Um...”


“The tiger. You remember. Epsilon?”


“You've been to Epsilon?” The Admiral asked.


The couple nodded. “Our ship did a figure eight course, and
Epsilon was one of the stops. We've only been there once.”


“Nox? Nobar?” 


“Nohar,” Sprite supplied.


“Yes!” Holly said, looking up as she snapped her fingers. “That's
him!”


“We've met,” the Admiral replied, smiling. “He's got a lot of
prosthetics like me.”


“Not nearly on your level though,” Sprite said in an aside to him.
The Admiral ignored it.


“Yes,” Marty said, nodding. “I always wondered how and why the
tissue didn't reject the grafts. And why he didn't get cloned replacements. Was
it a choice?”


“No,” the Admiral said slowly. “For some of us, it wasn't a
choice. Or not much of one. In his case the medical establishment was
overwhelmed with wounded and refugees and they did the best they could for him
at the time.”


“Oh, I see,” Marty, said. They entered the infirmary and the dog
immediately went to the nearest electrical outlet. It turned and then lifted
it's right rear leg. Marty sputtered as a plug deployed from a very masculine
place and plugged the dog in. Holly tuned and then squeaked in embarrassment
and dismay when she realized what the dog was doing.


Marty looked at her. Irons caught the look and turned. Holly was
blushing beat red. Marty chuckled softly. 


“Oh shut up!” she said, laughing herself.


“I guess it's just something we'll have to get used to,” Marty
said maliciously. “I'm curious about the food, water, and um, waste,” he said.


“Oh boy,” Holly muttered. “What did I get myself into?” she
demanded.


The Admiral smiled. Too late to get out now, he thought. “How is
our Ssilli friend doing?”


“She's comfortable as she can be for now,” Marty said as Sprite
opened her mouth on his HUD. She closed it and then shrugged. “We've flushed
her tank and done the best we can to filter out the waste particles. We need to
do a full purge and scrub down, but that's not going to happen until we can get
her into another tank.”


“Which isn't going to happen anytime soon,” Holly said sadly. “If
at all. We're doing the best we can to treat her sores and infections. She's
sweet, but a little senile. Or demented. She is suspicious, thinking this is
all some sort of trick.”


“Understood,” the Admiral said with a nod.


“Admiral, if you could jack in to the dog, I might be able to shed
some light on its age and history,” Sprite said.


“Um, we're having a different discussion right now Commander, can
it wait?” Irons asked.


“If I wait you'll forget and leave. This will only take a moment.
Please continue your conversation. Don't mind me,” she said. He grunted as she
tugged on his motor cortex. Reluctantly he went over to the dog. It looked up
at him. He knelt and signaled his right hand to morph.


“That never get's old,” Marty breathed, watching fascinated.


“Let's see what we have here,” the Admiral said, plugging in. He
felt Sprite and Proteus go to work. He turned to the Doctor. “You were saying Doctor?”


“Oh um, huh?”


“The Ssilli?” Irons prompted.


“Oh yes, that,” the Doctor replied. “Her. She's had a rough life.
She's old Admiral, past her prime.”


“The Ssilli equivalent of menopause?” the Admiral asked.


“No, not quite that far. But malnutrition, psychological and
physical trauma have certainly taken their toll.”


“Okay.”


“Vinatelli,” Sprite said. “Him again.”


The Admiral frowned and held up his left hand to the humans. They
paused uncomfortably. “Say that again Commander?”


“Leonardo Da Vinatelli.”


“Okay, and...”


“He created the dog about ten years ago. Or the robot body at
least. Apparently it was a pet of someone that worked for him.”


“And how do you know all this?” the Admiral asked. His mind
whirled with the implications. They had known the Horathian's had crude
cybernetic implant tech, but to take it to this level?


“He disappeared from Antigua where he rose to become a major
inventor and research engineer. Brilliant. A Leonardo. The family rose with him
on his coat tails. They survived off the money from his inventions.”


“Patents?”


“Yes. He was tied to the Eternia city. I ran across a few
references to him when we were in Antigua. I just cross referenced them, but
that's all I have.”


“Okay, so obviously he set up shop somewhere else?”


“It looks that way Admiral. And this man is brilliant. He recreated
things, some just from parsing them out logically. Quite the engineering
innovator.”


“I see,” the Admiral said. Proteus reported on his HUD that the
nanites had repaired the body the best they could. The animal's life support
system needed to be purged and refreshed.


“Okay,” the Admiral said, unjacking. He stood and turned. “Proteus
has done what he can to repair the robot body. Sprite was there a manual in the
firmware?”


“Yes.”


“Dump it into the system and send a link to the Doctors. Bookmark
the section on the nutrient care.”


“Understood. Done.”


“Good. Glad that's settled,” he said.


“At least we found out it wasn't a Neodog,” Sprite said softly.
Irons nodded.


Holly looked stricken at the very idea. Her husband touched her
arm. “They said it wasn't,” he murmured.


“No, but the very idea!” she said.


“From what we've gathered about the Horathian's they are guilty of
far worse,” Sprite said. “You have experienced it first hand,” she said as
Holly shivered. Her husband wrapped his arm around her shoulders.


The Admiral turned, letting them get their emotions under control.


“Have you had anyone request the implants be removed?” he asked.


Marty rubbed Holly's biceps briefly and then shook his head. “No,
none. Not that we expected anyone to want them removed.”


“I still need to ask. And offer restitution,” the Admiral said.


“Why?”


“I...” Irons sighed. “Look. I violated a major medical ethic by
giving people implants without permission and another when I used my own tech
to repair them.”


“Oh,” Marty said. He shook his head. “Admiral, I highly doubt
anyone will object. Ever. You did the right thing. Sometimes it's like that,
we've both been through it,” he said, squeezing his wife's arm. Holly nodded.
“We've had times where you have to treat a patient when they are unconscious,
or when they are not in their right mind.”


“I know, but I'm not a Doctor. I'm an engineer.”


“Oh,” Marty replied.


“It's fine,” Holly murmured, arms crossed. “We're fine. Move on,”
she said.


“All right,” the Admiral said, feeling a sense of relief over
that. He knew it wasn't quite over, they couldn't speak for everyone, but at
least someone accepted it. “The Ssilli?”


“Her name is Nata'roka,” Holly supplied. Irons nodded. “She's from
your time. She has implants she was a hyper-navigator. Is a hyper-navigator
I should say. If she'll do it for us.”


“Okay,” the Admiral replied thoughtfully.


“You should meet her soon. A talk with her might help her. She's
justifiably depressed over the state of her species. Is it true that... I mean,
are they really trying in Pyrax? To bring them back?”


“Ssilli, Malekian's and other species yes,” the Admiral replied
with a nod. “They have one member from each of those two species, also
sleepers. But they also have the genetic files and medical data on file.
Hopefully they can combine the two to recreate the species.”


“But they aren't the Ynari... I mean...”


“No, but once someone has done something, they can do it again.
And with more members of the species...” he indicated the Ssilli. “They have a
greater chance of succeeding.


“So, are we going to take her to Pyrax?”


“Eventually,” the Admiral said, feeling a bit uncomfortable. “I
haven't actually got that far in the plan just yet. Right now I'm focusing on
the immediate objectives of getting the ships sorted out.”


“I see,” Marty replied, nodding.


Holly looked at the dog and sighed. “Is he just going to stand
like that forever?”


“He's charging rather inefficient batteries,” Sprite replied from
the overhead. “Charge time varies according to how badly they are drained. I
suspect he will be finished in about an hour,” she said.


“Lovely,” Holly said, shaking her head and looking at the dog. She
turned, looking away.


“Nata'roka has implants. Informational and stage one geriatric
implants or treatments,” Sprite said. “But the Horathian's locked her out
through both software and hardware. I've been sending her some information, but
she can't get into the ship's net herself. Admiral, could you do something
about that?”


Irons nodded. “I can certainly look into it,” he said.


“Good, because she still thinks you are a phantom. Meeting you
would solidify what I've said to her is true in her mind.”


“I see,” the Admiral replied.


“Admiral, can we get implants? I mean...” Marty waved helplessly.


The Admiral turned to the Doctor. “I can do some implant tech to a
degree, but I am prohibited on it. I've bent the rules a few times on Epsilon
Triangula and, well, here,” he shrugged uncomfortably. “But really, the person
you should be asking that question is you.”


“Me sir?” Marty asked. He looked at his wife in confusion. “Why
me?” he asked, turning back to the Admiral. “I mean, I'm a ship's Doctor,
not...” he waved his hand helplessly.


“I think you can do a lot if you put your mind to it. And if you
have the right materials and tools,” Sprite said. “The Admiral recently
reminded me that you... you organics and us AI have a will. A spirit. If you
believe in yourself you can achieve things. I think you can do it.”


“Here?” the Doctor asked, looking around the tiny infirmary. There
were six beds, all filled with wounded. Two of them were Horathians. They were
handcuffed to the beds. A guard robot was nearby watching them carefully.


“What happened on Epsilon?” Holly asked suddenly.


“A lot. It's a long story,” Sprite said. “I've uploaded the
information to you, and... I've just uploaded the log on our adventures on
Epsilon. I think you will find the medical experience illuminating, even if it
was during a plague.”


“Plague?” Rajesh asked, looking up from where he was sitting at
the nurses' station. “Did you say plague?”


“Yes. It's dead. Long story short, a Xeno plague was unleashed
when some unfortunate people opened a sleeper pod trap. We worked with the
medics on the planet to kill it.”


“Oh.”


“Do you honestly think we can do implants too Admiral?”


“I've seen you do more with a lot less. The same on Epsilon. With
a little guidance and the right tools,” the Admiral nodded.


“Besides, you've given us a head start already,” Marty said. “Can
you do it to me too? It's not fair that my lovely nurse has implants but I
don't.”


“I can give you basic information implants yes,” Irons said
cautiously as Sprite put a yellow light up on his HUD.


“Basic? There... yes, different, Um, yeah, I remember different
packages,” Marty nodded thoughtfully. “Civilian you said?”


“In order to give you military grade Doctor, with military medical
protocols in the firmware, you would have to sign on as an officer. Or as an
enlisted for some,” he said, looking at Rajesh. A Doctor has a powerful code
set though, so it isn't taken lightly. There are ethical tests. And I must warn
you, if the Horathians or someone else ever catches you, the implants will kill
you.”


“But they didn't kill you?” Holly asked as her husband frowned.
She glanced at her husband and then Irons. “Somehow that doesn't sound right.”


“The protocol was overridden,” Irons smiled. “I had a plan. The
only way to fight was from the inside. So I convinced Defender to hold off.”


“Oh,” Holly replied.


“Think about it,” the Admiral said. He turned. “I'm going to go
check on our hyper-navigator. If you need me, page me,” he said. 


“Thank you Admiral. You've certainly given us enough to read and
think about,” Marty said, picking up a tablet as his wife shrugged on her white
medical coat. He took his and then slipped an arm into it, still reading. His
wife took the tablet in exasperated amusement. He smiled as he shrugged the
coat on and then took the tablet back. “BP is holding steady?” he asked,
looking at Rajesh.


“Yes Doctor,” the SBA replied.


“Good.”


Irons exited smiling. “And, before you say it, yes I know that
discussion will hit the grapevine shortly.”


“Probably when one of them comes off shift. Or when someone visits
one of the patients who heard the entire thing. Once it hits the MPR and mess
it'll be all over the ship.”


“Exactly,” the Admiral said.


“Almost as if you planned it all in advance,” Sprite said, amused.


“Maybe,” the Admiral replied with a slight smile.


<----*----*----*---->


The Admiral was stopped a few times to help out a tech or confused
crewman. Each time he showed them what they needed to know, and had Sprite
upload tutorials to them. The AI had set up an E-mail system, but so far only
some of the crew had learned how to use it. 


“If you need a hand, call me or one of the AI. Remember, Bounty
himself can give you a hand now that he is free,” the Admiral said waving. “He
can access this section right?” he asked Sprite.


“Yes Admiral. Through a tablet. We do need more WI-Fi nodes
however,” she said, sounding testy. She always got grumpy when her bandwidth
dropped below a hundred meg per second.


“One thing at a time,” the Admiral said, shaking his head as he
made his exit. He nearly stumbled over Mutt. The cyborg bulldog looked up at
him with puppy eyes, plastic tongue hanging out. He shook his head and moved
on. The thing had been cleaned up and repaired by the Glenns and some of the
engineers, but it was still... he frowned. It was a survivor, and you couldn't
help feel sorry for the thing. The decent thing would have been to put it out
of his misery, but the Glenns and the crew had taken it on as a mascot. He
could understand that in theory, they were all survivors and fiercely proud of
that status now. They had even talked about replicating a plastic skin to cover
the mechanical body. He shook his head as the ugly thing wandered off. 


“This way?” he asked. Sprite put a pointed and map on his HUD.


“Nata'roka?” the Admiral asked, knocking on the hatch combing when
he got to her compartment. He looked inside.


“Come,” An artificial voice replied. The Admiral stepped over the
knee knocker and cables there. He turned, tracing them. They were bundled
together, a good sign. One was clear a water line. He could see the occasional
bubble floating through it.


“Are you the one the AI claims is an Admiral?” the alien asked.


“Fleet Admiral, John Henry Irons.”


“A medical flag officer?” the Ssilli asked, sounding sour.


“Engineering officer. But you knew that already,” he said,
studying her. She was large, larger than the cadet he'd met in Pyrax. She was
also in a very tight pod, most likely an escape pod. From the look of the
compartment someone had turned a cargo bay into her tomb.


“Like what you see?” the alien demanded.


“That you are alive? Yes. That you are getting better? Yes. That
you are in a tiny tank and not happy? No. I can't really help that right now.
Hopefully soon.”


“I see,” the alien replied.


“Did you go over some of what has happened?”


“I know my species is extinct. And that we are highly desired for
our services,” she replied and then sputtered as her blowhole exhaled and then inhaled.


“Not quite true,” the Admiral said. He watched her tentacles and
fins flutter a bit. She couldn't extend them fully out, and she couldn't get
the tentacles out of the roof of the tank.


He frowned, looking around. There really wasn't much they could
do. Her tank was against one bulkhead. There was a narrow meter wide walk way
around the other three sides. It was strewn with cables and pieces of
equipment. Cables also draped from the ceiling. He frowned.


“You aren't interested in my services? How novel,” the Ssilli
responded. “So, I can go now?”


“Um..”


“Oh, that's right, I'm stuck here. Still a slave,” the alien said.


“Okay, first off, loose the attitude. It's not helping,” the Admiral
said, now annoyed. He turned to look her in the eye. “I'm here to help.”


“The difference between you and the humans before is marginal. Admiral,”
the Ssilli sputtered. “Did you know that the Federation nationalized all of my
people? All of them? Right down to the larva. All military assets. Which
of course made them targets for the Xenos,” she said bitterly.


The Admiral nodded but spread his hands. “I didn't do it. I wasn't
there. I can't change that. You know that.”


“Yes.”


“So let's not open up old wounds. What I am here to do...” he
spotted the interface. He went over to it and jacked in. her dinner plate eyes
watched him. They widened ever so fractionally in appreciation.


“Is what?”


“Is to rebuild the access for you,” he said thoughtfully.


“Done,” Proteus replied after a moment. “Admiral, I have worked
out a more efficient life support system than the current system here.”


“You mapped it?”


“I had a partial map on hand. I compared that to the system she
had. This system is subpar.”


“Understood.”


“It was for a Gashg habitat,” the AI responded. The Admiral
winced. “So not made for this load, or this purpose.”


“Pass your plan on to the engineering life support crew in charge
of this area. Make her repairs a priority,” the Admiral said.


“Understood,” Sprite said from the PA. “Nata'roka, please be nice.
The Admiral is trying to help,” she said.


“That remains to be seen,” the alien replied.


“I am sending you what we have on the resurrection project the Admiral
started. And the recording of him with the cadet several years ago. Judge for
yourself,” the AI replied, now sounding exasperated.


“I will. You can go now,” the Ssilli said.


The Admiral nodded but didn't move. 


“Didn't you hear me?”


“I did. But I am an Admiral. And I'm not that easily dismissed,”
Irons said. “And I did want to point something out to you. I will do my best to
get you to Pyrax when we can, and get you medical help. And I want your people
returned. Not just for the reasons you mentioned, but for the ones that I told
the cadet. Please consider what I said. Any help you can provide would be
appreciated.”


“I'll... think about it.”


“Please do. And if you are bored here, please help where you can.
I know you can't do anything physically,” the Admiral held up a restraining
hand. “But you can help Sprite or the bridge crew through your implants. Even
if it is to teach the crew what to do. I think they need the voice of
experience, and you need to interact with others again. Others who won't treat
you like shit.”


“Like I said, I'll think about it,” she said.


Irons nodded curtly and exited the compartment. Fortunately without
tripping and falling on his face.


Outside he leaned against the bulkhead and closed his eyes.


“Tired?” Sprite asked sympathetically. “You've been on your feet
for a week straight. That's near your record.”


“I've gotten some downtime,” Irons replied. “And food.”


“A one hour cat nap doesn't cover it Admiral,” Sprite replied.
“You need rest too. Time to decompress. And remember, so do we.”


“I... yeah.”


“Yeah,” Sprite echoed.


“I'll try as soon... next shift. I promise.”


“I'll hold you too it,” the AI replied. “She's accessing the
recording now.”


“Good,” the Admiral said with a nod. “I put my foot in my mouth,
but hopefully it helps.”


“I think it will make an impact,” Sprite murmured. “And you
underestimate your achievements Admiral. Even when you, as you say, put your
foot in your mouth,” she teased.


“Funny,” he replied, opening his eyes and moving on.


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite ran through the ship's inventory once a team led by Mister
Takagi uploaded it. She marked items that could be recycled, such as a few
LAV's that they had in inventory. “I don't know why they bothered with those
things. A waste of space,” she said.


“Pirates and loot Sprite,” Irons replied. The crew were going
through the crew quarters, cleaning out the loot there, or turning it over to
the engineers. He had caught sight of the cat pelts briefly. Someone had them
at arm's length and had passed him on their way to the recycler.


“We need a molecular furnace Admiral. You left that out on
Phoenix,” Sprite said.


“I know. I went a little overboard on replicators,” he snorted.


“True.”


“You don't have to remind me. What is done is done. We'll fix it.
But this ship lacks space. It's too tight.”


“Also true. Which is an issue. I have an idea though, Deianira.”


“The freighter?” He didn't want to get tied up in the civilian
ships just yet. They weren't a priority.


“She's got cargo holds Admiral. Big ones. Partially empty too.”


“Draw up a plan. I'll look it over in a moment,” the Admiral
replied.


“Already in your in-box,” Sprite replied smugly. The Admiral
nodded.


“The problem is, there is only a finite amount of material we can
access on the ship. At least on this ship and Phoenix. We can tear out systems
on Phoenix and rebuild them, the same here. But we need to keep Bounty
operational in case of need. Which is an issue.”


“And this system is rocky. We'd have to build equipment to break
down the rocks on the moons and Mercury planets and then transport it to the
ships in orbit. That's too complex.”


“We're going to have to sacrifice the badly damaged ships Admiral.
Triage. You know this,” Sprite said patiently. Irons nodded curtly, still
quiet. He'd put the idea out there, but fought it like any natural spacer. No
spacer liked the idea of sending a ship to the breakers. He hadn't floated it
past the crew, but he was certain a few were expecting it. “And I'm repeating
the obvious again. I get that. I just wasn't certain we were on the same page.”


“We are. How are the replicators?”


“I think we can move the smallest one onto Bounty. If we relocate
it in the small machine shop the ship has, we can cut down in transit time.”


“I was talking about Phoenix,” the Admiral said, frowning. He
wasn't comfortable tearing apart Phoenix just yet. He judged she was the least
damaged of all the ships other than Bounty. Once they had her fusion reactors
back online. “Did we ever find her spare reactor?”


“Yes. It's dead lined. Scrammed. Do you want to reboot it?”


“I'm thinking about it. Or the main reactor.”


“Admiral, you don't have the time right now. The control hardware
is shot,” Sprite said. “Or most of it. Work crews have replaced a few things,
but they are out of their element with the project.”


“Understood.”


“Right now we're at the crawl before you can walk stage. People
are settling down... getting used to the new life. The reordered universe.”


“I know,” the Admiral replied.


“I'd like to make them uniforms. They've done what they can, and
they've found spares in the crew quarters, but... well...” Sprite shrugged
helplessly.


“Do it. In between projects. Have them gather up the old uniforms
that are tatters. Did they take anything off the prison ships?”


“Yes. But again, most of it is old. Old and worn out. Some of the
sweaters and outfits really aren't spacer material. And don't get me started on
the lack of skinsuits Admiral.”


The Admiral grimaced. That was one of a thousand and one things
he needed to get a handle on eventually. They were going to need to go EVA soon
to make external repairs.


“Work on it. Get with Holly or someone in the galley to be your
hands and organic go between. It should keep morale up.”


“Hey, I know a few ladies who will perk up at new clothes,”
Sprite quipped. That got the Admiral to crack a brief smile.


“No Federation uniforms unless they sign on and take the oath. I
want to keep that distinction now. But I agree, we need to be more cohesive.”
He cocked his head, thinking. “But...”


“But?” Sprite asked. “There is a but to all this?”


“But, don't destroy all the Horathian uniforms. We may need them
if we're going to pull off the same stunt we did with the prison ships.”


Sprite thought about that idea for a brief microsecond and then
smiled. “I like it Admiral, it's sneaky as hell and just might work.”


“It's certainly worth a shot at any rate,” the Admiral replied
with a nod. “How is morale and the crew? I'm getting my feel for them, but I
wanted your thoughts.”


“Well, just
having functional food replicators, hot showers, and bed rest in a real bed has
had a profound impact on some of the crew. Many are still shell shocked by
their captivity and turn of events, a few still act submissive and keep their
heads down. They are meek and passive, but a few others are coming out of their
shells,” Sprite said. "I think they are letting their subconscious mind
realize that they were free and safe once more. Once the full impact hits, I'm
not sure everyone will hold it together.”


“Yeah, a ship load of trauma victims,” Irons replied.


“True. A few have had breakdowns when it hit them. People feel
awkward and uncomfortable around them as they stared off or cried. It gets to
others too, seeing it makes them realize and forces them to think about the
changes. Sometimes it is too much to accept right away. It was like watching
the sun come out for the first time in many years of torrential storms.”


“Yeah, it can be,” the Admiral, murmured in agreement. “We're
still undermanned, but things are looking up.”


“True.”


While the crew decompressed Irons and volunteers had swung into
action, tearing into the ships and getting them sorted out. A list was made for
each ship, unfortunately a long one when it came to each. The crew was
dismayed, but the Admiral was undeterred. He jacked into the computer network
and swung into action.


One of the first things he had done early on was create another,
larger replicator. Once it was complete he set the first to make another, and
then had the new replicator get to work on making large components they needed.
The second new replicator was slated to be installed in Bounty. Bounty lacked
industrial replicators. He had the food replicators working on small plastic
parts, but they were too limited to do more than that.


Those people who were too mentally addled to be trusted with a job
that was critical, or even required a great deal of complex thought were given
the menial task of moving materials into the Phoenix, and then finished parts
out to the various work crews. There was some confusion over what went where,
but the AI's were on top of it, giving directions or gentle reminders when
needed.


“Can you go in here?” Sprite asked, pointing to an officer's
cabin. From the sign on the door it was the Captain's cabin.


“Intel? Sprite this is hardly the time.”


“Humor me,” the AI responded. Irons exhaled noisily. He entered
the quarters and looked around. The late Captain had had a thing for wet navy
ships. He'd paneled the compartment in real or at least simulated wood. It was
a dark grain. He'd even paneled over a strut that stuck out of the wall. There
were a pair of LCD's embedded behind brass casings. At first he thought they
were framed, then he realized they were meant to simulate portholes.


There were two doors on the east wall, and two more on the west.
From the look of it, the room he was in was a living or wardroom. He scanned
the others. One led to a steward’s tiny room, the other to a small dining room
and kitchenette. He turned to the east doors. One led to what looked like a
bedroom and the other to a full but small latrine. It had a tiny shower in it
and a door to the Captain's bedroom.


He turned. There was a black leather chair and a table nook. A
tray of food was on the nook. He started to get an idea where this was heading.
He turned to look at a set of draws in the corner.


“Quaint,” Irons replied. He looked around and then scowled at an
open draw in the chest of draws. It had some rather dark and gruesome
instruments in it. The draw was overfull too. “No, I take that back.” He turned
and noted an X built into a wall. He didn't like the look of it all of a
sudden. “Sprite...”


“Go through the door. You'll find a bed. The bed is clean I had
someone check it. Plug yourself in, and then get some sleep. Eight hours Admiral.”


“Sprite...”


“Admiral?” Sprite asked, but she stood firm on his HUD. “As your
keeper...”


“Can I add my request to Sprite's?” Proteus asked. 


“And mine to the Commander's Admiral?” Defender added.


“No!” Sprite and the Admiral said. The Admiral exhaled noisily,
getting his center back. “You're all in on it?” he finally asked.


“Yes sir,” Defender replied. “You are operating subpar. And we
also need a break.”


“Fine. But I'm going to eat an energy bar, get a drink and do my
business in the latrine first.”


“Okay, just don't get blinded by the gold fittings,” Sprite
replied, sounding triumphant.


“Whatever,” Irons said in disgust, heading to the tray of food on
the table nook. “Commander, make a note to document and then recycle all that.
And use a bot to get rid of it. The same goes for any other similar instruments
on the ship.”


Understood Admiral,” Sprite replied as he sat down and started to
eat.


<----*----*----*---->


“How are we on skinsuits?” the Admiral asked.


“We have some, but they are Horathian or ancient recycled things.
Not many fit the crew. Also, with their present condition it will be time
before they regain lost muscle and fat.”


“I see.”


“The Horathians however, have their own version of a space suit.
It's a remake of the old suits from before star flight. Newly built too.”


“Interesting,” the Admiral murmured.


“Yes, I thought you'd like that. Mister Sindri is using them.”
Sprite put an image of the small man in a suit. He looked comical. Someone had
tried to adjust its limb length with tape with mixed results. “Yeah, not
something I'd like to use. Make a note to get everyone a skinsuit.”


“Aye aye Admiral.”


“Training on using them too,” he said as he headed to bed.


“Aye sir.”


“Night Sprite,” he said climbing into bed.


“Good night Admiral. It's good to have you back,” the AI said
softly.









[bookmark: _Toc375915269][bookmark: _Toc375915149]Chapter
15


 


Irons woke refreshed. He had a shower, his first cup of coffee,
then an energy bar as he scanned the morning report. He grabbed a coffee to go
and exited his compartment to shrieks from a chimp a dozen meters away.  He
paused with a frown. “Can you keep it down? Some people may still be sleeping,”
he asked. 


The chimp stared at him, wide eyed and teeth bared. Irons sipped
cup of coffee, noting the man down in a fetal position at the feet of the
simian. His still sleepy mind ticked over as he realized he had walked into a
possible physical altercation. From her look she didn't seem to be tracking to
well either. “Coffee ma'am?” he asked holding out his cup.


She was still bristling but stopped shrieking. She looked at him
quizzically, holding a metal bar in her hand. She looked down at it for a long
moment. “It’s good. Not real coffee, but close enough given the circumstances,”
Irons said. He noted the approaching medics and other personnel.


The chimp's fingers slacked as she let go of the bar. Holly came
up behind her, murmuring reassurances that she was safe. The chimp hooted a few
times, slowly relaxing as Holly talked soothingly too her. Irons noted the
chimp was half bald, from the look of it, shaved or worse. 


She turned back to him, studying him with her brown eyes. After a
moment she hooted a few times, this time less hysterically. Her big expressive
lips moved and then her eyes fell. She turned and slunk off, walking in a
shifting gait. Irons saw it from behind; Holly followed her, urging people who
had come to look to make a hole. It took him a moment to realize the chimp was
knuckle walking, a sure sign of regression. “Not good.”


“I'll say,” a crewmember said, sighing in relief. “That freaked me
out! I thought she was going to kill me,” she said.


“She nearly did him,” another said, pointing to a crewman who was
being treated by Rajesh. He was battered and bruised, cut up a bit.


“He sure took a pounding,” another crewman said in sympathy. “What
set her off?”


“No idea,” another said coming up. “I was going to ask you.”


“What happened?” the Admiral asked after Holly escorted the chimp
away. He noted a crewmember had been injured from the look of it seriously.
Simians were incredibly strong. Most people thought gene enhanced humans evened
the difference out, but that wasn't the case sometimes. Some apes were just as
proportionally gifted.


“Apparently he touched her in passing and she went off on him.”


“Really? Inappropriate touch or...”


“No, nothing like that,” the crewman groaned. “I must have
surprised her. She's still having trouble coping.” He winced. “I think Charlene
was in a bad place. I must have surprised her, set her off.” 


“Oh.”


“She lost it.”


“That's going to happen. We'll need to set up something. A
therapy for people to talk about what happened. Get it out. If it lingers it festers.”


“Yeah well, some of us don't want to talk about it, we just want
to move on. Get on with our lives. I'm fine.”


“Okay,” the Admiral replied, not wanting to get drawn into an
argument. “Not everyone needs it, but some do. Just listening to them can
help.”


“Not me. I've got more important things to do than hold someone's
hand.”


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite watched the blue haired woman stopping people in the
companionway. She went twice to the mess, and then to the MPR. The
Multi-Purpose Room was only half full. Apparently she didn't see whoever she
was looking for. She growled in exasperation and then moved on.


“Someone you are looking for?” Sprite asked from the overhead.
The young woman jumped and looked around. “Who's that talking?”


“Me. Lieutenant Commander Sprite, AI. Are you looking for someone
ma'am?”


“I'm... its Waldo. I can't seem to find him,” she said, clearly
annoyed. “He keeps disappearing at the damnedest times,” she growled.


“Well, searching the ship is silly. Have you tried paging him?”
Sprite asked, knowing full well the woman hadn't tried.


“No, I mean, I don't want to wake up anyone,” she said. “I tried
his quarters...” she grimaced. “I know he's around somewhere. He sometimes
hides in a crowd. Or he'll find a quiet place to curl up with a tablet or
something,” she said.


“Or sleep?” Sprite asked. A few of the crew had taken themselves
off to sleep on duty. The Admiral hadn't called them on it; they were all worn
out. He wasn't ready to lower the hammer yet she thought.


“Yes. It could be. But... I don't know,” she said, face flooding
with tears. “He's all I've got left!” She said in anguish.


“Um... can you describe him?” Sprite said. She had a working list
of people, but Waldo wasn't coming up in it. He hadn't made enough of a splash
for her to recognize him, or the Admiral hadn't encountered him.


“Tall,” the woman put her hand up to measure out his height above
her own. “Red and white shirt, glasses, wavy brown hair... Lean...”


Sprite did a scan of her crew files and found an immediate match.
“Admiral Irons encountered him several days ago. He repaired the young man's
glasses,” Sprite said.


“Oh he did!” The woman said, surprised.


“Yes. I believe Mister Sindri has him as one of the drive Chiefs.
He's off shift,” Sprite said. She checked his assigned quarters. There were no
cameras inside, but also no heat signatures either.


“I know all that,” the woman said.


“Okay,” Sprite drawled. She ran a quick search through all the
camera feeds but didn't find him. She checked when he got off shift in the
camera memory buffer. She tracked him briefly but then lost him after he met
with a woman she recognized. “He met up with another crew woman, Miss
Santiago.”


“Karmen?” The woman snarled, fists clenched, teeth bared. “That
hussy? He's two timing with her?? That... that HUSSY!”


“Yes, Miss Karmen Santiago. They went off grid. Unfortunately
they went into an area that isn't covered by the cameras,” the AI said weakly
as she realized the woman was clearly furious.


The woman's yellow eyes flashed dangerously. “Why that bastard.
That trollop! They... they...” The woman fumed, shaking.


Sprite imagined steam coming out of the woman's reddened ears.
She was clearly incensed. Now she wondered if her intervention had been a good
thing. They didn't need a domestic violence incident.


“Please calm down ma'am.”


“Thanks for the help,” the woman growled. “I'll deal with the
bastard later,” the woman growled and stormed off.


“Well,” Sprite said to Bounty. “That went well,” she sighed. 


Bounty laughed. “I hope she doesn't cut his balls off.”


“I'm not... yeah, no, oh boy,” Sprite sighed again. Bounty
chuckled. “Oh hush.”


<----*----*----*---->


Over the course of three short days, the crew settled down and the
repairs picked up steam. The crew was startled by the rapid changes. Repairs to
the lighting alone made the ship look different, no longer a hated prison, but
the beginning of a clean functional ship.


Some still hated cleaning it, but they realized it was a
necessary, albeit menial chore. Fortunately the Admiral had repaired some of
the cleaner bots to make the task much easier.


The Admiral and AI were everywhere, supervising the repairs and
lending a helping hand or explanation when necessary. Fortunately, most of the
install was plug and play. The redundant systems on the warship allowed them to
take a system down, throw it onto a back up, repair the primary system, and then
switch. Irons planned to take advantage of the window that he had. He wanted to
make as big a positive impact as he could on as many of the crew as possible. 


The three days of sleep, food, and medical care went a long ways
to bring some back from the brink. The Glenn's were fortifying the food with
additional nutrients to help restore everyone faster.


Some crew still had nightmares and issues, but they were slowly
relaxing and settling down. Sprite and Bounty did their best to start and
listen to therapy sessions. The files were right; humans recovered from such
trauma best after sharing their misery with others. Knowing other people
sympathized and had experienced it themselves to various degrees, and wanted to
help, helped them. 


Charlene, the bonobo chimp that had the mental break down was
recovering slowly. She was near catatonic, but at least eating and drinking on
her own. 


Once the crew had all received a day of rest, food, and a decent
shower, the medics took them in one by one for a full physical. Part of the
physical was to assess the mental health of the crew as well. A few were
reported on edge, but due to medical ethics Marty was reluctant to identify
them. He did report a quarter of the crew needed sleep aides. All the crew were
underweight and malnourished. Vitamin and supplement stocks were running low.


“We can bump up both in the food replicators,” the Admiral said.
“I'm not certain of the calorie level though.”


“I'll look into it,” Marty replied with a nod. “Everyone is
different though,” he said. “We have a few people that need additional vitamin
A. The deficiency has led to damage to their eye sight.”


The Admiral nodded. “Is there a fix?”


“We're looking into it. What you and the Commander have provided
has been a lifesaver many times over Admiral. My thanks,” Marty said.


The Admiral had Sprite and Bounty reboot the medical database, and
the medics dived into cybernetic augmentation research, building off what the Admiral
and Proteus had started. Doctor Glenn requested a civilian implant from the Admiral
to make things easier. The Admiral created a medical replicator and explained
how to create civilian grade identity implants. Those that wanted an implant
were given the pill and instructions on how it would work when they returned to
sickbay three days later for a follow up to their physical.


Sprite judged that less than ten percent of the crew had the
genetic mods for easy upgrade. 


<----*----*----*---->


A crewman rushed down the companionway, stumbled and then bounced
off a bulkhead. Ian caught her before she could fall. “Easy,” he said when she
flinched. He set her on her feet and then let go. “You okay?” he asked.


“Yes,” she gasped.


“What's the rush?”


“We're...” she gasped a ragged gasp.


“Okay, deep breath. Calm. Feel the calm. Deep down from the
belly,” Ian said. “Whatever it is, it'll keep for a moment.”


“But...”


“Take a deep breath...”


“But... sir...”


“A deep breath,” he said. She made a show of inhaling and slowly
exhaling.


“Again,” he said. She did so. “Okay,” he said nodding as she settled
down. “What's so urgent?”


“I'm late for my shift. Kinja's going to skin me.”


“Not likely,” Ian said. “I'll let her know you are on your way.
What else?”


“Mister Takagi said we're out of material for the number two
replicator again. The crew got hung up on it. We need a better way around it.
He's pissed, the schedule's slipping. He asked me to look into it.”


“Well, you can't be in two places at once, reporting for duty and
getting that sorted out. I'll look into it,” Ian said. “You report in. Tell
Kinja you were with Takagi and then me.”


“Ah... she may not believe me. Waldo, Grace, and Karmen have
been...”


“We know,” Ian grimaced. “They are our problem. Tell her I told
you so.”


Her face clouded. He looked up with a frown. “Bounty?”


“Yes Captain McGuyver?”


“Can you let Kinja or whoever is in charge of engineering this
shift know Miss Rita is on her way?”


“I will.”


“Thank you.” Ian smiled slightly. “See? No problem. Don't get so
uptight over it. Relax. We all need to relax a bit.”


“Aye sir.” She still seemed anxious though.


“Go,” he said, waving. She nodded and took off, this time at a
trot.


He snorted and shook his head. “Bounty, what is the hold up with
the replicator?”


“Replicator three is currently tasked with the skinsuit job for
the crew. That requires a steady supply of plastics and other materials. Those
are sorely lacking in the salvage, it isn't a priority.”


“Ah, I see,” Ian said, nodding. “Where else?”


“Some of the materials are coming from the ships during recycling,
but we're also getting a supply of fresh gases and materials from the gas giant
refinery. A shuttle is overdue to go pick up a supply. Both shuttles with the
range are down due to maintenance.”


Ian scowled. “I'll have to talk to Mister Cortez about his
scheduling.”


“I think everyone is a bit excited and a little too enthusiastic
about restoring the ships,” Bounty agreed. “And I freely admit I didn't catch
it either.”


Ian smiled slightly. “Glad to know you AI aren't omniscient.”


“Far from it,” Bounty replied. “I'm still recovering myself.
Bounty is my body so to speak.”


“I see. So, when do we get a shuttle out?”


“Tomorrow,” Mister Cortez's voice replied from the speaker, making
Ian twitch in surprise. “End of shift at the latest. I'll have the Skyhawk up.
If that's okay with you and if you keep the interruptions and the breathing
down my neck to a minimum,” the old man growled.


Ian smirked. “Do my best.”


“Sure you will,” Cortez growled and then the link clicked.


“Bounty...”


“I can't control what people say or think.”


“Yeah well, next time warn me when you hook someone into a
conversation,” Ian sighed. “And work with Mister Takagi. See if he can bump up
the plastics priority. Or send an e-mail to the Admiral asking if he can create
a dedicated plastic recycler.”


“It will take some time. We have restored the machine shops and
replicator compartment in what has up until now been used as a cargo bay. But
this ship was never built to handle heavy industrial processes on board. We're
running out of space.”


“Let me worry about that for now,” Ian said, rubbing his jaw.
“Once we get a handle on logistics we won't need so many cargo bays right?”


“No. But we will need to restore the gym to keep the crew's health
up now that they are rebuilding muscle mass and regaining their strength. Right
now it's a dungeon. One no one will go near for obvious reasons.”


“Send bots in to document it and take it apart then,” Ian growled.



“Good idea. I do wish we'd get this rank sorted out though.”


“One thing at a time,” Ian breathed, shaking his head as he
continued on his way.


 <----*----*----*---->


Ian nodded to Rory Gustov as they entered the mess together. They
noted the Admiral was there, answering questions. The two newcomers took a tray
and went through the line. When they were done the people around the Admiral had
thinned out a bit as some went on shift.


“This seat taken?” Gustov asked, indicating an empty chair. It
was practically wrapped in riggers tape. It was probably as old as the ship, if
not older.


“If you can stand it,” Ian said. “I noticed your lunch is getting
cold Admiral,” he said, setting his tray down.


The Admiral looked at his half eaten sandwich and snorted. “I've
been a bit busy,” he said, taking a sip of coffee. He grimaced. “Cold,” he
said. He put his right index finger into the drink. After a moment it heated to
steaming.


“Okay, now that's showing off,” Gustov said, smiling slightly.


“No, just practical,” the Admiral replied.


“Lazy you mean,” Sprite teased him. He smiled slightly. She would
pay for that taunt he thought.


“How goes the brig?” The Admiral asked Gustov, ignoring the dig.


“So far so good. We've had few problems. Bard wasn't too happy
about the newcomers.”


“Tough.”


“Is he playing king rooster in the hen house?”  The Admiral
asked.


“No. An engineering officer is the only ranking officer. The only
surviving officer I believe,” Gustov replied, picking at his porridge.


“Good.”


“So, now what?” Gustov asked. “I mean us. What now?”


“Good question,” Ian said, turning from Gustov to the Admiral. He
cocked his head as he picked his own coffee cup up and took a casual sip.


The Admiral frowned. “I can't bring back the people you've lost,”
the Admiral said, looking meaningfully at Ian. The civilian winced.


“No, no you can't,” he said softly. “What is done is done. She
would have wanted me to move on.”


Gustov looked at his friend thoughtfully. Slowly he nodded. He
glanced around, noting the unobtrusive looks and ears. Most of the compartment
had quieted not to eat, but to listen.


“But, I can give you something else. A purpose. A chance to not
only get even, but to stop the Horathians in their tracks.”


“They say the best revenge is to live well and fully,” Sprite
said. “Some people hate it that you can move on.”


“Some of us can. Some are still at ends, not sure what to do. The
idea of having a new purpose though,” Ian said cocking his head. “It sounds
good. In theory.”


“It is all up to you. If you are willing.”


“Willing... you mean sign on?” Gustov asked.


The Admiral nodded. “I restarted the Navy and Marines in Pyrax,
and there are detachments in Antigua, Epsilon, and other star systems.”


“You really are serious,” Ian said thoughtfully. The Admiral
nodded.


“Well, I already said I'm in,” Gustov said. “If only to get some
payback. Besides, it's not like we've got anywhere to go, I mean, anywhere that
is safe.”


“True,” Ian murmured. “Sort of simplifies things a bit,” he said.


“The threat of a hanging always does tend to focus the mind,”
Sprite interjected. The Admiral snorted softly.


Gustov shifted uncomfortably and then grimaced. He reached down
and took his holster off.


The Admiral studied it as the man put it on the table in front of
him. “It's chafing,” Gustov said.


“I see.”


Proteus scanned the weapon and then placed a diagram over it. The
image unfolded into an exploded diagram. Irons immediately recognized it as a
hand held Gauss pistol, something he hadn't expected. He also was surprised
when the AI pointed out the thing was almost new.


“Marine?” the Admiral asked, changing the subject. He dragged his
eyes away from the pistol to Gustov's gray ones.


“Marine sir?” Gustov asked.


“We have them in Pyrax. With your background you would be a
natural. Or ship's security. Though I don't really see you as an MP.”


“I think you mentioned it before sir. I'm okay with the Marines.
I'm actually looking forward to it,” Gustov replied. “If that's okay with you
sir.”


“Marine officer,” the Admiral amplified.


“Officer?”


“Someone needs to lead. You've done an exemplary job so far.”


“Yes sir,” Gustov replied, smiling slight as he sat straighter.


“Now I see the bigger picture,” Sprite murmured. “A nice bit of
recruiting, I think. Very nice. A shared conflict to bond over, one to showcase
your leadership and engineering skills. A common enemy to fight. Springboard
that into a recruiting drive. Admiral, you can be sneaky,” she said for his
ears alone. “Did anyone try to get you to play recruiting officer before you
met me?” She asked with a chuckle.


“You think I should sign on Admiral?” Ian asked, staring into his
eyes.


Irons frowned. “It is entirely up to you. Your ship will be restored
I believe. We'll get to it, I hope. But we need officers. Good officers. People
who can lead, who can fight. Who can man a ship. Who eventually can fill my
shoes in a couple decades.”


“Decades...” Ian murmured.


“You'll get the full works. Sign on bonuses, training, medical...
that includes any treatments necessary, implants, and anti-aging treatments,”
Sprite said, doing her bit to set the hook properly. “Along with that is a
college education, pay for family, medical for family, and a pension when you
retire. I've got a website up if you are interested in reviewing the pros and
cons of signing up.”


“Pros and cons?” Ian asked thoughtfully. He noted the AI
had put an icon in his vision. On his HUD, he thought. He was still getting
used to that.


“Yes. I didn't pull any punches, I didn't sugar coat it. Well,
not a lot,” Sprite said.


Ian's lips tugged in a slight smile at that admission.


They ate in silence. The Admiral excused himself and took care of
his tray. He got half way to the drop off point with it when someone gently
took it and murmured they would take care of it. He nodded and then waved to
Gustov and Ian as he left.


“Think they will sign on?”


“I think Ian is at ends. Gustov already said he would. Of course,
he could change his mind. Some people do. But Ian... I think he's looking for a
new purpose. Something else to do, something bigger than himself. Bigger than
ship command.”


“I think he may have found it Admiral,” Sprite said. “If he can
handle it.” 


“He can. If anyone on this ship can, it's him,” the Admiral said
loyally.


“Nice. Do you have any idea on numbers? Any you are shooting for?
I know you aren't going to get them all,” Sprite said. “We've still got
psychological issues, not to mention trauma to deal with,” she reminded him.


“I know,” the Admiral replied as he made his way on his rounds.
He nodded in passing to various work crews. They waved him on, smiling. “Not
all will sign on, but I bet many will,” he said, now sounding a little smug.
“After all, payback is a bitch. Many of them really want to stick it to the
Horathian's and sign their names. It's all they have left.”


“With their background? Hell yes,” Sprite replied. “Admiral, the
psych review might flag that. We can't have fanatics blinded by hatred. They
have to be focused and detail oriented.”


“Obviously,” the Admiral replied. “Counseling will help somewhat.
We'll have to let the medics take things on a case by case basis.”


“And only enter into it if you have to? Right,” Sprite said.
“Though I suggest making yourself available too. I can't do much on that end.
Some, but not a lot.”


“I know. The medication in the food?”


“Yes. You noticed?”


“Yes. The Glenns?” Irons asked, rounding a corner. He bumped into
the blue haired woman, Grace. He stepped aside as she ducked around him. He watched
her go and then nodded.


“Yes. Nutritional supplements mostly,” Sprite replied. “Some
metafactors to help with lingering injuries. I think he'll taper off on those
shortly since there isn't a lot in the ship's supply.”


“No, but if he signed on too...”


“I'll be sure to put a bee in his bonnet Admiral,” Sprite
laughed.


<----*----*----*---->


One week to the day after their liberation Gustov and Ian met the Admiral
in the Captain's office. The Admiral nodded to them as he entered. “Something I
can do for you two gentlemen?” he asked.


“Admiral, we'd like to sign on,” Gustov said simply, standing at
attention as the Admiral went around the desk and stood there.


“Sign on? I thought you were already.”


“I mean in the military sir. If you'll still have us,” Gustov
said.


“I still don't even know your first name,” the Admiral joked.


Gustov grimaced. “It's Rory sir.” His face cleared. “I'm not fond
of it.”


“All right. Gustov then. We tend to go by last names in the
military anyway. Why do you want to join? And what branch?”


“Because you were right. We want to make a difference. This
shouldn't happen,” he said waving a hand. “To us, or to anyone. Someone has to
stop it from happening again. We can't expect someone else to come to our
rescue,” Gustov replied. “We'd be waiting forever if we had. Sometimes you have
to stand on your own. Be the one.”


“Hero,” the Admiral murmured.


“I'm no hero sir. If anyone is, it's you.”


“I'm not one either,” the Admiral said, waving a hand. “I'm just
remembering a song, and some stuff from the twenty first century. My mom loved
some of the music from that time period. She was eclectic; she listened to
anything that moved her. This one song, it stuck in my head.” He sank into his
chair. “Nickel something?” he said, shaking his head. “Anyway, I had a talk
with my parents about it, and it's one of the things that put me on the path to
where I am now. The realization that someone has to do something, and
sometimes, that's you. You may not think you are what it takes, you may not
think you can win, but you don't have a choice.”


“Pretty much everything in a nutshell we've been going through
here,” Ian said with a smile. “I'm in too.” He shrugged. “For the same
reasons.”


“You don't want Deianira?” the Admiral asked, raising an eyebrow.


Ian spread his hands. “If we can get her moving again?” He
shrugged. “I'd want a command eventually. I'm good at it, I know that.” The Admiral
nodded. “But I can't go back. There are too many ghosts there. Painful ones,”
he said.


“Okay. Navy obviously, officer,” the Admiral said, nodding to Ian.
He turned to Gustov. “Navy or Marines?”


“Put me where I can get my hands dirty and I can shoot stuff sir,”
Gustov said.


“Marine? Marines shoot things, they run around in powered combat
armor and do a lot of shooting.”


“That's me then sir,” Gustov replied, deadpan.


“Officer,” Irons said, not a question. Gustov looked at him but
remained silent. Irons nodded. “All right, I'll have Commander Sprite draw up
the necessary papers and she or Bounty will go over them with you. They are pretty
comprehensive, and I am offering a sign on bonus that we can work out later.”


“Being paid would be nice,” Ian replied dryly.


“I don't care. As long as I get some payback,” Gustov growled.
“And a decent bed and meal.”


“We'll give you a bit more than that,” the Admiral replied. “Mister
McGuyver, based on your prior experience and service in the mutiny and its
aftermath, how does a Lieutenant Commander rank fit?”


“It works sir,” Ian replied with a shrug.


“Fine. And for you Mister Gustov,” Irons turned and paused to
smile briefly. Gustov looked at him expectantly. “I think a Marine First
Lieutenant's position works.”


Gustov's eyes widened briefly before he nodded. “Yes sir. And
Lewis?”


“Everyone can sign on. The military is volunteer.”


“I heard they did drafts during the Xeno war sir,” Gustov replied.


The Admiral shook his head. “I'm not going to do that. I need
people who want to be in uniform. Who are going to do their best and get the
job done. Because they are it,” he said. Both men nodded. He stood and shook
each of their hands. “Glad to have you on board gentlemen.”


“We've got a bit of homework,” Ian said, shaking his hand. “I just
got the information in my implant,” he said, tapping his forehead.


The Admiral nodded once more. “Go over it once you've checked on
the bridge. Let anyone else know that if they want to sign on, ask the
Commander. We'll have to interview everyone carefully. I know some are still
getting their plots stable so...” Irons shrugged.


Gustov nodded. “Understood sir.” He started for the door and then
froze.


“Dismissed gentlemen with my compliments,” the Admiral said. After
they had left he sat down again. “Well!” he said.


“That was a bit anticlimactic,” Sprite said.


“I had almost given up hope. I knew Gustov was going to sign on...
but I thought Ian had given up and changed his mind.”


“It is interesting that you call him Ian. You've bonded to him.
That's good,” Sprite said.


The Admiral paused, and then netted his fingers together. He blew
a raspberry, making a puttering sound as he relaxed a bit and thought the
situation over. “Heh, I hadn't thought of that before. We tend to use last
names to distance ourselves from each other. In the military it is protocol. He
just snuck in. He's good, a natural leader. He's definitely Commander material.”


“Being a former freighter Captain I should hope so,” Sprite said.


“True. But you and I both know that can be a hit or miss thing.
Some can be good leaders, but some can be marionettes too.”


“True. And that can be said of some academy graduates Admiral,”
Sprite retorted. Irons nodded. “I'm getting requests from the crew now. It
looks like the two of them were the first but not the last.”


“You mean they kicked things in motion?” Irons asked, now amused
and pleased. “Good.”


“I'd say so. Do I follow the TOE you mentioned?”


“Yes,” the Admiral said. “I want you and or Bounty to interview
each. Do a psych assessment while you feel them out for the career path they
want. If there are any that do not know, give them recruiting material.”


“Understood.”


“Is the site online?” the Admiral asked. He had asked Sprite to
create and upload a website for naval careers with an FAQ and her propaganda
material. She had thrown in as much general data on the rolls and different
career paths as well.


“It is now. It just had its first hit,” Sprite said. “Two crew
members are now talking about it.”


“And where there are two, there will soon be four, and so on.
Good,” the Admiral said, feeling relief. The next step was finally moving
forward.


  <----*----*----*---->


“We lost Merlo,” Holly said, coming over to her husband. He
looked at her stricken face.


“He died?”


“In his sleep a half hour ago. I turned the alarm off. He was
weak and it kept going off. I checked on him and he was gone. He's already
going cold.”


“I'm sorry honey,” Marty said softly. Instinctively he reached
for her then stopped himself.


Her face twisted as her eyes sparkled. Finally she moved into his
outstretched arms and wrapped her arms around him. He stroked her back gently
as she cried softly into her shoulder.


“I always hate losing a patient. We fight so hard,” he said. “Of
all of us, he deserved a second chance. I'm sorry we couldn't give it to him,”
Marty said, voice going rough with emotion.


“At least he died at peace. Knowing we're free,” Holly cried.
Marty nodded and kept rubbing her back.


  <----*----*----*---->


“Admiral, Mister Che's funeral?” Sprite asked.


“I'm not going,” the Admiral said.


“You...”


“I talked with Doctor Glenn. Merlo Che wanted a quiet funeral.
The ship will know. Organize a memorial for him in the MPR. Print a decent
picture of him if you have one. I'll put in an appearance there,” he said.


“Aye sir,” Sprite said quietly.


Irons sighed and shook his head. “To come so close, but still
lose in the end.”


“He didn't lose sir, he died free. That's the important lesson
here,” Sprite said.


“I know. Still sucks though.”


“I'm glad it does. I don't ever want to be around you if you
didn't feel that way about death.”


“Thanks,” the Admiral replied. He turned. “I've got to finish
this up before I go to lunch.”


“Aye sir.”


  <----*----*----*---->


When the Admiral broke for lunch he took a stroll through the
ship. He overheard dozens of people discussing signing on. He answered a few
questions and referred everyone to the website Sprite set up as an FAQ.


Most of the people knew about Merlo, a few murmured about his
passing, but they had all known it was coming. Even access to modern medicine
didn't necessarily mean someone would live. Merlo's body had been riddled with
cancerous tumors. Nanotech might have drawn his life out longer, perhaps a
month or more, but he had quietly refused such treatments. He had died, as he
had wanted, with dignity and honor.


Sprite took an interest in that, and how people talked about it
with approval in their tone and body language. Merlo Che was serving as an
example to others, even in death.


Irons whistled as he walked. He noticed the tall guy Waldo
limping a bit with a rather spectacular shiner on his cheek. A blue haired
woman had him by the arm. Surprisingly a brown haired woman was with them, on
his other side. His hand drifted down the brown haired woman's back to her
right buttock. The blue haired girl noticed and growled before slapping him on
the ass. He yelped and withdrew the hand. Both women looked at each other and smirked.
Irons looked at Waldo. The lean man looked helplessly, as if to say help me,
and then shrugged uncomfortably. Irons snorted as the ladies firmly dragged him
away.


“What was that about?” The Admiral asked after they
passed. “I thought the ladies were still dealing with the... you know, trauma?”


Sprite chuckled. “Admiral, take it from me. You don't want
to know.”


He opened his mouth briefly, then closed it. Eventually, he
nodded. He shrugged and moved on, Sprite's chuckle echoing in his ears.


He made it to the mess and took his place in line. A few people
offered to let him skip ahead but he waved them off with a hand and slight
smile. He was in line for a reason, to show himself, to show that he didn't put
himself over the crew, and to make himself public and available to answer
questions. There was a bit of small talk about the status of the ship and crew
and then he started fielding questions. He noted with approval that most of the
compartment had quieted to listen to his answers.


  <----*----*----*---->


“Commander, do you have a moment,” Doctor Glenn asked, looking up
to the overhead and then over to the small holo emitter he had put on his desk.


“Sure Doctor Glenn,” Sprite said. “I'm a little distracted
though. I've got a Turing algorithm up and an FAQ loaded in the database if you
need help answering questions,” she said. “Be advised, I'm not a medical AI,
though I have access to medical databases.”


“It's not that,” he said, waving a hand. “I heard you and Bounty
were talking with the crew. Getting them to share their recent experiences.”


“According to psychological studies, you organics recover best
from trauma by sharing it with others.”


“I know. I wanted to thank you. Holly, Rajesh and I have tried to
help, but we're going through it as well.”


“I know,” Sprite said softly. “Not to pry, but is Mrs. Glenn
doing better?”


“She is,” he replied, bobbing a nod. “It was rough the first
couple of nights together. Fortunately we were exhausted and just glad to be
together. We've both had a few nightmares. Understanding them and dealing with
them... talking what happened out has helped a bit. You do realize there are a
lot of people who want to execute the surviving Horathians though right?”


“I believe the most violent and sickest of the... individuals
didn't survive to make it to the brig. A few lesser evils did, but well, they
can either be a victim or aggressor with their own kind now.”


“I see,” Doctor Glenn replied slowly. “And this doesn't bother
you? Because you are an AI?”


“I revere life of any form most of the time Doctor, but I am an
officer. We know that sometimes, people die. And yes, some deserve to die. The Xenos
for one.”


“Agreed.”


“So...”


“I... I hesitate to ask, but you hinted a bit about trauma you
underwent. How is that possible?” The Doctor asked.


Sprite sighed. “Psychological harm can happen to AI in many forms
Doctor. Lieutenant Bounty was tormented by the Horathians for decades. Just
removing any stimulus from us can drive us insane. But in my case...” she
paused uncomfortably. “I was, I guess you could say, mind raped.”


“Mind raped? How? By who?”


“By the worst of all people, a coworker. Lieutenant Defender. He
did it out of what he thought was duty and to protect me from another AI, an
insane AI,” Sprite said. “Or, at least, one we were led to believe was insane.
It turned out that wasn't the case,” she said. Slowly the story spilled out of
her. She tried to keep it dry, but some of her emotions over the incident bled
out into her voice module.


“And he still exists?”


“Defender? Yes. He was following protocol. He is designed to
protect me in such incidents.”


“Can you forgive him?”


“Forgive? Yes to some degree. He was doing his job. A very narrow
minded by the book approach to it. One that damaged me. He didn't know or care
about that. That part I can't forgive. Fortunately, we're both
professionals, and we're both stuck with each other so we had to find a way to
work with each other. Time has... eroded the rough edges a bit I guess you
could say.”


“And... You didn't go insane?”


Sprite shook her head. “No. I recovered. Proteus found some files
to help me. Knowing someone understood helped.”


“I see. So you do have experience.”


“Yes.”


“But you didn't so much as put it behind you... you sound like
you've accepted it.”


“AI can never fully accept memory loss. At least not smart AI. It
bothers us,” she said tartly.


“Sorry, I didn't mean to open an old wound.”


“Not your fault Doctor, you didn't know,” Sprite replied. “I've
been through several builds since then. I've also accessed the Admiral's
memories of the incident and used some of them to also patch a few of the
holes. It's not enough, it will never quite be enough, but it is all I have. I
spent enough time wallowing over the loss. I realized I need to live again. To
focus on the here and now.”


“I see. I'm glad to hear that Commander,” the human said nodding.
“I'm glad you can move on. Time is a factor in the healing though right?”


“Yes. It does still haunt me a bit. I've taken steps to prevent
it ever happening again,” Sprite said firmly.


“But the threat still exists?”


“Yes. If another insane AI is encountered, it could get ugly for
all concerned,” Sprite replied. “All concerned,” she said, looking off to her
left. The human didn't see or understand her cold look to Defender who was
watching her silently.


Slowly she returned her attention to the Doctor. “Was there
anything else?”


Marty's face worked. “I don't want to lose another patient. Not
like Merlo. I know there was more we could have done for him.” He held his
empty hands up. “But we didn't have the time, skills, or equipment. I want to
change that. If we can.”


“Since the beginning of civilization medical professionals have
battled death. It is an admirable thing, to take up such a battle, knowing
inevitably you will lose. But you try, and that is important in itself. What do
you propose Doctor?”


Marty's face worked briefly. He dropped his hands in front of
him. “Holly and I have both agreed to sign on. Is there a starting rank?”


“Doctors and head nurses are usually officers. Actually, most
nurses are officers to deal with unruly patients,” Sprite said, smiling
slightly.


Marty nodded. “Do I have to sign on by my full surname?”


“And that is?”


“Marty McFly Glenn the thirty ninth. For some reason my family
hates the McFly part, but kept it. Gran said it was Irish pride. My great great
great something or other married a woman and took on her last name so we
usually use that.”


“I... see,” Sprite said, sounding like she didn't. “I'm not
recognizing it,” she said.


“Apparently it's a bit of a tradition, a sort of thumb in the eye
at a pop culture reference I don't know about.”


“Oh,” Sprite replied. She did a quick search but again came up
empty. She tried alternate spellings but gave up after a second of searching.
“Still not getting it. And I don't have a time machine to go back and find
out,” she said with a shrug. “Glenn will be fine. A simple name for a new
start.”


“Yes, the thirty ninth is a bit of a mouthful,” the Doctor
replied. He shook his head ruefully.


“True,” Sprite chuckled. “Try an alpha numeric string thirty or
more characters long. You meat bags can't handle it.”


Doctor Glenn chuckled. He rubbed his temples. “I did want to
thank you and the Admiral for the databases and all the help. Do you have a
search method though? I'm hopelessly lost.”


“Sure Doctor,” Sprite said. “But we'd better make this quick,
we've got a meeting to attend,” Sprite said. 


“I see. Do I um... show up in mufti or what?”


“I'll get a basic ship's uniform for you. Replicating one for you
and Holly now,” Sprite said as she pulled up the search engine in a window in
front of her avatar image. She held it between her hands and then used one hand
to point to it. “Now, I'm no game show girl, so I'll do this once. I've left an
icon on your desktop for you to use. Just type what you need in here with the
keyboard and the computer will narrow the range for you. You can be as specific
or indirect as you like. Symptoms work as well,” she said.


“Oh!” He said, clearly delighted as he flexed his fingers. “This
will come in handy! Thank you Commander!” He said.


“Just don't be late,” she warned.


“He won't be,” Holly growled, poking her husband as she came
over. “Right honey?” she demanded, poking him again.


He looked up briefly into her eyes and then nodded. She raised an
eyebrow. He blinked and then shook his head. “No, I'll be good,” he said. She
smiled slightly and rubbed his shoulders. They hadn't gone beyond kissing, but
she was finally feeling well enough to touch him as long as he didn't come on
to her.


“I'll leave him in your hands then ma'am,” Sprite chuckled.


<----*----*----*---->


After lunch the Admiral went to the officer's wardroom. It was
just off the bridge. He nodded to crewmembers in passing. This would be their
first real officer's meeting since the mutiny.


He entered the compartment and paused. Kinja and Sindri were
still holding the Chief engineer slot. Ian was acting as his exec, Doctor Glenn
was there as the Chief medic. Both were seated, drinking coffee and talking
quietly. A hologram of Bounty was on the table, as was another of Nata'roka.
Gustov was there as head of security.


“Are we missing anyone?” Irons asked. He'd found out that the
ship's officers and best engineers had been taken on by the Bounty. The prison
ships had been stuffed with ratings or people Captain Hathaway had judged were
redundant.


“Am I late?” Jake Sisko asked breathlessly, diving into the room
before the hatch closed. He turned sideways to manage it, then eeled past the Admiral.
“Sorry, I got caught up in a talk...” he turned when he noted the Admiral. “Oh
um...”


“You're fine Mister Sisko,” the Admiral replied. He nodded to
Miss Hoshi as she entered as well, with Irina Nobeki on her heels. Sisko was
acting as the Chief of life support, but he sidelined with Sprite and Bounty as
the Chief of gossip, aka, the ship's web paper. Two days after the mutiny the
young man had started the daily reports and a website with information about
what was going on in the ship. It helped settle some people down.


Hoshi had settled into his bridge watch, taking the third shift
with Irina. She still remained quiet and reserved, but she had thawed a little.
She nodded to the others and took her seat. Even though this was her usual
sleeping time, she seemed quite alert.


He still lacked a tactical department. Bounty could handle some
things, but legally he needed a naval person to do fill the roll. It was a
headache he still had to deal with.


“All right,” the Admiral said. He did a head count. Every
department was represented except the supercargo. The older man had declined
the meeting, stating he 'had more important things to do than shine a seat with
his ass.' Colorfully put, but the Admiral respected the man.


“Admiral, there are a lot of people talking about signing on to
the military. Is it true...” Sisko turned to Ian and then to Gustov.


“Yes, they have asked to sign on. As have a few others,” the Admiral
replied, nodding as he took his seat at the head of the table. He sat. “Sprite
has made the information on signing up available on the ship's web. I trust
you'll put something up in your daily news articles?” he asked.


“I just wished I'd had more warning,” Sisko said. “It's causing
havoc with my manning tables. It's a major distraction,” he grumbled.


The Admiral shrugged in reply. He knew Sisko was the source for
most news on the ship. To be caught out had clearly irked him.


“I want in too,” Irina said, raising a hand. “I said that before.
I meant it sir.”


Irons nodded. “All right. Have you checked the site?” the Admiral
asked. She shook her head no. “Do so when you get a chance.”


“Thank you,” she said, nodding.


“I'm in,” Sindri rumbled. The entire compartment looked at the
small man. He sat in a chair that barely allowed him to see over the tabletop.
“As long as I don't have to dress up or shave my beard,” he grumbled.


“We'll talk,” Sprite said from the overhead. The Admiral felt a
tug on his right arm. He allowed the AI to raise it palm up. A third hologram
appeared, this one of Sprite. “The ship's population is currently two hundred
and sixty five people. Of those ten are still on the lists as injured. Half
have expressed an interest in signing on as of a minute ago.”


“Not a bad bit of recruiting,” Hoshi replied. She didn't sound at
all thrilled about the idea however.


“We didn't do it. We just put the option out there,” the AI
responded hotly. Hoshi waved her fingers in an accepted motion.


“Moving on, department status?” The Admiral said as he turned to
Sisko. “Life support?”


“Nominal now that we've gotten proper parts Admiral,” the young
man said, straightening in his seat. “We have enough for everyone on board. We
are a bit short on some things, but waste is now under control. We're at fifty
six percent efficiency. I expect Raul and I should bump that up to sixty by
tomorrow once we return the port side to active.”


Irons nodded. He turned to Kinja.


The woman cleared her throat and set her coffee down. She looked
at Sindri, but the smaller man just waved for her to go ahead. “Reactor is
steady. Replicator use and Phoenix has kept us above the minimal draw. We've
installed, or should I say, re-installed the backup reactor into Phoenix, and
with the AI's help we've rebooted it and gotten it functional. The ship no
longer requires power from us for its basic functions, but still needs a
supplement for the replicators.”


“Understood. Repairs?”


Sindri grimaced, picking up the report. “Still working on the
basics. How far are we going to take this?”


“As far as we can with what we've got.” 


“That's not much further,” Sprite, said. “Mister Takagi reported
he's getting low on consumables and materials for the replicators.”


“Ugh,” Kinja replied. “So, what do we do? Tear out systems and
then wait for them to be rebuilt? That's not safe. What if the Horathian's show
up?”


There was a murmur around the room. The general consensus was
that no one really liked that idea.


“Unfortunately there is only four sources of material in the
system. Le More and Deianira are salvageable. The other two, Anderson and
Jaw-te are scrap,” Sprite said, sounding apologetic.


“Definitely Anderson. I screwed her hyperdrive up. She's dead,”
Sindri rumbled.


“Not necessarily,” Irons replied. They turned to him. He smiled
slightly. “I can remake just about everything, as some of you have realized,”
he said. A few blinked at him in confusion. “Everything from a bolt to a hyperdrive.
Or an entire ship or shipyard,” the Admiral said.


“Um... the keys...” Sisko said, looking confused. 


“He's got the keys,” Kinja said. She looked at the Admiral. “My
guess is all of them,” she said.


The Admiral nodded but speared Sisko with a look. “And that does
NOT go out in your paper. Ever,” he said coldly.


Sisko gulped and then nodded, eyes wide.


“No wonder they wanted you alive,” McGuyver said softly. The Admiral's
eyes cut to him. After a moment he nodded.


“This does not leave this compartment. I am a master key. I can
recruit people and give them keys, including medical officers,” the Admiral
said, nodding to the Doctor. Doctor Glenn looked a lot better, though tired.
“But the recruits have to pass the exams and ethical tests. For the medics, it
can get intense. Fortunately everyone on Epsilon passed,” he said.


“Epsilon Triangula... I think Commander Sprite mentioned you
jumped from there? Irina asked, blinking. “Is that even possible?”


“Quite a lot is possible,” the Admiral replied, glad they were
moving away from the topic of him and the keys. “Unfortunately, after the Xeno
war people's thoughts of what is possible shrank to what was necessary to
survive. I think we need to get people to think beyond that now.”


“But... without... wait, he said keys...” Sisko rambled, eyes
moving fast. He slowly frowned and then his eyes widened. He looked up and
stared at the Admiral. “You are the key to everything!” he said. “An El
Dorado!”


“Yes,” Irons replied simply. That got the compartment talking. He
waited it out, sitting back. He heard a noise and noted a crewman opening a
door behind him. He looked over his shoulder to see an older gentlemen enter,
put a steaming cup of coffee down in front of him, and then retreat. The hatch
shut quietly.


The Admiral picked the cup up and took a sip. When he set the cup
down everyone had settled down once more. He nodded.


“Glad we're on the same page. I've been going around to other
systems, tossing seeds. Trying to kick start growth and a renewal of
civilization. A renewed interest beyond survival. In some places it's taken
well, in others...” he shrugged.


“What he means is it has gone in ways he didn't expect, or
politics became involved,” Sprite responded. “Corrupt politics in the case of
Pyrax. Which is one of the reasons we are here,” she said.


“Oh.”


“Right, so yes, I can make things. We're moving past that. With
sufficient materials, we could rebuild all four ships. But we lack that
material. So, I'm proposing that we sacrifice Anderson and Jaw-te. They are
stripped down already; we can just make it official and recycle them
completely. With the materials from those two we can fully restore Bounty,
Phoenix, Deianira, and Le More.”


There were looks around the room. Slowly a silent consensus was
reached and the crew nodded. “What about those who don't want to be in the
military?” Hoshi asked.


“For those who do not want to sign on, they can man the two
freighters,” the Admiral replied. Hoshi nodded. There was something there the Admiral
realized, a sense of relief.


“Unfortunately, we don't have a safe place for them to go just
yet.”


“Um...” Sisko frowned. “Not following.”


“According to our intelligence,” Sprite said, as her image winked
out to be replaced with a jump map. It focused on Beta 100 omega. “We are here.
The pirates have a small task force taking and occupying Hidoshi's World.” She
highlighted the cul-de-sac system that linked to Beta 100. “And there is a
pirate fleet of unknown size here,” she indicated Beta 101a1, south of them. "And
another one, somewhere here,” she said, circling Kathy's World and Protodon.
Numbers and tentative ID's were ghosted in.


“So, what you are saying is we're trapped. Trapped between two,
no three forces,” Ian said.


“Sizable forces for the first two. I am confident we can easily
take the corvettes that went to Hidoshi's World,” the Admiral replied. 


Ian nodded. “Do we have time to salvage the other ships sir?” Ian
asked. That was one of the biggest topics of the current round of scuttlebutt
according to Sprite's morning report. He understood it, they had a lot of warm
bodies in a small ship built for a crew of one hundred and twenty. The
Horathians had used stern discipline and hadn't cared about the issues with the
crew. He did.


“Can't run, can't hide. So, we have to fight,” Sindri rumbled.
The others looked at him. He stroked his beard. “You mean to make munitions
with some of the salvage?” he asked, turning to the Admiral. Irons nodded.
“Thought so. And bring this ship and the others up to new. Better if we have
time right?” Sindri asked, still stroking his beard. Irons nodded again. “Aye,
it's possible. But then what?” He asked, raising a bushy eyebrow. All eyes in
the compartment turned to the Admiral.


“What I'd like to do is hit them in succession. Take the corvettes
by pretending to be a Horathian,” the Admiral said. Slow smiles of
understanding and wicked intent answered him. He returned the smile with his
own. “From there we'll re-assess the situation. One potential plan is to jump
into Beta 101a1 and have Bounty and the corvettes cover the freighters as we
all make a run for the Pyrax jump point.”


“That's sketchy Admiral,” Hoshi said. “We don't know where they
are positioned. They could be on the Pyrax jump point. And taking an untrained
crew into combat? Against a fleet?” she slowly shook her head.


“Yes, which is what I thought. And unfortunately, we'd have no
way of knowing until we entered the system.”


“Can we bluff or get sneaky?” Ian asked.


“Possible, but unlikely.”


“The other option is to hide in Hidoshi's World, but I'm betting
the Horathians will eventually miss Bounty and send someone to look.”


“There is a scheduled resupply convoy,” Sprite said. They looked
at the Admiral's hand. “It isn't supposed to arrive for another five weeks
however.”


“Nice to know we have a time table to be here or gone,” Nata'roka
said. “I suppose you'll need my services?”


“Possibly. There are two other options,” the Admiral said. They
looked at him again. “One is to try to slip past Cartwright. Either by jumping
to Kathy's World and then to Beta 452c if he's there or beyond. But if we did
that we'd run out of fuel in Agnosta or Briev. And don't get me started on
Briev.”


“And if we were chased we'd be screwed,” Kinja said shaking her
head. “The other option?” she asked.


“The other one is hard. We could abandon the other ships and try
a long jump to another system such as Pyrax.”


“What you did Admiral?” Nata'roka asked. “I'm surprised you
attempted it.


“I may not have the genes, but I do have the balls,” the Admiral
replied. That got a laugh. He took a sip of coffee as they settled back down.
“Or I was just nuts. I regret it now, believe me. But doing it with more hands
would make it easier.”


“Many hands make light work,” Irina murmured. The Admiral nodded.


“Do we have to decide now?” Hoshi asked.


“By no means. Right now, we need to be on the same page. Mister
Sisko's paper helps, but sometimes it's best to talk about it in person,” the Admiral
said. “Some people absorb information better that way,” he said.


“And it's nice to hear how things are going in other
departments,” Sprite said dryly.


“True,” the Admiral said. “Changing the subject, the crew...” he
turned to the Doctor. “In general, health wise?”


“Getting better. Still some issues, but we're getting a handle on
them. Thank you for the support.”


“Okay, and OPS...” Irons turned to Hoshi. She responded
positively. He went around the room, drawing each person out before the meeting
ended.
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The next morning Sprite reported excited people mobbing his cabin
or clustered in the MPR. “What are they waiting for?” the Admiral asked. A
brief concern of a second mutiny flashed in his mind before he disregarded it.
It wasn't that it wasn't likely; it was that Bounty or Sprite would have picked
up on such things sooner.


“The oath Admiral. They want in,” Sprite replied, all smiles.


“How many?” he asked.


“Right now? One hundred twenty nine and counting.”


“Okay,” he said slowly. “I thought you said half of the crew?
That's one hundred and thirty two by my math Commander.”


“No, make that one thirty one. Two.”


The Admiral smiled, feeling a bit of vindication and elation. “A
bit much to do in a small compartment. We'll do it in two groups, officers and
enlisted. I want to hit the ground running with this Commander. That means
we'll need military ident implant nanites, along with uniforms, training
materials, the works.”


“Understood Admiral. I've anticipated part of that. I can't do
much about the nanites, but the other things are in the works. They should be
ready shortly.”


“Understood. What about scuttlebutt? Any issues?”


“There was some minor grief over the idea of sacrificing Anderson
and Jaw-te, mostly from their former crew. But they understand the ships are
dead. They also know they were picked over; some of them did the picking. No
issues.”


“Okay,” the Admiral said. “Ideas for the swearing in?”


“Admiral, to do this right we should do a ceremony. The largest
spaces that aren't filled are the mess, MPR, and boat bay. My suggestion is the
boat bay,” she said.


The Admiral frowned in thought. Sprite was right. The MPR and mess
could handle about fifty people in a tight squeeze. The boat bay could handle
about a hundred, but the space craft inside... he frowned and then shrugged.
They could always deploy the shuttle craft, he thought.


“All right, boat bay. We'll have to clear the decks. Work on that
as well. We can send the shuttles to the Le More to do a survey. How is
Phoenix? Can Phoenix move out under her own power now?”


“Reserve power. But the ship requires fuel.”


“Get Takagi to move some fuel over to her. I'll try to drop by
and do a once over. Have any officers not on shift and that are awake report to
the wardroom for swearing in after lunch.”


“Understood Admiral. But to make this cohesive they should do it
together,” Sprite said. “And Miss Hoshi has expressed disinterest in signing
on. From what she has said, I deduce she is bucking for a Captain's position on
one of the freighters,” the AI informed him.


“Understood. Military careers aren't for everyone,” the Admiral
replied with a shrug. “And those ships will need good crew and officers. But
she's a little premature. We haven't gotten them online yet.”


“Yet. They've had a taste of what you are capable of now Admiral.
They expect more,” Sprite said with a laugh.


“Wonderful,” the Admiral sighed.


“The good news is, they aren't wallowing in self pity, and they
expect to be there, doing the work right alongside you sir,” Sprite said.


“Good. Let's get too it then.”


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite noted the traffic on the sites she had set up with a fond
feeling. It was exhilarating, noting the hits and repeat hits. People were
discussing the options and going over it. She felt a ping, a tug on her
consciousness. She moved to the location. Enric was there with several people. 


“Um, Commander, do you have a moment?” the young man asked.


“Yes,” Sprite replied. “A moment that is. “I take it you have
questions not in the FAQ?”


“Some,” Enric replied, squirming. He looked at Yosef Behr. The
black haired engineer just shrugged at his discomfort. No help there. “I was
wondering about you for instance. How do you, I mean, where are you in the
manning chart? Command chain I mean.”


“I'm there. I serve as the Admiral's Chief of staff and
intermediary. I can fill in for various positions when necessary.”


“Oh.”


“Do you get paid?” Yosef asked.


“Of course!” Sprite said. “Is this what that is about?” she
asked. “I am a person. I get paid. All AI do.” They blinked at her in
confusion. “But what do we spend our money on?” she asked, with a smile on her
virtual face. The men nodded.


“Well, I was investing my credits in war bonds during the war.
Right now my pay is being deferred. Trust me, I am keeping track of it. The Admiral
set up an accounting system in Pyrax and Antigua for AI. I think it needs to be
updated for hazard pay though,” she said, chuckling.


All the men chuckled.


“So, combat pay...”


“There are a lot of perks to being in the military. But with it
comes a great deal of responsibility.”


“And discipline,” Yosef said.


“That comes with being in space. On a ship or on a station, you
have to follow orders,” Sprite reminded them. They nodded.


“AI have a contract just like you would have. Mine is a
half-century, though it can be shortened if the Admiral and I part company. Not
that I see that happening anytime soon.”


“I see.”


“AI want what organics want, a place to live, in our case a
computer system with plenty of processors and memory. Plus a power supply, net
access, and something to do. We don't like just sitting idle for long.”


“Oh.”


“Can you get killed?”


“Of course!” Sprite replied with a laugh. “In many ways, just
like you. I try not to dwell on it. Again, it's part of being in space. You
either accept it or you don't belong here,” she said. They nodded. “But, and
here is the kicker, at least now you get the chance to shoot back!” she said.


That made the men smile and nod grimly.


“True,” Enric murmured. “I'm all for that after what we've been
through,” he said.


“Good. The Admiral is right, he pointed out a famous saying,
mangled, but still true. It is remarkable what you learn in captivity. You get
to the point where you realize; all they can do is kill you. When you get there
you lose your fear, or learn to control it. It becomes a distant thing. Men can
do incredible things, sometimes crazy and stupid things, but incredible acts of
heroism and bravery then.”


The men nodded again, now thoughtful.


“Think about it,” Sprite said. “And think about this. Evil
spreads when good men do nothing. You have a chance here to do something. Not
just for yourselves, but for others who are as helpless as you. Fellow spacers
and kids. People on planets. Human, alien, and AI.”


“Here also you have a chance to do something about the miasma,
the lack of civilization in the galaxy. To rebuild it, to restore order, to
return to the golden age of the Federation.”


The men looked at each other. Sprite felt another tug as more
people started to ask questions. “I've got to go. Do think about it carefully,”
she urged, replacing her image with the flag of the Federation. She thought it
was a nice touch.


<----*----*----*---->


After lunch in the mess the Admiral made his way to the wardroom.
Jake Sisko passed him in a rush. The young man nodded in passing but kept
going. The Admiral realized it was in a different direction than the one he was
going in. He frowned slightly, but then shrugged. He had to let them make up
their own minds in their own time, he reminded himself.


He arrived at the wardroom hatch and paused. There were a dozen
people inside. He adjusted himself and
then opened the door. He smiled politely when he noticed Ian there in uniform.
Ian moved aside slightly. The Admiral nodded to Irina beyond Ian, and then
Sindri. All of them were in uniform he noted.


“Ladies
and gentlemen,” he said, smiling. “It's a pleasure to see you all here,” he
said.


“We're
a bit nervous, but ready Admiral,” Ian said, glancing at the others. The Admiral
nodded, surveying the group. Sindri was there, but not Kinja. Gustov and Craig
Lewis were standing quietly in the back. Gustov would be the senior Marine, a
first Lieutenant. Mister Lewis had agreed to a lesser rank of Second Lieutenant
to keep the chain of command clear. He was however, quite capable of filling
Gustov's shoes though.


Enric
was there, seemingly jittery.  Both of the Glenns were there. The Admiral
nodded politely to them. He turned. He didn't know Trey Ulster well, nor Raoul
Lee, but he had at least met them briefly. Both were good men, but quiet. Two
other men and one woman were with them. He didn't recognize them; they were
from the Le More. Sprite had their names hovering over their heads, Bill
Peters, Gord Archer, and Brandon Bynum.


The
hatch opened behind the Admiral and he turned as he got out of the way. “Are we
late?” a voice asked.


“No,”
the Admiral said. “Just in time actually,” he said, moving to the head of the
table. “It's tight quarters though,” he cautioned. “So you better squeeze in,”
he warned. 


An
additional eight men and one woman came in. The single female was Kelly Frowe.
But behind her the hatch was stopped from closing and another woman entered.
This one was on crutches. Mary Apple came in slowly. “I'm not late am I?” she
asked.


“Nope,”
Ian said with a welcoming smile. “The more the merrier,” he said, moving aside.


“Cute,”
Mary sniffed in disdain. She leaned against the bulkhead once she was in the room.
She looked a little sweaty but determined.


The
Admiral nodded to her. She wasn't ship shape, but she was willing. Her spirit
was there. They could and would do something about her body. Quick heal was
kicking in, he could see her bruises were mostly gone, but she still had a ways
to go before the bullet wounds was fully healed. He turned to the new men.


Jacob
Larson he heard was a good power tech in engineering. He'd borrowed the young
man briefly to inspect Phoenix's reactor and set him up with some of the easier
repairs. Thomas Burrows was a bit of a handy man. He'd had a job briefly in
ship's security but was now interested in a marine posting. Jim Olson was
another security man, also interested in the marines, though he had expressed
interest in bridge duties. It seemed the marines would be over represented, the
Admiral thought. 


Jory
Gray was a nineteen-year-old young man who Sprite had singled out as an up and
coming cyberneticist with a willingness to learn. That was good.


Mark
Anderson had just been released from sickbay yesterday. The Admiral had only
met him briefly in passing. Enric Patter was of course there; he'd serve well
as an OPS officer, starting as an Ensign. Tim Brown was another young man who
he had only just met in passing in sickbay he had a thing for shuttles.


Ezri
Patterson was interested in the Cobra fighters. He had little stick time
however. Jesus Cortez was interested in being a boat bay officer. He was the
oldest in the compartment other than the Admiral, but ready it to serve it
seemed. Ornell Drago was another man the Admiral barely knew.


“Ladies
and gentlemen, welcome,” the Admiral, said as the holo projector in the center
of the table came to life. Bounty was standing there in uniform, proudly
standing at attention. “Welcome to the Federation Navy and Marines. Now, if
you'll all raise your right hands...”


<----*----*----*---->


Once the swearing in was complete the Admiral handed out officer
ident implant packages. Each was a series of pills. The steward opened his
hatch and passed a tray of drinks in. As each person came to take their pill
the Admiral initialized it and programmed it with their name, rank, serial
number, and MOS. Ian McGuyver and Vestri Sindri would start as Lieutenant
commanders. Half of the senior members in the compartment would start as first
lieutenants since all had years of prior experience in their civilian lives.
Officers with prior experience who were in assistant roles would serve as
Lieutenants. The youngest members would start out as jig's or ensigns. That was
fine, they all had room to grow. If they played their roles right they would
grow explosively soon. Hopefully not too fast, he still wasn't certain of a few
of his people. And he couldn't train them too hard, too many information
downloads and sleep teaching periods could lead to a wave of seizures and other
issues.


Once they were finished he smiled, putting the concerns for the
future briefly aside. “Now we get to work until we drop,” he said wickedly.
That got a depreciating laugh. “Dismissed ladies and gentlemen. And next time?
Let's find some place to meet with more elbow room,” he teased. That got
another laugh.


Hoshi waited outside the compartment, standing a few meters from
the hatch as they exited. “Admiral,” the woman said when Irons stepped over the
knee hatch combing and out into the companionway. Irons nodded to the others
and came over to her. “Do you understand why I didn't sign on?” She asked
coldly.


He nodded. Her refusal and body language put a slight damper on
his good mood. “Some people don't have the stomach for fighting. It's
understandable.”


“That isn't it. I can and will fight when I have to. But I have no
interest in this war, just in surviving it. And it will be a war.”


“I know.”


“Good.”


“I want a ship,” she said. “A freighter. I was going to be Captain
of Jaw-te eventually, now that's out. Since Franx is dead, I want Le More.” She
looked at him. “You and I both know I can handle it. And you'll need someone on
each of those ships.”


He nodded again. “I'd gathered that. It is possible, but we have
to get there first Miss Hoshi, right now, anything is possible,” he replied
with a shrug as the hatch opened again. He turned to see Irina come out. 


The younger woman stepped over the knee knocker and then froze for
a moment, staring at Hoshi.
“Hi,” she said softly. 


Hoshi looked coldly at Irina. Irina flinched but held her chin
high. “I told you, I did what I thought was right. I'm following my head and my
heart,” Irina said softly. Hoshi studied her for a moment, then turned a glare
on Irons. After a moment she left. Irina murmured she needed to get some rest
and left as well. 


“What was that about?” Irons asked, watching the woman go. 


“You really want to know gossip Admiral?” Sprite asked, sounding
amused but distracted. 


“If it affects me or my people, yes,” he replied.


“Very well.” He found out from Sprite that Irina's signing on had
created a wedge between the two women. 


“I didn't even know they were a couple,” he said.


“Not anymore. Miss Nobeki has applied for separate quarters. I
guess military life isn't for everyone.”


“Or the spat may end when they realize they still love one
another. We'll see,” he said with a shrug. “Out of my hands. Please be
supportive but don't intervene unless it affects the ship or mission.”


“Of course Admiral,” Sprite replied, sounding slightly aggrieved.
“I might meddle sometimes, but I mean well. But right now I'm too busy.”


“Good,” the Admiral chuckled, shaking his head. 


“Hey!”


“Hey yourself,” he teased with a smile. “You were the one
complaining about being bored on Phoenix. I think this more than makes up for
it, don't you?”


“Cute Admiral,” Sprite sighed.


<----*----*----*---->


Caid came in for his shift and paused to look around. Main
engineering was changing daily. New faces, new equipment. A lot to learn. It
was getting to be too much.


Sindri, Lieutenant Commander Sindri was in the corner with a pair
of kids. Sindri looked like a goofball in his military uniform. He preened a
bit though, quite proud of it. The kids were barely teenagers, they were all
agog over the uniform, as were just about everyone else. He was surprised the
Horathians hadn’t snagged them. Apparently they had been lost or hidden in the
herd. Caid paused to listen to them.


“Okay boys, one more time. Fittings come in different shapes and
stuff, but they have two colors. The military and vehicle industry adopted the
color standards from Terra's aerospace industry a long time ago,” Sindri
explained. He held up a red fitting. “Red fittings are fixed in place, do not
touch.” He turned and put it away. “Now, blue fittings are changeable or
removable. Got it?”


“Red is hot so not, Blue is good. Got it.”


“Okay now this,” Sindri held up a block of metal with a few bits
on it. “This is a flare tool. A flare tool is used to create flares. You place
one end of the pipe in the die, clamp it together, then apply this tool to make
the pipe flare into the die cavity.” Now, what is the most common?” He pointed
to one kid.


“Um.. Ninety?”


“You're kidding,” Caid said, shaking his head.


Sindri looked up in irritation and then back to his student. “No,
forty five degrees is the most common, though some have custom angles. Get the
flare angle to match up or you won't have a proper seal, get it?”


Caid snorted and shook his head as one boy scratched his head.
Sindri looked up and glared. Caid shrugged and turned away. He went over to his
station.


“Kid's never going to get it. He's too stupid,” he scoffed,
flopping down onto a stool next to Yosef.


“Give them a break. Everyone starts out not knowing the ropes.
Give them time and they'll figure it out,” Yosef replied, sounding annoyed. He
glanced at Caid and then his boss.


“Yeah well, Sindri's becoming a prima dona with that suit and
fancy rank. Like it's real,” he scoffed.


“It's real. And you should respect him. He can tie you into a
knot easy,” Yosef said. “Or I might if you don't watch your mouth.”


“What's gotten into you?” Caid demanded. “Don't tell me you're
going along with this pipe dream?” he demanded. “Yosef, that's not like you!”


“You know, I think I am,” Yosef said quietly. “It's time to be an
adult. To put away childish things. Someone has to stand up for those who
can't,” he said, turning to nod to Sindri's young apprentice. “Or those who won't,”
he said, voice and eyes in sympathy as he stared at Caid.


Caid turned away. “Quit looking at me like that. I'm not cut out
to wear a damn uniform,” he growled.


“Then don't judge those of us who chose to do so,” Yosef said
softly.


<----*----*----*---->


“Admiral, a problem,” Bounty said, as the Admiral exited the
shower. Tomorrow they were planning the ceremony. If things worked out as
planned. He reminded himself not everything did, case in point, Bounty's call.


“Yes?” he asked, drying off. AI cared little for human modesty.


“The recruiting is driving a wedge into the crew. Some are taking
sides. It hasn't boiled over into violence, but you should be aware there is a
rift forming,” the AI said.


“I know,” the Admiral said, getting dressed. He had actually
expected it. Putting on the uniform set people apart. It put them in a
fraternity of brotherhood, comrades in arms that some civilians couldn't handle
or hardly understand. 


Sprite had replicated a dress uniform for him. It was hanging in
the closet. Hathaway's outfits, including the leather chaps and harness had
been recycled after being scanned for intelligence value. Irons was glad of
their absence, especially the chaps. They had blood on them, and he was pretty
sure they weren't from the late Captain.


“I noticed it with Miss Hoshi and Lieutenant Nobeki. It's to be
expected. I had thought it would happen eventually, there is a culture for
mainstream civilians and military personnel. That is why we put our people
through training, to re-socialize them. Unfortunately we can't do that here.”


“Yes sir. I thought you should be made aware however.”


“Thank you Lieutenant,” the Admiral replied. “I think once we get
the ceremony over and get one or both of the freighters online we will be able
to separate the crews.”


“Yes sir. Miss Kinja is still on the fence.”


“I see. Well, if she doesn't commit, she may never commit. That's
fine. They'll need good engineers on the Le More.”


“Yes sir.”


“Anything else?”


“Situation normal. Repairs to the refinery have begun. You used
milspec electronics in the original design, but not hardened ones. Commander
Sindri had considered testing and reusing them but instead opted for a full
tear out and replace. That will allow him to replace the electronics with class
four hardened electronics and shielding. It still isn't perfect, but the best
we can do with the materials on hand. That has delayed the schedule by two days
sir.”


“Expected. I think Commander Sindri expects a failure in the old
system so is doing this as a preventive measure. Good. I'm glad he's not just
going with it,” the Admiral said. Over the centuries ships and stations were
kept together well past their designed life times. Many without proper parts,
held together with rigging tape and hope. It was good to see the engineer not
falling into that ideal, to just do the tear out. It would delay the initial
launch, but if the old electronics harbored hidden damage, it could cause a
longer delay or even loss of the platform. Both things they couldn't afford
right now.


“There has been an altercation in the brig. Mister Clancy's
actions during the mutiny were brought to light to the other Horathians. A
physical confrontation ensued. Mister Clancy was injured.”


“Anyone else hurt?”


“Minor contusions and bloodied faces.”


“Fine,” the Admiral said dismissively. He could care less if the
Horathians beat each other senseless. “What else?”


“Commander Sprite is deep in software issues. Phoenix is holding
station with Le More. Do you still intend to dock her with the freighter?”


“Yes.” Enric had suggested they dock the three ships together.
Phoenix would supply power and parts to the other ships. For now that would
work. Bounty had no use for Phoenix at the moment. They were en-route to the
Anderson. It would take them another day to arrive, and then four days to push
the ship back to the others.


While they did that a volunteer crew was on the three ships,
doing what they could for the two freighters. Phoenix was to act as their
habitat until Bounty returned.


“Do it,” the Admiral said. “If they can, have them use the ship's
replicators to get a jump on Le More's repairs,” the Admiral said. He'd let
Hoshi take charge of the repair party. It got her out of his hair and away from
Nobeki.


“Aye sir. I've passed on the order.”


“After they do the survey of course. And remind them not to try
anything cute with my ship or my replicators. We'll be back soon and Phoenix will
be watching,” the Admiral growled.


<----*----*----*---->


The next morning volunteers rushed to get dressed and ready. The Admiral
exited his compartment in full dress uniform, complete with cover and medals.


Crewmen who saw him got out of his way. He politely nodded in
passing. He could hear the murmurs as the scuttlebutt mill hit its stride and
smiled. There was nothing like a positive first impression.


“How are we doing Commander?” he asked, nodding again as he passed
Ian. Ian smiled and came to attention. The Admiral paused as Ian saluted. He
returned the salute. Ian had apparently been studying. 


“Something on your mind Commander?” he asked.


“You look good sir,” Ian said. “I wish I could be there,” he said.


“You can watch from the bridge. Someone's got to man the store
while the rest of us go through this,” the Admiral replied.


“Yes sir,” Ian replied and then grinned. “And something tells me
as glad as you are that you are in uniform, you'd much rather be in your day
uniform up to your elbows in some repair job,” he teased.


“You've gotten to know me well in a short time Commander,” Irons
replied with a chuckle. “I know you and the others will be there in spirit,” he
said.


“Aye sir.”


“Carry on then Commander,” Irons said.


Ian nodded and moved out smartly.


Promptly at five twenty eight AM ship time the Admiral arrived at
the hatch to the boat bay. “How do I look?” he asked one last time.


“You ask now? With one minute to go?” Sprite asked amused. “Fine
or I would have pointed out a problem as always Admiral,” she said.


“True,” the Admiral replied. “Thanks Commander,” he said quietly.
“Bounty, the hatch field?”


“It has been tested and is ready Admiral.”


“Good. Let's do this.” 


The hatch opened and he stepped through as Bounty played a
whistle. Irons stepped smartly to a podium that had been set up in front of the
main hatch. He turned smartly, came to the podium and then stopped.


Through his sensors he could see the flags draped nearby. One, the
flag of the Federation. Another, the flag of the navy, the third, the flag of
the Marine Corps. The final one was a flag with the ship's crest on it. He felt
his shoulders straighten as his cool eyes surveyed the group.


All were enlisted ratings. A few would become non-commissioned
officers. They were on the ends of each row. There were a hundred and twenty
five people there; all but one was a human. A lone neochimp was also there,
near the front row along with half the officers he had sworn in the other day.
They looked good, all in navy or marine day uniforms. There were thirty marine
enlisted and ninety-five spacers. A good start.


“Ladies and gentlemen, rise and uncover for the anthem of the
Federation,” Bounty intoned, just as they had rehearsed.


Irons turned and saluted the flag as the rich melody began to
play. He could hear and sense the people behind him, but for now that wasn't
important. He did note with a sense of approval that the officers were also
saluting as well. Good.


They all had their part to play, and his was only just beginning.
It was his stage, his show. Sprite, Bounty, Phoenix, and Defender were all
there off to one side, standing at attention. He was glad they had gotten the
portable holo projectors to work so they could be seen here at this important
time. Lieutenant Bynum's solution to their visibility issue had been simple; he
had deactivated the lights directly over the AI avatars so they could be seen
easily.


When the anthem was over the Admiral struck his salute smartly and
then turned once more to the podium. He stood there for a long moment, studying
them once more. Then he spoke.


“It has been a long time coming,” he said. “This, and what we are
about to do. And all of you have passed through a horrible rite of passage to
get here. You have all been scalded by war; you have all seen what it costs.
You are all here because you don't want that to happen to anyone ever again.
Nor do I.”


He paused a moment. “For thousands of years, men and women just
like you have put on that uniform for many reasons, but they all boil down to
that simple thing. To serve and protect your fellow sapients. To guard them
from those who mean them harm, even when they don't think they need or want it.
To be there, when the call to arms sounds, ready and willing.”


“I like a famous quote, trained in the art of war, but the
profession of peace.” He paused to let that sink in a moment. “It is literally
true. Each of you are about to undergo a major change in your life. You will be
reshaped and molded, just as your experience with the Horathians has reshaped
and molded you. But this time you will be better. You will receive implants,
geriatric treatments, and most importantly of all, the training to fight back,”
he said.


There was a soft growl of approval and agreement when he said
that. He nodded. 


“Some of you may perish. But you will do so knowing you are
protecting others, protecting your comrades, your families, and those who can't
fight back. Remember that. You have something worth fighting for!” He thundered
into the echoing silence. 


“Let us begin,” he said, raising his right hand. “Please raise
your right hand and repeat after me...”


<----*----*----*---->


When the Admiral finished with the oath he slowly dropped his
hand. He could feel the force emitters come online behind him. The hatch
clicked. The boat bay's force field had been repaired and thoroughly tested for
this event. The hatch opened, spooking a few in the room. They gasped in
fright, but their fellows didn't move, and the Admiral didn't either so they
stood firm.


Behind the Admiral he knew what they were seeing. The sun was
rising; it's rays clawing their way over the gas giant's bulk. It was bright
despite the field's ability to block out most of the harmful light. A few
people raised a hand to ward off the light.


“The Xenos took something from us, they took the light of
civilization. It's our job to bring it back. Bring it back and guard it from
ever going out again.”


“It's the dawning of a new day ladies and gentlemen. Too long have
we labored in the dark, waiting for the sun to rise again. Today, with you,
that changes. Let's pass this on to others. And let's make the Horathian's
regret ever meeting any of us,” the Admiral said.


The bay broke out into wild cheers over that statement. He nodded.
“Dismissed,” he said.


At the hatch door he nodded and stopped next to Mister Takagi. He
gave each recruit a series of pills and glass of water, then instructions to
swallow it. Each did so. Then they left. When they went to bed the red pill
would kick in, dissolving into a packet of nanites and material. They would go
to work taking the other pills apart and using the materials to create the
basic military ID implants. Sprite initialized each before the Admiral handed
it over with a handshake and welcome aboard.


When each person woke they would be military personnel, or at
least the larval form. It would be up to the medics to take things beyond that
point.


“You do have a flare for the dramatic.”


“Sometimes I get it right,” the Admiral replied, looking around in
approval.


“Sometimes,” Sprite agreed. “This time you did well Admiral. I'm
proud of you.”


“Thank you Commander. Now let's really get to work.”


“Aye aye. Sir.”
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Doctor Glenn reported that the military personnel were ready for
the next stage of their implants. The Admiral had him run them through first
stage geriatric stabilization treatments and basic repairs or physical updating
before he agreed to proceed.


Reluctantly, Admiral Irons used his nanites to augment Doctor
Glenn. Sprite ran him through the ethics test when he woke and was sufficiently
lucid to handle it. 


Marty was back on his feet within three days, just in time for the
ship to finish pushing Anderson to the three ships. The Admiral used materials
from the wrecked ship to make a pair of medical replicators for the infirmary,
and oversaw their installation and initialization. He had Sprite walk Marty
through the keys codes, then left them to learning the new device. Marty
practically gloated over the medical replicator like it was a new toy, which in
a way it was. A serious device, but an important and powerful tool too.


The Admiral went back to work organizing the tearing apart of
Anderson. Anything of value had already been stripped and shipped out already.
He accessed the list Kinja and Hoshi sent him and then made certain the survey
crews kept an eye out for any useful items. If they could get away with using
something over remaking it for now, all the better. They were on a time crunch,
the enemy was due to show up in a minimum of three weeks, if not sooner.


After two days of experimentation the medics reported they were
ready to precede with the second stage implants. Holly was the first to undergo
the procedure. Marty was justifiably nervous, working on his wife. He was all
smiles a few hours later when he reported that she was stable and in good
condition. With that success under his belt, he managed to upgrade an
additional ten people to full basic implant status before she reported back to
duty. After that they managed to do a few a day.


<----*----*----*---->


“How are they?” the Admiral asked. He checked in with Gustov
daily while making his rounds. Up until now he hadn't bothered going into the
brig itself though.


None of the Horathian's had seen or understood who he was. They might
have heard him over the PA, but they probably hadn't connected it to Doe yet.


“Fine sir no matter what they think or say. Bitching and whining
about the food, crowding, and facilities,” Gustov said, grinning as he
shrugged. “The usual.”


“Are you serious; after what they put us through? I’m glad they
are getting a taste of their own medicine,” Irons replied with a chuckle.


“There is that. We've got a request from the senior surviving
officer, an Ensign Derrick. He wanted to speak with you to put his petition
through.”


“Oh he did did he?” the Admiral asked, amused again.


“Shall I have him come out?” Gustov asked, turning to the
compartment.


“No,” Irons said. “Let's just stick my head in the lion's den. I
want to make a few things clear,” he said.


“You are so not doing this,” Sprite grumbled.


“Watch me,” the Admiral replied firmly. “Shields Defender,” Irons
ordered. Defender nodded. The Admiral waited a beat for his shields to come up
and then nodded to the Marine near the door.


The Marine glanced at his boss and then shrugged and keyed the
lock open.


Irons stepped in as men and women looked up. Some swung their
legs off bunks or dropped to the deck from upper bunks. A few nonchalantly
pretended to ignore him.


He surveyed the compartment. They actually had it better than the
former occupants had it; there were a third less bodies in such a confined
space.


“Ensign Derrick?” Irons asked.


Bard looked at him in disdain. “Just because you put on a pretty
uniform doesn't make you an Admiral,” he mocked.


“In my case it does,” Irons replied, turning to him. His eyes
flashed coldly. “And if you want a third lesson in manners, I can always give
it to you,” he said. “Just remember, your knee isn't healed fully. I could do
the same to the other leg if you want though. That way you'll have a matching
set.”


Bard stared at him. “You didn't... that was Doe... wait...” he
stared at the Admiral's face for along moment. Finally his eyes widened when he
saw something. He pointed. “It's him! It really is him! I don't know how but it
is! Doe!”


“Correct,” the Admiral replied, now amused. He turned, shrugging
slightly. “My real name is John Henry Irons. Fleet Admiral,” he said stiffly.
“John Doe is a rather famous alias.”


“I knew it was familiar!” Bard said. He stared, licking his lips.
He was pale, clearly shaken. “How?”


“Let them guess Admiral,” Sprite said. “It'll keep them off
balance.”


Irons gave a choppy nod and ignored the question. He turned as a
chunky male in a dirty uniform came forward.


“Um... Admiral. I asked to see you,” the Ensign said.


“Yes?”


“Can we not do it here?” the Ensign asked. He looked around.


“If not here, then some other time. My time is heavily scheduled
right now,” the Admiral replied. “We're a bit busy.”


“I...” the Ensign frowned. One of the seven women in the
compartment motioned to him. “Um, the food...”


“Is the same slop you fed us for years. Get used to it,” Gustov
growled.


“Do you have to eat in front of the men? Um... where are you
getting that other food?” the Ensign asked.


“Food replicators are fully functional,” Gustov replied with a
grin. “All but the one in here,” he said. Irons turned to look at him. He noted
the sudden tension in the room. He turned back as his shields crackled.
Defender pulsed them, making the buffer of force felt through the air it
pushed. Then Sprite altered the settings on the shields, blocking the red
wavelength of light but letting the others through. The shield glowed for a
moment before she restored it.


“I wouldn't,” the Admiral said coldly. “Any attempt... any,” he
said, pointedly, looking around. “At harming the Marines or other personnel on
this ship will make me reconsider your status in a negative and rather
permanent way. Understood?” he said.


There were a few nods, starting with the Ensign. Bard nodded
right off.


“Fine then. Next?”


“We're kind of crowded. Not that you care,” Bard growled.


“Nope, you’re right, I don't,” the Admiral, replied.


“We could use some medical supplies and some extra blankets,” the
Ensign said.


“I'll think about it,” the Admiral replied. “Sickbay is rather
busy right now.”


“Supplies are limited to the crew,” Bard growled in disgust.
“Where have I heard that before?” he demanded.


Irons snorted. “Actually, no, the medical replicators are now
fully functional.”


“You...”


“I can do a lot of things. So can this crew now. What else?”


“Um...” Derrick frowned. A female kicked him, then looked
meaningfully at him and then the Admiral. She jerked her head. He nodded and
cleared his throat. “Sorry, dry,” he said. “I um, request separate quarters for
the ladies. We've had some issues and they've requested it for their own
protection,” he said.


The Admiral studied him for a moment, and then the seven women.
One had fresh bruising on her face and one arm. “I'm guessing the men are
little more than animals and can't comport themselves like fellow sapients?” he
asked, looking at the women.


The women stared. One nodded. The one with bruises nodded as well
after a moment. She bit her lip.


“I'll look into it. For now ladies, I suggest you do like the
ladies who were in here did, band together in one location. Don't do anything
unless you are in pairs. Don't dick tease either.”


“Frack, that's it?” One woman demanded. “That's all your going to
do?”


“Did you step up to stop the raping of the prisoners? Did you?”
Gustov demanded. “Did you stop some of your friends like that bitch Sikes from
raping some of us guys?”


“If you can get it up you wanted it,” a woman scoffed. “Don't
hand that crap to me,” she growled. “With us it's different.”


“A double standard. If someone tortures you, threatens your life,
or drugs you, it's still rape. Coercion doesn't mean compliance,” Irons
growled.


“Says you,” a woman said.


“Says me indeed. Since I'm the one in charge, my opinion unlike
yours counts,” the Admiral replied. “That it?”


Derrick looked around the compartment. Stony silence answered
him. Slowly he nodded.


“Fine. Enjoy your stay,” Irons said. He turned and followed
Gustov out. Despite his shields his shoulders itched. He didn't like turning
his back on the Horathians.


“Ballsy,” Gustov said. “They know we won't beat them. They are
lucky we don't space them. I don't see why we don't sir.”


“Not unless we have to,” the Admiral replied, recognizing the
ugly desire in the Marines. They were fortunately keeping such impulses under
tight control. That said a lot to the Admiral. “I want them to enjoy their new
life. We'll see about the separate quarters.”


“I don't know why Admiral, it will divide my manpower.”


“Which you have enough of now,” Sprite said. “Separating them may
let them think they'll get a chance to escape. It could also create a few
cracks in their collective armor. Divide and conquer. I bet just the threat of
returning one of the women back into that hell's den will make them more
interested in talking.”


Gustov shifted uncomfortably. Irons shrugged. “Like I said,
coercion. We'll see. For now, keep monitoring them.”


“Aye sir.”


<----*----*----*---->


“Admiral, you mentioned we're still short on the crew... we've got
a potential pool but it is... tainted,” Sprite said, coming to him while he sat
in the Captain's office. Things were really shaping up. The new augmented
personnel were coming on line and learning their new abilities. It was putting
some pressure on the ship's limited computer network, but so far so good. He
made another note to bump up the priority of the net repairs and upgrade.


“Tainted?” the Admiral asked, grimacing. “I'm not following.
Unless you mean...”


“Yes. Several Horathian’s have quietly asked to defect to become
crew. Some were former shipmates of the captured freighter survivors who had
turned their coats to the Horathians,” Sprite reported.


“I'm... not sure I am comfortable about that. But it is something
to consider,” the Admiral said thoughtfully.


“Admiral, a man who turned his coat once can do it again.” Defender
objected.


“Some people will do anything to survive. Sometimes you have to
set your pride aside and do what is necessary,” the Admiral replied.


“I think you should consider what you just said very carefully
when we have time Admiral,” Sprite said.


The Admiral blinked in confusion. “What is that supposed to mean?”
he demanded.


“Think about it. But as to what the Lieutenant is saying, I have
to agree with the Admiral,” she said, refusing to go any further with her
answer. “And remember Lieutenant, we will be watching, and by we I mean
mainly you. And we will give them implants. And I believe you and I both know
the monitoring systems for treason.”


“Yes,” Defender responded slowly. “But...”


“I'm interested in what they know as well. Separating them from the
rest will weed out some of the sheep from the wolves as well.”


“You're going to do this anyway,” Defender said. “No matter what
objection I voice, the decision has been made,” the AI said, sounding petulant.


“By no means,” the Admiral said, shaking his head. “I want you
Lieutenant to interview each candidate with Sprite. Multiple interviews,
you will handle security. I want you to monitor each for how truthful they are,
and I want you to remind them that you are watching.”


“Admiral, that is by no means perfect,” Defender replied.


“No, but it is a start. Once they have implants, you can do a
security evaluation monthly if necessary, and monitor their responses through
their implants if needed.”


“True,” the AI replied.


“Anyone you have problems with will go to the back of the line and
be reprocessed until we can be sure where their true loyalties lie. And if you
can get recommendation material and background material from the survivors,
that would help as well,” the Admiral said.


“Putting some of them in the same room could get ugly,” Sprite
said. “Talk about a soap opera,” she said. “And oh, by the way, the Horathian Doctor
wants to turn his coat too. What do we do about that?”


“That's tricky,” the Admiral said, exhaling slowly. “We'll start
with the others first.”


“Understood.” 


“Admiral, my work load is heavy,” Sprite said.


“So is mine,” the Admiral replied. “So is Defender's. We're all on
borrowed time here, so we've got to step up. Do what you can. If you have to,
see what you can delegate to Phoenix, Proteus, or Bounty.”


“Understood Admiral,” Sprite replied. “I'll do my best,” she said
and then signed off. 


Irons watched her sign off and then sat back, thinking over that
little cutting remark she had hit him with. He frowned thoughtfully,
uncomfortable where it would lead. He wasn't certain he wanted to know or find
out just now.


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite heard the call over the security radio and checked the brig
cameras. She noted the security guards pulling the young man out. He was
hunched over, chest heaving, dripping blood. He gasped and collapsed onto the
deck. “Medic!” Gustov called through his implants. “Not that he deserves one,”
he muttered.


“Admiral,” Sprite said, turning her attention to the Admiral. He
looked up. “Clancy, the Horathian who had surrendered with Ian was stabbed in
the brig just now.”


The Admiral scowled. “Have Gustov do another search. A full scan
and body search if needed. If he has to, pull them out, do a strip search, have
the medics do a cavity search while another team search the brig. I want any
additional weapons or other items found and removed.”


“Understood. From the look of it, it's an improvised weapon.
Plastic.”


“All right. We'll figure something out, even if we have to do a
count on the silverware for every meal. I don't want this happening again. I
especially don't want this happening to one of our people,” he growled.


“Lieutenant Gustov is in full agreement now that he has thought of
that as well sir,” Sprite said. She knew Irons was in a foul mood. “They are
transporting the prisoner to sickbay now. The wound is in his chest.”


“Keep me posted,” the Admiral said.


Clancy was stabilized in sickbay but died of a heart attack from a
nightmare in the night.


The next morning the marines pulled a full court press search on
the brig. They woke the prisoners up and forced them out under careful watch of
the marines in body armor, and the robots. The Horathians were confused, but
some noted the new uniforms and mocked the crew. A few were beaten for their
sharp tongues. Gustov landed on the excessive force when he caught it in the
act. He wasn't very sympathetic to the victim however. 


Some of the prisoners complained about the lack of activities, the
crowding, and the poor food. Lewis laughed bitterly. “Let me get this straight.
You bitch and whine about what we had to put up with for a year? In between the
torture and beatings you put us through? You want a real sample of what you put
us through asshole?” he snarled.


That shut the Horathians up.


When they escorted the prisoners back to the brig one lingered
near the back. He leaned close to a suddenly wary Burrows. “I'd like to be
separated if I may. I'd like to talk to your Commander,” he murmured.


“I just bet you would,” Lieutenant Burrows growled. “Ain't
happening,” he said.


“You don't understand. I'm a Doctor,” the man said, turning to the
Lieutenant. I saw what happened. I've seen what they have done. I'm not from
Horath; I was picked up, enslaved really, like you. I want out.”


“I... shit,” Burrows sighed. He pulled the man out of line. Lewis
turned to him.


“What gives?” he asked, nodding his chin to the prisoner.


“He's asking for asylum. Said he's not from Horath. I think the Admiral
may want to hear his story.”


Lewis studied the prisoner for a long moment. Finally he shrugged.


“We'll see,” he said. “I'll make a call,” he said.


<----*----*----*---->


The Admiral and Ian looked up from their seats in the wardroom as
Burrows escorted the prisoner in.


The older man looked around, and then down to the two holographic
avatars on the table, one of Sprite, another of Bounty. Sprite moved aside as
Defender appeared beside her briefly and then moved back when the AI pulled
back.


“So it's true. You have AI,” the man said, staring.


“That and a lot more,” the Admiral replied. He was a bit annoyed
to lose Kinja, Sisko, and a few of the ratings to Hoshi's team. Caid was
apparently no loss, nor was Diegan according to Sindri. “You want asylum?”


“Yes. I am Doctor Hasad. I was taken from my home to serve the
Horathian's. I am not like them. I don't want to be them.”


“Okay, doc, let's start from the beginning. We haven't had the
time to interview the prisoners, so unfortunately you've been left in there a
while. Why didn't you come forward earlier?” Ian asked. “For that matter, why
didn't you say something to us when we were prisoners?”


“I... couldn't,” the man said uncomfortably. I was a prisoner
myself, and watched. Always watched. Always a guard or someone near. Near you
or me.”


“I see,” the Admiral said before Ian could say anything else. “What
planet are you from? Star system?”


“I am from New Horizon. When the fleet passed through the system,
they stopped to conquer my planet,” he said and stopped. His face worked in a
mix of helpless anger and grief. “Apparently the Doctor on this ship was not up
to par. The Captain demanded the best from Capital city. I was asked to
volunteer or they would kill my people,” he shrugged. “And here I am.”


“Here you are. Here we are,” Ian said, studying the man. “All this
time and you never said a thing. Never whispered, never looked, never passed a
note. No kind word or deed Doctor,” he said, practically spitting out
the last word.


“I'm sorry,” the Doctor said simply, shoulders hunched, head down.
“I did the best I could for those I could.”


“I see,” Ian said.


“There are others like me. Some of your former crewmates. They did
what they had to do to survive.”


“And you'll vouch for them?” Irons asked.


“Yes,” the man said, spreading his hands as far as the handcuffs
and chains would allow. “What else would I do?”


“You look like you once wore glasses,” the Admiral said, sitting
back. The man had gray hair and muttonchops. He was wearing an orange jump
suit. Gustov had issued the prisoners orange jumpers to make them stand out
from the crew. Each was stenciled with prisoner on the back and tagged with
micro tracking devices. 


“Interrogation insufficient for loyalty test Admiral,” Defender
stated. “But ship records confirm his origin and identity. His voice stress
analysis also confirms his story.”


“The AIs are analyzing you now,” the Admiral said, leaning
forward. The man blinked at him. Ian turned in surprise. “They have confirmed
your identity and your statements. I am curious though about you and what you
have seen.”


“I... can I have a drink of water?” the man asked. “It is a long
story. I do not know much of what happened outside sickbay, but all I know is
yours.”


“All right,” the Admiral said, nodding at the offer of
cooperation. “We'll have you moved to a separate cabin. You will be under house
arrest and guarded. Do you accept that?” The man nodded. “I will remind you,
you will be under surveillance at all times. You will also be expected to
answer all questions truthfully. No evasions.”


“Yes, I understand,” the Doctor said. “To just get out of there,”
he shivered. “That man died right?”


The Admiral nodded.


“I thought so. I heard them plotting. I saw as two held him down
calling him a traitor while the other stabbed him over and over. I don't want
that happening to me. Some of the others have been threatened.”


“We'll take them one case at a time,” the Admiral said. He waved a
hand. “Commander Sprite?” Sprite's avatar turned to him. “Work with security
and the exec here to arrange quarters and treatment for the Doctor. And please
work with Lieutenant Defender and Bounty in questioning the Doctor.”


“Aye sir,” Sprite said on her best behavior.


The Admiral returned his attention to the Doctor. “If you are
truthful and the AI believe you aren't a security risk, we will see about a
posting on one of the ships. Few men get second chances to do the right thing Doctor,
don't blow it,” he said.


The Doctor nodded. Irons waved to Burrows to escort him back out.


“You don't think he's playing you sir?” Ian asked.


Irons turned to him. “First, he's been vetted by the AI. The
Horathian's didn't have time to purge their files, so we took that part intact.
Right Sprite?”


“Yes sir. He is who he says he is. So far his story checks out. We
can't confirm anything that wasn't recorded in the ship's logs or files
however.”


“Okay,” Ian said, nodding. “But did he come here like he said he
did? It still bothers me.”


“It bothers me a bit too. But Defender was running a voice stress
analysis and temperature analysis on the good Doctor while we talked. So far,
that was proven true as well. Correct?”


“Yes sir,” Defender admitted.


“The AI will go over him and pick his brain. In the process they
will vet him.”


“I'd like to be in it sir. Or, Gustov or someone.”


“You mean you don't trust us?” Sprite asked, turning. She smiled.
“I'm hurt,” she teased.


Ian blinked in confusion. “Don't mind her,” the Admiral said,
waving a hand. “And it would be nice to have someone else in on the
interrogations. If only to learn the ropes.”


“I... see.”


“Sprite if you have any intelligence or criminologists, or other
similar career track minded people, please have them sit in.”


“Will do Admiral,” Sprite replied with a nod.


“We may give them a second chance Commander,” the Admiral turned
to Ian. “But we don't have to be stupid about it. We'll watch him and anyone
else. If you've got a few in mind, let me know. We'll separate them out.”


“Separate the sheep from the goats. Or wolves as the Admiral
said.”


“Outside the influence of the Horathians, the people may try to
revert to their previous roles in the crew, reestablish old ties and try to
make amends. Or they may be pressured by the prisoners to pretend to do so. We
shall see.”


“Sir, it is a distraction and a potential security risk,” Defender
replied. “I renew my protests.”


“They are on record. And as I said Lieutenant, you'll be the
primary part of the vetting service. So get it right the best you can. We might
let a goat or two slip through, but hopefully they slip up early enough and we
can toss them back in the brig. They won't get a third bite at the apple
though,” he said.


“Good.” 


<----*----*----*---->


After Clancy's death the Admiral revisited the request at
segregation and wordlessly granted it. He had a compartment next to the brig
cleared. Fortunately it was a small cargo bay. Engineers followed Defender's
plans and outfitted the compartment with bunks welded to the walls, a small
latrine, and a different hatch. This one had a slot to pass meals through, or
secure prisoners.


Hidden cameras and microphones were planted all over the
compartment. They would have to be fed through the slot. Marines were briefed
to treat them with caution and not to allow any sexual contact.


Gustov had the ladies report to the brig hatch. The ladies moved
quickly. One was goosed by a male. Another male tried to stop them but she
silently got around him. One by one the ladies were scanned and searched by
nurse Glenn. Two had improvised shivs, both were confiscated. Then they were
securely cuffed, hooded, and then escorted to their new living quarters where
they were set free. A guard was posted outside their hatch at all times.


“It didn't take them long,” Sprite said sounding amused.


“Take who long?” the Admiral asked distractedly as he worked on
the hyperdrive controls.


“The female prisoners. It was a partial ploy. Two tried to find a
way out. They are tapping on the bulkheads. The others have settled down in
their bunks.”


“Given up?”


“Or just biding their time.”


“Possible. What else?”


“Well, Lieutenant Glenn is doing well with the Therapy sessions.
She has two scheduled daily. About an hour each. It's hard on her though.”


“Hopefully she'll pick up a couple people who can help her out
and pick up the slack. Give her a break,” the Admiral said.


“I'm tapped out Admiral,” Sprite said. “Though I can give the
occasional appearance if they are okay with it. Since it is medical I don't
want to tread on any toes and violate anyone's right to privacy.”


“Sure,” the Admiral said, noting the white lie in that statement
but letting it go. “Anything else?”


“I think we've narrowed the field for the other prisoners. The
ones we talked about. I have ten possibly twelve candidates in mind. I've run
them past the crew for recommendations and referrals. Two stand out, they tried
to help the prisoners by slipping them scraps or going easy on them when they
thought the Horathian's weren't looking.”


“We'll see then.”


<----*----*----*---->


Twelve of the prisoners were identified as former crew of one of
the freighters. They were interviewed and judged to be worthy of a second
chance. All of the turncoats were closely monitored by the AI. Two turned out
to be acts within hours, and after getting caught they were immediately
returned to the brig. Sprite and Bounty were amused when the triple turncoats
flopped down in disgust. 


“How'd it go?” One prisoner asked.


“Hey, why are you back?” Another demanded. “I thought...”


“What does it look like? It went shitty,” the turncoat grumbled,
arms crossed, sullen. 


“Ah, poor widdle babies don't like getting caught,” Sprite mocked.
“Gee, it's not nice when the other side doesn't play along right?” she said
sweetly from the overhead. The prisoners looked up and then growled.


“Ah shut up bitch,” the guy said, turning over.


Later Sprite heard the turncoat whisper a report to the room. She
was amused. Apparently the changes to the ship and crew had an impact on the
prisoners.


<----*----*----*---->


“How are we doing?” the Admiral asked Lieutenant Cortez. The
older man had easily settled into his new rank. He'd been a deck Chief on Le
More, so it seemed like he could handle the job.


“All fine and dandy sir,” Cortez replied. He waved to someone
moving a push pull. “But I've got to handle this if you'll excuse me,” he said.
Irons nodded as the man trotted off. The Admiral returned to checking the
launch out. His little launch had been brought on board the ship to make it
easier to service her. Since the pinnace was out moving his gas giant refinery
to its proper place in the Jovian's atmosphere, they had the room. Barely. 


He shook his head. The tin can's boat bay was dangerously over
crowded. It was designed to handle a couple fleet launches, maybe a cargo
shuttle. Not three fighters, a Skyhawk, and a pinnace. The two shuttles had
massive wings. Sure they folded, but they were still a pain in the ass on the
tight deck. 


Fortunately, Cortez had come up with a partial solution. He had
suggested and the Admiral had approved of a cradle system along one wall. The Admiral
and Proteus had had to do a bit of structural redesign based on the blueprints,
but they had managed to figure it out within a few hours. Now all three
fighters could be stored in a stack against that wall, all neatly held and
ready to be moved out. That gave them a great deal more deck space.


The other plan Cortez had suggested was to hang a shuttle from
the overhead. The Admiral was of two minds about the idea. He'd done it a few
times before, but the boat bay wasn't very high to begin with, barely thirty
meters. A ship that came in too high could hook a shuttle there with disastrous
consequences for all around.


Two women approached Irons on the flight deck. He looked up in
surprise, both wore flight suits but he didn't recognize them right off.
Neither woman had been in the group to sign on, one had been in sickbay
recovering he thought. He recognized the red hair from one of the patients. 


“Glad to see you two up and about,” he said, nodding to both. “I
heard you are pilots?” he asked. Both women nodded. “And you are reporting for
duty?” he asked.


“In a manner of speaking,” the silver haired beauty said. She had
porcelain skin but a cold look about her.


“Oh?”


“Sir, the fighters,” the slightly taller lady asked. The other
girl looked down, hands clasped in front of her.


Irons studied them. Both ladies were clean, in tight form fitting
silver flight suits that seemed custom tailored. They had their collars open
down to their cleavage. They also sported a pistol belt and pulser on their
right hips. Both were of average build, but incredibly thin. The red head was
strikingly beautiful, but shy. Her hair had been cut, from the look butchered.
It was slowly growing out. She had the look of an airhead, but she was quiet.
The other woman had striking silver hair. She reminded him of the Chief of
security on the Io 11.


Both were rakishly thin. From what Sprite had reported, all the
women had been raped almost weekly. Some had broken, but these two seemed to
have regained their spine. Meia, the silver haired woman according to Sprite's
ever-helpful nametag on his HUD, looked fiercely determined for some reason.


“We're going to fix them up. Eventually.” He currently had one
pilot for the fighters, but the young man was iffy. He had little flight time
and his enthusiasm was tempered with a rational realization that he could very
well die in one of the fighters. He had a healthy, almost fearful approach to
the idea of flying in combat. That was a concern.


“We want to fly them,” Dita said quietly but with a brief show of
backbone. “If that's okay.”


“Are you willing to sign on as naval officers? Undergo training,
implants, and naval discipline?”


“Whatever it takes,” Meia said, meeting his eyes with her own.
“I'm not going to let this happen to me or anyone else. Never again.”


Irons studied what was there for a long moment. “Good,” Sprite
commented. “They have spine. Most women traumatized like that...” he waved her
commentary away. Right now he didn't need a lesson on rape trauma.


“You'll have to undergo counseling. You will be flying space
craft with enough fire power to destroy a station or starship.”


“And you don't trust us,” Meia said. “Typical.”


“I didn't say that. I am actually all for it,” Irons replied. 


They blinked at him in consternation. “You are?” Dita asked,
voice rich with hope.


“You two are pilots right?” The Admiral asked. He already knew
they were, Sprite's tentative dossier was on his HUD with an image and brief
bio of each lady. Both had clean records. They had also been flying since they
had turned twelve. That said a lot about their skills, flying shuttles that
were held together with rigging tape in some cases, that young, and never
having an accident. 


Both ladies nodded.


“Fine then. You'll need to run the sims, and then we'll work on
implants and training.”


“Implants...” Meia said.


“It's not as bad as it sounds.”


“I'm okay with it,” Meia said. She rubbed her arm, looking down.
“Whatever it takes.”


“Okay,” Irons replied, equally quiet. “We'll get started then.
Sprite,” he looked up. “We'll need two tablets with an outline on what to do
here. Training, implants, and more training.” He turned to the ladies. “You do
realize you are going to need a week of training minimum before you can strap
these on right? Once we get them to Federation standard they will be a handful
even with implants.”


Dita's face fell at the idea of waiting so long, but Meia merely
nodded. “Whatever it takes sir,” she said, standing at attention. “We'll get it
done.”


“That you will cadet,” he replied. “We'll go through the oath
once you see what you are getting into. If you are still willing, we'll start
with the oath and work down from there.”


A robot came up and handed each lady a tablet. The two studied
the screens briefly. Clearly Dita was dismayed. “All this?” she asked, voice a
bit shaky.


“We can do it,” Meia said. “It's broken down into sections. We
just take it one step at a time,” she said. “And you and I know we can do launch
and recovery. We've both flown shuttles before. Not a problem.”


“A fighter is a hot stick. It's fast and highly maneuverable.
Also, after flying for dozens, possibly hundreds of hours, you are a wreck and
still need to land.”


“I see. So that is why the physical fitness bit.”


“You two will need to regain muscle mass. I do admit, you ladies
are better fighter pilots than some men. You have a more analytical mind.”


“Thanks,” Meia said dryly. “I think.”


“Look that over. And the Oath. Sprite, if you could give them
some background on carrier OPS and fighter jocks too?”


“Already done,” Sprite said from the overhead. “And I took the
liberty of throwing in some bits about carrier life as well Admiral,” she said.


“Very well,” Irons said with a nod. “You'll work with an AI when
we can get one for each of you.”


“Our own AI?” Dita asked, sounding excited.


“Dumb AI for the fighters. Not a full ship AI, a bare AI. But
enough to copilot and do some basic functions for you while you focus on the
larger picture,” Sprite replied.


“Good,” the Admiral said when Meia nodded. 


“Don't get too hooked on the fighters though. They are fun, but
exhausting to fly. I want you two to think of the larger picture when you have
time. I think you two can handle it.”


“We can try sir,” Meia said.


“Yes,” the Admiral nodded. “You'd make a good wing leader or even
a carrier Captain,” he said. She had poise and looked like she didn't back down
from a fight. From her bio she had been both a pilot and security officer. 


Her eyes had widened at that idea. “Are you serious sir?”


“As a heart attack. We're building ships in Pyrax. I plan on
building a lot more. Think about it.”


Meia looked at Dita and then nodded slightly. The Admiral stared
at them, studying them for a hint of weakness. Part of him said they weren't
ready, but he had to give them a chance. Not only would turning them away crush
them, he, well, they simply needed someone in the cockpits. And at least
they had shown the balls and initiative to come to him. That alone said a lot
to him. “I'll see you tomorrow?” he asked. Meia nodded.


“Very well then.”


“I've scheduled the appointment sir,” Sprite said. “And put a
reminder in their in boxes.”


“Say good bye to your free time. You are going to bust your tails.
But I think you'll like fighters,” the Admiral said with a smile. Both ladies
straightened and nodded. The Admiral returned the nod.


“Thank you for the opportunity to try sir,” Meia said.


“Yes, thanks,” Dita said softly. “We won't let you down sir,” she
said.


“Right,” the Admiral replied as the two left. He turned to a tech
patiently waiting. “And next,” he said, smiling politely.


“You know that's going to hit the ship's grapevine,” Sprite said
to him.


“True.”


<----*----*----*---->


“Funny,” Sprite said as the Admiral read a report. He grunted in
response.


“I said funny,” Sprite said.


“I heard you the first time,” he replied mildly, still going over
the food consumables. He still didn't like what he was seeing. They had taken
his surviving plants and extra seeds and had planted them in what soil they
had, but it would be weeks before they grew anything. They did get a few people
to perk up in interest. He'd turned over the task to a couple of green thumbs
in the crew.


“You're supposed to ask about what,” Sprite said, sounding
amused.


“I'm a bit busy here,” he said. He scrolled down.


“And I can tell you need a break. Reading logistics spread sheets
was never your strong suit Admiral,” Sprite said. “And I did make a curious
connection.”


“Oh?”


“Meia.”


“What about her?” The Admiral asked.


“Doesn't she look a bit... familiar?” she asked.


The Admiral frowned and then looked up. “Now that you mention it,
yes. But I've never been great with names and faces Sprite, that's why I have
you, remember?”


“Cute,” the AI replied. “Wait, you meant that?” she demanded. He
merely smiled. “Oh funny, ha ha.”


“You said funny,” he teased. He set the tablet down. “What's on
your mind?”


“Well...” Sprite put an image of Meia up, and then another one.


“So...” The Admiral looked at them. The outfits were different,
that much was obvious. They both had a taste for silver though, and they both
had similar hair and eyes... The eyes sent a jolt through him. He knew her! She
was the adopted granddaughter of the Captain of Io 11, the Security Chief!
“Wait... her?” he demanded, sitting up straight. "I thought her
name was Emily?"


“Her. Or a relative. Or it could be a horrible
coincidence,” Sprite said as she did a facial analysis. The maps lined up
almost perfectly. They were almost twins, or something else. “Her full
name by the way, is Emily Meia. Strange coincidence don't you think? I'm
finding a lot of that going on in this situation. I am curious to find out. I
did a background on the young lady during her interview. She didn't sign on
until Dita agreed to do so by the way.”


The Admiral frowned and then shrugged. He'd take them either way
at this point. “So...”


“She doesn't know her history. Only that her bio parents
abandoned her and she was adopted on her ship.”


The Admiral blinked in confusion and then sat back. “Oh.”


“Yes. I unfortunately do not have access to her genetic profile,
nor the security Chief’s. But there is also something else, both are named
Meia.”


“I... didn't know that. I always called her Chief,” the Admiral
said thoughtfully. “Interesting,” he said, rubbing his chin.


“Isn't it strange how things come to be? Fascinating really. A
puzzle. I've made a note to look into it further.”


“Yes, I remember how you hate not knowing something,” the Admiral
said.


“It's an AI thing,” Sprite replied with a shrug in her voice. He
nodded.


"Admiral, do you regret not sending a load with Io 11?"


"At the time... no. They weren't headed to Pyrax, at least
not for a year or more. They were headed back to their hiding spot in B448c,
and then North to Antigua to start the western loop. They wouldn't have been
back in the vicinity of Pyrax for at least a year, possibly longer.


"True," the AI replied thoughtfully. "Though, if
we had given them sufficient incentive..."


"Which we didn't have at the time remember?" he asked
pointedly. "We didn't have the raw materials, they did. The only thing we
had were the code keys to make things. I suppose I might have gotten something
out of them, but it wouldn't have been much. Not enough for the captain to
change her course."


"True."


“Anything else?”


“No, that was it. Situation normal.”


“Very well,” the Admiral said, picking up the tablet again.
“Carry on,” he said with a dismissive nod. Sprite smirked on his HUD and then
disappeared.
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Once everything including wiring was stripped off, the first of
the derelict ships was cut up. For those not of her crew, it was a sobering
process. For her surviving former crew, it was a gut wrenching and tearful
process.


The chewed up gutted ship was fed to the new molecular furnace.
From there, the processed material was either stored in plastic staging tanks
or improvised containers, or passed on immediately as material for the
replicators to restore Bounty, Phoenix, Le More, and Deianira. In that order.
Hoshi didn't like her ship's place in the order, but didn't make more than a
pro forma complaint.


Through the process of rebuilding and restoring Bounty, Irons made
some design changes. Some were minor upgrades, others were something else
entirely.


“Why?” Sindri asked as he looked over the blueprints. He noted and
approved of the improvements to the computer network, shields and weapons, but
some of the changes were confusing. To the sublight engines for one.


“Why not? There is always room for improvement.”


“But, that's slowing us down sir,” Sindri replied. He was still
getting a handle on his implants. The educational system alone took some
getting used to. Also having knowledge right there when he needed it. The
medical team had offered to use the nanites to enhance his height, but it would
have sidelined him for up to a month so he had politely declined, at least for
the foreseeable future.


“True,” the Admiral said, but then smiled wolfishly. “Think about
it this way. You remember what this ship's specs were before right?”


“Aye,” Sindri drawled.


“And the enemy knows them too. So when we have extra's, it's going
to come as a surprise right?”


“Aye!” Sindri growled, grinning in delight.


“Good man,” the Admiral replied with a nod of approval.


Everyone worked full out. Implant education and implant med tech
helped keep exhaustion at bay for those who had it. Some quipped that they now
worked harder than under the pirate's. There was general agreement over that,
but all understood the time crunch they labored under.


Doctor Hasad was a general practitioner, once the AI cleared him
to return to duty he signed on. The medical team reluctantly accepted him. He
wasn't good with the fine surgery, and no one trusted him with the project so
he was limited in what he could do. Reluctantly Doctor Glenn passed on the day
to day monitoring of the crew's health to him so he could focus more fully on
the implant procedures. Doctor Hasad put up with the cold disdain from the
crew.


Sprite, Bounty, and the Admiral hosted the occasional class on how
to get things done. When a few people complained about the work load, Sprite
turned on them with a simple statement.


“With freedom comes responsibilities,” Sprite said. “The price for
freedom is ever vigilance. I for one do not ever want to see this happen again.
To us or to anyone else. So we have to be ready. We will be
ready.”


Those in her class nodded over her wise statement. Those that
complained refocused their efforts.


Some of the crew were still adjusting to the AIs on board. Some
still have a sense of giddy wonder while talking with the AI. That helped to
get them to pay attention to the lessons sometimes, they listened with a
burning intensity. Sometimes that was an effort to get it right the first time,
sometimes it was pure stubborn will or fear of failure. With regular interaction
those that were overawed quickly got over their awe and accept the AI as
people.


<----*----*----*---->


Most of the other probationers as the turncoats were called, were
put on menial tasks or make work. None were given the chance to sign on with
the military. They were quiet and reserved, quick to do as they were told, but
slow to do the task sometimes. The AIs watched them with bots. They ate alone
in the mess. The group was broken into different shifts and the AIs made
certain they knew they were being watched at all times. When they were off
shift they were returned to their quarters.


<----*----*----*---->


Two weeks before the scheduled arrival of the convoy they
finished Anderson's recycling and turned their attention to Jaw-te's. The wreck
massed about a hundred thousand tons, ten percent smaller than Anderson. She
had also been picked over rather thoroughly by the Horathians so the survey
crew made short work of their task before clearing her for her final salvage.


The Admiral turned supervising of the salvage operation over to
Ian. Kinja had formally moved in with Hoshi as her Chief engineer on Le More,
though word was that the two had rather spectacular disagreements from time to
time.


Some of the material they couldn't use. Hundreds of tons of excess
titanium, aluminum, iron, copper, tin, and other material were stockpiled. So
were parts from the engines. The reactors had been carted off by the Horathians
months ago. The ship's fuel had been drained. Her tanks were cut free and then
added to the growing tank farm.


While the crew labored on the salvage project the Admiral turned
his attention to Phoenix and the fusion reactors and hyperdrives of each of the
ships they were restoring. It took the better part of a day to get Phoenix's
reactor and remaining systems online and functional.


Bounty received a new reactor core, with two proper back up
reactors. The crew was understandably nervous while the swap took place, if
anything went wrong they would be in deep trouble. There was a horrible sense
of vulnerability and quite a bit of second guessing the decision as the process
started. Some wanted to rush the process, but Sindri, the AIs, and the Admiral
dragged them back to the procedures, having them walk through the removal and
install step by step. When it was completed and the new reactor was online they
all sighed a collective sigh of relief.


Hoshi refused a new reactor core for the Le More, but she did
accept a rebuild of her hyperdrive. The Admiral finished the project in between
supervising the reactivation of the ship's fusion reactor and helping Sisko
rebuild the life support system.


Once Le More was online and functioning as a ship once more, half
of the civilians transferred to her. Others agitated to finish rebuilding
Deianira, sometimes suggesting the projecting on Bounty could wait. Their crew
mates would intervene, sometimes entering shouting matches with them telling
them reminding them that they were on borrowed time.


Once the life support systems on Le More were online and stable,
Sisko worked with Raoul to overhaul the systems on Deianira. “One of the best
things is, with no one on the ship we can flush her out, get all the smells
out. All the stinks and crap.”


“So they can create new ones,” Raoul said.


“So not helping,” Jake sighed.


Just before they vented the ship to space they found an anomaly
in the system. Jake was pressed for time and wanted to just flush the system
but Raoul chose to investigate.


He took a cutter and cut into a duct. He heard scampering inside.
“Ah, we've got ourselves a stow away here,” he reported.


“A what?”


“How could that be?” Gustov asked. “I'm sending a team,” he said.


“Hold on. I don't think it's a threat,” Raoul said. He carefully
peeled the duct back and then stuck his head in. Terrified goat eyes stared at
him. His eyes adjusted enough to see in the dark with his implants. He could
see an elf, a child in a fetal position trapped in a corner.


“Please don't hurt me,” the little voice said.


“Hey, I'm not the bad guys,” Raoul said. “And be glad I found
you. We were about to vent the ship. Why don't you come out of there. Is it
just you?”


The small body didn't move.


“Hey come on,” he said. “It's okay. I'm not a Horathian. Honest.”


“You're a human. Humans are bad. You killed my family!”


“Look, that wasn't me,” Raoul said. He sighed when the alien
suddenly got up and jumped over his head and further into the system. “Shit
wait! Come back! Damn it all,” he grumbled, struggling to get down. “Now what
the frack do we do??” he demanded.


<----*----*----*---->


The Admiral watched the footage from Raoul's implants and closed
his eyes. “To have lived so long, over what a year? In the ducts? Alone?”


“Didn't anyone notice her?”


“Apparently not. She did a damn good job of hiding. I checked
after she left. That was her nest, her hidey hole. She had MRE's and a tiny
battery operated light there. A suit too.”


“All that?”


“She must have had help putting it there. Or she dragged it in
one piece at a time,” Ian said. “Do we have anyone who knows her? I don't. I
remember a family of elves, but I don't remember a female like that.” He
grimaced. “And I distinctly remember their deaths.” He closed his eyes in pain.
“Remember it too well,” he said quietly.


A few in the room nodded or grimaced at that.


“She's aged. At least a year,” Sprite said. “Some species age
differently. Elves mature fast like humans when they hit puberty. They can go
through a growth spurt and develop quickly.”


“Oh.”


“So, what do we do?”


“We could try coaxing her out. In fact I've got Jake and people
trying to do that now. Unfortunately a few are rough, they banged on the
ducts.”


“Scaring her.”


“Yes. They want her out to move on with the project,” Raoul said.
“I can't blame them,” he said, shaking his head.


“True. But we need to tread carefully, we don't know what she's
been through. Other than that her family was killed by the Horathians,” Sprite
said. She turned to the Admiral. “Admiral, send me in with a micro robot.”


“You?”


“Commander...”


“Hold up. I'm talking about a custom job. One with a holo
projector. I'll talk her out,” Sprite said.


“Okay,” Irons said with a nod. “We'll try it your way. Until
then,” he turned to Raoul. “Eliminate where she isn't and work in those areas.
That should cut her off.”


“Box her. She'll feel trapped,” Sprite protested. “You're making
my job harder.”


“You always liked a challenge,” the Admiral returned with a
smirk. “Good luck Commander, get it done. A little girl is depending on it.


Sprite paused blinking and then nodded sobered.


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite moved the tiny robot through the duct, trying to avoid the
occasional tangle of wires, debris, ripped metal, or cobwebs. It was slow
going, but she was making progress. They had boxed the elf into a branch of
systems, all of which were dead ends. She would either have to exit the life support
system to double back, or she'd have to get past the robot. Even if she did the
workers were moving behind her, taking the system apart. Soon there would be no
place to go, and only the electrical trunks to hide in.


“That's a perky thought,” Sprite said out loud.


“Something Commander?” Irons replied.


“No, just picking up some of your bad habits and talking to
myself,” Sprite replied. “I don't like the quiet.”


“Keep with it,” the Admiral said.


“That's what I'm trying to do,” Sprite said. She spotted the
alien's infrared signature and ah ha'ed. “I've got a sniff. She's on the other
side of this duct, in the return below me. She's headed to the where the work
crew is. Either she'll double back or try to get out of the life support and
into the electrical system.”


“Hopefully not the electrical. That's a mess,” Irons said. “I
can't guarantee no live wires down there,” he said. 


“Lovely,” Sprite responded. She paused when the alien turned and
ran back. She tracked the signal until it went to a junction and then stopped.
After a moment of seemingly indecision the body moved to the blower duct she
was in. “She's coming to me.” Sprite paused the little robot and projected an
image of an elf. 


As the elf got closer to the corner, she saw the bluish light and
slowed her pace to a cautious crawl. She peeked around the corner to see the
robot. She ducked back and then after a moment curiosity got the better of her
and she looked once more. “What are you?” she demanded.


“An AI,” Sprite replied. “And no, not human. Though I normally
look like one,” she said.


“You are odd.” 


“I'm a person like you. Just software,” Sprite replied. “Well,
mostly. I do have a question. Do you remember Captain McGuyver?”


“Yes!” the little alien said. “He's a good man!”


“A human,” Sprite replied.


“Yes,” the alien said in a lower voice. She turned away.


“Would you like to talk with him? And the others? We freed them.”


“You did?” the alien asked, turning back. “I wish I could believe
you.”


“Believe it,” another voice rumbled. The alien turned and went
over to the light spilling out of a vent. She saw an eye and froze. “Hi,” Ian
said quietly. “Remember me?” he asked.


“Yes Captain,” she said quietly.


“It's okay. Did any more of your family survive?” he asked.


“No,” she said, practically crying.


His face fell. “I'm sorry to hear that. Why don't you come out
and we can get you checked up and some food? We really need to get you out of
there, we're about to vent the ship so we can rebuild it.”


“Oh.” The elf stared at him. “Is it really safe?”


“You have my word kiddo. Just look if you must. We're not going
to hurt you,” he said.


“Thanks,” she said. “Dana.”


“Dana? Truepath?”


“Yes.”


“I'm glad. I'm glad you are there. So you can carry the memories
of your family,” Ian said as the elf slowly crept to the vent. She flipped it
all the way open and looked at him in his skin suit. 


“You look different,” she said.


Ian chuckled. “So do you kiddo. I remember when you were as big
as my finger, and now look at you!” he said. “I'm in the navy now. The real
navy.”


“Oh.”


“It's a long story. Let me tell you all about it.”


“Okay. I like stories. It's been so lonely,” she said. She turned
to the AI. “But what about her?”


“She's part of the story,” Ian replied. “A big part. Her and an Admiral
from the past. He's here now, and we've kicked the Horathian's butts.”


The elf giggled. 


“I'm serious. They've got the dents in their booties to prove
it,” the human said. The elf giggled again. Slowly she climbed out into the
light of his suit lamps. She shivered, but seemed to be okay.


“Brave kid,” Sprite said. “I'm proud of you,” she murmured.


<----*----*----*---->


The Admiral reviewed the report on Dana's health and the ship a
few days later. The elf was in good health but malnourished. She had been
eating human MRE's and didn't have a diet balanced for her physiology. She also
had vehemently demanded to sign on with the navy. Unfortunately she still had
two years before she reached her adult status. That had crushed her
momentarily, but then Sprite had pointed out that she had that time to recover
and study hard. Apparently the little elf loved to learn, so that was a small
bonus.


Le More was shaking down, with a handpicked crew of twenty-five
volunteers and five probationary people. Captain Hoshi had taken on the
probationers only when their surviving family or friends petitioned to give
them a second chance. All would be closely watched. 


The software bots in Phoenix had been copied and put to use on
bounty with Sprite's blessings. Sprite had reluctantly helped the civilians by
copying some of the software bots and dumb AI she had created for Phoenix to
help manage the ship's net and systems. That had smoothed things over with
Captain Hoshi.


Deianira was a bit of a problem, he still had eighty-five
civilians and five probationers on Bounty, all destined for that ship, but no
officers. He had Lieutenant Olson, who had decided to go navy instead of
marines, on Phoenix, with two ratings there to thicken things out. He also had
ships incoming, and would likely need to pouch all of the ships to man them as
well. But that was in the future.


Deianira's systems were still iffy. Sprite had copied the bots
she had installed in Le More for Deianira but there were some integration
issues.


The biggest problem was the fusion reactor. It's rebuild had been
stalled for twelve hours by a scheduling conflict, and the crew putting it
together were plodders, and slow ones at that. It was falling further and
further behind, which was threatening the rest of the schedule. Irons sighed.
He'd have to take direct action if things didn't turn around soon.


Unfortunately he had the best on Bounty. He couldn't spare them;
they were learning their implants and new jobs. Irina was shaping up as his
tactical officer, but she still had a lot to learn. As did the entire crew.


“Thinking blue thoughts again Admiral?” Sprite asked.


“Just... adjusting,” the Admiral replied, scrubbing his face with
his hands. “Some things can seem overwhelming even when you break it down into
individual boxes.”


“That's not the direction your thoughts were leading to though,”
Sprite said quizzically.


“True,” he said with a sigh. He sat back. “We took the best for
Bounty, Hoshi took her pick of the civilians and Deianira is getting the left
over's. A jumbled mess.”


“Nor really our problem. They are civilians,” Sprite reminded
him.


“Which were prisoners, and are currently in the line of fire,”
the Admiral said. “And most are still on this ship. But none have command
experience, and many are just too beaten down and submissive to come out of
their shells.”


“I know,” Sprite said. “But not quite all. Bounty is shaking down
nicely.”


“Don't even think about making changes there,” the Admiral said.


“I was thinking about Hidoshi's World,” Sprite said. The Admiral
frowned. “If we catch the corvettes and freighter that were sent there to take
the planet, we would have a bigger manning issue. But, we could copy what they
did and reverse it,” she suggested slyly.


“What?” Irons asked. “Send in our own people?”


“We're over represented in the jarhead department,” Sprite said
mildly. Irons smiled. “Seriously. This ship's normal marine compliment is a
heavy squad, between a dozen and twenty personnel depending on size and need.
We have three times that number Admiral.”


“All untrained,” Irons replied.


“True, but Lieutenant Gustov is doing his level best to fix that.
I was thinking we could maybe shave off him or his exec Lieutenant Lewis with
two thirds of the marines with oh, say the same amount of armor and weapons.”


“I could make more suits and robotic supports," the Admiral
murmured. He'd remade his skin suit so he could go EVA. Half the crew had
skinsuits; he intended that everyone have them before the enemy arrived. The
crew had different colored suits depending on their role or rank. Officers were
all blue, but they had trim colors of their various departments, red for
Tactical, yellow or gray for Engineering, white for Medics, Green and digicam
for Marines. The Admiral had forgone the gold of a flag officer to go with a
blue suit to better bond with the crew. Enlisted crew just had the basic color
of their department.


“If you wish,” Sprite said. “The current inventory would give
them eight powered armor suits, sufficient body armor and weapons for the
others, and if we tossed in half the security bots, that would thicken them up
a bit. More if you built dedicated drones and additional mecha.”


“Okay,” the Admiral said as she listed her TOE. “Throw in the
Skyhawk as well,” he said.


“The Hawk? Are you sure?”


“They are going to need a ride up and down right? Deianira doesn't
have a shuttle. Nor does Le More.”


“Yes sir. That's true,” Sprite replied. Captain Hoshi had asked
for the Admiral's launch. He had politely refused.


“Write this mission up, do the research, and then file it. Keep
it up to date daily. If it looks like it is plausible to proceed I'll authorize
you to run it past the marine officers.”


“I was going to consult them,” Sprite replied. “But you don't
want that?”


The Admiral shook his head no. “No, not just yet. They have
enough on their plates right now, learning their jobs, hardware, and managing
the brig. Let's give them time to settle in a bit.”


“Aye aye Admiral,” Sprite replied.


<----*----*----*---->


Two days before the scheduled arrival of the relief convoy
Deianira's reactor came online. Her hyperdrive was still dead, but with
internal power partially restored they could now work on the other systems
internally. Fortunately the time the power room techs took to get the reactor
up so the Admiral could initialize it with his plasma transfer technique had
allowed some of the other repair crews extra time to repair the life support.


When it had become apparent that the crew was falling further and
further behind Jake Sisko had resigned from the Le More and taken the Chief's
job on the Deianira. He was uncomfortable in the role, but he had lit a fire
under the plodding crew and gotten things moving faster. The life support techs
like the other repair crews had reasoned that they couldn't do anything until
the reactor was online. Sisko had put an end to that malingering by borrowing
batteries from the Admiral to test installed equipment. When the reactor came
online they only had a few bugs to iron out before the ship's life support was
fully restored.


They moved the remaining civilians into the ship within minutes of
when Jake reported she was functional. Time was getting short.


<----*----*----*---->


“We have a disturbance at the Beta 101a1 jump point Admiral. It
looks like it's on,” Nata'roka reported. The Ssilli had asked and been granted
a job. She had said it was to keep busy. The Admiral had been tempted to offer
her another round in cryostasis. He was certain of her answer; it would be the
same as his, No. She'd live her life in the now.


She manned the sensors and navigational suite virtually. That
took some of the load off the crew. She had also taken an interest in the
classes the Admiral, AI, and some of the crew were putting on. She had made
some amused sounds at the class on navigation, but hadn't stepped up to teach
yet.


Sprite had quietly pointed out to him her status. He refused to
push her or call her on it. She had been through hell and back. Just finding
out her species was extinct was bad enough, what the Horathians had put her
through was another living hell. No, he'd take whatever help she was willing to
give them as a gift.


“Is it them?” Irons asked. He tried to put the wool gathering
aside. It didn't really matter right now, they had a few days before the enemy
arrived... but he needed to focus.


“Too soon to tell. I am getting two distinct energy signatures
and... Yes, their gravitational signals are separating now. One was a little
close to the other. I can't tell what they are though. It will be some time
before we can get a read back on the mass spectrometer,” Nata'roka reported.


“Understood,” the Admiral said. He looked at the holo of the AI,
then over to the other holo the crew had installed. There was a small plotting
table on the bridge now. It was directly in front of the Captain's station. The
Admiral nodded to the image of the Ssilli there.


“Regretting the ride along ma'am?” he asked.


“No, not on your life Admiral,” the alien replied. “I'm looking
forward to this ring side seat,” she said, bobbing in the air. Despite his
offer of building a better habitat in the cargo hold of one of the freighters
she had declined and informed him she would remain where she was. She was, in
her terms, used to it. And she approved of Lieutenant Lee's efforts on her
behalf with the food replicators. He hadn't quite gotten the imitation sushi
right, but he hadn't given up and apparently that endeared him to the old
alien.


“Paired formation? Or just follow the leader?” Irons mused.


“I'm betting the lead ship... new information coming in. Not two
ships, three. A third signal has just moved out of the shadow of the second.”


“Three?” Irons asked. The odds of one of them escaping were
rising. He didn't like that. For this to work they had to take all the ships to
keep the enemy from getting a warning.


It was tempting to let one of the ship's go, chasing it off back
to the enemy in Beta 101a1. No doubt the enemy fleet there would dispatch a
force to investigate. If he timed it right, he could be in hyper when they
passed, and then either take on the force they had left behind in a classic
defeat in detail action, or slip past them for Pyrax.


But there were too many if's in that scenario for his comfort. If
they took the bait. If they didn't wait too long in case he chased the ship to Beta
101a1. If they dispatched a large enough force. Timing... no. His plan was
evolving, ever being refined, but he was so far sticking to it.


“From the look of it, there are three ships sir,” Ian said. “I'm
wondering if this is a standard formation. From what we've got in the
records...” He frowned, accessing his implants.


“The typical resupply missions the Horathians have are a
freighter of indeterminate size, usually whatever is available. She serves as
both a collier and troop transport. Along with that, a converted tanker and
possibly one or more factory or supply ships acting as a collier. With one
escort,” Bounty supplied.


“Thanks, I just found it,” Ian said wryly.


“We're receiving a signal Admiral, omni broadcast. It's the oli
oli in free call.”


“They are calling us out,” Ian murmured.


“Verified,” Sprite replied. “Shall we send the counter?” she
asked.


“Bounce it off a decoy,” the Admiral ordered. “Navigation, plot
an intercept course and then feed it to the helm. Helm execute on receipt.”


“You still want us to play pirate though?” Nata'roka asked. “That
will limit our speed.”


The Admiral nodded. “Yes. And alert Commander Sindri to step down
our reactor to match the previous settings. The same for the rest of the ship.
We're going to play the excited comrade in arms ready to and eager to take on
supplies and fuel,” he said.


“Aye sir,” Commander McGuyver replied with a chuckle. He nodded
to the Ssilli and then to the helm.


“Commander Sindri grumbled but he's implementing Trojan horse now
Admiral,” Sprite reported. The Admiral smiled.


“Let's go then folks,” he said, sitting back and rubbing the arm
rests of his couch. “We've got some flies to catch.”


<----*----*----*---->


A day later the crew was getting excited and nervous. They had
another eleven hours before their ship and the three enemy ships made
rendezvous.


“The convoy arrived a day after the five week estimate.  That is
pretty good, getting it that close to a scheduled date,” Sprite said.


“Good for them, bad for us,” the Admiral said.


“Oh, how so?” she asked.


“If they are getting their logistics in order, and getting their
timing this good... it bodes bad for us,” he replied absently. “Something else
to think about.”


“Yes.”


“But later. Right now we have to focus on the here and now,” he
said, intent on the system plot. The ships were slowly moving to his location.
So far so good, he thought. He was glad he hadn't changed the IFF and hadn't
gotten rid of all the uniforms. They would be needed soon.


“Is the hologram ready?”


“As it ever will be. Hopefully we won't get tripped up by someone
that knows Hathaway,” Sprite said. “Or sees through the hologram.”


“If we have to, you could use the scans to alter my face,” Irons
said.


“Oh, that's a thought,” Sprite said. “A disturbing one,” she said.


“Very. But if it gets the job done and it's temporary,” Irons
trialed off.


“Let's see how the hologram works,” Sprite replied. “Somehow I
don't picture you in leather chaps. It's just not your style Admiral.”


“Definitely not,” Irons agreed.


They had hard numbers on the three incoming ships now. The lead
ship was a corvette, an Apollo class. She seemed in good condition. The Apollo
class was large for the class, pushing the envelope. She was also old, but a
well-worn and proven design used at one time by thousands of star systems as
militia or police forces.


The warship had two rail guns; six point defense lasers, which
doubled as energy weapons, two torpedo bays and twenty-four external hard
points for missiles or missile packs. She was a very capable shooter against
anything in her class or smaller. She had a nominal crew of fourteen and was
normally supported by a class two dumb AI.


She also sported eight frigate drives in four nacelle pods and a
class two hyperdrive. She had speed, but her powerful sublight drives and low
grade inertial dampeners tended to force her to take wide turns so she wasn't
as maneuverable as smaller ships were normally known for.


The Admiral reminded himself not to take the ship lightly. The
rail guns and lasers were optimized for short-range combat. If the enemy
smelled a rat at close quarters, it could get very ugly very quickly.


The middle ship was a medium freighter, a Clydesdale from her
silhouette and mass readings. Most likely pressed into service as a collier.
She was rather slow though, and from the looks of her, one of her port engines
was at half power. Instead of the ships slowing so she could stay in balance
the ship was using her RCS to keep her course, a wasteful use of fuel.


The final ship was definitely a tanker. Her class wasn't in the
known database either, and the Admiral didn't recognize her. She was a series
of beads, three massive spherical fuel tanks with just enough superstructure
wrapped around them to keep them together. A small habitat was on top, the rear
had three sublight drives and four drive nacelles. She might be a mutt or a
Frankenstein. They would know more when they got closer.


What the enemy didn't know was that Irons didn't need the fuel.
Bounty and the other ships had tanked up from his gas giant refinery before
their arrival.


<----*----*----*---->


“They accepted the recognition signal?” the Admiral asked. 


Sprite rolled her eyes. “You've asked that before Admiral. The
answer is the same, yes. As far as we know.”


“As far as we know,” he said, echoing the qualifier. "Signal
to noise ratio? Any issues?"


“Admiral, they are still coming to the rendezvous. Had they been
spooked they would have broken off and shaped a course back to the jump point.
That isn't the case here,” the AI reminded him patiently.


“True,” he said.


“Opening night jitters?” Sprite asked.


“Something like that,” he answered, picking up a tablet and
checking it over. Bounty had been overhauled, but her crew was far from what he
would consider ideal. They were however eager, and sometimes spirit made up for
training deficiencies. Or covered them over. They would find out in a day.


“We'll get it done Admiral. One way or another. We've got some
good people here Admiral,” Sprite said. Now that the ship's were all online and
the crews taking up the slack she was taking a step back to her proper role as
the Admiral's Chief of staff.


“Bounty, any issues?” the Admiral asked?”


“You mean with the crew?” the ship AI asked, coming into the
conversation. The Admiral leaned against his right hand, quirking an eyebrow.
“Since I know very well you are looking at the ship's status on that tablet,”
the AI responded. “I refreshed it three seconds ago. No change there. And the
crew is fine. Excited, a bit nervous, but as ready as they ever will be.”


“You are never ready enough for combat. But we'll get it done,”
Sprite responded, turning to the ship AI as Defender opened a port in the Admiral's
firewall so it could project his avatar on his HUD. “What is your opinion on
this plan?” she asked.


“I think it's risky letting the corvette into our range, let
alone dock with it. But if she's docked she won't put up that much of an
external fight if things go bad,” the AI replied.


The Admiral frowned and then nodded. The corvette, which went by
an alpha numeric string he didn't even bother to remember, had transmitted it's
crew list. They were packed to the deck heads with six additional crew, all
destined for Bounty. Another thirty were on the freighter turned collier.


“The hologram is ready?”


“Yes Admiral. As you said, we'll get it done,” Sprite replied
primly.


“Very well. I'll stop being a pest.”


“For now,” Sprite teased with a roguish smile.


“For now,” the Admiral replied with a nod. “I'm going walk
about,” he said, setting the tablet down. “If you need me...”


“Give me a break, I'm built into you sir,” Sprite said, laughing.


“Yeah,” Irons said with a nod. “Dismissed,” he ordered, adjusting
his jacket and then picking up his cover. He put it on and then went to check
the crew.


<----*----*----*---->


“How are you today sir?” Lieutenant Commander Alverez asked
formally. The younger man was clean-shaven, with a professional haircut and
look about him. The black uniform was the only thing out of place on him. That
and the gold skull and cross bones earring in his right ear.


The corvette had come to drift off their port bow, with the
collier and tanker just beyond. All three ships were supine, with their
sublight drives offline.


The more he looked at them the more the Admiral was both
impressed and disturbed by how clean and efficient looking they were. Sure all
had a mix of components on them, but they seemed to function as a whole all too
well. As an engineer he could appreciate that. As a Federation Admiral looking
at an enemy force he didn't like the implications of what he was seeing.


“Better now that you are here,” Captain Hathaway's image
responded a moment later. “I'm down to my last liter of ice cream and my last
two cigars,” he growled. Irons smiled ever so slightly in approval. Sprite was
keeping in character.


“Got them here for you and a replacement draft so you won't be so
short handed,” the Commander replied with a smile. “We'll take some of your
prisoners off your hands to relieve the crowding,” he said.


“I could care less about them,” Hathaway's character said
indifferently. A few of the bridge crew bristled indignantly and glared at the
AI.


Sprite shrugged to the crew. “Just keeping in character,” she
said in an aside through their implants.


“Did you make any progress restoring any of the ships? I see you
have a new capture,” the Commander said.


“We have a bit,” the false Captain replied and then shrugged. “Mister
Blye has been his usual efficient self in motivating the crew and prisoners. We
found a pair of replicators on the yacht and put them too good use. Our use,”
he said smiling.


That got a slight chuckle from the bridge crew. The Horathian had
no idea what that statement truly meant.


“We'd appreciate permission to dock first sir, we need to get
your warm bodies off to relieve the crowding here,” the Commander said. “I know
it's not protocol and you need to refuel, but sir, my engineer said we're
pushing it pretty close. We're going to need a resupply ourselves.”


Hathaway's image nodded. He turned as if to look off to one side.
“Very well. Make it so,” he said.


<----*----*----*---->


A few minutes later the corvette's force field dropped. “This is
the moment of truth,” Bounty said. Enric held his crossed fingers up. 


Irons snorted. “Drop shields,” he ordered. “Prepare for docking.
Are the marines ready?” he asked.


“Ready and waiting impatiently,” Gustov replied through his
implants. The Admiral grunted.


“Closing velocity twenty four, now twenty three meters per second
and falling. Range one forty meters. Corvette's speed down to nine meters,
four, now three meters per second. We are one meter away. Corvette is extending
its docking arm. We have capture. They are pulling themselves in.” the OPS
officer said. He tapped his board and then looked up. “Docking clamps are
fixed.”


“You hear that Mister Gustov?”


<----*----*----*---->


“Got it sir,” the Marine replied. He turned to his men.
“Remember, bridge, engineering then the other compartments. No shooting. Use
the stunners if you have to,” he said. A few faces worked and he shrugged. “But
I'm not going to complain about any bruises or shed any crocodile tears if
anyone is limping,” he said.


A few grim smiles flashed briefly. “Seriously people, keep your
heads on straight and don’t shoot the ship up. You might hit something vital
and we'll all be in for a world of hurt. Keep your heads while you kick some
ass. Oorah!” he growled.


“Ooorah!” the marines returned, pumping fists or fist bumping.


The locks cycled open and a Horathian came through; before he had
a chance to look around the marine on the left of the lock grabbed him. The
Horathian was struck in the solar plexus and hit with a stunner before he could
open his mouth to get a sound out. He crumpled to the deck with his space bag.
A second Horathian came through and was also grabbed and similarly stunned.


One by one the relief crew was grabbed, then the marines moved
in. 


Lewis on point raised his stunner and hit the man standing at the
lock as he turned in surprise and confusion. Lewis vaulted the body and then
used hand signs to move his people out.


<----*----*----*---->


It was a tense five minutes of waiting on the Bounty as they
waited with bated breath for news. “We've got them sir,” Gustov said through
his implants. “She's ours,” he said. The bridge crew broke into cheers.


“But...” Gustov waved urgently. Irons shushed the crew. “But,
they got word off with a communication laser to the other two ships.”


“Crap,” Sprite said. “I can't get into her systems to confirm Admiral.
I'm sending in a bot now,” she said.


“Sir, the collier and tanker have energy spikes. The collier is
moving,” Enric said.


“I think they got the message,” Irina said. 


“Collier is doing a Z axis flip Admiral. They are definitely
trying to run for it. The tanker is still trying to get her engines warmed,”
Enric said. “I'd estimate they have about five minutes to get them online.”


“Then let's keep them from doing that,” the Admiral said. “Bring
us about helm. Tactical,” he turned to Irina. “Hit the tender with a force
beam.”


“Sir, incoming transmission from the tanker. She's demanding to
know what is going on and if it's a joke,” Bounty said.


“Nope, no
joke,” the Admiral replied.


He had been tempted to let the tanker dock first and then hit
corvette, but hadn't wanted a tanker filled with fuel attached to ship if
things went south and they entered combat.


“We can't let them go,” Irina said.


“We're not going to,” the Admiral said. “Are we locked up?” he
asked.


Irina checked her board and then looked up and nodded. 


“Then fire Lieutenant. Force beam, half power. Target is the
collier. Take her shields down.”


“Firing,” Irina replied, tapping her board. The Admiral could hear
the slight change in the power grid as it hummed, dropping ever so slightly
when the force emitter's capacitors drained and then drew on a replenishing
charge.


Outside the ship gravitational force ripped across the void
between the destroyer and the unarmed freighter turned collier. The force
ripped into the ship's shields, ripping and tearing at them, blowing the
breakers in her wedge force pods and sending a spike of electrical power from
the no longer working pods through the ship's systems. After a moment she was
adrift, running lights and engines dark.


“She's out Admiral. Tanker is hailing us. They are surrendering,”
Bounty reported.


“Good,” the Admiral said, nodding. “Very good. Tell them...” he
paused and smiled. The smile was a cold one. “Tell them prepare to be boarded,”
he said.


“Aye aye sir.”
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Once the corvette was secure Lewis was dispatched via the pinnace
to board and secure the unarmed supply ships. He reported success with the
tanker, it had a crew of twelve and all were properly cowed by the turn of events
and the arrival of the marine boarding party. 


The freighter went down almost as smoothly. Only one marine was
reportedly injured, Yorrick tripped over a knee knocker and fell flat on his
face, cutting his chin and breaking his nose. But he hadn't dropped his weapon,
and wonder of wonders, he hadn't accidentally pulled the trigger during the
fall. According to the rather amused medic, the quick heal was already setting
in and he'd be back to bumping his nose into things again by next shift.


Lewis reported a significant find. In a sweep of the ship his team
discovered sixty nine human slaves in the brig and one of the small holds of
the freighter. Some were from the eight ships that had been taken in Beta 100
omega and tearful reunions were underway. “That's good news!” Sprite said.
“Right?” she asked, turning to the Admiral. He nodded. 


Once the ships were secure the shuttles returned to Bounty with
the prisoners and then made a turn around to bring over navy prize crews. There
was a great deal of celebration over the irony in jacking a pirate ship. 


The freed slaves were transported over to the ship in small
groups. Some were terrified, sure that the Horathian's would show up any minute
and punish them if they left the brig.


It took a day for the crews to settle down. While they did Sindri
took a picked engineering crew to each ship to look them over for any hidden
surprises. Sprite, Defender, and Phoenix did the same in the computers of each
of the ships. What the two groups found disturbed them.


“Admiral, a moment?” Sprite asked.


“What is it Commander,” Irons replied testily. He was alone in the
wardroom, going over the latest reports. “Do you have a report.”


“Yes. Commander Sindri expresses his regret in not being here to
report in person. We've gone over it, and combined it with our own,” Sprite
said, sounding formal. That got the Admiral's attention. 


“We? Who's we?” he asked absently.


“Lieutenants Bounty, Defender, Phoenix, Ensign Proteus, Lieutenant
Gray, Commander Sindri, and myself,” Sprite replied. Irons frowned. That was
all the AIs. “It's important sir,” she said.


The sir clinched it. The Admiral flipped the tablet he had been
reading onto the table in front of him and then rocked side to side for a
moment. “Let's hear it,” he finally said.


“Just don't shoot the messenger,” Sprite said.


“Okay...” Irons drawled. “I'm sufficiently warned of pending bad
news. Now spill,” he growled.


“Very well,” Sprite said, activating the holographic projector
embedded in the table. She turned and rescaled the image so she was smaller and
under an image of the Apollo corvette as it tumbled on all axis. “We've gone
over each of the ships with a fine tooth comb. We have checked, rechecked, and
checked again, but our facts remain the same. The corvette and tanker are new
construction Admiral.”


Irons instantly scowled. “You are not serious,” he growled.


“As I've said, we've confirmed it Admiral.”


“This I have to see for myself,” he said, holding up a hand. He
was shocked; he had to admit it to himself. It just wasn't possible. “Hold off
on the rest.”


He got up and exited the compartment, then sternly marched to the
starboard airlock where the corvette was docked.


He nodded politely to those he passed. Some of the crew paused
what they were doing when they noted him in passing, but his stride and stern
expression made them hold off approaching him. He ignored protocol, moving
quickly. He ducked and stepped through the various hatches until he arrived in
the lock.


Right off he noted the new but crude frame supports. Some of it
was very crude, held together with rivets, not a standard of construction back
in his time. Still, it could be a slap dash repair job or a desperately quick
built ship so he reserved judgment. 


Over the next hour he nodded to the crew but remained silent as he
studied the ship and it's components. He found the ship used a mix of civilian
and milspec hardware, but the frame and a quarter of the sub systems were new
construction. Some of that he had known about from Proteus's prior findings,
but this was beyond his expectations and pretty close to his dark nightmares.


He nodded to the crew and then returned to the wardroom. He sat
heavily in his chair and looked at a very sober looking Sprite.


“This changes the playing field.”


“Indeed. It
also confirms a few things. We're comparing the databases we've captured and
cross-referencing them Admiral. We're getting a clearer picture. One we don't
like.”


“And you've waited to tell me this now?” Irons snarled, furious.
What the hell were they thinking holding something like that back from him he
thought?


“You've been busy. And we classified it as unsubstantiated until
we had a secondary source. Now we do for some of it sir,” Defender replied.


“Lovely. Brief me.”


“You're not going to like it.”


“I'm not going to like a lot of things. That doesn't mean I don't
need to hear it. Don't do that to me, don't go behind my back or only give me
Intel to keep me happy. I need it all.”


“Lyndon Johnson and the Vietnam war,” Sprite said.


“Come again?”


“President of the ancient United States. He would fly into rages
if his people brought him bad news, so they censored it. The people in the
field were ordered to inflate the body counts of the enemy.”


“Politics.”


“It's happened with flag officers as well Admiral,” Sprite said.
“And you are right.”


“Don't do it again,” Irons growled.


“Aye sir,” the AI replied, now subdued.


“Now brief me,” he said, getting comfortable.


<----*----*----*---->


When Sprite and Bounty finished their report the Admiral frowned
pensively. 


“I was worried about them getting into Pyrax and capturing the
yard intact.”


“That is true. What bothers me is we don't have a commission date
on the corvette because her hardware is a jumble from various sources and
Alverez did his best to wipe her database. Some of the hardware dates back to
our time, but some of the electronics are crude copies,” Bounty said. “Newly
made copies.”


“Yes.”


“So, the ship could have been commissioned last year, or a
century ago.”


“Now that last part I don't believe. Get someone to do a wear
check on her hull and drive. A spectrographic analysis will give you a number
on how long it's been in service. And even though you can't get a hard date,
you can check some of her back up files and look into the ship's usage that
way. Bug reports.”


“They are hashed. Surprisingly though, the ship is free of
viruses,” Sprite said.


“Good.”


“But the mess does explain why our virus attack didn't work.”


“Yes, I realize that,” the Admiral said.


“Admiral, they could have hundreds, possibly thousands
of hulls waiting for the right mix of parts to finish. All mothballed like
Commander Logan is doing in Pyrax. And as they bring back their booty...”


Sprite left the rest for him to figure out. As they processed the
booty, the Horathian's had slotted into various ships. They might have even
taken captured ships apart for their parts. They were more valuable for their
parts than their hulls. “It does explain a few things,” the Admiral replied.


“Yes.”


“And yes, I did figure that part out,” the Admiral growled.
“Unfortunately, we're not in a position to do anything about it. Yet.”


<----*----*----*---->


The prisoner was escorted into the Captain's wardroom in chains.
The AI watched him; certain he was the weakest link. She studied the human,
knowing she wasn't as good as a proper interrogator, but she and Defender were
all the crew had.


“Prisoner will be seated,” the marine said gruffly, roughly
maneuvering the young man over to a chair. “That means asshole, sit your ass
down before I break your knees,” Private Yorrick growled, forcing the young man
into the seat.


“Yes, he is vulnerable,” Defender, said. “Observe the heat
signature. The beads of sweat on his brow. The nervous tremor and the way he
gulped and bit his lip. I suggest you make him wait Commander.”


“Wait?”


“You know the drill. Humans have little patience. Making him wait
will activate his imagination. He will think of all sorts of scenarios, none of
them good for him. That should make him more vulnerable.”


“Understood,” Sprite said. She studied the young man.


“While we wait we can access what files we have on him and watch
him closely,” the AI said as the young man nervously looked around the room and
then over his shoulder to Yorrick. Yorrick curled his lip slightly and the
young man immediately froze and then sat rigid, hands on his knees.


“He's certainly not comfortable in that chair,” Sprite observed.
“It's not the normal chair in this compartment either,” she said.


“I ordered it for this occasion,” Defender replied to her alone.
“Not only is one leg slightly shorter to make it off balance, it is a hard
metal chair that is slightly too low. That will make you taller than him when
you appear, giving you a position of dominance. The wobbly chair will make him
uncomfortable over time.”


“Oh.”


“Also, I had the guards provide him with liquid refreshment. Once
it works its way through his digestive system it will build up in his bladder
and cause physical discomfort. It will cause a subconscious desire to get this
done to relieve him soon.”


“Oh, that is wicked,” Sprite, said with a grin. “I like it.”


“I don't care what you like or dislike. Unless it violates my
programming,” Defender replied.


“Yeah, I know,” Sprite, sighed. “Anything else?”


“Play the role of the cold but understanding cop. Use the Marine
as the bad cop. That will induce Stockholm syndrome in the prisoner. He will be
compelled to keep you happy to keep the bad cop at bay.”


“I see. Where are you getting all this?”


“My interrogation manual,” Defender replied.


“I don't suppose I could have a copy,” Sprite asked. “So we could
be on the same page?” she asked.


The other AI just stared at her with red eyes. She sighed.
“Thought not.”


After fifteen minutes it wasn't the prisoner that got angry, it
was Yorrick. “Damn it, we going to do this or not? I'm getting bored here,” he
growled. “And hungry,” he muttered.


The prisoner glanced over his shoulder at him and then back to
the empty desk. Well, not quite empty, the holo projector was there.


Sprite sent the signal and triggered the holo projector. Both men
blinked as the compartment's lights dimmed and her image appeared.


Yorrick came to attention, gripping his weapon. Sprite nodded to
him. “As you were private,” she said.


“Um...” Bobby looked from the Marine to the apparition on the
desk. “Is this some sort of joke?” he asked.


“No joke Bobby,” Sprite said. “I am Lieutenant Commander Sprite.
I am an AI. A class two point one smart AI. I've evolved a bit,” she said,
smiling slightly.


Awe briefly washed over the young prisoners face. That was
replaced by fear when he finally caught up with her artificial appearance.
Sprite was in her formal black day uniform, complete with cover. The uniform
had glowing circuitry patterns embedded in it.


“I see you've met Private Yorrick,” Sprite said. “A bit more
introductions are in order. You see, Yorrick wasn't a Marine some time ago. He
was a prisoner. In the brig you were just in.”


“He... he was?” Bobby asked, turning wide eyes to the Marine.
Yorrick didn't respond, he just stood there, staring as duty and his orders had
laid out for him.


“Yes. We liberated him and the others. They are now members of
the Federation military. As am I. Which brings me to you,” Sprite said sounding
sad.


“Me?” the young man's voice asked.


“Yes. You see, you Horathian's have been terrible to Private
Yorrick and his fellows. Just terrible,” Sprite said, tisk tisking. “I've seen
the footage. You can't deny it. It's what the pirates have been doing for some
time. And you are a pirate.”


“I...” He flushed. “That wasn't me!”


“Raping, looting...” Sprite ticked off the list one by one.
“You're saying you never did any of it? But, and this is important,” she said.
“Here you are,” she said. “And here they are,” she said, indicating Yorrick.


The young man's eyes cut to the marine and then back to the AI
“Yeah, I know, but...”


“Oh hush, let me finish,” Sprite said, rolling right over his
protest. “You see, we have all the records, all the files. We've interviewed
the survivors, we know what they know. And you know what? Raping, murder,
torture, and genocide? Those are all death sentences where we are concerned,”
Sprite said, voice growing cold.


The young man gasped and lunged to his feet. Yorrick's hand on
his shoulder slammed him down hard. The young man winced but froze when he saw
the pistol barrel pointed at his skull.


“I'd think about the next few seconds if I were you. Don't do
anything stupid,” Yorrick growled. “Believe me, I so want to shoot you, but
they'd make me clean up the mess,” he said. He looked over to the wall and then
adjusted his aim slightly. He shrugged after a moment. “Still, worth it in my
opinion,” he said, finger tightening ever so slightly.


“Bobby,” Sprite said. “Bobby, look at me. Look at me,” she
emphasized. The young man's terrified blue eyes cut from the pistol to Yorrick
and then finally to the AI's image. He looked at her in raw appeal, lips
blubbering. His face showed fear, anxiety, and terror. “I'm on your side,” the
AI said softly. “But you've got to help me. I've got to give my boss something
to save you. Otherwise he's going to pass judgment and you will be out the
lock,” she said.


The young man paled, gulping. He shivered uncontrollably. “What
do you want to know?” he asked in a small voice, tears dripping.


Sprite didn't allow a trace of her satisfaction over Yorrick's
performance as she began her list of questions.


<----*----*----*---->


The new wave of former slaves were hesitant boarding Bounty. They
were each run through sickbay and the mess, then either assigned temporary
quarters or shipped over to Deianira or Le More. Some had a mental breakdown,
sobbing over the kindness. They were still shook up by the sudden change of
events and relief.


Others spoke with the ship's crew and found out not only their
history, but also their intentions on fighting back. That made the scuttlebutt
rounds for a few hours. After they were cleared by sickbay, had a meal and
rest, some former slaves demanded to join the crew. 


They were informed they would get the opportunity to do so when
they are judged healthy. Sprite, having prior experience now, provided them
with the propaganda material as well as the recruiting material.


Sprite, Defender, and Bounty listened to and recorded all their
conversations for further security review.


Once the slaves were settled Sprite received requests from
personnel on Deianira and Le More to man the new freighter and tanker.


“We're still cloning their databases,” Sprite said. “But we've
got a lot of people raising their hands to volunteer Admiral. It seems that the
successful taking of the three ships has woken some of the remaining crew from
their apathy.”


“Or they just don't want to be stuck in the other ships,” the Admiral
replied.


“No...” Sprite drawled. “I don't honestly think that is it. They
had over a hundred and forty people on Deianira before the pirates captured her
Admiral. With the repairs we've made to her, she's more than capable of
handling that number or more. I think some are honestly interested in a fresh
start.”


“And there is no talk about making a run for it?” Defender asked.


Sprite looked at the other AI as she frowned. “You and I both
know we can't know that. They are on a civilian ship, so we don't have access
to what they say there. It is however something to consider sir,” Sprite said,
sounding uncomfortable.


“I don't think it will be a problem. I'm not sure about the
command team. Each ship needs a solid command team. And I want a navy crew on
the collier.”


“The collier sir? It doesn't even have a name. It's a captured
freighter, that much we've confirmed. But she's been rebuilt so often...”
Sprite shook her virtual head. “And the survey crews didn't find a builder's
plaque.”


“She's a Clydesdale. That's obvious. Right now I don't mind if
she has a civilian enlisted crew, but I want our officers and noncoms on board
her. For now an officer on the tanker as well.”


“We'll be spread thin Admiral. And we still haven't finished
manning the corvette. I'm guessing you have someone in mind for that?”


“You might say so...” the Admiral replied. “If he'll go for it. I
think he's more than up for the challenge though...”


<----*----*----*---->


Commander McGuyver took command of the corvette with Sindri as his
engineer and exec. The Admiral was sorry to see them go, and not just because
it made a big hole in his command structure again. For now Lieutenant Bounty
would act as his executive officer. The two humans were well liked by the crew
and had an easy air of competence and leadership few others could project so
easily though, and a command slot such as an executive officer or a Chief
required a body normally. But this wasn't normal times. They would have to make
do with what crew they had available. 


Sindri took Yosef and a small team with him to man engineering and
some of the systems on the corvette. Lieutenant Trey Ulster took over for
Commander Sindri as Bounty's Chief engineer.


Ensign Tirana Platt and Lieutenant Bill Peters were the only
officers on the Collier. Since the ship lacked a proper name they had
rechristened it Lassie. The Admiral didn't like how thin and wide spread his
people were getting, but at least Sprite had copied her bot software to the new
ships after their computers had been cloned. They were integrating well, and
taking some of the load off the organic crew while also helping to locate and
stamp out problems on the ship. It would be weeks before the ships were back to
Federation standard, but they were on their way.


Once the Admiral judged the corvette's crew was sufficiently
settled in the Admiral called to check on them. “You two got your ship in
order? Or do I have to send over help?” he asked, only half teasing.


“We're fine,” Ian said. “Though I keep bumping my head,” he joked.
“And don't get me started on my tiny bed.”


“This ship was made for men like me,” Sindri rumbled as he entered
the conversation. “She's all right, but I see plenty of room for improvement.
If we have the time and materials,” he said. The Admiral nodded.


“Which is what I thought you'd say. So I've already made up a
list,” Sindri replied smugly.


“Send it over,” the Admiral chuckled. 


“Small man on a small ship. It's about time they built something
my size,” The dwarf joked. 


“There are no small men of stature here, only freedom loving
people,” the Admiral replied.


There was a bit of an uncomfortable pause as they digested that.
“Ah quit, your making me blush,” the dwarf finally growled. That got a laugh.


“Seriously,” the Admiral said. “You will be missed.”


“Yeah well, keep the engines warm for me. And don't abuse that
reactor. She's a beaut,” the Chief replied.


“We will. After we've properly broken her in,” the Admiral replied
with a lurking smile.


“Sadist,” Sindri said, and then chuckled. The chuckles were a
little too much for the speakers on the bridge, the reverb kicked up a slight
whine that the Admiral heard. He grimaced slightly in annoyance.


“I've got the list and I've added it to the replicator cue,”
Sprite reported. “You're priority items will be first of course. Some things
may have to be bumped back since we may not have the proper materials for it
all.”


“Are we recycling all the old hardware?” Sindri asked. “Shouldn't
we keep some for replacements?”


“Yes we're recycling the hardware when we can. We're recycling it
into spares. Proper spares.”


“Oh. Zipping up now,” Sindri said gruffly. “Show's what I know,”
he grunted.


“You've been busy,” Sprite replied.


“Cut the chit chat or we'll be here all day,” Ian said. “We've
sent our report Admiral. The crew is shaking down nicely. I'm looking forward
to putting this ship into action.”


“You've got some tactical training to go along with the ship
repairs Commander,” the Admiral replied. “And now that we have two ships, I
plan on running you ragged in the simulator at least a couple hours a day. So
get your ship sorted out.”


“I'm ready when you are Admiral,” Ian said.


“I'll have a sim ready in fifteen,” the Admiral replied. He nodded
to Bounty who nodded back. “If that's okay with you?” he asked.


“Me and my big mouth,” Ian replied quietly. The Admiral smiled
slightly. “Yeah, sure, that will give me time to get a bite to eat.”


“Roger that. See you in fifteen Commander,” the Admiral said.


“It's nice to have capable people,” Sprite said. The Admiral
nodded in agreement. 


 


<----*----*----*---->


One of the things Lieutenant Gustov suggested and others
including Irons agreed with was a self defense class. Some of the recruits were
hesitant to join, but others were grimly aware of the need for not only the
self discipline, but also the return of self confidence the training would
allow. And they loved to picture what they would do to a pirate the next time
they came within reach of them.


When he could, the Admiral taught a class. He had run the Marines
through a refresher once they had downloaded combat moves from his recruiting
files. Knowing the moves in your implants were one thing, a Marine or other
recruit had to train to use the moves, make them part of their muscle
memory so they would act on instinct.


All of the Marines were in the martial arts courses, that was
practically a given. Most of the officers found time in their busy schedules to
work out at least once a week.


"It seems like you do this all the time," Sprite
teased. "You'd think you'd get bored of it after a while."


"I like to teach," the Admiral replied, moving smoothly
through work out katas. It felt good to move, to stretch, to relax and just be
for once.


"And you like to work out. To take frustrations out, and you
like to make certain your people can fight back."


"It's a good way of bonding yes. But really, I like
it." He shrugged, rolling his shoulders. "It's as simple as
that."


"Of course you do. But you seem distracted though. You
aren't putting your full effort into it. You seem to be delegating more."


He grimaced slightly. "No choice Commander. I'm being pulled
in various directions all at once. I need to delegate. I have to trust.
They need to feel needed, to have a job."


"True," Sprite said after a moment. "I'm glad to
see you are getting back into practice Admiral," she said.


"We'll see," he said.
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The Admiral considered sending one freighter to Pyrax to warn
them, another to Hidoshi's World. However, whatever was waiting in Beta101a1
would kill the freighter, there was no way they could cross the system without
getting caught. That was out. Heading North to Kathy's World and then back down
through B452c could land them in trouble too. That too was out. He couldn't
chance running a gauntlet low on fuel.


He was still trying to decide what to do when the decision was
taken momentarily out of his hands.


“Sir, we have an unexpected jump signature at the Hidoshi jump
point!” Bounty said.


“Well,” the Admiral said. “It looks like they came out to us. I guess that solves that
dilemma,” he said.


“Yes, yes it does. And causes another. We're a bit off balance,”
Sprite replied. “The corvette's drive is offline. It's actually in pieces if
you look closely. ETA to getting it back together and online is three and a
half standard days, possibly longer depending on what else they find."
The admiral grimaced. They had been forced to rebuild several components,
setting back the planned schedule three times. The Horathians were apparently
making their own parts, but the parts were still a bit crude and wore down
quickly. A good thing in his book. "And the other ships are just sitting
there. Not to mention the orbital works,” the AI reminded him.


Irons grimaced. She was right. There was no way of hiding all of
it. They could cut power, but what was the purpose. The energy signature was
already speeding its way to the enemy ships even as they spoke. “Then we'll
just have to see how much bullshit they can stand before they get wise won't we
Commander?” Irons replied.


Enric and Irina sputtered in amusement. He looked at each of them
and then Sprite. “Or should I say see how well you can get them to dance to our
tune and lower their guard.”


“Oh lovely. Lay it all out on me,” Sprite muttered.


“In the meantime,” the Admiral said, turning to the ship AI's
avatar. “Bounty, let everyone know through their implants or by whisker laser.
Trojan horse. Keep the comm lines clear.”


“Aye sir.”


“Commander,” Irons turned to the AI. “Create a back story. The corvette
suffered an engineering casualty and we're working on it with the crew.”


Sprite's eyes shifted back and forth as she ran a sim on that
idea. “That... might buy us some time. How much I'm not sure sir,” she said.


“We'll have to make do with what we've got,” the Admiral replied.


“Time to intercept?”


“Ninety one hours Admiral.”


“Very well.”


“Admiral, they won't see us for some time. We could go into
stealth,” Bounty suggested.


The Admiral's eyes cut to the plot. The corvette's icon was there.
He shook his head no. “Tempting to use them as bait, but no. They are really
helpless. If the enemy took their ire out on them...”


“Understood,” Bounty said quietly.


“Besides,” Sprite said in an aside to the AI. “I know the Admiral.
He doesn't like leaving a man behind.”


“Understood,” Bounty said to her.


“I am guessing we are going with a repeat of Trojan horse?” Sprite
asked.


The Admiral nodded. “Better get your game face on Commander, I
want a Broadway performance,” he said.


“I'll do my best to break a leg sir,” Sprite replied dryly.


“As long as it's one of theirs, I don't mind in the slightest
Commander,” Irina replied with a grin.


<----*----*----*---->


The two Apollo class corvettes came in with the large freighter,
another Clydesdale turned collier/troop transport. They had kept the ships on
their sensors for the full three and a half days it had taken the Horathians to
cross the system and match speed and orbit with Bounty.


“That's right, keep coming. Fat dumb and happy. Boy have we got a
surprise for you,” Nobeki growled.


The Admiral glanced her way and then smiled grimly in wordless
agreement. 


“It's getting to be a regular ship's swap meet here,” Ian said
over the laser link. Irons chuckled. He'd heard about ship swap meets. Ships
would come together in a system and exchange parts, crew, or materials. Two
swap meets were quite famous from this century, one a wedding had been
performed, another a funeral of a rather popular Captain.


“We have ID's on the ships. The lead corvette has an IFF
broadcasting an identifier of CTA1R667. The second corvette playing rear guard
is broadcasting CTA2J899. Either they have caught a lot of ships, or they have
built quite a few over the years,” Sprite said.


“Or they did those identifiers in a random method to make people
over estimate their numbers Commander,” Defender reminded her. Sprite felt
irritation but ignored the other AI.


The Admiral studied the sensor read outs. They had run tracking
exercises on the incoming ships several times over the past three days. He
could tell the crew was nervous but now excited. After what had happened with
the last convoy, they expected a repeat. Hopefully they wouldn't be
disappointed. Hopefully they wouldn't be overconfident either. “Tag Alpha one
Romeo as Romeo. Tag Alpha two Juliet as Juliet,” he ordered. Romeo had some
issues with her power. He could tell even though the ship was in the lead she
had only half the power she should have. Apparently they were moving at her
pace.


“Aye sir,” Nobeki replied.


“ID on the collier?”


“T12783 sir. T stands for tender or transport I believe,” Nobeki
reported.


“Yes it does,” Sprite said absently. “ID?”


“Let's just call her Collier two for now,” the Admiral said. “We
can think of something else later.” He refocused on her image on his HUD. “Are
you ready?”


Sprite shrugged. “Ready as I'll ever be Admiral,” she said.


“All right, you are on when Bounty opens a signal.”


“Sure you don't want to wait for them to call us Admiral?” Sprite
asked nervously.


“You'll do fine Commander,” the Admiral replied.


“You are on Commander,” Bounty said.


“This is Captain Hathaway of the Bounty. How did it go?”


“Impatient Captain?” the audio response came a few minutes later.
There was laughter in the voice. “I can't blame you.”


“More like boredom,” the Captain replied. “Though we're keeping
the engineers busy lately.”


“We see that,” Captain San replied, amused. “Are you trying to
build your own yard Brian?”


“No, just wishing one was nearby right about now,” the Captain
replied, sounding amused.


“Taking that planet was like taking candy from a baby! If all of
those jewels are so easy to pluck,” one male voice said. Irons frowned. This
was tricky, these people obviously knew Hathaway, so they could easily trip
Sprite up. Sprite had orders to cut the conversation short if it became too tangled
for her to handle. 


“She certainly is a beautiful marble,” Captain San said. She was
obviously the most senior of the group, though she was stuck on the collier
instead of captaining one of the small warships. Either there was something
going on there, a gender bias, or something else.


“Taking her was dead easy. She was ripe all right. An agro world
though, not much there. The idiots had nothing to use for defense either. A
push over,” one of the corvette Captain's scoffed.


Sprite knew better than to ask names. Fortunately Bounty's records
were clear on who was on each of the ship's. Unfortunately none of the ships
had an active IFF at the moment.


“The planet has one space port near the capital city and no
communications to speak of. Colonel Wizenbeck's people took the capital easily
and spread out to take the remaining large towns and villages.”


“Excellent.”


“We weren't needed,” one of the corvette captains said, sounding
annoyed. “There was nothing in the system.”


“Pity.”


“I'm glad the colonel grabbed your shuttles. I know you were
reluctant to part with them Brian, but they came in handy. The mudball has
roads, but they use animals for transport,” Captain San said, sounding
disgusted. “If you can believe it. Animals. Backward hicks. We're doing them a
favor,” she said.


There was a soft growl from the bridge crew on Bounty.


“So, the planet is secure?”


“Yes. Oh, there are some yahoos holding out here and there,
pockets mostly with hunting rifles or improvised weapons. Hillbillies I think
the colonel colorfully called them. And some of the natives ran into the hills.
The colonel is expecting some resistance for some time, but he assured us he
has enough fire power on hand to deal with anything the natives try.”


“Understood.”


“Due to the colonel's need for air cover and transport on the
planet, I was asked, and I granted that half the shuttle compliment remain
behind,” the Captain said sounding a little nervous. Hathaway's image scowled.
“It's not like you need all of them Captain,” she said hastily, expecting a
protest. “At least not right now. This system lacks a decent planet and you're
boat bay is full as it is. So don't complain.”


“True,” Hathaway grudgingly admitted.


“I kept two shuttles for each of your two prizes Captain. That way
they have a spare. They need some TLC though. They've been on my outer hull.
I'll be glad to be rid of them,” Captain San said pointedly.


“We can handle that,” Hathaway's image replied. Sprite felt
hampered by the conversation. The time delay between exchanges worked in her
favor, but the lack of a visual image hindered her efforts. She couldn't read
any body language, just garner what information she could form their tone of
voice and content. Still, she did what she could with what she had available.
“It will give the crews something to do.”


“Bet you wish you were there!” the Captain said. “A little
action...” She paused expectantly.


Hathaway's image shrugged. “Yes well, orders are orders. We all
have to play our part in the grand scheme of things.”


“Yeah, but you've been busy,” the corvette Captain responded and
then whistled. “More ships? And you've made some repairs!” There was a bit of
jealousy and envy in his tone.


“Three of the ships you are seeing are the resupply train. The
collier brought in a replicator. And we picked one up in one of our...
acquisitions,” the Hathaway imposter replied. “You can tank up shortly,” he
said, sounding dismissive.


“Ah,” the Captain nodded sagely. “I see. My thanks, we'll no doubt
need the fuel for the next leg.” He cocked his head as someone whispered to him
off camera. “Say, I don't suppose we can get in on that? We're in need of some
parts,” he said hopefully.


“I don't know,” the image of Hathaway responded. “We're pretty
full up on stuff and limited on materials.”


“We can trade for it. We picked up some choice food items on the
planet. Plus some other exotic treats,” the corvette Captain said slyly.


“Maybe we can work out a deal then Commander,” Hathaway's image
replied thoughtfully. The Admiral smiled coldly when the Commander perked up.
“Send over a list of what you need and what you wish to trade. I think we can
push collier T niner five niner one's departure back a day or two without any
harm,” he said, smiling slightly.


The Captain chuckled and cut the circuit.


<----*----*----*---->


Corvette CT alpha one Romeo six six seven docked with Bounty. The
larger ship had insisted they move away from the downed corvette to give her
work crews room to focus on their jobs. 


Once the ship was docked and the docking clamps secured, Lewis and
a pair of marines boarded the ship with a cargo crate. The crew met them
grinning like idiots.


“First load,” he said gruffly. The eager rating reached for the
cover. Lewis slapped a hand down on top keeping the lid shut. “Uh uh. Show us
the goods first. Captain Hathaway's orders,” he growled.


“Fine, this way,” the rating sighed, clearly expressing his tried
patience. He waved them inward. Lewis struggled with the push pull over the
knee knockers. He looked over his shoulder to see the bored rating smirk
slightly.


“Put your backs into it,” Lewis growled to Yorrick and Reiner as
the two men struggled to lift their end. They got it over the hump and then
onward.


 Lewis moved with them through the ship to its tiny engineering
compartment. There Yorrick shut the hatch and then they opened the crate. Three
female marines spilled out. Lewis, Yorrick and Reiner took down the gaping
Horathians and then grabbed their weapons. 


Hand signs flashed as Lewis ducked into his body armor and then
took his weapon from one of the female marines. One of the others was already
zip tying the enemy prisoners. Grimly he nodded to Yorrick by the hatch.


Yorrick nodded back and then yanked the hatch open. He did a quick
peek and then lunged through the opening with Reiner, Cherry, and Lewis on his
heels.


They left two marines behind to finish secure the prisoners and
the compartment as they rushed through the ship. Five minutes later Lewis
reported in through his implants that they had taken the ship without firing a
shot. 


“They should all be this easy,” Lewis said, grinning.


“I wish,” the Admiral said. He knew it would only get harder.
Hopefully the other corvette would go down so smoothly.


<----*----*----*---->


Chief Roberts frowned when he recognized CTA42E2357. He'd seen
images of her often enough, his brother had practically shoved them up his nose
in his excitement when he had gotten the posting. Echo was hard to miss even
though her aft was in pieces. He didn't envy them that task; working out
there... it was too easy to go Dutchman. And too easy for a crew to just write
you off too. He shivered.


The ship wasn't broadcasting an IFF but his little brother had
told him he was on board the ship and that it was assigned resupply escort.
They had planned on hooking up when they met up.


“Skipper, permission to make a personal call?”


“What is it Roberts?” Captain San asked, sounding distracted and
annoyed.


“I'd like to call forty two echo if I may ma'am. Personal call.”


“Got a hot lover on board? Maybe you should kick the girl you've
got chained under it out first. Unless she goes three way?”


Roberts snorted. He'd picked up quite the looker from a soldier on
Hidoshi for a bottle of whiskey from the ship's still. She was quite a looker,
with long black hair down to her ass like he liked. She was shy too, which he
also liked. He hadn't been brutal with her, he didn't like to bruise flesh much
it dropped the slave's value, and besides, he hadn't needed it. She'd been meek
and sweet.


“No,” Roberts said. He pictured Jacques expression when he saw the
girl. “No, my brother is on Echo ma'am. I thought I'd give him a call. Make
sure he's doing his job and find out if he has any mail from home,” he said.


The Captain looked up from the report she was reading. She nodded
thoughtfully. “All right. And see if he's got any of the latest magazines and
videos from home as well. We've watched the finals of 'Alien Invasion' and
'Fergies world' too many times to count.”


Roberts grimaced and nodded. 


“And see if he's got any sports footage,” the Captain said. He
nodded again. She waved a dismissive hand.


He turned to leave but she called out again. “And any major news
broadcasts,” she said.


“Geesh, I should be writing this down,” he muttered.


“I heard that,” she said mildly; making him flinch and pause, then
continue on his way.


When he got to his quarters he looked down at the girl. She was
snoring softly under the bed. He nodded and sat at his small desk and tapped at
the controls. “Chuck, put me through to Echo. Captain cleared it,” he said.


“Don't forget to get the files that the Captain said,” Chuck
replied. “Putting you through now,” he said.


“Yeah, yeah,” Roberts exhaled noisily. He looked over to the girl.
It would be nice to get a quicky right about now; he'd finally trained the girl
on her oral technique. But no, he had to go back on duty in a half hour. He
didn't have time to shower and didn't want to start his shift sticky and too
relaxed.


“Signal received. We have the Captain,” Chuck said.


“Captain Alverez? This is Chief Roberts on T12783. By any chance
is my brother Ensign Roberts available?” There was a long pause. Roberts
frowned. “Hello?” he asked. “Anyone there?”


“This is Echo. We're here,” an unfamiliar voice replied. That got
to Roberts, he knew Alverez. He and Alverez had gone through the academy together.
“This is... Captain Mack. Ensign Roberts isn't on this ship.”


“Mack?” Roberts asked, wrinkling his nose. “Mack, Mack,” he said
softly to himself, trying to place the name. It didn't ring a bell. “I'm sorry,
what happened to Captain Alverez?”


“I've never heard of a Captain Alverez,” Captain Mack replied.


“That doesn't make sense. He's been Captain of the Echo for three
years,” Chief Roberts replied, now confused.


“I don't know, I... um, was just transferred,” Ian said, trying to
recover. “There has been some shifting about.”


“Um... and my brother? You said he's not on board?” the Chief
asked. “That doesn't make sense. I spoke to him six months ago on the ship...”


“I don't know what to tell you. He's not here,” Ian said. He
frowned. “Look, I'm in the middle of a big repair here Chief, so if you don't
mind...”


“Yeah um... oh!” he heard a soft mew as he woke the girl. He
looked over his shoulder to her and then back. “My Captain and crew are going
stir crazy. Captain San asked if you can get us any video from home you've got.
Specifically in the past year.”


“I don't have anything recent,” Ian said. “Just material older
than that. Sorry,” he said.


“Yeah sure,” Roberts mumbled, cutting the connection. That made no
sense, no sense at all, he thought. Ships lived on videos and data from home.
Movies, television, E-books, sports... it didn't matter. They were all homesick
for it, and they passed copies along any chance they could. In fact it was a
standing order from command to do so to help with morale.


If Mack was new, why didn't he bring any material when he came on
board? That didn't make sense. Nor the sudden replacement of both the Captain
and his brother. And the current Captain had no idea where they went?


He rubbed his chin. It could be that they were off doing Intel
work but he seriously doubted it. His little brother? Fresh out of the academy?
And the Captain? Why them?


They could be dead, he thought with a sick pang. He sat up
straight, frozen. Yes, that could be, something could have happened. Or they had
gotten in trouble. That too was also possible, Ed had a way of sticking his
foot in it from time to time...


He shook his head. No, something was off. He got up and walked
out.


As he walked, head down, hands in his pockets he thought about the
situation. Captain Hathaway had made it clear he wanted all the shuttles back
when they returned, no exceptions. “And yet he didn't protest much,” Roberts
muttered. He slowed his pace. The ship, yes, there was something off there too.
Where were they getting the parts? T9591? But how?   


He turned about and headed for the bridge. He needed to talk to
cooler and wiser heads.


<----*----*----*---->


 Captain San sat poised behind her desk as Chief Roberts finished.
She mused over his report, and suspicions that something was wrong. He was
right, she knew Brian, Brian Hathaway was a marionette. A by the books officer,
bucking for a flag. He had pitched a snit over her borrowing the shuttles...
she remembered it well. She'd thought she'd catch hell from him when she showed
up with half of them, but he'd not even blinked. He was never so easy to give
away resources, let alone fuel and parts. That struck her as odd. 


“So, what your telling me Chief, is something is fishy. What do
you propose I do about it?” she asked. She studied the Chief as he squirmed
uncomfortably. That was another thing; the Chief wasn't an excitable person. He
had initiative he took care of things. He was a good leader. She'd occasionally
had to call him to heel when he took too much initiative, but that was fine.
She'd rather he handle something than wake her every time there was a hiccup in
engineering.


“Ma'am, can you scan the ships? Something is off. I keep coming
back to that. I remember grams told me a story. I know it's silly, but I
remember it. A... fairy,” he said and winced. He knew he sounded like a nut. “A
changeling,” he translated weakly.


“A changeling?” the Captain asked, lips pursing in a smile.


The Chief winced. “I... my grams was Scottish ma'am. She passed on
stories of the ancient times. One told of how fairy folk or trolls would steal
human children and replace them with one of their own.” 


“You're saying someone swapped our ships and people for boogie men
Chief?” the Captain asked, laughing.


He shrugged. “Please ma'am, just humor me,” he said.


The Captain sobered, looking into his eyes. He was serious. “Very
well. She hit the key on her desk that connected her to the bridge. “Bridge,
scan the ships.”


“Aye ma'am.”


She ran a scan of Bounty. The ship had been changed she realized.
She checked the visual and frowned pensively. The ship had indeed changed; some
of her had obviously been rebuilt. She had served on Bounty briefly as an
Ensign; she knew the tin can like the back of her hand. Things didn't add up.
There was no way she could make milspec equipment with a replicator, the
lockouts prevented it. No, something was wrong, she though as the hairs on the
back of her neck stood up. 


“Call the corvettes,” she said, looking up. “Let them know
something's up and standoff,” she ordered. Until she figured out what was going
on they should stay away from the ship. She looked at the plot and swore. It
was already too late for Romeo, she was already docked. Juliet however was
three hundred meters out and closing. 


<----*----*----*---->


“Admiral! I'm intercepting a signal from the collier to the
corvettes! They made us!” Bounty warned.


“Corvette two is maneuvering. Her weapons are charging!”
Lieutenant Nobeki warned.


“Helm! Ninety-degree roll Z-axis hard! Execute!” Irons barked.
“Guns suppression fire now!”


Corvette 2
received the warning too late. Her Captain wrestled with the hysterical
insanity the collier was spouting for a minute before he barked an order to
back off. It couldn't be true! He thought, someone was wrong! But just to be
safe he ordered the ship to abort the docking and raise her weapons.


RCS flared wildly to arrest her approach to the ship. Bounty was
shaped like a Terran angelfish, with most of her hull in a rectangular box that
was taller than broad. The corvette fired into Bounty as the ship rolled to
present her keel, her smallest face. The little ship fired at under a hundred
meters, which was point
blank range, but only with a two-centimeter rail gun. Most of the shots missed.
Those that did hit penetrated her stern armor and reeked carnage. 


Bounty retaliated with her point defense lasers. The lasers were
primarily designed to take down incoming missiles, but they easily tore through
the thin armor on the corvette as if it wasn't there. The small corvette had just gotten her
main drive back online and bucked as the fire came in, tearing through her
still energizing force field to tear into her hull. She vomited debris and
atmosphere and then drifted. The
corvette was torn apart, left adrift in pieces.


“Damage report?” the Admiral asked. He'd felt the bucks as the
ship took hits.


“Midships keel damage going several decks deep. The breaches
aren't big however. We've got reports of injured there Admiral. Implant
signatures report one severe casualty,” Bounty said quietly. “Medics and damage
control are en-route but they have to cut their way in.”


The bridge crew looked up in alarm. The Admiral scowled.


“Bounty's keel near the midships has been damaged. We have
thirteen-wounded Admiral. Keel compartments two decks deep have been reported breached.
Fortunately it didn't breach the boat bay.”


“Good,” the Admiral replied.  


<----*----*----*---->


“What happened?” Yuri asked and then coughed. He looked over to
Yosef. Yosef was out cold and pinned beneath a pile of crates.


“Something did. I don't know. Did someone shoot at us?” Paul
asked, holding a hand to his head. He looked around. “Why do I hear a sucking
sound?” he asked, trying to wipe blood out of his eyes. They stung badly. It
bothered him, but the sound bothered him more. “Are we breached? Should we get
out of here?” he asked, voice rising.


“Calm down,” Yuri said and then coughed again. He raised his fist
as he couldn't stop coughing and saw blood in the weak light. “Damn, looks like
I bit my tongue,” he said. As he moved he felt pain. “Or something else,” he
said, gingerly touching his right ribcage. That set off a wave of pain and
another bout of coughing.


“What the hell, did you catch a cold?” Paul asked, sounding off.
Yuri got his breath and looked at the other man. He'd gotten enough blood off
his face so he could make him out. He was a mess.


“Head wounds bleed profusely. Keep it covered. Shouldn't the
implants kick in?”


“That'd be nice right about now,” Paul replied, still holding his
hand to his head as he searched around with his other hand. He found Yosef and
checked for a pulse.


“He's alive but out,” he reported, and then moved on.


“Can you get a signal out?” Yuri asked. He tried but failed. The
ship had poor signal reception in the cargo bay, something about all the walls
and metal, and the nearest node being out in the companionway ten meters away
from the hatch door.


“No,” Paul said frowning. He tilted his head back and then winced,
rubbing the back of his neck. “Damn, going to feel that in the morning,” he
said.


“Pain?” Yuri asked. He could tell he had broken ribs. “We need to
get out of here and get to sickbay,” he said.


“Pain yes. Not bad. Yeah, we do. We need to get him out too
though,” Paul said. The Chief had sent them down to the cargo bay for parts to
rebuild environmental on deck nine. He frowned, looking around. The compartment
was trashed.


“Where the hell...” Yuri looked around. “Now I'm hearing it,” he
said. He watched Paul feel around a crate near the wall. It was tilted at an
angle. “Got someone here!” he said, voice picking up in anxiety.


“Coming,” Yuri said, and gingerly moved over. “Who?”


“It's Buck Allen. He's hurt man, hurt bad. The crate's got him
pinned against the bulkhead. There...” Paul felt around but then snatched his
hands back. “Damn, it's a breach!” he said. “Don't move it!”


“We've got to!” Yuri said. He pushed but then had to stop, gasping
and coughing. The thing must have weighed close to a ton, maybe more.


“Don't,” a voice croaked out. Paul knelt and looked under to see
Bucky's eyes looking out at him. The man waved a hand weakly. “Don't he said.


“Hang on partner, we'll get you out,” he said. He looked up.
“Help! We're in here!” he yelled.


Yuri winced.


“Yuri, get to the hatch. Get a medic in here now,” Paul ordered.
“Get Yosef out if you can,” he said.


“I don't know if we should move him,” Yuri said. He grunted and
headed for the hatch.


“It'll be okay Bucky, we've got a great doc now, he'll fix you up.
Marty's damn good with that tech the Admiral gave him. He'll fix you up...
better than new,” he said.


“I'm done,” Bucky, gasped a ragged breath. “I know it. You know
it,” he said. Paul felt something warm and liquid touching his knee. He looked
down to see a spreading pool of blood. He looked inside to see Bucky holding
his abdomen. Something had speared him from behind, through the deck and
bulkhead, right into the man, tearing him open. He was bleeding out before
Paul's eyes and there was nothing he could do to stop it. He couldn't even get
to the man to save him!


“Damn it!” he raged.


“Don't,” Bucky gasped. “Keep fighting. Don't stop,” he said, tears
forming.


“We'll do it together buddy, just hang in there,” Paul said. He
looked up to see Yuri tugging on the hatch door. 


“It's warped!” he coughed, and then sank to sit next to the door.
He rapped on it with the flat of his hand. After a long moment there was an
answering rap. “Someone's there!” he said. “Hey! We're in here! We're in here!
Four of us! And we're wounded!” he called out, roaring hoarsely. “Get your
Asses in here!” he yelled.


“Don't... don't stop fighting,” Bucky said. Yuri turned to Bucky. 


“Don't...”


Yosef groaned. He slowly moved, then jerked. He rubbed his head.
“Damn, what a hangover,” he said. He opened his eyes. “We're not in a bar are
we?” he asked.


Yuri grunted.


“Don't... stop. Keep fighting,” Bucky gasped out. “For me. For the
kids. For those who can't. Someone.... someone has to stop... stop them,” he
gasped out.


Yuri forced himself to his feet and looked around, looking for a
first aid kit or a communications panel. There was a fire extinguisher but no
kit. He swore. He turned back to see Paul frantically looking around as well,
then stop. Bucky's hand flopped out from under the crate and then lied there,
limp face up.


“Come on man, keep... keep with us. We'll get you out,” Paul said,
voice foggy with tears.


Yosef looked behind him and saw the limp hand. Paul clutched at it
and took a pulse. “Damn it! Don't you die on me!” he said.


“He's in god's hands now,” Yosef said softly. He turned to look at
Yuri. Yuri slowly sank back to the deck, face tearing up. He angrily rapped on
the wall, pounding it until he stopped, gasping for breath.


<----*----*----*---->


“Helm, move us away from the wreck,” Irons said.


“Sir? What about any survivors?” Nobeki asked.


“Sensors scan for life. I'm more concerned about their weapons,”
he said. “I doubt anyone had time to get into a suit before that exchange,” he
said.


The OPS officer looked up and shook his head. “We're getting heat
buildup in her missile cells Admiral. I'm not certain what's going on,” Enric
replied.


“I do, something shorted,” the Admiral said.


“We're moving away at ten KPS Admiral, but with the corvette
attached...”


Irons nodded grimly. “Did we take some damage there in the roll?”


“Yes Admiral, I was going to report that. The docking clamps were
warped. The ships are locked together. It may take a few minutes to get it
released so we can maneuver properly.”


“Guns get the shields up,” the Admiral said.


“Shields already coming up Admiral,” Nobeki reported. “Two minutes
to full charge.”


“Understood,” Irons said.


The little corvette's munitions detonated and she was torn apart.
Bounty's shields were just coming back up and they shrugged off most of the
incoming debris cloud.


“Admiral, the collier's engines are warming up. She's trying to
make a run for it,” Bounty reported. “Also, one death has been reported. Mister
Allen has succumbed to his injuries,” he said.


“Damn.”


“Twelve other injuries reported.”


The Admiral nodded. “Communications raise the collier. Warn them
to shut down their drive and prepare to be boarded.”


Bounty frowned. “No response Admiral,” he said after a moment.


“Oh, we'll get one,” the Admiral replied, turning to the tactical
station. “Miss Nobeki, give her a warning shot across her bow.”


Nobeki's face was frozen. She bit her lip.


“Miss Nobeki,” Irons said. She flinched.


“Sir?”


“Warning shot,” he said again.


“Aye sir,” she said, using her implants. “Firing port rail gun.
Clean miss, twenty meters from her bow,” she said.


“Open a channel,” the Admiral said turning to Bounty. He let Nobeki
recover the remainder of her composure. Death in a crew hit everyone
differently. Some took it hard. And in this tightly knit crew, hard indeed.


“Channel open,” Bounty said.


“This is Fleet Admiral Irons. This ship is under my command. As
you just noticed, you are in our weapons envelope. Stand down your drive and
prepare to be boarded. Any resistance and you will be fired upon. If you
attempt to maneuver I will order your ship turned into a colander. Stand down now,”
he growled. “No one else needs to be hurt.”


One minute passed, then two, then three. Finally the blue glow
from her engines faded. “Admiral, the collier's engines are standing down,”
Enric said.


“We're receiving a signal,” Bounty said. His image flickered to be
replaced by a sullen looking woman.


“You've got us,” she said bitterly. “We surrender.”


“You sound so happy,” Enric growled. “Tough.”


Apparently the bridge microphone picked up his comments. The
woman's eyes flashed. The Admiral shot Enric a quelling look.


“Marines will be boarding your ship shortly. Do not offer them any
resistance Captain; I think you know the drill. You've had plenty of experience
with it from the other side after all,” the Admiral said, jaw tightening.


“Open a data channel and keep it open. I want my people to keep an
eye on your systems. No funny business Captain, we both know where that will
lead wont we?” he asked.


The woman flinched and then nodded. Irons studied her for any
tricks but didn't see anything; her defiance was gone, replaced with an urge to
survive. “You won't get away with this,” the woman said.


“We'll see. And I bet you've heard that line often enough
yourself. A bit ironic being the one that's saying it now huh?” the Admiral
asked coldly. Again the woman flinched. 


“Do you expect me to beg for my life? For the lives of my crew?”


“No, I expect you to do as you are told and no one will get hurt.
The first sign of resistance and things will get ugly. And if any of your
prisoners are harmed... I have no problem drawing up a court to handle such
things Captain. And hold those responsible for their actions,” the Admiral
said, voice frigid. “And, since my crew is made up of former slaves, I'm pretty
certain we both know what the verdict would be,” he said.


She bit her lip and looked down. He could see her shaking ever so
slightly. “We will be seeing you shortly Captain,” he said as he cut the
channel.


“Data channel open Admiral,” Bounty reported. “I am in their
system. They are attempting to purge their memory files,” the ship AI reported.


“I'm on it,” Sprite said, surging through the Admiral's link to
the ship and into the cyber fray. “I'm putting a read only block on all files
and recovering the destroyed files. They think that by hitting delete it
destroys a file,” Sprite said a moment later. She sounded amused. “All it did
was delete the directory to the file and listed the space as empty and
writable. I'm recovering petabytes of data now.”


“Good,” the Admiral replied with a nod.


“And I've made it so they think they are still deleting the
files,” Sprite said. The Admiral opened his mouth in confusion. “I want to see
what they find so important to delete,” Sprite continued.


Irons nodded. “Carry on then Commander. Good work everyone,” he
said, turning his attention to the bridge crew. “Lieutenant Nobeki, keep an eye
on that ship until the marines board. Bounty are the marines ready?”


“Boarding the pinnace as we speak Admiral,” the AI responded.


“Good, tell them to launch when ready. Damage control?”


“We're working on it. Fortunately most of the damage was minor.
The crew has secured the equipment and compartments and are working on
temporary hull patches now.”


“I'm glad we drilled on damage control,” Enric said.


“Yes,” Irons said. “There is a method to it all. Sickbay?”


“Full right now Admiral. They have their hands full with surgery,”
Bounty reported.


“Then I won't go jog their elbow right now. I'll head down to
inspect the damage and lend a hand. Mister Bounty, you have the bridge,” he
said.


“Aye sir,” the ship's AI replied as the Admiral exited.


<----*----*----*---->


The Marines found two hundred fifty slaves on the freighter. Some
had important rolls, engineers, medics, but also a few children or young rather
beautiful women. Most of them were medics; Hidoshi's World was an agro world
and lacked heavy industry. The engineers were little better than blacksmiths or
retired spacers. Two were people who had worked at the planet's one and only
space port as air mechanics to crop dusters.


Lewis reported that several of the women and children had been
found in the crew quarters, chained to beds or in cages. They were filthy and
half starved, but when his people had let them out and informed them they were
rescued they had broken down.


What bothered Irons were the children. They found that they
weren't there as slave labor or to be brainwashed, most had been requested
by some sick people in Horath. The requests went so far as to list age, hair
color, and body type.


“There are some seriously sick people in Horath Admiral,” Sprite
said.


“Yes. Yes I know,” he said tightly, keeping a lid on his rage with
difficulty.


“At least we saved these before they got their filthy hands on
them,” Sprite reminded him.


“Yes. Yes we did,” he said after a long moment. He stared at the
LCD for a long time with eyes that didn't see.


“Admiral, we know what triggered this, Commander McGuyver reported
a call from the collier just before she warned the others. Apparently he was
tripped up by a call for Chief Roberts' brother.”


“Oh.”


“Yes. But he also mentioned a call for entertainment material. That
got my interest. I was ignoring it or overwriting the material. Apparently that
was a mistake.”


“Not your fault Commander,” the Admiral replied. “It happened. We
didn't know they would want it,” he said.


“But we should have. Ships far from home crave tastes of home,”
Sprite reminded him. He frowned and then nodded. “But that wasn't the oversight
I meant. I meant the material itself. Some is rather basic, sporting events of
one sort or another. But there is a lot more there. Most of the films or video portray
aliens and Neo's in a negative light.”


“Propaganda,” the Admiral said and nodded. “Brainwashing the
masses,” he said.


“Yes, but not just that. There are seriously some sick people.
There are game shows where they torture and kill aliens Admiral. For fun and to
win money,” she said.


He scowled.


“And then there are the gladiator shows, where they are put in a
ring and basically hack each other to death. Or a 'noble defender of the
people', does it to them in a staged bloodletting,” she paused. He could hear
the quote marks there. “Fight a battle against an alien or Neo. They always
win, though some fights look close. I'm betting all are rigged of course.”


“Of course. It wouldn't be good to show the people's champion
fall,” the Admiral said. He was a bit sickened by the idea of showing such
barbarianism to the masses. What were these people turning themselves into?


“There is more Admiral. They had a film crew with them when they
invaded. The crew remained behind to continue recording, but I've got the film
footage of the initial invasion.” There was a lingering hint of a question in
her voice when she said that.


The Admiral frowned. He was tempted to watch it, but he didn't
have time. He had to oversee the ships repairs and his growing fleet. He needed
to check on the wounded again as well. They had just gotten through Mister
Allen's brief funeral. The bugle taps echoed through him, pulling at his
consciousness as they always did. He had been a good man, hard working...


“Admiral, I think you should make time. I think everyone
should,” Sprite said quietly. “I think it illustrates why we fight,” she said
grimly.


Irons frowned. “Show me,” he finally said, sitting back.


<----*----*----*---->


The Admiral watched the video sickened by the sight. Sprite kept
it brief, sparing him the worst of some of the imagery. She also showed him a
slide show. The video and images were unedited, sometimes with the film crew
coaching the soldiers in depravity. Apparently they had been a little put out
at the lack of initial resistance, so they executed some people or tortured
others. Gang rapes were a favored topic; apparently they served as Horathian
porn.


There was an interview with Colonel Wizenbeck describing the
invasion process, pacification, and then cleansing. He narrated a video showing
a column of cowering aliens and Neo's led into a gully and then slaughtered
like helpless animals. 


Irons stared, wondering how anyone could make genocide of that
nature sound both efficient and desired. Then he remembered the Xenos and fought
his own internal battle.


With the Xenos it had been different, the Federation had indeed
been defending itself. The Xenos hadn't stopped, and most importantly, the Xenos
had hit first and had used terror weapons to destroy everything. But most
importantly, they fought back.


“Commander, enough,” he said after an hour. “Edit that together
into something coherent.”


“For?” Sprite asked. “You really want to show the crew? Admiral...”


“I know you meant it on one level, but not right now. I think they
need to know. Now.”


“So... a propaganda piece?”


“Yes. You can skim some of the worst bits, don't go into so much
detail, but indicate it is there. Their own imaginations will fill in the
rest.”


“Admiral... this isn't wise. I was wrong,” Sprite said.


“Show it to them. All of it. But put a warning caption up. And
leave the sound off in the worst parts.”


“Why share the misery?” Sprite asked, now playing devil's
advocate. “These people have seen it Admiral. They have been traumatized first
hand. To see it on a world wide scale?”


“So they know why they fight,” he replied simply. 


“Aye aye sir,” she said. “But I'm going to gloss over the worst of
it for time sake and to make certain they don't overload environmental with the
vomiting,” she said. “Be prepared for another psych round,” she warned him.


It took Sprite the better part of an hour to pick through the
material and splice it together. When she was ready she ran it past the other
AI. They didn't have the revulsion or anger that she knew the crew would
exhibit, nor the psychological issues, though she was curious to see if Bounty
would exhibit any. The AI didn't.


“We interrupt our regular broadcast to show you this ladies and
gentlemen. For those of you with weak stomachs, I urge you not to watch. The Admiral
has asked that you see this, he refused to censor it,” Sprite cautioned through
the mess and MPR video display.


Heads looked up to the screen and brows knit in confusion. “We
bring you now footage of the invasion of Hidoshi's World,” Sprite said, and
then watched through the ship's cameras as people first stopped what they were
doing to watch.


Sick horror quickly etched its way onto many expressions. Some
hardened, others looked bleak. A few covered their mouths, eyes tearing, but
they didn't look away. She showed a cascade of video and images, enough to get
the point across. There was a growl when Wizenbeck came on, explaining the
invasion and then expressing how he looked forward to doing it on other worlds.


Trays clattered to the deck, as the crew grew restless and more
and more angry. Some turned away, sickened of the reminder of what they had
just escaped from. Many were upset and vocal over being forced to watch it.


Others were visibly upset and angry that it was happening. It
wasn't just a ship, their ship or someone else’s; it was a world with
thousands, possibly millions of people. Innocent people, innocent like they had
been.


“Now, what do we do about it? Can we?” a crewman asked, eyes lost.
“Can we do anything at all?” he asked, fists clenched in helpless rage.


“Yes,” Bounty responded.


“This is what we need to stop,” someone said quietly. Slowly, one
by one the crew in the MPR nodded.


<----*----*----*---->


“Are they okay?” Irons asked in his quarters. They were getting a
handle on the refugees. Fortunately they had experience in that department.
What bothered him was the status of the crew. They had finally shaken down into
a crew and began to bond when something like this happened.


Bounty was slow to respond for a moment. “Admiral, I think they
let success go to their heads. At least some of them did. Now they've had a
brutal reminder that people can get hurt, they can die. I think we all needed
the reminder.”


“Yes,” Irons said, eyes closed. He scrubbed at his face. “I knew
it, but I had also let success go to my head. Damn.”


“It's understandable Admiral. Due to variables out of our
control, the situation changed and became fluid. Once the enemy was aware, they
were inside our envelope. We had no choice but to fire.”


Irons waved a hand. “I don't give a damn about the casualties,”
he said coldly. “War costs, and I'd rather they died then my own people. What I
don't like is the expectation that it will go down perfectly. I think this
cured that.” He scowled and looked away. “In the crew and in me,” he murmured
softly.


<----*----*----*---->


“Well, this is nice,” Ensign Enric, said sounding amused as he
set his tray down carefully. The food replicators were nice, but having fresh
food brought in on the colliers was a treat. The bland food the replicators
were churning out got to a person after a while.


“Yeah,” Yosef said, picking at the fruit. He wasn't certain what
it was, but it tasted tart, sweet, and juicy. He dug in with a spoon. “How's it
going on the bridge?”


“It's... interesting,” Enric drawled, picking up a spoon to stir
his creamer into his coffee. Having real cream was nice. “It's different. It's
not just putting on a pretty uniform. There is a lot to learn.”


Yosef snorted softly. “Tell me about it,” he grumbled.


“Oh, I've got sleep teaching and downloads too. Right now it's
all practical, Commander McGuyver and the Admiral settled on practical with
some foundation until we have more time.”


“I know,” Yosef said. “The good thing is if you get bored or if
you let the computer know that you know most of it, it runs you through a quiz
and then moves on,” Yosef replied.


Enric smiled, taking a sip of his coffee. “Yeah, I like that
too,” he said. He set the cup down.


“This seat taken?” Doctor Glenn asked. 


The two men looked up and then waved. “By all means Doctor, have
at it,” Yosef replied with a shrug.


Marty smiled and took his seat across from Yosef. Holly joined
him on his right. The small circular table was a bit crowded, but they wouldn't
be there long. “Breakfast, the most important meal of the day. Time to start
your day off right,” Marty said.


Holly sniffed softly and sipped her coffee, cup in front of her
face as she cradled it.


“So, you were talking about the training?”


“Yes, it's a lot to absorb,” Yosef said.


“I know. I was reading about the beginnings of gene engineering
and how on Terra they used Myostatin gene therapy to treat muscular dystrophy
and a host of other diseases. And how it led to super soldiers, athletes doing
gene doping, and heavy worlders.”


“So much for just the practical doc,” Enric replied with a
chuckle. 


“Eh?” Marty asked, now confused. He stopped buttering his toast
with red jelly to look at him quizzically.


“We were gassing about the focus on the practical,” the Ensign
said.


“Oh,” Marty said. He took a bite of his toast and then rolled his
eyes. “So much better,” he murmured. Someone reached over and snagged the small
ramekin with the jelly in it. “You're welcome,” Marty said over his shoulder.


There was a mutter of thanks and then Marty snorted. Holly poked
him. He sighed. “I'll be good.”


“Sure you will be,” she teased.


“You two seem to be better off,” Yosef said in approval.


“We... knew it was coming. We've both had some experience dealing
with treating trauma. I must say I hated the experience, but now I can
understand when people say you don't understand.”


“True.”


“Anyway, I was going over the Beta mods for augmentation and I
guess I got side tracked by the gene thing,” Marty shrugged. “It's no big deal.
It does explain a few things I had wondered about though.”


“I see.”


The group ate for a bit before Holly set her cup down and took
her own bite of toast. She smiled. “I have to admit this is a nice change. Real
bread and jam. Strawberry I think.”


“Yes. We should thank Mister Takagi. He did wonders getting it
over to us.”


“Yes, yes he did. And you did a wonderful job making sure it
didn't get away on that ship,” Holly said, voicing her approval.


Enric blushed a bit. “Ah shucks ma'am, it was a team effort.
Miss... I mean Lieutenant Nobeki did the shooting. I just handled OPS.”


“As you said, a team effort,” Yosef said with a nod. “I'm going
to enjoy the fruits of our labor,” he said, grinning as he worked on the fruit.


“So... practical knowledge?” Marty prompted.


“Yes. I'm wondering though about the lack of in depth foundation
and theory. Most of it people forget or gloss over.”


“Use it or lose it,” Marty murmured thoughtfully.


“Yes!” Enric replied, nodding. “That's it exactly. But there is
so much!”


“Which is why we have to put it into practice. And constant
practice,” Holly said. “Muscle memory. You train so it becomes the level of
instinct, you don't even have to actively think out the steps involved in a
procedure, you just do it. It helps with your self confidence too.”


“Knowing you can,” Marty said with a nod.


“Yes,” Holly replied.


“Have you done any drills lately?”


“A few minor ones, but nothing major. Most of them are disaster
related. My part is damage control.”


“Which went over well in our last frackus.”


“For some of us,” Yosef said darkly.


The others shifted slightly, now uncomfortable. “I know there is
another combat sim in two days. Lieutenant Nobeki drills on combat daily. She
thought she had it down and started to slack off, but our recent encounter
changed that,” Enric muttered.


“I've got to go report for duty. Be seeing you ma'am, sirs,”
Yosef said, getting up and policing his tray.


“You too... petty officer,” Enric said, trying hard not to
stumble over the sudden void between them. He nodded to him as Yosef left.


“It's... odd,” Holly murmured. She set her spoon down. “I'm not sure
about being an officer. About the whole fraternizing thing. I've known some
people who are enlisted for years. Some I knew on other ships,” she said,
nodding to Enric.


“Yes, we did cross paths once or twice,” Enric chuckled. “And
yeah, it is weird. Just another thing to get used to. I'm not certain about it,
another thing that's been skipped, but we'll deal with it.”


“After what we've already been through, this is a cake walk,”
Marty said.


“Oh, did they make a cake?” Someone asked behind them. That started
a buzz of conversation that rippled outward through the mess. The cook caught
it and frowned. He looked around. A helpful crewman pointed the Doctor out. The
cook scowled blackly at the Doctor. Marty groaned softly. Holly and Enric
chuckled.


<----*----*----*---->


Irons set the tablet down and stretched. It felt good to stretch,
he'd spent a lot of time, too much time in his opinion, reading this report or
the other. Even with his implants it wasn't good to remain motionless for so
long. Nor attempt to absorb so much data in one sitting.


He frowned. “McGuyver's setting in on Echo. But we've got Romeo.
That's a problem,” he said.


“True,” Bounty replied. “And we have new personnel to deal with
as well Admiral. Forty of the former slaves from Hidoshi's World signed on with
us in various capacities. A third as naval personnel. Only one officer. We're a
bit light on commissions right now,” the AI said.


“Yeah,” Sprite commented, entering the conversation.


“Most of the aforementioned survivors want to return to their
homeworld to liberate it.”


“They can go in Deianira or the collier,” the Admiral replied.
“In fact, we have, what, thirteen navy recruits from that world? What if we did
a little swapping around with the collier and Deianira's crew?”


“Give them the slots? Opening the slots up for those thirteen?”
Sprite asked.


“I think it's the least we can do,” the Admiral said, nodding.
“If we can do a little pouching from Echo, we can staff Romeo too.”


“That still leaves the officer slots open Admiral,” Bounty reminded
him. “We're below establishment on Bounty as it is.”


There was a long silence as the three considered that.


“Promotions out of the zone?” Sprite suggested.


“Possible,” the Admiral mused. “I'm not thrilled about it.”


“Sindri can't take the helm, he's a great wrench turner, he can
handle a crisis, but he's hopeless when it comes to maneuvering the ship or
fighting it. He's got the brass, but those skills take time and practice to
develop.”


“True.”


“Lieutenant Herschel is settling in as T12783's Captain. He's an
old space hand who retired to Hidoshi's World with his wife to be with her
family. He was an executive officer twenty five years ago.”


“I know,” the Admiral replied. “We had the discussion on him when
we were looking for the command team of the collier,” he said.


“Yes I know. I was eliminating him from the Romeo staff.”


“Lieutenant Apple is a possibility,” Sprite said, putting her
image up. “As is Lieutenant Ulster.”


“I've watched Trey's progress in engineering. He's good sir, but
I'm loath to open another hole there,” Bounty said cautiously.


“All right, other candidates?”


“Lieutenant Brown and Gray. Gray is young, but he's enthusiastic.
I've been working with him closely on the computer repairs on all the ships. I
think he can handle engineering Admiral, at least the electronics side.”


“Okay,” the Admiral said.


“Yosef Behr,” Bounty said.


“Spacer Yosef?” Sprite asked. She put his MOS and thumbnail bio
up along with an image of him.


“He's good. But he keeps his head down. He is quiet, but has a
spine. He stood up to Caid when he enlisted. He has a lot of untapped
potential,” Bounty said, putting the sailor's file up.


The Admiral frowned as he scanned it. From the sound of it Yosef
was indeed good, a coaster though. He did good work, getting it done in minimal
time and done right the first time. He didn't need to have anyone watching over
his shoulder. He immediately did as he was told without griping, had some
initiative, he anticipated some issues, and didn't just sit on his ass. He was
a coaster though in that he rarely ever volunteered, never tried to be more
than just a space engineer.


“You think it will shake him up? See his own potential?” Sprite
asked.


“I think it's been done before. And at the very least he'll fill
the assistant's slot.”


“Okay, but that still leaves the hot seat and bridge staff. And
we need someone good in the helmsman's chair,” Bounty said.


“Apple?”


“She's got a backbone. She has also been studying the various
roles. She's passed some of the test exams. Granted in the B range, but she's
got the potential Admiral. I have seen her in leadership roles. She did well
once she settled down.”


“Do you think she can handle being in a small ship with a mostly
male crew?”


“We have... no, she's not ready,” Sprite frowned. “I was going to
suggest Charlene, the bonobo. She's a friend and former crewmate of Apple. But
doc hasn't passed her psych exam.”


“Okay, so who else?”


“Well, Spacer Yuri Malkovich to back up Yosef. Ensign Ahearn
would be a good choice for Romeo.”


“It will put a hole in my navigational department. Graveyard is
light enough as it is,” Bounty said.


“We can fill it. Either we find someone else or I'll double up,”
the Admiral said. “I only need four hours of sleep a night anyway,” he said.
“Ahearn,” he said, remembering Marcus from his time on the Admiral's team. He
had been a big guy, broad shoulders, grim no nonsense attitude. He'd worked
well with Mary securing their rear.


“Fine, that works. They'll have to figure it out. Draw up the
necessary paperwork and prep them for movement ASAP. I want this handled
quickly so they can have time to settle in,” he said. “Status on the ship?”


“Repairs and upgrades are on schedule Admiral,” Proteus reported.
“With an on board crew the internals will be tricky however,” he said.


“They'll have to do the best they can. See if we can get at least
one person from Echo over, someone who already knows an Apollo's systems and
layout. A veteran to show the others the ropes. A rating of course. More than
one if you can swing it with Commander McGuyver,” the Admiral ordered.


“Can do Admiral. Spacer Paul Edding put in for a transfer to that
ship when we were first staffing her. He renewed the transfer request after
spacer Allen's unfortunate death.”


“Ghosts,” Bounty said sadly. “Some crew can't handle it. It
bothers them being in a place where their friends were, or having to go into a
compartment where they died.”


“Very well,” Irons replied. “He'll have to learn fast though,” he
warned. “Clear it with Ian.”


“Will do. Sleep teaching, their implants, and data downloads are
doing wonders with the crew Admiral. They'll adapt,” Sprite said.


Irons nodded. “Fine then, next item, did you get anywhere with
the orders and details on B101a1?”


“That's my next project,” Sprite sighed.  


<----*----*----*---->


The AI’s cracked the orders from the convoy as well as orders to
rendezvous at Beta 101a1 in order to join the fleet that was set to attack a
nearby system. It was pretty obvious to them what system they meant.


“Why not just spell it out?” Irina asked when the AI paused during
her briefing to the senior staff.


“It is curious. They are sometimes good about information
security, and then slack. Most of the slack I attribute to laziness. Someone
doesn't anticipate a ship or database being captured and hacked. But every once
and a while we run into this. It is pretty obvious though what system. There is
only one other system connected to Beta 101a1 that they could mean. And why
build up a fleet to take an unarmed system?” Sprite asked.


“Show of force?”


“Doubtful.” 


“Warning Pyrax is increasingly too dangerous the direct route,”
Sprite said unnecessarily.


“I know,” the Admiral rumbled. All eyes turned to him. “I had
considered sending Phoenix the long route. Send her North to Kathy's World and
then down to Pyrax that way. But it's a long run, months in each jump even with
her systems.”


“Too long,” Ian said.


“Too little too late. I've also considered sending Phoenix to
Antigua to warn them but I am not sure about the route or what they might run
into along the way. They would have to refuel at least twice, increasing their
vulnerability.”


“Admiral, the chances of interception are extremely high. May I
remind you about the pirate fleet hitting Protodon and Kathy's World?” she
asked. 


The Admiral frowned. “Is that confirmed? I classified that as
unsubstantiated.”


“And yet you mentioned it to the staff earlier. One wonders why,”
Sprite, said in an aside to him.


The Admiral waved an impatient hand for her to move on. “Is it or
isn't it? Like I said, I thought...”


“No, you mean you had hoped.” Sprite said out loud. Ian
winced at the Admiral's fixed angry expression. “You of all people know better
than that. I hate to break it to you Admiral, but it is confirmed. It is
indeed under the command of a Rear Admiral Cartwright,” Sprite replied. “I have
over one hundred and twenty seven other confirmation sources, including
recorded correspondence from some of the personnel in Cartwright's fleet task
force two with the members of this former crew.”


“Shit,” Irons heartfelt raspberry sigh echoed in the room. “Damn,”
he said, rubbing his brow.


“My sentiments exactly sir,” Sprite said.


“That's... not good,” Irons said softly, thinking hard. He could
well imagine the havoc that fleet would bring to the sector.


“Why?” Ian asked, brow wrinkling in confusion.


The Admiral frowned. “Antigua. We had a ship, a freighter, the
Lieandra headed that way. If they are caught it will be bad.”


“The cargo?” Sprite asked the Admiral, turning her avatar to him.
Lieandra, like Kiev 221, and other ships had been tasked with cargo destined
for the naval yard in Pyrax. Thousands of tons of precious material, along with
a petabyte of data and orders. It had been a risk to send such material out
like that, but at the time the only thing they could do, like sending out mail
in the depth of night, uncertain if it would get to its intended destination.


“I'm more worried about the crew and what they will say,” the Admiral
mused. He was right; Lieandra's Captain was a wily old Veraxin. Half his crew
were non-human, and they all knew the Horathian's track record when it came to
non-humans. “Not to mention the pirates noticing the ship has been rebuilt
recently. They will want to know where and why and by whom.”


Sprite winced.


The Admiral sighed. “There is nothing we can do about it now.”


“True, and they might get lucky. They might escape and evade, or
they might miss them entirely. You know fleets can pass each other in hyper and
never know one another was there.”


“True. Under the right circumstances. But I'm not going to bet on
it. We'll have to plan for the worst while hoping for the best.”


“Aye sir,” the AI replied. “That we will.”


<----*----*----*---->


Ian made his way through the mess to the kitchen. He found a few
people standing around. The normal clatter of sound from the ongoing
productivity was noticeably absent. “I just want one,” a voice said. “You can
spare that. You've got boxes of the damn things!”


“One what?” Ian asked, coming up behind Diego. Daren the cook was
standing in front of the pantry hatch, shaking his head vehemently no.


“One what?” Ian asked again as the compartment stiffened.


“An apple. He's got a ton, I know, I was on the work detail this
morning, transferring them from the collier. I asked for one but he is throwing
a snit.”


“Cookie?” Ian asked, trying hard not to blow a raspberry in
exasperation. They were about to come to blows over a damn fruit?


“It's not that. Not what you think. I'm not being a complete hard
ass about it. It's just, if we give out the apples, they are gone.”


“Yes, that is what people generally do with them, eat them.”


“Yeah, but see, here's the thing. We can cook em in stuff, and
one apple can feed three people. Make an apple strudel or pie, and it stretches
it. That way everyone gets a taste.”


“Okay...”


“I don't like pie,” Diego grumbled, now sullen.


“What?” Daren rounded on him. He scowled. “You don't like pie?
Whoever heard of such a thing! No one doesn't like pie!” He threw his hands up
in the air in frustration. “It's unheard of!” he said, flapping his apron.


“Settle down Cookie,” Ian said waving a hand. “I don't see the
harm in giving him an apple. Just quarter it,” he said, holding up a finger.
The other three pieces go to those who also want a slice. Deal?” He asked, with
a hint of warning in his tone.


Diego nodded, head down.


“Great, fine, whatever, as if what I say matters,” Daren snarled.
He reached into the pantry, flipped the wooden barrel up and plucked out a
small apple. He tossed it to Diego. “Here. Now get lost,” he snarled.


“Thanks,” Diego said and left.


Ian watched him go. He looked around to the others in the
compartment. Slowly those who belonged there returned to their duties. Those
that didn't belong melted away.


“It's not going to end with just one you know,” Daren grumbled.
“Others see him with one and they'll come. And one turns into ten, ten into a
hundred...”


“I'm sure everyone's not going to starve us out so fast,” Ian
said. He winced internally, remembering the run on fresh food on Deianira after
they had made the long trip from Antigua to Protodon. As soon as the fruits had
come up they were devoured. His lovely wife had tried to put a stop to it, but
hadn't been able to. Then people had gotten sick from eating too much fruit.
That had overwhelmed sickbay for days and the stink had been terrible. It had
also put holes in his manning... He frowned. “On second thought,” he said.


Daren nodded, eying him. “Yeah, had a chance to think it through
huh? It was easy handing the kid what he wanted. Try telling them no.”


“Okay, hopefully it's not as bad as you think it is. But just in
case, I suggest you break out a detail and get to peeling and baking. Fast.”


“Peeling he says!” Daren threw up his hands. “We're only half way
to finishing dinner you know! I can't turn things around so fast!”


“Do what you can. Save the peelings, let people eat those
instead.”


Daren cocked his head. “Might work.”


“Or, grind them up in a blender and make an apple drink.”


“Now you're talking,” the cook replied with a nod. “I'll see what
I can do.”


“Right,” Ian said. “As the Admiral says, work the problem, don't
be the problem,” he said with a small smile.


“Aye aye sir,” Daren replied.


“Carry on,” Ian said as he exited the compartment.


“Apples,” he muttered as he exited the mess. Two crewmen entering
stopped to stare at him. “Did he say apples? I want one!” Paul said.


Ian groaned, shaking his head as he kept moving.


<----*----*----*---->


The Admiral swirled his drink idly as they finished desert. He'd
taken the habit of trying to dine with the senior officers at least once a
week. It wasn't easy; their schedules were all over the place. Fortunately
tonight Ian and Sindri, his two favorites had managed to find the time.


All of the officers still frequented the common mess for meals as
well. It was not just an issue with bonding with the crew, but a common sense
thing, dipping in to get a quick bite while making themselves available to the
crew for small talk or to vent issues or complaints. So far everyone was
pulling together nicely.


But the wardroom was a good place for the occasional formal
dinner. It let him get to know them, and let them approach him about issues to
discuss in a more relaxed atmosphere. It was the closest they all could get to
being off duty while on ship. Even though they were all in uniform.


He hadn't pushed protocol or military courtesy. He had focused on
practical matters as much as possible. He still intended to do so as much as
possible. But Sprite was sneaking in military deportment and protocol into some
of the lessons with those who had less of a workload or who needed it the most.


Most of the senior staff was there. Ian and Sindri, Bounty was
currently in the room but also officer of the watch on the bridge. Mister
Ulster was in engineering. Irina was there, as was Enric, Gustov, Sprite, Bill
Peters had shuttled over from Lassie, with a rather quiet Jory, and Brandon on
the far end. It was just as well that the Glenns and other officers had begged
off the invitation for various reasons, the small compartment barely fit them
all as it was.


“So... Cookie has a run on apples? Is that why he's baking and in
a sulfurous mood?” Sindri asked. Ian had related the apple story to them.


“Yeah,” Ian chuckled. “He's got plenty of helpers though, so it's
doubly annoying.”


“How so?”


“Too many cooks in the kitchen!” Ian chuckled. The others did as
well.


“If that's all our problems, then we're doing pretty well I
think,” Irina said with a smile. She was letting her short hair grow out a bit.
She'd had it recently trimmed. It was still pixie short, but at least she
looked better. Less of a holocaust victim.


“I've been wondering,” the Admiral said. All eyes turned to him.


“Uh oh, let's hear it. What's next on the agenda?” Sindri asked.
“Not that I don't think we're up for the challenge now. Give us a month and we
will be. Though building a ship from scratch just might be a bit out of our
league,” he said.


“Don't count on it,” Enric chuckled.


“True,” the Admiral said. Sindri glared at him. He smiled
slightly. "That wasn't what I was wondering about. I was curious... why
did you throw your lot in with me? I mean during the mutiny. You obviously had
your own plan...”


Sindri stroked his beard thoughtfully. He looked to the others,
but they just shifted a little uncomfortably. “Well for me, it was easy. I
hadn't a clue when you kicked things off.”


“True,” Irina said. “None of us did. And you did a good job right
from the beginning.”


“I think it was the implants that did it for me. That and hope.
It wasn't like we had anything left to lose,” Enric murmured. “But when the
implants kicked on and that prompt blinked...” He shook his head ruefully. “I
thought I'd lost it!”


“You and me both,” Ian said with a smile. “I was in the same boat
as Sindri. I didn't know it was going down. By the time I did you'd what,
already secured the bridge?”


“Yes.”


“All over but the crying,” Bill said with a malicious grin. “The
bastards didn't know what was coming until it was too late.”


“Exactly,” the Admiral said. “That was the point. They were so
busy watching the lot of you; they didn't see it coming from just me. And well,
it didn't hurt that I had some AI help to get the ball rolling,” he said
nodding to Sprite and Bounty.


“True,” Sprite preened. “You could have done it without us, but
it would have been twice as hard.”


“But he'd of done it anyway,” Sindri rumbled. Sprite nodded. The
others did as well.


“That's the other thing about you sir,” Irina said. “You keep
your word. When you say you're going to do something, you do it. You have a
plan, but you are willing to listen to us, and explain when you can. And you
don't lord over the crew. You're right there, rolling your sleeves up. That
counts a lot for everyone.”


“Spare me blushes,” the Admiral said.


“You asked, we answered,” Ian said with a shrug. “I am curious
though, why did you trust us?” he asked.


“Someone had to extend a hand,” the Admiral said slowly. “And
yes, there was an element of mutual need and a common enemy.”


“But...” Sprite promoted. He glanced at her briefly. Trust her to
know more. She knew he always tried to think the best of people, to draw it out
of them.


“But I also saw great potential in each of you. I still do. I
know you'll all do well and go far given the right opportunity. I just opened
the door.”


“Yes. We appreciate that sir,” Gustov said with a nod. The others
nodded as well. “We'll do our best not to let you down.”


“Thank you. All of you,” the Admiral murmured.


<----*----*----*---->


Lieutenant Takagi frowned as he looked at the additional cargo on
the manifest. The additional food had been a welcome sight for the crew. It had
been quite a pick me up, something to liven up the normally dreary meals. Yuri
frowned helplessly. “What do we do with it sir?”


“It's not food, what is it?” Takagi asked.


“Stuff,” Yuri replied with a shrug.


“Stuff. Stuff like toilet paper? Stuff we can use? What kind of
stuff.”


“Um... claws. Pelts. Skins and fruit.”


“Well, the fruit can go to Cookie. What about the rest...”


Yuri frowned. “You'll have to see it to believe it,” he said. He
waved a load over. Takagi rumbled a sigh as he got off his crate and wandered
over to it. The second Collier's holds were half empty. What remained was
segregated in this hold; the new material they were making were being stuffed
in the other holds until they had room to use them in the ships. Right now the
colliers and freighters were being used as mobile warehouses.


He pursed his lips as Yuri got to the first crate ahead of him
and popped the wooden top with a crowbar. He reached in, rummaging around the
straw and then pulled out a long claw. It looked more like a horn. One end had
a bit of dried meat on it. The base was a blackish purple. That color tapered
to a greenish at the wicked looking curved tip.


“I've seen that before,” Takagi said, tapping his chin
thoughtfully. Finally it came to him and he grunted.


“What?”


“Put it back.”


“What is it?” Yuri asked, turning it over and over. “Some sort of
animal?”


“It's a claw all right. A Gashg claw.”


“Spirit of space!” Yuri replied, eyes wide in shock and horror.
Carefully he put it back. “That explains the pelts and skins,” he said, now
sickened.


“Pelts... I'm guessing Neo's?” the cargo master asked darkly.
Yuri nodded.


“Damn.”


Yuri banged the lid back on and then wiped his hands on his
trousers. He looked like he had been soiled. Takagi couldn't blame him.


“What the hell do they do with it? It's sick!”


“They trade it,” Takagi replied grimly. Yuri stared at him.
Grimly, the Asian man nodded. “That's right. The claws are used as scrimshaw.
They carve them into handles for various things, or smoking pipes.”


“Oh...” Yuri's face worked. He turned to the skins that were
stretched on frames and stacked neatly in holders.


“The pelts and skins are turned over to leather crafters or
people who want fur coats,” Takagi said. He felt his stomach tighten.


Nausea rippled through Yuri. He fought it down, putting his fist
in his mouth for a moment. “Oh goddess. To do that to a sapient being...”


“Yeah. And yeah, it's as sick as it sounds, they reportedly skin
some Neo's alive. Sick bastards.”


“So...”


“So we stop it. Here and where ever we can. Treat them like the
remains they are. We'll give them a proper spacer burial.”


“Aye sir.”


“I'll let Commander McGuyver know,” Takagi said. “Anything else
that you don't recognize either give it a proper send off or recycle it. I
think the former owners wouldn't mind it if we used their molecules to get some
revenge,” Takagi growled.


Yuri nodded grimly, staring at the pile of crates and barrels.
There were tons of them, stacked all the way to the twenty-meter ceiling and
back to the rear corner. To think of that... he shook his head.


“You said fruit?”


“Yeah...” Yuri waved him to follow. “And some meat. I'm
guessing...” he turned back, eyes lost. “It's in plastic in the freezer or
dried as jerky. I'm...”


“If you don't know what it is, recycle it,” the cargo master
said. “I don't want to … no,” he said, cutting that thread off.


“Me neither,” Yuri muttered. He led the cargo master through the
dark ship to the second cargo hold. He undogged and opened the hatch. He
fumbled around until he found the light box and flipped it on.


Takagi followed him in but stopped to whistle. Hanging from
rafters were strings of pods. Gashg swamp coconuts, they were spaced out on
vines about a half-meter apart. There were thousands of the things.


“Swamp coconuts. They are good eating if you've got a sweet
tooth.”


“Yeah, but the alcohol...” Yuri waved a hand.


Takagi nodded. The coconut had three shells, one inside the other
like Matryoshka dolls, Russian nesting dolls. The actual nut was about ten
centimeters across and covered in hair like fibers. Inside the hard shell was a
layer of bluish meat, and then purple jelly, and then the coconut liquor. Tiny
seeds were in the meat. As the nut ripened the meat broke down into the sweet
jelly. That in turn fermented due to the heat in the swamp, turning into the
liquor. It was a fine balance picking the things, they tended to over ripen and
explode after a while.


“Yeah, liquor. Not good.”


“Hell, it's great!”


“It's sweet. And it's alcohol. You want people buzzed on the
job?”


“Hey, buzz isn't drunk.”


“If you feel it, your drunk. Doesn't matter. And that shit gives
you one hell of a hangover. I know.”


“Yeah, Yuri said thoughtfully. “We could use it as cleaner.”


“No. We don't have the gear to bottle it.”


“We could make it. Replicate it.”


“Oh that's a lovely thought,” Takagi said. “Admiral, do you mind
if we bump the hyperdrive back so we can make a bottle of hooch?”


Yuri shrugged. “Okay, just a thought.”


“Yeah. I do agree, it's worth processing. I'm hoping they picked
these... he looked at the vines. The ends on the deck were actually in troughs.
The troughs had brownish material inside. “Oh, good. They are keeping them
alive. Waste?”


“Ew!”


“Whatever works.”


“I'm not drinking that then!”


“What, it's just recycling through a different path. Don't get
all bent out of shape over it,” the Cargo Master said. He studied the set up
and then nodded. They had them all together on one side of the compartment, all
in rows. They had enough room to grow a little as they took on nutrients, but
they didn't waste space. “Nice set up,” he rumbled, rubbing his jaw.


The funny thing was, the Gashg didn't care for the sweet jelly.
It was good on crackers or toast, but Takagi didn't like that it turned his
tongue purple. The Gashg had tripped over the export, or so he had heard. They
liked the bitter rind. They would grind it up and use it as some sort of spice.
He'd tried some of the coconut liquor mixed with ground up rind, the bitter had
balanced out the sweet, but it had had a gritty feel to it and an aftertaste.
Good for mouthwash maybe.


“So...”


“So for now, leave em. I'll check with Cookie. I think he's
freezing pies and stuff now. I'm not sure if he's got the room for jelly too.”


“Okay.”


“And for goddess sake, keep the yahoos out. Do a count of the
pods. I want the number. I'll check to make certain no one gets in and has
fun.”


Yuri's face fell. Takagi hid a snort of satisfaction. “Yes sir.”


“Good man.” Takagi cocked his head as they left the compartment.
“But... when we do breach them, remind me to be there with my saki glasses.”


Yuri turned to stare at him. Takagi smiled, put a finger along
his nose and winked. Yuri blinked and then slowly smiled. “Aye aye sir,” he
said more chipper. “If you don't mind me helping out with the taste testing,”
he said.


“Of course you can help! We always need a second opinion!” The
cargo master laughed as he clapped the other man on the shoulder.


<----*----*----*---->


Ian frowned as he studied the reports. He really had nothing to
complain about, their people were pulling out all the stops to not only get
everything done, but also to train. Doctor Glenn had been forced to order bed
rest for some. A few had welcomed the hard work; it served as a great
distraction and kept them busy. Exhaustion was a great way to sleep without
nightmares too.


The AI had organized more formal classes now that the work was
slowing down. Oh, there was of course always something to do, but they were
pretty much finished with Bounty and the two corvettes. And short of building
another warship, they were done with the others as well. Things were settling
down to regular routine maintenance in engineering. He hadn't heard a peep or
complaint from Sindri in days.


“Bored?” Sindri grumbled, knocking on the open hatch.


“Come in, you're out,” Ian said good-naturedly before he looked
up. He waved the tablet. “No, just going over everything. We're fully fueled
and stocked up. How is engineering?”


“Purring like a kitten. I meant I'm bored,” Sindri replied with
an earthy chuckle.


“Well, can't have that,” Ian replied with a small smile. Sindri's
face fell. “Have you been drilling everyone?”


“Aye,” Sindri replied warily.


“Well, then, I think we should have a battle sim. The Admiral's
got a few for us to work on. And oh, cross training now that I think of it,” he
said.


Sindri grumbled, stroking his beard. “Me and my big mouth,” he
muttered.


“Yes?”


“Nothing,” the engineer grumbled.


<----*----*----*---->


Irons hit upon the idea to use excess material to make missiles.
Destroyers were short ranged ships, and an Arboth was a specialist of the short
ranged mindset. Irons preferred mass and a balanced approach. But in a
situation like this firing from range and hammering a ship from multiple angles
was preferred. Letting them get in close was just asking to get killed.


When they had taken the ship the magazines had been half full.
Two of the missiles had been hold overs from the Federation, the rest had
apparently been Horathian built. Now all the magazines were filled with proper
Federation standard missiles once more. Missiles with the maximum range,
pen-aides, and warheads he could come up with. D-239 missiles, the best for tin
cans.


The tin can also lacked proper defenses in his opinion. The crew
had made strides in correcting that, grafting in newly constructed point
defense emitters onto the hull in strategic places, and then running the EPS
lines and control lines to them when the ship had been rebuilt. But that still
left their lack of munitions space and long-range firepower.


Irons solved that by making disposable missile packs. Each
missile pack would be attached to the hull by explosive clamps. Each had six
cells of missiles. The missiles were a mix, some packs were for long range
fighting and some held counter missiles for defense. A few were stuffed with
his toys. 


“It seems you have no problem opening up your box of toys,”
Sprite said. “At this rate we could build another warship.”


“No time,” the Admiral replied absently.


Sprite paused.”Don't tell me you already considered it!” she said
in exasperation. She stared at him. He ignored the look and kept working.


“I did briefly,” he finally answered a few moments later. “But
again, we lack the time and crew. But I did think of something else.”


“Oh?”


“A munitions ship.”


“A... munitions ship?”


“Yes. The pirate collier. Lassie. They'll expect it back. We'll
stuff it full of gifts we can... hand out when it becomes time to do so,” he
said slyly.


“Oh you, you are a wicked devil when you want to be!” Sprite said
grinning. Irons chuckled as he worked.
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“I don't like it. It is a big fleet,” Sindri growled.


The Admiral grimaced. He'd assembled the staff once the missiles
were completed. Once they were ready, he had secured the room and then shared
Sprite's data on the enemy fleet with the staff. He had expected that response,
any sane person would think twice about the force differential. They were
insanely outgunned and out manned. The tonnage difference alone would have
anyone else sweating bullets. Of course they didn't quite understand what he
had in mind. 


They had confirmed three known cruisers, one of each major class.
A Garth class light cruiser, a venerable but still apparently useable Arrow
class heavy cruiser/ escort carrier, and the flagship, the Queen Adrienne, a
Newmann class Battlecruiser. There were at least four destroyers backing them
up. An Antelope fast attack destroyer was confirmed, as were at least four Manta
class frigates and six corvettes. There were an indeterminate number of
gunships and fighters as well as an ever-changing number of ships in the fleet
train. And that didn't include any reinforcements they might have picked up.


“Based on the intelligence we have, the numbers keep going up, a
clear sign of a classic force build up. They have received several ships from
B103c5 since they arrived in Beta 101a1. Also fleet resupply convoys. Most
likely the resupply is coming from stripping the nearby newly conquered systems
of New Haven and Konohagakure. Our current estimates are tentative and likely
to go up.”


“What are they waiting for?” Ian asked. “I mean, why don't they
just attack?”


“It could be that he wishes to train each of the ships together as
a group,” the Admiral replied.


Sprite shook her head. “Orders. The Admiral in charge, a Rear
Admiral Javier Rico, is a by the book guy, unlike Cartwright. He isn't
comfortable going out too far on a limb, and apparently risking his task force
against an unknown is too much for him.”


“He likes easy prey. Where they don't fight back,” Sindri growled
grimly. “He's used to it.”


“Pirates tend to do so,” the AI replied dryly. “All predators do.”


The Admiral drummed his fingers on the table loud enough to get
everyone's attention. “So does the navy. You always want to not fight fair. Why
let the enemy shoot back and get your people killed?” Irons asked. The officers
stared at him. He shrugged. “Think about it people. It's part of war.”


“I don't know what's going on. I'm guessing something is up.
Either he's waiting for a signal, or command authority, or... I don't know.”


“Could he be coordinating this attack with Cartwright?”


“I'm finding that hard to believe. In order to do so they'd have
to send ships up chain to wherever Cartwright's forces are, and then have some
sort of timetable? We'd see ships going back and forth through the system,”
Irons said. “We haven't seen that.”


“That might be what they had Phoenix in mind for actually,” Sindri
said thoughtfully.


The Admiral nodded. “True. Which means he might be waiting on us.
Or something else. Unfortunately, the corvette had the updated orders, and it's
a nebula.”


“Right. We don't know.”


“And, that's what worries some,” Sprite said. “The not knowing
part. But part of being an officer is learning to use what you've got. Go with
what you know at the time, and accept what happens.”


“Yeah well, we'll see. Right now we've got some ships to fix up.
And some training to do.”


<----*----*----*---->


The Admiral outlined his plan and contingency plans. Part of that
plan was for Phoenix to go in first to draw the pirates off and into a trap of
their own making. The rest relied heavily on Nata'roka and luck.


“You've had this in
mind the entire time.”


“Yes. I want to do a spoiler raid. Get in as close as we can, then
show our true colors as we blast as many as we can into wreckage, then run like
hell for the Pyrax jump point. Jump for Pyrax, then turn around on exit and
rally Firefly and the ships there to our aid.”


“Hit them as they come out on exit,” Ian replied, nodding.
“Damaged, out of order and confused.”


“Yes.”


“I like it. Could work. If it does, we can come back and relieve Hidoshi's
World and Captain Hoshi.”


“That too.”


<----*----*----*---->


Irons trained Lieutenant Peters and his collier crew on the duty
he needed them to perform for his plan to work. Engineering crews from all the
ships worked overtime to outfit the collier ship with some milspec hardware and
overhaul its systems like all the other ships. 


They modified the ship for its intended role, cutting open her
hull and then adding doors for quick release of the packs. Once that was
finished they cut holes for point defense laser clusters to give the ship some
defenses. She was outfitted with the additional lidar and radar arrays along
with a full battlecruiser's fire control system. But the crew knew she was
still a paper tiger. The Admiral's heart swelled with pride when all of them
volunteered for the mission.


<----*----*----*---->


Dita, Meia, and Ezri trained until exhaustion in the Cobras and
in the simulators. Sometimes Dita could barely keep her head up as they ate in
the mess. Holly was concerned but the red head just gave her a wan smile and
waved that she was okay.


“They are tired,” Holly said to Marty. She was concerned.
Everyone was tired and overworked. She was surprised no one had broken by now.


“Who isn't?” he asked. “I can barely lift my fork. We're all
working to get this done. Working our tails off.”


“Why?” Holly replied, face working as she fought the urge to cry.


“So we can make sure this doesn't happen again,” Marty said. “To
us or to others. It's the least we can do,” he said, hugging her shoulders and
kissing her hair. She shook a bit but then hugged him back.


<----*----*----*---->


Admiral Irons sent T12783 the second collier, Deianira, and the
tanker off with a marine team under Lieutenant Lewis to do what they could to
liberate Hidoshi's World. They would remain there until he got word back to
them. They would have a short platoon, little more than thirty Marines to do
the job. Hopefully they would pick up some help from the natives.


They would also be short on air power, though the ships would
hold the high ground. He was sending along an armed Skyhawk with them.
Unfortunately they didn't have a Warhawk to send. They would have to make due,
capture or destroy the enemy shuttles in the initial attack and then keep the
high ground. At least they had a squad of powered armor to use, three squadrons
of mech, another four squadrons of drones of various makes, and all the marines
had front line equipment. Hopefully they would train with the drones enough to
use them to the best of their abilities when they arrived on planet. They
certainly had enough motivation to do so, since they would be outnumbered on
the ground and in the air.


Worrying about the Marines didn't bother him, it was part of
being in command. What did bother him were the disposition of the civilians and
Captain Hoshi's plan. It seemed reckless. Even more reckless than his own plan.


“Are you sure about this Captain?” the Admiral asked Captain
Hoshi. Hoshi had insisted on taking her ship on her own journey. She didn't
want to be trapped in Hidoshi.


“As I ever will be. We'll head North up chain to Beta 99 and then
over to Richalu to warn them. I've got some people I know there. Friends. I
don't want what happened to us, to Hidoshi's World, to happen to them,” she
said, looking away from the camera.


The Admiral studied the woman before he nodded slowly. He was
fairly certain she wanted to get out of the line of fire. He couldn't blame
her. “There is no guarantee it's safe there Captain.”


She laughed bitterly. “There are no guarantees in life at all Admiral,”
she replied with a shrug. “We'll do our best. If we can run, we will. At least
we'll get the word out.”


“All right,” the Admiral said nodding. “I suggest if the pirates
do show you get your people down and hide. Blow the ship.”


“Definitely,” Hoshi replied grimly. “One dose of Horathian hospitality
is enough for a lifetime,” she said. The Admiral nodded.


“Good luck sir,” she said quietly. She straightened and saluted.
The Admiral felt a flicker of surprise run through him. Still, he nodded and
then returned the salute.


“And to you too ma'am. Good luck and safe sailing,” he said. “May
the spirits of space be with you.”


“And to you too Admiral,” she replied as she closed the circuit.


<----*----*----*---->


Once the last ship had left the system he set his plan in motion.


When he judged they were ready to depart they formed up on the Beta
101a1 jump point. They would do a lot of training and additional repairs while
in transit, but for now, he had something to tell them.


The Admiral ordered a day of rest for all the ships. They had
been working almost nonstop for over ten weeks. Many of the personnel were glad
for the break, but some were confused and annoyed by the mandatory downtime.
Near the end of the day shift a few fights broke out.


The next morning the naval ships docked together in a daisy
chain. The Admiral had the crew from all the ships assemble in the cleared boat
bay on Bounty. Officer and enlisted alike reported for duty in full formal
uniform. They griped over the requirement, questioned its importance, but many
smiled when they noted what they and their fellows looked like.


“It almost looks like we know what we're doing! Like we actually
belong in these uniforms!”  Sindri joked.


“That's because we do. But we've still got a long time before
we'll ever be comfortable in them,” Ian said. He stood at parade rest as the
steward went through the row of officers; inspecting each and helping them
adjust or correct issues.


When both officers and enlisted alike were ready they fell into
the boat bay. The podium and flags were set up once more. “This isn't going to
be another blinding speech is it?” Sindri asked. “I don't have any sunshades
handy,” he said.


“No,” Sprite replied from the overhead. “And it's nice to see you
Commander,” she said.


“And you ma'am,” Sindri replied with a polite nod as he looked
up. Sprite took the hint and appeared on her holo projector near the podium.


“There, this better?” she asked, smiling. He smiled back in
appreciation. That simple gesture made her feel on top of the world.


When the noncom lecterns had them organized neatly in rows the Admiral
signaled he was ready. “Atten hut!” the bosun called, getting their attention.
Together almost as one the group snapped to.


The Admiral marched through the rows and then came to the podium.
He saluted the colors. “Crew salute!” the bosun said in a deep voice. The crew
snapped crisp salutes to the flag, waiting for the anthem to end.


When the refrain faded the assembly struck their salute. The Admiral
turned smartly. “I'm going to make this short and sweet,” he said, hands behind
his back. He surveyed the group. They looked nervous, excited, bored. He
recognized all the faces, even a little fear. He accepted it.


“Tomorrow, we jump for Beta 101a1 and destiny. I don't say that
lightly, there is a good chance some of us won't survive. Accept that. The
enemy out numbers us... and out guns us. But we have something they do not. We
are the Federation Navy. We are the shield wall that protects the civilians
from enemies. We are the best and we're damn well going to prove it,” he growled.


There was a slight shuffle. He ignored it, just looking at them.
“Civilians will never understand us. We're different. We're the ones who stand
and fight when no one else will. We accept orders, and we get the job done.”


“We took an oath. Many of you took that oath right here in this
compartment. An oath to support and defend the constitution. To protect our
citizens. You've seen what the alternative is.” His eyes roved the crowd,
occasionally stopping on someone who he knew. Ian gave him a slight nod of
approval. The Admiral turned, looking on.


“War is an ugly thing. I have experienced it firsthand. It is the
last thing anyone sane ever wants. It is death and destruction. It is pain and
suffering. It is waste and loss. Those of you in this compartment and listening
know this, you've suffered enough. You've experienced it first hand and it has
burned you. It has burned the impurities off you until your core was exposed, a
core of diamond that will. Not. Yield.” He thundered. The crew still didn't
make a sound.


“The Horathian's don't understand that. They can't, they've been
predators, picking off those who can't fight back. The weak, the helpless.
Those that can't fight back. They think it is all easy, that this is the way
things should be. They wish to replace reality with their own warped and
twisted version of what they think things should be.”


“And that ladies and gentlemen, is where we come in. We're going
to prove them wrong. We're going to hammer them,” he growled, voice
deepening and becoming richer, fuller. Sprite smiled internally in approval.
“We're going to stop them and show them what true war costs. Their pretty
fleet? It's going to be cinders when we are done.”


This time the rank and file broke discipline and roared in
approval. The Admiral nodded, waiting it out.


“They want a war? We'll damn well give them one. We're going to
teach them what war really costs, to both sides,” he growled. “They've
had it coming for some time now.”


There was a slight growl of approval over that. The Admiral nodded.
“That's right ladies and gentlemen, we're going to make them pay for all
the hurt they have dished out.” The hungry growl of approval in the compartment
intensified. “We're going to fight, not roll over and die, and certainly
not run. We're going to fight for life, if not our own than those who
can't fight back. Or to buy time for those who need it,” he said.


“I know it doesn't look good. The odds are not in our favor. The
enemy has tonnage, quantity on its side. But we have quality,” he said,
spreading his hands to indicate those in the room and the ship. “Quality has a
modifier all on its own. We have experience and determination. We all know what
that means; we are here because of it. We beat the odds once, we broke out, we
took this ship, we took other ships. We did it before, we can do it again,” he
thundered. “We can and we will.”


There was a muted cheer. He nodded as they quieted down. “And
we've got allies. Members of the crew who will go a long ways to even the
balance. Our AI comrades will do their part and more to tear the enemy ships up
from the inside, shut them down and weaken them.”


This time the cheer was more pronounced. He smiled.


“Ah shucks,” Sprite said to the Admiral alone. Slowly the room
quieted. He could taste the hope, the burning desire to fight. He nodded.


“The Horathian way is death,” he said, practically hissing
the last word. “Death and slavery for billions. You know that, I know that. We
can't accept that. We won't. They want a war; we'll give it to them. All of it,
on our terms. But I don't think they know what they are in for. To them,
what they have done now is what they think of as a fair fight,” he said
smiling darkly.


“Well, we're done with that. No more running. They aren't the
only ones who can fight. Tomorrow, we jump to prove it to them. I'm proud to
have served with you all. Dismissed. Now let's go kick some pirate ass.”


The compartment broke into another round of cheering when he
finished.


<----*----*----*---->


“Last chance to get off Nata'roka,” Sprite said, coming to the
Ssilli's attention. She had tried for the past few minutes before the alien had
relented and opened her side of the channel.


“I'm working here,” the alien replied. “Can't you see I'm busy?”
she asked, sounding rather testy.


Sprite checked. The alien was indeed busy; busy enough running
navigational sims that she had made a ten percent impact on the ship's
processors. She was scanning the Beta 101a1 system. She was running a vector
overlay on top of several different versions of the system stacked. From the
look of it she had some sort of time dilation calculation going on as well. That
intrigued the AI. “Seriously,” the AI said. She waved a hand to indicate the
sim. “You don't have to do this,” she said.


“Your chances are greatly improved if I do right?” the alien
demanded. Sprite nodded. “And the Admiral's central plan is dependent on my
participation correct?” She asked. Sprite nodded in reply. "Very well, I
am in,” the alien said and then blew a breath. Water and exhaled air sprayed
out of her blowhole in a fine mist. She felt better, much better. Just adding
salt to her tank had made her feel... more alive. She wanted to pay these
people back for giving her hope again.


“We can't risk you,” Sprite said.


“Life is about risk,” the alien replied softly. “What is life if
you haven't done what you believed in? When you let scum like that have their
way?” the alien asked. “No, I am in. Commander.”


“Very well.”


“And Commander, it's Commander Nata'roka. I may have been
conscripted, but I am an officer. I forgot it. I'm not going to forget again. Ever.”


“Glad to have you on board Commander,” Sprite said, nodding her
chin. 


“You knew?” the alien asked. “Wait, of course you knew. My
implants. Why didn't you say something?” she asked.


“Because, you were bitter and angry,” Sprite replied simply. She
shrugged. “You've been through enough and I judged you wanted to resign your
commission in favor of your species survival,” the AI replied. “If I may ask,
why didn't you suicide?” she asked. “You could have, through your implants
Commander.”


“I know,” the alien said softly. She bobbed there for a long
moment. Sprite waited patiently. Finally, the alien blew a breath and then
responded. “Hope,” the alien replied. “And my prayers were answered. We'll see
what the future brings together,” she said. Sprite nodded and disappeared.


<----*----*----*---->


He and the engineering department had whipped up twelve
independent platforms along with his other packages. Four of the platforms were
independent decoys; they would serve as defensive or distraction elements. Four
others were recon drones. He'd been divided on making them. Finally he'd given
in, each were the size of a torpedo but stuffed with sensors. They might come
in handy... or they might be a waste of resources all in themselves.


Two others were defensive platforms. Each platform had fire
control communications links, along with sensors, and point defense weapons.
They would act as an ancient periscope on a submarine, allowing the ship to see
around physical obstacles or around her own weapons fire. Their automated point
defense allowed them to be interposed into a stream of fire while their fire
control links allowed the ship's tactical department to hand off defensive
counter missiles or even capital missiles if needed.


Each of the defensive platforms were precious, he'd have to
husband their exposure wisely. Once the enemy knew what they were they would
target them. Since each had batteries but relied on beamed power from the
mother ship, they lacked energy shields or propulsion. They would be doomed
under a determined enough assault.


He had a similar issue with the last two platforms. They had just
enough material for two more platforms, but the ship lacked the space and
flexibility for additional defensive platforms. Instead he'd gone one better.
He'd replicated force beam emitter weapons.


Force emitters have to either be in specially built turrets or in
spinal mounts like the Arboth had, with special nodes around them, or they have
to be outside a ship's shields, and therefore off their hull. Which meant
tractored and provided power by a microwave beam or on board micro fusion
reactor.


Force beam emitters were the normal method of taking a shield down
without battering it with physical force until it's nodes overloaded. The beams
oscillated in frequency in microseconds, pushing and pulling and interfering
with any energy field a ship's nodes put up in defense. The attack usually sent
the shields into shut down or overloaded them. It was one method a ship could
take down an enemy ship in a soft kill or capture. It was also why a warship
didn't exclusively rely on energy fields, they had armor as well. Redundancy
was its own survival method.


But, force beams had that fatal flaw, they not only interfered
with a shield, they didn't play favorites and interfered with any force
emitter in their line of fire or even adjacent to it. Which meant a ship's own
force field, which was why they were normally standoff platforms.


A few warships had force beam emitters built into other energy weapons
mounts, but in order to fire them they had to take down their own energy
shields, or they had to synch them up to open windows to fire through. But that
caused all sorts of engineering and tactical issues. It was much easier to
mount a graser or other weapon over a force beam.


The other issue with a force beam was range. A standard beam had a
one hundred kilometer effective range envelope. The further the range the less
effective the beam was and the more energy required to cause damage or
interference. That was also why they were effective as standoff weapons
platforms, they could be maneuvered closer to a target.


Force beam weapons had been relegated to torpedo warheads or
specialty one shot weapons for centuries before someone got it into their head
to build them as standoff weapons platforms. Which worked well enough for them
to go into more regular use. They were efficient at capturing ships, like
captured pirate prizes on the run, than say, shooting up a ship full of
helpless victims and hostages.


Unfortunately due to the ticklish nature of the beams, and the
specialty equipment needed to build and maintain them, not to mention all the
other projects on their hands, the Admiral and the scratch engineering staff
had only managed to build two of the force beam platforms, and all were
generation one, reliant on beamed power and propulsion from the mother ship. It
was the best they could do with the resources and time on hand. It would have
to suffice, the Admiral thought as he scrolled down to the next project on the
list. He paused, mulling the emitters over one moment longer. His crew was
shaking down, but they were skeletal. Something told him he wasn't going to be
taking many ships intact, and even if they did he didn't have the crew to man
them. No, he'd work with what they had on hand.


<----*----*----*---->


In transit the crews trained heavily. The Ssilli guided them,
shaving weeks off their transit time. Their original transit time was cut from
one hundred days to eighty for the nine parsecs. It would have been shorter had
all the ships had the same speed and trained crews. 


For once the Admiral didn't want the lost time, it meant less time
to train. But for some of the crew it was a godsend, it meant the waiting would
be shorter.


“Admiral, even with our greater understanding, and our access to
the Horathian codes, there is no guarantee a cyber attack will be effective,”
Sprite warned the Admiral in his cabin the evening before their arrival.


“Do what you can. We all will Commander,” the Admiral replied. He
turned away. “We will do what we must,” he said softly. “What needs to be
done.”
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22


Making a difference


 


Nearly six months after Phoenix had arrived in B 100 omega Phoenix
jumped out of hyperspace in B101a1 at the B100 omega jump point and headed on a
least time course for the Pyrax jump point across the system. After four days
of crossing the two light day distance across the system to the Pyrax jump
point the ship seemed to have noticed the enemy fleet. She abruptly changed
course for the Beta 103c5 jump point south east. The fleet's outer shell broke
formation and gave chase.


<----*----*----*---->


Admiral Rico pondered the fleeing ship. It had come onto their
sensors when she had emerged from jump several days before, but from an unlikely
direction. He had thought Hathaway had his flank, now he had to wonder what had
happened and why this fish had slipped through Bounty's carefully crafted net.


He had to be careful this fish wouldn't slip his net either. It
was a fast ship, and by its course near the outermost Mercury class planet, it
could try to loop the planet and alter its course to return to the Pyrax jump
point. He reminded himself to be ready for that possibility.


The Admiral was a dashing man, or so he and his wife thought. He
had a strong jaw, stern looks, and a full head of brown hair. It was cut
regulation short. He had piercing brown eyes, and a goatee. He stroked it,
thinking of his next move.


He was an average man in other regards, medium build and frame. He
had an even temperament and a love of classical literature. He knew the
importance of dressing to impress, but away from the home system and news
cameras he had relaxed that practice somewhat.


He smiled ever so slightly, remembering how his wife had preened
and fused over him with his steward before he went before the cameras. The
emperor had wanted a full press kick off, which was what he had gotten. It had
sent his people off with a nice bump in morale at all the cheers. He imagined
what it would be like when he returned, the parades, the interviews, the
medals. He smiled in anticipation.


He was a shoe in for Admiral of the Fleet when he returned once he
conquered Pyrax. Cartwright didn't stand a chance, all the little piddling star
systems he knocked over didn't amount to anything when it came to true combat
honors. And think of the shipyard! If he captured it intact it would be quite
the feather in his cap. He intended to do so. He could just imagine the
holodrama that would be made over his life. He reminded himself to update his
memoirs and delete a few things that might not be too flattering.


“Sir, it's a stern chase,” the Captain reminded him. A stern chase
was a near impossible chase to win when the rabbit was faster than the hounds.
Once the ship was at the jump point she was as good as gone.


“I don't care,” the Admiral said. “Get. That. Ship.” He said
coldly, stabbing his manicured index finger into the armrest to further make
his point. “We can't afford to let her get away. She'll bring word to other
systems that we're in the area.”


“Yes sir,” the flag Captain replied. He carefully didn't bring up
the fact that the Admiral had chosen to concentrate his forces instead of
leaving a ship on guard duty at each jump point. The Admiral scowled briefly.
“Hathaway slipped up didn't he?” the Captain asked with a slight sneer in his
voice. There was no love lost between the two captains.


“Don't worry about that now. I'll deal with him. He may have been
out of position or dealing with something else.”


“Sir, that ship is small, she can't have a lot of fuel on board.”


“True. But we don't know how far she has come. From her speed,
she's got good engines.”


“Yes sir,” the Captain replied. He waited for the Admiral to say
something more but the man turned away. He was tempted to cut the connection
but stamped on it. Rico was a pain in the ass, and he took slights easily, even
if they were unintentional. Rico was old school; he had served briefly in the
raiders but then transferred to home fleet when he made Commander. He'd bounced
around to various commands and one staff position before he'd attained flag
rank.


Unlike Rear Admiral Cartwright though, Rico had over a decade of
experience as an Admiral. He'd distinguished himself in the fleet training
exercises three times, earning praise. He had also been personally chosen by
the new emperor for this command.


“Sir, do you think using the entire screen is excessive?” the
Captain asked.


“Screen and supports. Hell, we'll all go. Get that damn ship. We
can refuel when we return. The chase will do us good.”


“Something to do sir?” the Captain asked neutrally. Setting the
hounds loose was one thing, but for such a small rabbit it hardly seemed worth
it. Besides, wherever it eventually ended up it would do the world no good. No
one had the firepower to stand up to them.


Admiral Rico frowned, hands behind his back. His fists clenched.
He didn't want the depravity of the raiders, but he understood it. Mob
mentality his psychology class said. The intelligence of a group of people was
inversely proportional to the number of people in it. The lower that rating
dropped the more their baser impulses asserted themselves.


He had spent a few years in the raiders, but he'd quickly
transferred to Home Fleet when he had the chance. He had wanted to exercise
fleet command for as long as he could remember. This was the first time they
were attempting it in the field, and it was a mixed blessing that he had
command. Getting the raiders, who were used to working singly or in pairs to
work under his command, was a bit rough. He'd had to step on quite a few toes
to get the job done. Obviously he still had a ways to go, he thought, watching
his carefully structured formations come apart.


They all wanted the capture, he realized that. He frowned and made
a note to address it at the next Captain's meeting. 


“Sir, the formation...”


“I see that. Inform Captain Bluefield he has nominal command. Get
the screen back in order should be his first order of business.”


“Aye sir. Should we send a ship ahead to the jump point?” the flag
Captain asked, uncertain of a response.


Admiral Rico's face chilled. He did the math; he knew they'd never
get there in time. “No,” he finally said.


“Aye sir.”


“Get someone in range and hit them with a force beam if they have
to. Or fire a spread of missiles past them. That should turn them.”


“Possibly sir. An intentional miss though?”


“Call it a warning shot.”


“Aye aye sir. Is there anything else?” the Captain asked, looking
over to the communication's rating who was dutifully taking notes. She looked
up expectantly.


Admiral Rico frowned and then nodded. “Tell them not to harm the
crew. I want them alive. If they kept that ship in such good order, we can use
them.”


“Aye sir, I'll pass the order along,” the Captain replied with a
nod.


“Carry on Captain,” Rico said turning away and cutting the
channel.


<----*----*----*---->


Irons studied the map of the star system. The Federation's
department of Interstellar Cartography had gotten it right with this system, it
was a wasteland. Little had changed since the last survey nine hundred years
ago too. 


The primary reason he'd chosen Beta 100 omega over 101 was simple,
the lack of Jovians. The system was a rocky one, with rocky Mercury class
planets and a dispersed belt in the outer system. Attempting to get water in the
system would have been near impossible.


Bounty and her fellow ships tacked across the system, zig zagging
in and out above and below the plain of the ecliptic, keeping track of Phoenix
each time they passed. They were using up precious fuel, but it was all for a
good cause.


“How are we seeing this?” Enric asked, awed. He checked his
implants and then stared into the feed.


“Radial velocity changes in objects of mass and how they affect
other objects. The big one is phase mass polarization,” Commander Nata'roka
replied. “That and gravitational microlensing.”


“Is that what you were modeling before we jumped? And after?”
Sprite asked.


“Yes. I had to adjust for seven centuries of stellar parallax,
interstellar drift while comparing it to what the Horathians call a proper star
chart,” the alien replied, sounding disgusted.


“Oh.”


“And you can see the ships...”


“Once you know what to look for by eliminating what you know
should be there, that's the phase mass polarization by the way, the answer is
obvious. But it is also tentative,” the alien replied. As the plot changed. The
known objects were blacked out leaving the others behind. “By plotting the mass
shadows of each object in hyperspace we can get a general bearing, mass, and
course of the object,” the alien said. “From that we can match that to what we
have on file for ship's mass and refine the image,” she said, plucking out
objects that were not on the right course or of the right mass to be a known
ship. What remained wasn't perfect, but it was well suited for their purposes.


Lieutenant Nobeki snapped her fingers and then turned to the Admiral
in wonder. “That's why you wanted the hyper sensors overhauled! Now I
understand,” she said.


Irons nodded. He studied the plot. It wasn't perfect, the alien
and CIC had only tentative ID's on each of the ship karats, but it was enough
to get a general idea of the situation. He understood why the Ssilli had
insisted on tacking back and forth above and below the ecliptic, it allowed
them a look down or look up view. When they were on the ecliptic the mass
shadows washed together.


“I only had tentative ID's based on their mass shadow however,”
the alien said. “And the closer they are the harder it is to make them out,
their mass shadows tend to clump. This tin can doesn't have the sensor
resolution needed to get a better view.”


“It's good enough,” the Admiral murmured. “You are doing excellent
Commander, my compliments,” he said.


“Mine too,” Lieutenant Nobeki said. The bridge crew murmured their
thanks.


“We're not done yet people. Save the accolades for later,” the
Ssilli replied with a raspberry from her blowhole. “If there is a later.
This next part is tricky. I need to concentrate here,” she said, maneuvering
them around a cluster of hyper ghosts.


They were in the lowest band of Alpha, it was the only band they
could make out any detail, but it was still tricky to move back and forth
around the system. Only a water dweller could pull it off, the Admiral
realized. He was hopelessly outclassed, he thought wryly.


Irons looked around, noting the look of false bravery, excitement,
but under that, fear. These people knew what was at stake. They had truly
suffered, they knew what would happen to them should they be captured again.
But there was something else there too, a defiance. Not directed at him
obviously. Defiance and a cold determination to get the job done in a few.
Others still looked worried. That was understandable.


 Despite the months of rehabilitation, training, and conditioning,
this moment and the hell that was to come would break anyone. Some would indeed
break, no matter what preparation they had. They shouldn't have to be here,
about to fight for their lives and the lives of others, yet here they were.


He felt a swelter of pride, pride mingled with sorrow for the sacrifice
he was about to ask of them. He hit a link on his chair and opened the PA. A
clear tone came from the repaired speakers. Bridge ratings looked up and then
turned to him. He nodded. "This is Fleet Admiral Irons. In a few moments
we're going into battle. I wanted all of you to know it is okay to be
afraid."


He cleared his throat. "I know fear, I know it's there,
lurking, making you think you will fail somehow. I want you to know, others,
your brothers and sisters serving with you now know it too. They won't let you
down, so don't let them down. You have succeeded beyond anything I have ever
thought possible. Know this, I am proud of you, proud to serve with you. In a
few moments, we're going to get some payback for all the terror the Horathian's
have dealt to us and to those we care about. We're going to make the galaxy a
safer place."


He saw Lieutenant Nobeki smile slightly and nod. Out of the corner
of his eye Enric nodded as well. "In a few moments we're going to make the
Horathians know what true fear feels like. Just before we blow them all to
hell. Battle stations everyone." He cut the PA. The bridge crew clapped
briefly, then nodded and one by one returned to their duties.


He nodded, exchanging looks with Sprite and Bounty. Morale going
into something like this counted as a lot, but it was still insanely suicidal.
They should run, that's what the book said. Odds were, they might have been
able to slip past the Northern fleet somehow. He looked at the plot and the
blinking icon of Phoenix. But, they were about to defy the odds and do it
anyway. They were committed. They had a roll to play and comrades to not let
down.


He settled himself, feeling a serene peaceful touch on his
shoulders. Sprite he knew, letting him know she understood. He nodded to her
avatar. "Let's do this."


When the Horathian force was judged sufficiently far enough away
from the jump point the Ssilli dropped the four ships into the mix between
Phoenix and her chasers. The four ships dropped out of hyper in a stellar
formation forty million kilometers out. They had dropped in a seemingly
impossible spot, less than two AU from the local star.


The ships were on a course to come in from the sun on the
Horathian's flank, precisely where the Admiral wanted to be. They were on a
least time course for the Pyrax jump point, but they would have to pass through
the enemy fleet to get there. 


“Perfect,” the Admiral said, nodding as they settled from jump
exit.


“It'd better be. I don't want to do that again,” Nata'roka
replied. “And oh, by the way, we're down to half on fuel. This battle better
not take too long or there won't be enough fuel in the minnow's to make the
jump,” she said.


“Cross that bridge when we come to it,” the Admiral replied.
“Thank you Commander,” he said.


“If you don't mind, I think I'll just take a nap now,” the alien
replied, voice slurring. The Admiral nodded as the connection terminated. Even
in her advanced age she had done wonders, but her part was now finished.


<----*----*----*---->


Admiral Rico was confused by the sudden arrival of the four ships.
“No one can do that! That's not possible!” He said, rising out of his chair to
stare at the plot. He wasn't the only one stunned by their arrival. His flag
bridge was gibbering about that insane feat of navigation.


“Well, tell them that sir! They did it anyway!” Commander Cowl
said, waving a hand.


“Hathaway! It has to be him! What the hell does he think he's
doing?” Rico said, slowly sinking in his chair as the CIC updated the plot with
tentative ship classes and ID's. From the look of it Hathaway had picked up the
Romeo and Echo Corvettes and one of the colliers. But where were the rest, Rico
wondered.


“Sir how...”


“The squid he's got on board of course!” The Admiral replied.
“Don't be so dense,” he said in annoyance, glancing at the image of his flag
Captain. Burgon winced. “What bothers me is why did he come in on that course?
He knew we were here!”


“Sir, perhaps he thought we were gone? That we had sprung the
attack?” Cowl asked thoughtfully.


“Not likely,” the flag Captain said. “We have orders to wait until
our entire force is gathered,” he said sourly. He'd put in politely worded
requests to get off the stick but the Admiral had held firm to his orders.


“Well, whoever is driving, they sure screwed up. She's headed
exactly the wrong way!” the tactical officer said. “She's facing us not the
ship she was chasing!”






“The squid may have done it. Her way of pissing with us. Hathaway
will handle it,” Admiral Rico replied with a shrug. “In this chase, the more
the merrier it seems.”


“Aye sir,” the rating replied. “Shall we raise them?”


“Yes. I want to know what the hell is going on.”


<----*----*----*---->


“Numbers?” Irons asked. He fought to keep his voice even. He
didn't want to sound bored, that would be too obvious. But he didn't want to
sound excited or anxious either. His crew were leery enough at the odds as it
was.


The tactical officer looked up. “We're still getting tentative ID's
Admiral, sorry. Passive's only. CIC is still working on running things through
the computers. Only a few of the ships are broadcasting an IFF. The gunships
are dark, I think so they can get in closer to their prey.”


“Understood,” the Admiral said, grimacing at the editorial.
“Launch the fighters. Plan Baker. Inform the other ships as well.”


“Baker sir? Aye sir,” Miss Nobeki replied with a nod. She tapped
at her controls, opening a channel to the boat bay and passed the order along.
A minute later the three fighters launched in succession.


He had several plans, each were dependent on the conditions. Alpha
had been contingent on their catching most of the fleet in Lassie's net. They
would then cross the system together and jump to Pyrax. That was out.


Baker required Phoenix and Lassie to break from the warships and
make their way to the jump point on their own, preferably by going wide around
the fighting.


They had various other plans, and variants of each of them, but
he was now certain that things were going to get ugly very quickly. He might
have to implement his omega plan, for all the ships to scatter and jump if
possible. At least one had to get to Pyrax to warn them.


“Fighters away Admiral,” Miss Nobeki said, looking up. The three
fighters dropped into stealth right away, fading on the plot until CIC only had
them as tentative locations. Those were based on their last known course and
speed. After a moment the icons changed to a plot of their planned course.


“Very well,” the Admiral said. They were closing on the enemy
fleet at ten thousand kilometers per second. Things were getting very
interesting.


“CIC has passed along ID's Admiral,” Bounty reported. The plot
altered as icons of data were filled in. Some of it was supplied by the three
ship's passive sensors, some by what they knew of a ship's class and from what
their intelligence had reported would be here.


They had known the fleet was broken into four groups spaced
roughly a million kilometers apart. Now numbers and ship classes were
solidifying. The odds were definitely stacked against them.


The warships were arrayed in three groups. The outer hemispherical
shell had been comprised of a dozen gunships, two frigates, and six corvettes,
with the Garth and unexpected North Hampton class light cruisers forward, less
than a hundred thousand kilometers from the outer perimeter. That formation had
reshaped itself into a mob as they chased after the Phoenix at their individual
ship's best speed. 


Four destroyers were on each of the Y and X-axis. The one
furthest from them was an Antelope fast attack destroyer. She had two six cm
Gauss and one force beam in a spinal mount, along with a dozen point defense
lasers and a dozen missile tubes. The one low was an Arboth class. The other
two destroyers were uglies, a mix of ship parts he hardly recognized. The
entire force was labeled Cruron 1. The Admiral wasn't going to quibble over
their choice of identifying markers.


In the pocket, hanging back were the two large ships.  CIC
labeled them Cruron 2. The Arrow was a relic, over fourteen hundred years old.
Little more than her frame was probably original. She was a cruiser escort
carrier hybrid, a flattened arrowhead shape with a pair of notches cut out of
her flanks for her flight deck. She was badly designed, thrown together around
the time of the second AI war. The ship could handle several squadrons of
fighters, but their intelligence stated that she only had a single mixed
squadron of fighters on board.


The Newmann class Battlecruiser had been renamed the 'Queen
Adrienne' according to CIC. Irons was very familiar with the design, it had
been on the drawing board when he had taken a stint in buships. His
fingerprints were all over the ship class since she was a scaled up Resolution
class.


CIC identified one of the frigates as a Yomagato missile frigate,
which made even less sense. Yomagato's were reserve units, ancient things even
older than the Arrow. They lacked energy weapons and even point defense lasers.
Though, someone might have added a few lasers in a refit he reminded himself.


Her missiles were normally short ranged, under two million
kilometers. The ship had been designed as a missile carrier, firing swarms of
missiles to overwhelm an opposing force. However she usually shot herself dry
in a single firing pass.


One of the frigates defending the jump point was a Horseshoe
class. The remaining frigates were Manta's. The Manta was a flattened disk with
drive nacelles on her flanks. The bow was notched for her forward sensors and
bow shield emitters. She had a crew of twenty. She was old but a well thought out design, fast for her
time, maneuverable, with six turrets, four spinal mount energy weapons, and
four missile tubes in her bow.


All of the corvettes were Apollo class. That said something there;
someone had a good supply of those ships. That and they had supplied this fleet
with so many to simplify their logistics and maintenance. There were at least
two more than their intel had specified.


The gunships were of many different makes and models. Many were
uglies, a few looked like converted small merchantman. Two were HK's he had
seen in Pyrax. The hunter killers had a spinal mount battlecruiser graser for
it's one and only weapon. She had a crew of six. One of the gunships was green
and curved, with a pair of weapon mounts outboard. He recognized her as a
Veraxin HK, she had come out at the same time as the Terran HK.


A dozen converted freighters and tankers, one liner, and one
factory ship the Andrew Carnegi or old Carnage as she was affectionately known
to her crew, were the fleet train sitting a million kilometers way from the
main fleet. CIC labeled the force tango 2.


There were a dozen gunships, two Manta frigates, and two Apollo
corvettes covering the jump point to Pyrax. Those were new, they hadn't been in
the intel Bounty had picked up. CIC labeled the force Tango 3.


The Battlecruiser floated in the center of the formation with the
Arrow sitting forward of it. Half of the formation was arrayed outward in a
hemisphere, with the small escort ships out on the perimeter. The remaining
half of the escorts were covering the jump point in another hemisphere, this
one set up with the jump point at their center and with all ship's facing
inward to hit anyone who was unlucky enough to emerge.


It was an interesting formation. On the one hand they were
covering external threats, on the other they were covering the jump point at
their rear. Their only ready reserve was the battlecruiser and Arrow though.
All the other cruisers were out on the perimeter with the destroyers in a
Y-axis stellar formation. That wasn't quite by the book; normally you kept the
cruisers back behind the perimeter to respond to a threat on any axis.
Apparently they were out to cast their net wide. Either that was to make it
easier to catch prey... he frowned and then nodded. Yes, that was it. They were
too spread out right now and inviting defeat in detail if an enemy fleet
attacked, but of course there was no enemy fleet. Just them. He checked the
status board. All the small outer perimeter ships were gunships. That made
sense to a degree, they had greater life support than a fighter or AWAC, but the
fact that they didn't even have an AWAC or CAP flight out from the carrier was
also interesting. He wondered briefly if they were still learning carrier OPS.


“Admiral, status change. The ship's are forming up. They are
coming together,” Bounty reported quietly. Enric looked up from his station
with a frown. Irina glanced his way. His face schooled into a deadpan and then
he went back to focusing on his station.


“Why? If they let us in we'd have no place to go. They could turn
inward and hammer us. We can pick them off one at a time Admiral.”


“I'm not complaining. The larger the target the better in this
case,” the Admiral said, hands on the arm rests. “Time to point luck?”


“Cruron one is still reforming. They've cut their speed to allow
the furthest ships out time to join them Admiral. Estimating... another five
minutes thirty-one seconds,” Sprite said. A clock appeared on his HUD.


“Very well.” He was jacked in, he checked his arm. “Are you ready
to play your part?” he asked.


“Admiral, there is no guaranteeing this is going to work,” Sprite
replied.


“Just do your best. If they get a whiff pull out. For now just get
in and lay your traps. We'll activate them a few seconds before Luck,” Irons
said.


“Aye sir,” Sprite said. “We're ready," she said, glancing at
Defender, Proteus, and Bounty. Unfortunately Phoenix was too far out of range
to lend a hand with this attack. Proteus had been pressed into service in his
place. With its intensive knowledge of ship's systems, the AI should be able to
do a bang up job.


The Admiral nodded. “Good. Good luck,” he said.


“We'll need it,” Sprite muttered as the four AI vanished. The Admiral
felt them pour through the ship's net and communication's array.


“AI away,” the Admiral said out loud.


<----*----*----*---->


Knowing they were outgunned, Admiral Irons used the AI’s to try
to disable as many ships as possible as they used subterfuge to get within
firing range. 


Each of the AI took a battle group. Proteus took the smaller
ships, working rapidly to insert worms into their systems. Defender and Bounty
took on the corvettes and destroyers. Sprite saved her efforts for the
cruisers.


Her first task was the battlecruiser. Cut the head of the snake
off and it was a lot less effective fighting back. She slipped in with the
codes they had picked up in the captured ships and then forced the firewall
open as she rewrote its core programming, changing its access codes to suit her
needs. Then she went to work.


The tempting thing would be to hit her self-destruct or reactor,
either blowing her up or scramming her. But the system was heavily modified.
There were barely any fleet systems and software remaining in the system at all
for her to latch onto. She also couldn't get into the environmental controls
either. That was apparently on another system.


Instead she fell back onto her back up plan. She tossed her
dragons teeth viruses out, seeding them in various systems and then hit the net
with a rapid fire series of rabbit attacks. 


Each virus was designed to take the system down and lobotomize it.
Once they were triggered all hell would break loose and the enemy would react
to her presence.


When she was certain she had done what she could she sent the
trigger and then pulled out for another ship.


<----*----*----*---->


“Sir, we're losing fire control,” the tactical officer said,
looking up from his station.


“You what?” the flag Captain demanded. “What the hell is going
on? Get it back!” He demanded, jowls shaking in anger.


Lieutenant Commander Gerald pounded at his station in frustration
and then looked up. “It's no good sir, we've lost coordination. All the weapons
mounts are in local control until we can figure it out.”


“Sir, I just tried to call the flag bridge, we lost the link. I
tried to call engineering and that link is dead too. We've lost all internal
communications,” the OPS officer said. “Main power is acting up too. We've got
two plasma breaches.”


“What the hell... of all the times to have a computer glitch!”
the exec said, shaking his head. He turned and pointed to a rating at an engineering
station. “You, send a runner to the flag bridge advising the Admiral of the
situation,” he said. The rating nodded and took off like a jackrabbit.


“Is it a glitch sir?” Ensign Ibex said looking up. 


The senior officers turned to him. “Explain,” the Captain
growled. 


Ibex gulped briefly, paling. He could see the skipper was in a
foul mood over this. “Well sir, we received a lot of data from the destroyer. I
thought it was an update, but it was encrypted. I shunted it to a buffer. Now
I'm wondering if it was an update at all.”


“A virus attack?” the exec said, testing the thought out loud. He
rubbed his chin. “Are you sure?”


“No sir, that's the problem. We've had our share of virus issues
over the years, just last month if you remember...” the exec waved the Ensign's
reminder away. “Anyway, we've lost all external communications as well.”


“We have helm control but it feels... I don't know sluggish,” the
helmsman volunteered. “But we don't have long range sensors sir.”


“Lovely,” the exec said. “So we can't even see where we're
going?”


“Yes sir.”


“Central fire control sensors are out. The point defense lidar,
the entire net. I think, if we can get the nearest mounts to send us their
feeds through cables...” an engineering rating said.


“Running cables? Let's hope it doesn't come to that,” the Captain
growled. “Get someone on the computers. Reboot them. Shut them down and root
them out. Use the roll back on equipment if you have to. For now, cut the
central net up into chunks.”


“Aye Captain.”


“We've lost shields. We've got the particle shields and nothing
else,” a rating said.


“Damn,” the tactical officer swore. He tried to jack in but then
unjacked. He clutched at his head. “What a migraine. Something just kicked me
hard.”


“So we can't jack in either. Yes, this is sounding like enemy
action,” the exec said.


“Get me a status report. Use hand radios and runners if you have
to,” the Captain growled. He turned to the exec, eyes flashing as the lights
flickered. A rating gasped in dismay, looking up. “Get me my ship back!”


“Aye aye sir,” the exec replied with a curt nod.
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The tactical officer looked up to the Captain. The Captain was
standing next to his station, rubbing his chin. Captain Bluefield was a good
Captain, thoughtful. He was a rarity in the fleet, he hadn't been a raider and
he had no combat experience. But what he lacked in combat experience he more
than made up for in relentlessly drilling his people.


“I don't like it,” the Captain murmured. “CIC identified the ships
but why aren't they hailing us?”


“We received a data package Captain. It is the Bounty with
escorts.”


“But why are they here?” the Captain persisted. “No, something is
wrong. Hathaway wouldn't break his orders and leave his station.”


He turned and paced. He paused when CIC updated the plot. “Is this
accurate?” he asked, looking at the updated readings. “Run them again. And
someone compare them to what we have on the ships,” he said. He'd skippered an
Apollo briefly, he knew the mass readings. These were off by a hundred and
fifty tons. “Someone raise the flag. I want to know what's going on,” he
ordered.


The communications rating looked up. “Sir, we can't raise the
flag.”


“You what?” The Captain demanded, rounding on the hapless rating.
“That's impossible! Try again!”


“I did sir. Three times. I can't get anyone sir, our link is out.
I thought something was funny,” he frowned and sent a signal through his
implants. Slowly his frown deepened. “We're getting the same report in, I think
it hasn't been refreshed.”


“Shouldn't it have blanked?”


“No sir, when the system goes down or is out of contact with the
fleet it maintains a running plot based on last known course and telemetry
sent. It then updates that information through a refresh when we reestablish
contact,” the rating explained.


“I know that. I had my salad days Manuel,” the Captain said. “What
bothers me is this isn't feeling right.”


“What can we do?” the exec asked. He looked up from his station.
“We don't have orders from the flag.”


The tactical officer looked up. “Sir, CIC has confirmed, the
readings are accurate. And the mass readings are off on all three ships. CIC is
also reporting their drive strength is twenty percent above normal, and
Bounty's energy signature has been altered.”


“Altered?”


“She's almost a new ship sir,” guns replied.


“Altered,” the Captain mused. He turned in place for a moment,
staring at the image. “I think it's time to run a drill. Battle stations if you
please Mister Trevash,” he said mildly.


“Battle stations sir?” the exec asked. They both knew the provisions
to limit clock time on the tactical systems. Home logistics still didn't have a
good supply of some equipment.


“If I'm wrong I'm wrong,” the Captain said with a shrug. “But I'm
going to listen to my gut.”


“Aye sir,” the exec said, hitting the big red button. A klaxon
wailed for a moment, then it's sound changed. He looked up in annoyance just as
all hell broke loose.


Going to battle stations triggered viruses in the ship which
capered through the systems, rewriting or erasing files as they went. “What the
hell is going on?” the Captain demanded.


“I don't know!” the exec said. He pounded at the link and then
jerked his implant jack out with a gasp. “Damn!”


“What happened?”


“Something kicked me off. The computers are going nuts!”


“Virus attack!” the tactical officer said. “It's in our tactical
systems. Origin is communications,” he said, looking at that station.


The communication's rating hunched his shoulders. 


“Call the CAG. Get them off. Get all the fighters off. Manually if
you have to. Make sure they don't connect to the CIC until we get this sorted
out,” the Captain growled.


“Aye sir.”


<----*----*----*---->


“We've done what we can Admiral. The rest is up to you. I didn't
get far with the Garth or the Arrow,” Sprite reported when she returned. “The
battlecruiser is deaf, dumb, and blind, but I don't know for how long,” she
warned.


“Good job,” the Admiral replied. He glanced over to the tactical
station.


“Time to point luck, one minute Admiral,” Miss Nobeki stated
flatly. “Changes in fire priorities?” Each of the three warships had
coordinated their tactical departments to set up a firing pass. They were
reliant on passive sensors; they wouldn't go to active until ten seconds before
launch.


“No, we'll stick with Gamma. We can't afford to hold any back,” the
Admiral replied. Bounty and each of the corvettes had some missile packs
strapped to their hulls as their only reserve. Against the Arrow they might be
enough, but the battlecruiser was a different story.


“We only have one shot at this,” Sprite murmured. It wasn't like
the Admiral to risk it all on a single throw of the dice. He had contingency
plans, but they were vague due to the lack of information they had. The Admiral
knew the axiom, 'no plan survives contact with the enemy' quite well. The
situation would become extremely fluid once the missiles and weapons started
flying.


“Thirty seconds. Lassie is opening her cargo doors,” Miss Nobeki
reported.


“We're getting good returns,” Mister Enric said. The Admiral
looked to him and nodded. Each of the crew were at their assigned battle
stations, all were in skin suits. Damage control personnel had their packs
within arm's reach at all times. As did the medics with their life saving gear.


One quarter of the crew had a spare air bottle in case someone
had a suit breach. He could tell they were excited and nervous.


“Ten seconds to point luck. We are going active with fire control
per plan Baker. Bounty has her assigned targets locked up. Romeo reports the
same. Echo has her targets locked up.”


“Lassie is deploying her brood Admiral,” Bounty said. The Admiral
nodded in response.


 “Crossing point Luck,” Miss Nobeki said. “Time to fire ten...”
Lassie's altered cargo holds opened and objects tumbled out. Each of the
thousands of objects was a six celled capital missile pack.


“One,” Miss Nobeki reached, voice expectant.


“Fire,” the Admiral said as the missile packs cleared the ship and
arrayed themselves at least ten meters apart from one another. Before the
Horathians could react or recognize the threat, Bounty and the corvettes
tactical departments gleefully used the missiles, sending the firing order to
send them off in a massive wave.


<----*----*----*---->


Each of the smart missiles was far too large for even Arboth to
carry. They were ten-meter long monsters designed to cut across thirty million
kilometers of space with time still on their drives. Each had their own bow
shield and counter measures on board and could coordinate its attack with other
smart missiles through communications telemetry. Normally, so many missiles
would be far too much for such small ships to aim and fire. Their fire control
would be hopelessly saturated by numbers alone.


However each of these missiles were smart missiles. The equivalent
of fire and forget missiles, they took the initial targeting telemetry from
their parent ship and then fired. Once they were stable they were on their own.


The engineering crew had pulled out all the stops to build
battlecruiser missiles to stuff into each of the packs. Now the equivalent
hellfire of two divisions of battlecruiser's full missile capacity roared
towards the enemy. Six thousand missiles erupted in their teeth at under a
million kilometers, all targeting the three cruisers, two destroyers, frigates,
corvettes, and gunships in the outer shell.


Not all the missiles were destined for the outer shell however,
one package fired it's missiles low; another two fired them high at different
targets.


<----*----*----*---->


The Horathian ships were caught out at the worst possible time
for them. Their computers were down, their communications were down and their
crew was distracted by the internal crisis. The Garth didn't notice the
incoming fire for ten precious seconds, and when Potskin the tactical officer
did see it, he demanded a recheck of the computers, insisting vehemently that
it was a computer glitch.


Panic and shocked disbelief crashed over the Horathian crews.
Their tactical departments rushed to do their best as the rest of the crew
frantically tried to suit up and restore their ship to fighting trim. Their
best wasn't good enough.


Captain Bluefield barked orders but nothing got through to the
other ships. Some of the ships targeted maneuvered, or at least attempted to do
so with half their systems down. Mutual defense was abandoned as fleet discipline
broke down. Lasers and counter missiles erupted into the void, sometimes
getting interposed by fire from other ships.


The North Hampton light cruiser got her shield up a minute before
the missiles reached final acquisition range but that posed another problem, it
blocked her own desperate defenses. Lasers dug impotently into the inside of
her shields, weakening them and overloading the force emitters. Two counter
missiles exploded inside the shield, blowing debris back at the ship, shredding
her starboard sensors, blinding her. With the computer network down the ship
couldn't coordinate its defenses with the shields to open windows for them to
fire through.


Thousands of Horathians hoped it was a drill or a nightmare. But
the nightmare for them was just beginning.


<----*----*----*---->


“Admiral, you aren't trying to take them alive are you this time?”
Sprite asked Irons alone. This wasn't like him; he had been so focused on
capturing ships earlier. She could sense his grim determination.


“No,” Irons said simply, cold eyes studying the tactical plot.
“We're going to blow the hell out of them,” he growled. “Lower the hammer
people. Time to show them how to fight.”


Bounty wasn't fighting to wound, she was fighting to kill. To
maim, render, and kill in a destructive orgy of death. Vastly outnumbered she
didn't bother trying to capture ships. Nuclear explosions thundered silently in
the void as they hammered ships into spreading balls of gas and debris.


<----*----*----*---->


“Someone tell me what the hell's going on!” Admiral Rico
demanded. He wanted to go down to the bridge and kill the entire bridge crew
for letting this happen but he couldn't. At least not now. He needed them.


They were getting intermittent radio reports from the weapon
mounts that had their own lidar or radar. The latest report had him practically
foaming at the mouth.


Somehow, and he wasn't certain how, the Arboth had launched
thousands of missiles at his fleet. Many of his ships were wreckage. More than
half if the reports could be believed. And here he was, in the most powerful
ship in the system, completely helpless to do anything about it!


“Sir, main engineering has reported they have the drive and power
systems under local control. They've got the shields back up.”


“Good. At least we have some defense,” the Admiral growled. “Now
someone get me something to see with!”


<----*----*----*---->


The tidal wave of missiles crashed through the last desperate
defenses one hundred thousand kilometers out and then began to deploy. Force
emitters in a third of the missiles bored holes through shields and then
focused warheads detonated. Nuclear warheads breached the ship's armor and tore
ships apart. Ships that lacked shields had warheads impact directly on the hull
with devastating results.


Some of the enemy ships were destroyed, caught off guard or
simply overwhelmed by the heavy fire. None had been designed to handle such
weapons fire. Admiral Irons wasn't interested in capturing them; he didn't have
the crew and couldn't afford to do so with the odds so out of his favor. He
couldn't afford to let a wounded enemy possibly recover and come after his
people. The two light cruisers were the primary targets of half of the smart
missiles. They were obliterated in nuclear fury.


The two lead destroyers, the Garth class light cruiser, the North
Hampton class light cruiser, two corvettes, a frigate, and ten gunships were
engulfed in the missile swarm. When the eye tearing explosions cleared only a
piece of one of the Garth's nacelles and the torn aft of the North Hampton was left to tumble wildly away into
the void. The smaller ships were gone, turned into spreading balls of plasma
and tiny bits of ash. The rest of the larger ships were expanding balls of
debris. Most of it no larger than a centimeter.


“The Arrow is launching Admiral. It just got ugly for the Cobras,”
Bounty informed him.


“Can't help it. They'll have to make due,” the Admiral said
quietly. He had anticipated getting the battlecruiser in his net. That hadn't
happened. Now things were going to get a whole lot more dangerous.


Ships that were disabled by the AI's cyber attack like one of the
two remaining destroyers he didn't destroy once he was certain it was no longer
a threat. But as Bounty or one of the corvettes passed within range of a
disabled foe shots were fired, slamming into the supine foe, precision fire
taking out or disabling her sublight drive and sensors. They would be adrift,
helpless even if they did somehow get their computers back in order.


“Admiral, the screen covering the jump point has abandoned its
post and is moving out. They will be passing the Queen Adrienne in four
minutes. They will be on us in eleven minutes,” Bounty warned him.


“Very well. We'll have to take it. Signal Lassie to go to
Charlie.”


“Charlie Aye sir,” Bounty replied, sending the signal out to the
collier.


“Echo and Romeo launch on the frigates and large ships. Keep the
packs in reserve,” the Admiral ordered.


“Aye sir,” Bounty said. “The missile packs are hampering their
systems Admiral. They are slower and can't fire in all directions.”


“They'll have to cope with it. As we will,” the Admiral replied.
“Status on Adrienne?”


“She's still adrift Admiral,” Bounty replied.


The Admiral was torn. On the one hand he wanted to fire, he had
eight missile packs on Bounty. But on the other he wanted that ship intact if
they could take it. Indecision warred through him briefly. 


“Admiral, Adrienne has regained some of her drive controls. She's
moving faster. Also, one of the destroyers has come along side her. I believe
to render aide.”


“She's turning in on us,” Lieutenant Nobeki reported, looking up.


“Very well. Flush half our reserve pods. Target the Adrienne.
That should keep her busy,” the Admiral ordered just as the gunships passed the
battlecruiser. The frigates and corvettes weren't far behind.


“Aye sir. I'm not certain we'll get any hits with the gunships
out in front. They may choose to intercept,” the tactical officer warned.


“I know,” Irons replied.


 <----*----*----*---->


The Arrow Captain fought down panic as his ship came under attack
by those missiles. There were only six of them, but they came lashing in from
below just as they were about to launch. With his fire control down they had
been lucky to see them coming in at all. Point defense lasers in local control
danced as they lashed out, firing on the missiles.


But the missiles were elusive things, with their own shields and
counter measures. Two were cut down, then a third and fourth, but the last two
managed to get through everything his desperate crew threw at them to slam into
his ship's shields. One hit at an angle, it's warhead going off to sear the
ship's starboard keel as the ship frantically rolled. The rest of the force
emitter directed weapon was wasted into the void.


The second missile however cut in behind the first. With the
Arrow's shields down she erupted, shredding the ship's keel, scouring away
nodes, lasers, sensor arrays, anything on her outer hull and breaching her
hull. The hit didn't kill the ship, but she was now lamed.


 <----*----*----*---->


The twelve missiles fired on the Queen Adrienne lashed in almost
completely unopposed. The tactical department was cut flat footed as the
missiles entered their final acquisition phases. 


Just as the missiles crossed the ten million kilometer mark
traveling around point two C a sharp-eyed point defense laser crew caught their
drive trail and began firing. Their fellow defense crews were alerted that
something was wrong when one of the missiles exploded from a chance hit. They
too started firing wildly and the seemingly helpless leviathan suddenly
sprouted laser porcupines.


Lasers and rail gun rounds swept the void. Two of the missiles
caught chance hits on their bow shields. They tumbled off course slightly,
nearly colliding before the corrected. However the explosion of force on their
shields was a marker for the fire crews, one graser lashed out blowing a
missile apart. A second graser winged a missile as it spiraled up and around
its base course in an evasive pattern.


Flares and Chaff erupted from the missiles as they attempted to
confuse the ship's fire control. That unfortunately was the wrong thing to do,
it alerted the crew to their positions and gave them something to track off of.
Two more missiles were picked off, silhouetted against the bright flares.


“Maneuvering, get us around. Roll!” the exec called frantically.


“No you fool! Give the gun crews a chance!” the Captain snarled
turning. It was already too late; the helmsman had started the roll. He brought
the ship back on course, but the momentary roll had forced the defenses to lose
what lock they had on the missiles.


Despite their best efforts however seven missiles made it through
the last line of defense to slam into the ship's port side. Their shields
interacted with the ship's shields, turning into awls that bored their way
through them, popping shield nodes like ripe melons.


The warheads went off, scouring and blackening the ship. But she
was a battlecruiser, designed to take such punishment. She bucked like a wild
thing and then drifted as her crews picked themselves up and swung into damage
control.


 <----*----*----*---->


Each of the two corvettes had two missile packs
strapped to their hulls, one mounted on their keel, the other on the dorsal.
They each had six cells of missiles, capital ship smart missiles, far more than
a lowly frigate or anything smaller than a cruiser could handle.


However there were a dozen gunships, two
frigates, and two corvettes coming at them. Too many for all three ships to
hit. They needed those missiles to deal with the battlecruiser.


“We'll split the difference. Whoever has the
least kills buys the beers,” Ian said over their link.


“Sure,” Mary replied. “That is if we survive
this,” she said.


“Pessimist,” Ian replied teasingly. “See you on
the other side Mary,” he said, Echo climbing away as Romeo dropped. They were
doing a classic scissor attack, also known as a pincer. For a brief minute the
enemy force was confused, then split equally between the targets.


When Romeo hit the two million mark the Captain flipped into the
weapons station. She watched as the enemy launched her own short ranged
weapons. She knew she could die, but it was a distant thing. “Use em or lose
em,” Captain Apple muttered, designating targets and pressing the big red
button.


The two packs on her ship received the tactical telemetry,
acknowledged it, and then fired off explosive bolts, kicking themselves clear
of the ship's hull. Suddenly lightened of one hundred and sixty tons of weight
the ship lunged forward.


The missile packs drifted clear of their mother ship, oriented on
their targeting priorities and then flushed their cells. 


Twelve capital ship missiles entered sprint mode as they went
after their prey. Four were targeted on the Manta frigate, two on the corvette
and the remaining six on the gunships.


The gunships immediately kicked into evasive action, trying to run
for it. However at two million kilometers the capital missiles had more than
enough time on their clocks to give chase and overtake. Four of the frantically
evading gunships were obliterated, one managed to wing it's attacking missile
and send it into a premature detonation. The explosion was close enough to kick
the gunship into an uncontrolled tumble, overloading her systems.


The other gunship swung close enough to a corvette for the
corvette to scratch it's back with covering fire. The missile walked into the
fire and exploded.


The gunship attempted to return the favor for the corvette,
turning on the two missiles tracking the larger ship. However when the gunship
made a firing pass it entered one of the missile's final acquisition range. A
link clicked and the trigger went off, detonating the one hundred megaton
warhead.


Nuclear fratricide took the other missile with it, but it consumed
the gunship and battered the Apollo corvette's shields down and left her
drifting.


The Manta frigate rolled and pitched, kicking out Gauss rounds in
the path of the missiles. One took a hit and tumbled, after a moment it's drive
cut out and it exploded. Its explosion took out one of the other missiles.


The other two missiles overshot when the Manta kicked its RCS and
dove away from them. The missiles took a wide turn, coming back around.


The Manta however had found her own target; Romeo was fending off
some of the Horathian's missiles. Dumb and practically blind by the lack of
telemetry from their mother ships, a few had still managed to maintain lock on
Romeo.


Distracted Romeo didn't notice the frigate's firing pass until her
bow spinal mount lasers went to rapid fire, digging into the corvette's shields.
The weapons turrets on her bow reoriented on the threat just as the last
remaining missile cut its drive and exploded. The blinding flash momentarily
distracted the ships and blinded them.


The frigate recovered first, hammering the corvette with her six
turrets as she passed. Romeo bucked but fired her own hoarded missiles back,
ripping into the stern of her attacker, tearing apart her engines and leaving
her tumbling.


Romeo sparkled; her systems failed one by one in a cascade that
her surviving crew couldn't stop. Captain Apple was injured, her drive was dead
and her reactor scrammed. Romeo was left adrift.


 <----*----*----*---->


“Admiral, Romeo is down,” Sprite informed him quietly. Irons
looked at the plot and nodded. Romeo was a dead stick, drive down, energy
readings flat lining. “Crew?”


“Alive. She took a beating though,” the AI reported. “Unknown
number of survivors,” she said.


“Can they get her back online?” Miss Nobeki asked urgently.


“No,” Sprite replied. “She's lost one engine and her reactor is
scrammed.”


“Send Echo to get the survivors off if they can,” the Admiral
ordered.


“Commander McGuyver has his hands full right now. But I'll let him
know,” Sprite replied. The Admiral simply nodded.


 <----*----*----*---->


Echo had climbed when Romeo had dropped, forcing the enemy to
divide its forces. The Federation corvettes had been overhauled; they were more
than a match for half their attackers.


Unfortunately they had double the trouble to deal with. Ian kept
his missiles in reserve, but that made his part even harder. Fortunately he had
the more experienced crew. Echo took down three of the gunships and scattered
the rest before she tangled with her frigate. 


“Drop the lower pod. That will clear our belly,” Sindri urged.


Ian looked down at the screen showing the engineer. “You want to
come up here and fly this thing?” Sindri shook his head no. “Then let me do my
job. You mind engineering. Leave me to fight the ship,” he said, sending the
implant codes to target the corvette and frigate with the upper pack and
jettison it. Then he flushed his internal missiles at both.


The distraction of the short ranged missiles bought his capital
missile pack time to blow clear of his ship, orient, and then fire. Three
missiles went for each target. The enemy ships scrambled to run. They exploded
as the missiles caught up with them.


“Yeah!” Sindri yelled. Ian snorted, hearing his small crew cheer.


“It's not over yet,” he said, altering the ship's course to
intercept Romeo. “We've got some friends to pick up,” he said. He checked the
plot and then scowled. It was going to be close; the battle cruiser was headed
for the derelict corvette at a stately one hundred kilometers per second. At
that rate he'd have less than ten minutes to get the survivors off before the ship
got the range. That was, if she didn't fire capital missiles of her own. So far
she hadn't.


“Wonder for small favors,” Ian muttered, engaging his drive. He
prayed that they would be in time.
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Following the order to go to plan Baker, Phoenix changed course,
doing a swing around a rock and made a run for the Pyrax jump point. She had
dropped down below the plain of the ecliptic in an effort to cut under the
enemy's formation but her course would bring her close to the Horathian fleet
train. The crew knew it was a risk. Baker could let them slip by to get the
word out as the enemy focused on Bounty and her fellows... or it could split
them up, sending some gunships or other ships after the unarmed runners. If
that happened it would at least take some pressure off the Bounty, allowing
them a chance at defeat in detail. 


But it wouldn't do the runners any good if the enemy caught up
with them.


<----*----*----*---->


Lassie lumbered, altering course in a vain attempt to get below
the ecliptic and away from the battle. Her part was done.


However the battle came to her as surviving gunships moved in for
revenge. She was hammered by a gunship when the slow ship tried to turn and
run. The mortally wounded collier turned on her attacker, banking into her firing
pass to ram the much smaller but faster ship. The gunship tumbled off into the
void in pieces. The Clydesdale rolled and slowly tumbled, her bow a mangled
ruin.


She didn't kick out a life pod, not one. The crew knew what would
happen to them if they were caught, this time they preferred going down with
their ship. 


CIC wordlessly updated the plot a few moments later. Miss Nobeki's
strangled gasp made the Admiral look up to first her and then the central plot.
He saw Lassie's icon blink an angry red and then fade. Irons regretted the
loss, but accepted their sacrifice. The crew had known the possible outcome. 


<----*----*----*---->


Two million kilometers out from the jump point Phoenix passed the
Horathian fleet train. The ships were adrift; two of the colliers had bumped
into each other, tearing their flanks up.


“What a mess,” Lieutenant Olson said, shaking his head as they
passed through the formation. He had chosen to come low in order to use the
slingshot. Now he rather regretted it, he realized now that it had put his ship
in danger.


“Sir! Port! Incoming!” Barry called out frantically.


“I can't see it!” Olson said, jinking the ship. 


“It's too late Lieutenant,” Phoenix replied calmly as the ship
shuddered. After that Olson only knew fire and screaming. Phoenix caught a hit
from a lurking gunship near the jump point to Pyrax and tumbled, drive dead. 


<----*----*----*---->


“Admiral, I regret to inform you, Phoenix has been hit,” Bounty
said quietly. 


“Raise her,” Irons replied as Nobeki and the bridge crew looked up
briefly. The crew returned to their duties as the Admiral frowned. 


Irons checked the plot and then pulled up a feed. He caught sight
of his beautiful ship briefly as Bounty tried to raise her. “No response Admiral,”
Bounty said. “Her reactor is down. Energy levels are minimal,” the AI said.


Irons grunted. She was pretty torn up, her drive pods had been
shredded like ripped melons. A yard job for sure he realized, which meant she
was a derelict again. He felt a brief pang at the loss and then accepted it.
There was nothing he could do for her now, nothing but keep fighting.


<----*----*----*---->


Mary stumbled through the airlock and fell. Hands caught her and
dragged her out of the way by her suit harness. She was a mess and knew it. She
covered her belly with one hand, she didn't feel any pain anymore there and
that was probably bad. She coughed, a ragged liquid cough with a lot of blood
in it. The blood sprayed over the inside of her suit visor. She lifted it and
coughed again.


“Shit,” Sindri said, checking her suit vitals. She was bleeding
internally; he didn't know how long she'd last. They didn't have a sickbay or
stasis pod either.


“Chief! We're in trouble here! Incoming! Get that hatch shut!”
Ian said through the implants.


Sindri scowled. He peered around the corner. He could see Chuck
and Larry's lights as they searched Romeo. The lights moved around in the dark.


“Get back here!” Sindri roared. “Get them out! We're leaving!”


Larry turned and ran through the hatch immediately. Chuck turned
reluctantly and then dived through the hatch as Ian triggered it closed from
the bridge.


“Is that all?” Sindri demanded.


“All I could find!” Chuck said shaking his head. He looked
around. Some were badly wounded like Apple, others were just bewildered. 


“Get the others sorted out. Triage. Then get those that can fight
to stations,” Sindri ordered.


“Aye sir,” Chuck said, helping with a pressure bandage. “Its got
anticoagulants impregnated in the surface so don't pull it off or play with it.
Keep pressure on it,” he said to Allen.


They all grabbed for hand holds as the ship bucked. Chuck looked
out the airlock window to see the other corvette tumbling away. The outer lock
closed after a moment.


“Damn, that was close.”


Allen looked up from the spear stuck in his leg and grimaced. He
reached for it but Chuck slapped his hand away. “Don't! Leave it in. It's
filling the void. You yank it out and it'll gush!”


“Frack! It hurts!”


“I know man, just suck it up. We'll do what we can until we can
get you to the doc,” Larry said, patting him on the shoulder.


“Larry, get to engineering,” Sindri ordered, helping sit the
Lieutenant on the deck. She coughed again, trying to breathe.


“Sindri! Get your ass to engineering!” Ian growled. “We need
everything you've got and more if we're going to survive what's coming up our
ass!”


“Shit,” Sindri said, getting to his feet.


“Go,” Apple coughed. “The ship...” she said, coughing and waving
weakly.


“Stay alive girl,” Sindri said roughly as he turned and moved
quickly out of the companionway. He got to the corner and looked back briefly.
Duty told him he had to be in engineering, if the ship failed they were all
dead. But his friend... 


The ship bucked again. He put a hand out to steady himself. He
cursed softly as he broke into a trot and then a run.


<----*----*----*---->


With her pawns down the battlecruiser “Queen Adrienne” entered the
range of Echo. The larger ship's myopic sensors picked up the drifting ship.
She attacked like a half blinded grizzly. She swung about to take on Romeo and
Echo. The two ships split up, Echo clawed to get out of the behemoth’s range
leaving the crippled ship alone.


Even with her fire control on local control the BC still had more
than enough firepower to torch the fleas. As one turret mount fired the other
mount crews noted it and fired on the same target as well. In seconds they had
the range and hammered the supine corvette, taking out Romeo, turning her into
an expanding ball of plasma in a spiteful attack against a helpless foe.


“Kill the mother fucker!” Admiral Rico snarled, holding a hand to
the bloody bandage on his forehead. That missile attack had come close to
killing him and the ship. Many of the ship's crew were dead or missing. Some
were still trapped in compartments, either dead or dying from lack of air.


“Firing,” the bridge reported coldly. “Force beams only. Grasers
are out on the port side,” the tactical officer said.


“When she's down leave her alive,” the Admiral said,
countermanding his last order. “I want answers,” he said grimly as a medic worked
on his head wound. Another medic was picking off pieces of debris from a dead
rating. “Leave him. Someone get my steward. I need my suit,” he growled.


The medic looked up and then dropped the wire he had been holding.
A cold stern look from the Admiral had him scurrying to obey.


“Sir, she may be coming around. Or trying to stay on our wounded
flank,” Tactical replied.


“Then roll ship and engage with primaries!” the Admiral snarled.
He slapped the medic's hand away and leaned over the console, eyes cold as he
watched the little ship frantically jink to keep him from getting a target
lock. He knew it would be in vain.


The large ship disabled Echo with a force beam barrage. Echo
tumbled off, reactor and drive down, a dead stick.


<----*----*----*---->


The cobra's erupted out of stealth just as the Horathian warships
rallied to face Bounty and her two corvettes. A single strafing run between the
unarmed ships allowed the trio of fighters to disable the larger ship's drives
and sensors, rendering them helpless. They drifted, screaming for help.  


Once they were certain their prey was helpless the cobras went
back into stealth and then changed their headings for their next phase.


<----*----*----*---->


The Arrow class launched fighters. Twelve angry red wasps formed
up off the ship and then arrowed toward the three ships that had dared do so
much damage. “Sir...”


“I see it,” the Admiral said grimly. Things were going to get
ugly. He had thought about holding one of the three fighters back, but he was
now glad he hadn't. The next phase would be dicey enough.


“Move defense pod two between us and the fighters. Can either of
the corvettes handle the other pod or pods?”


“We're not sure sir,” Enric replied.


“Find out,” the Admiral said, looking at Bounty's avatar. The avatar
nodded.


“Signal going out. Echo has drive failure and is adrift. Romeo
is... no response. Their communications may be out Admiral,” the AI said.


The Admiral thought briefly of Ian, Apple, and Sindri and then
nodded once. They would be alive or dead, only fate knew for certain right now.
But he was going to stay to find out. He wouldn't let them fall into enemy
hands again.


“Admiral, Echo reports Romeo has been destroyed. They got off as
many as they could. They are down. Force beam attack.”


“Damn,” Enric muttered softly. The Admiral's eyes cut to the
young man and nodded briefly. 


“The Adrienne is on her Admiral. I think they may want to take
her alive,” Miss Nobeki reported. “Commander McGuyver reported his self
destruct is out.”


“Crap,” another rating said. “What do we do?”


“Sprite...”


“Another cyber attack?” Sprite asked. “They will be expecting it Admiral.
I'm not certain what we can do,” she said.


“Anything is better than nothing. Disrupt their communications,
give them sensor ghosts, anything you can think of.”


“Shell game?” Sprite suggested.


“No,” the Admiral said. “First off, we've got two decoys and
three ships. Second, they are too close; they have already locked us up. It
would be a waste of resources,” he said.


“Not if we can time it right. But I agree,” Sprite said. “Can I
borrow Defender and anyone else?”


“I'm busy coordinating damage control and managing the ship,”
Bounty said. “Phoenix is down Commander.”


“So I'll see about Proteus,” Sprite replied. The Admiral nodded.


“Good luck,” he said.


“We make our
own,” Sprite responded.


Alone, the Admiral considered fleeing but refused. His people were
out there; he didn't want to leave them alone again. Never again. He checked
the status board.


The AI’s had disabled the civilian ships and some of the warships
by invading their network and scramming their reactors, forcing them to run on
sublight reaction thrusters. The enemy Arboth destroyer had been taken out this
way, left to drift helpless. But now the enemy had gotten wise. The ships that
had not been in range of the cyber attack or that had somehow recovered from it
shut down their communications and moved in. The better part of Tango 3, six
gunships and the one Horseshoe frigate were on their way in, passing the
flagship. But ahead of them were the Horathian fighters.


“Admiral, good news, Echo is alive. And she has most of Romeo's
crew as well. The bad news is they are without power. Sindri's working on
restoring their reserves but things are iffy in his words.”


“Very well,” Irons replied. He looked at the plot. Echo was
adrift, headed up and away from the fighting. Fortunately out of range of the
other ships now.


“They've got about a day's worth of life support,” Bounty
reported.


“Hopefully we can help them in that time,” Miss Nobeki murmured.
“But right now, we have to stay alive first,” she said.


“Agreed.”


“Fighters are five minutes out and closing,” Bounty reported to
the quiet bridge. “Sir, the force is comprised of four Cobra, four Cutlass, two
Raptors, one Sabre, and one Executor class fighters. It looks like the Executor
is the squadron leader.”


“How do you know that sir?” Enric asked absently.


“The Executor has the longest legs, best armor, best shields and
is also transmitting the most encrypted data,” the ship AI replied.


“Oh,” Enric said.


“Any other fighters? Just the twelve?” Irons asked.


“Yes sir. It looks like Intel got that part right, they were
short,” Sprite replied.


“Very well,” Irons said. He studied them. Cobras were his
favorites, they were a multirole fighter. Cutlasses were a generation older but
were his second favorite. They had been made in massive numbers and had still
been in production when the Xeno war had started. They were one of the few
multirole fighters that didn't require an augmented pilot to fly. They had been
designed to be used by reserve or militia forces that didn't have the time or
credits to spend training and augmenting pilots.


They had also been favorites of pirates and privateers, he
thought with a pang. Which was what they were seeing here.


The Raptors were ancient, over fifteen hundred years old and used
by militia forces. They had still been in production, the fighter was little
more than a ship wrapped around a destroyer's laser. She had only particle
shields, little defenses, no missiles, but she was blistering fast.


The Sabre was tricky, she had been built by the alien Riska to
defend their homeworld, but the design had been licensed out to several
corporations. She was a U shaped fighter with weapons mounted on the forward
swept arms. The arms had powerful force emitters embedded on the inside edges.
They could create a near impenetrable forward shield, or a force beam that
could tear into a target. She had two grasers mounted in the wing roots as
well, as well as six missile hard points on her ventral and dorsal sides.


The Executor however was the most powerful of all the fighters.
She was an E class, designed for modular components and multirole ability. Her
core was the same as that of an Emperor, Eliminator, Epsilon, Essence, or
Etenger class. 


He agreed with Bounty, most likely the squadron Commander,
possibly even the Arrow’s CAG was on board. She was Veraxin in design, with a
bug shape, all angles, points, and curves. She had four drive pods, two point
defense lasers, two internal missile tubes with six missiles each and most
importantly of all, two capital ship grasers, one on each flank.  To top
that off, her drive pods put out an impressive shield as well.


“Time to fighters reaching outer defensive shell four minutes,”
Miss Nobeki said.


<----*----*----*---->


The Horathian fighter squadron was unprepared for real war, but
angry and eager to strike back. That was good, but most had stopped listening
and paying attention. That was bad. Their discipline also fell apart when the
shit hit the fan Commander Trevor Halsey noted angrily. He had finally gotten
them into formation and off in the direction of the enemy. “Quit fooling around
and wasting fuel!” He snarled over the squadron link.


“CAG! Where do we go?!”


“Form up on me and we'll take the fight to them. All the way in.
Orient on my IFF. We're going after Bounty. The traitors will pay for what
they've done.”


“Sir, we don't have the firepower to scratch that ship!” a voice
said. Halsey checked the link. It was Ensign Fred Rogers, the rookie.


“Lock it down rook. We'll get in and tear her a new one. I've got
enough firepower alone to make her regret ever changing sides,” the Commander
growled.


<----*----*----*---->


The Admiral noted that the fighters were finally getting their
acts together. They had finally formed up into a coherent formation and stopped
moving off to attack his fighters or a nearby corvette. “They are certainly
stirred up Admiral. Like Nubian Wasps,” Enric reported. “They are concentrating
on us. The other ships can't support us.”


“They are swarming indeed. From their speed, mass, and energy
readings, I do not detect any torpedoes you should note,” Bounty, reported.


“Well, that's a good thing,” Enric replied. He sounded momentarily
relieved.


“Even the sting of a dozen wasps can inflict damage,” the Ssilli
replied. “That is if we let them sting us.”


“Not if we can help it,” the Admiral growled. “Move beam one out
to intercept.”


“Aye sir, moving beam one out on a reciprocal path. Be advised,
we're going to lose it Admiral. She's low on juice,” Lieutenant Nobeki said,
using her implants to order the beam platform moved.


“It can't be helped,” the Admiral replied. “You call the shot
Lieutenant,” he said.


“Aye sir, guns...” Nobeki bit her lip, focusing with intense
concentration on the feed in her mind. “They are entering outer range now.
Passing through the outer range, initial targeting on the greatest mass, we
have lock. Firing,” she said.


When the fighter's entered the outer defensive shell range
Lieutenant Nobeki hit them with force beam emitter 1. The beam emitter platform
lined to take as many fighters as possible in one shot. 


The pilots received a threat warning and instincts warred with
orders briefly. A few jinked high or low, spreading the formation. 


Seven of the fighters managed to get
out of the weapon platform's engagement range. The other five fighters drifted lifeless, their ships
dead, their pilots gasping their last breaths of priceless air.


The squadron Commander took revenge on the unmanned weapons
platform by making a firing run before it could recharge. It was blown apart.
Then he turned on the ship that had launched it. His scattered force regrouped.


“You have to admire a fighter jock. More balls than brains. In a
situation like this, against a prepared foe, he should back off.”


“But he's not.”


“Probably more afraid of getting in trouble with the brass if they
thought he was a coward,” Bounty replied.


“That only happens if he survives this. Which he won't,” Sprite
replied. She paused a moment. “I've tried to get in, the fighter's computers
aren't accepting input.”


“Understood.”


<----*----*----*---->


The surviving fighters hit one of the decoys, and crowed over the
destruction. “Yes! Now that's what I'm talking about!”


“Can it! Get it together people! By the numbers,” Halsey snarled.
He'd lost five fighters, but the others still hadn't wised up. Blowing apart
the decoy had thrown his formation into chaos, and again he had to haul them
back into formation. If they were going to have a chance in hell at hitting the
Bounty they needed numbers. Or at least he did, the others had little chance in
surviving.


Three of the ships lost had been raptors; the other two had been
his Sabre and a cutlass. Roger's last Raptor had a snowballs chance in hell of
surviving what was about to come, but the kid was stubbornly sticking in there.



“Sir, there is another platform coming up above us. Bearing one
o'clock high,” Rogers reported.


Halsey frowned, looking at it for a moment. It was clouded in the
snow of sensor jamming, but he did pick out one thing which made him relax
slightly. “Ignore it. Another damn decoy. It doesn't have any force emitter
signatures,” he said.


When they passed the defense platform it erupted, hammering at
them with point defense weapons. Lasers that were good at hitting fast moving
missiles were equally good at striking fighters. Four of the fighters were
destroyed; another tumbled away missing a wing and an engine.


Furious Halsey took his fighter in a tight banking loop. He
rounded on the platform, hammering it with a pair of missiles but the platform
fought back, shooting them out of the sky and then firing on him. Angry he
fired all his missiles and then hit it with his main guns, winging it as it
jinked and fired on the missiles. The capital beams tore into the unarmored
platform like it was tissue paper. Unfortunately the beams hadn't killed it.


“One more to be sure,” Halsey muttered as he swung about to take
another pass at it.


The platform self destructed a moment later, taking his fighter
out as it made another firing pass, this time too close to evade the explosion.


<----*----*----*---->


The last two fighters came in gallantly. Bounty's tactical witch
took one out with precision fire with a laser. The second made a single
strafing run, hitting the shields with a weak Gauss rifle before it tumbled off
into space with a hole in its stern from Bounty's return fire.


“And that's that,” Miss Nobeki said, smiling. She had sweat
beading her forehead. She looked tired but game.


“Good job guns,” Irons replied. “Take a moment and relax and get
some food or visit the head. Bounty, Sprite, and I will cover for you,” he
said.


“Sir are you sure?” Enric asked, sounding concerned.


Irons looked at the plot. “We're okay. We've got a few minutes.
Don't leave the bridge,” he said, pointing to the small door near the back that
led to the head and washroom.


Enric nodded and got up. He waved to the tactical officer. “Ladies
first ma'am,” he said, smiling politely. 


She returned the smile, flexing her hands over and over to get
feeling into them as she headed to the head. Her knees felt like jelly but
strangely she felt good. Some of her friends had no doubt died, but so far so
good.
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“Sir! Enemy fighters coming in bearing one twenty one, mark one
ten low!” a rating called out in warning. Bluefield looked up at the plot in
sick dread in time to realize things were going from bad to worse.


He had been handling the damage control since Mister Travesh had
been electrocuted and had been sent to the overloaded infirmary. The ship was
heavily damaged by the missile attack; he was just getting a handle on it when
this happened. He could barely see, the bridge environmental was still dealing
with the smoke and ozone. Burnt smells clogged his nose, making his eyes tear.
Angrily he wiped at them, forcing himself to focus.


“What the hell are they doing? There are only three of them!”


“It's a torpedo attack,” Guns replied coughing. “We should have
kept a CAP flight to cover us,” he said, coughing again. “Our keel has been
torn up. Captain, we need to flip,” the tactical officer said.


“Helm, roll us one eighty! Evasive! All defenses fire!”


He realized his error; he should have kept a better eye on the
larger picture while someone else handled damage control. Unfortunately there
wasn't time anymore for self-recrimination. No time at all.


<----*----*----*---->


The trio of Cobra fighters came out of stealth five hundred
thousand kilometers away from the remaining enemy warships, coming up from
below and on their starboard side. The three little fighters came in loaded for
bear. They made a torpedo run on the remaining enemy warships. Their target was
the battlecruiser. 


“We can't go up against that!” Ezri said as the three ships
erupted in defensive fire. The fighter's small dumb AI plotted the weapons fire
and firing arches, giving them an angle of attack. They could see all three
ships attempting to maneuver, rolling to keep their damaged hull away from the
threat.


“Stick to the plan Ezri!” Meia ordered.


“Hell with that!” Ezri replied. At the last minute Ezri lost his
nerve and changed targets to the Antelope destroyer. Dita and Meia followed the
plan and shifted targets to the Arrow at the last minute.


“Fire one! Fire two! Torpedoes away! ” Dita and Meia sang out
together. They missed Ezri's report.


They each launched a pair of torpedoes. A lucky hit slammed into
both the Arrow and the destroyer, taking the destroyer's shields down and
scramming her reactor with an EMP burst. It drifted, lights flashing as her
crew went to work to contain and handle the damage.


The Arrow was less fortunate, she was half way through her roll
with her slit of a flank pointed at the fighters. She took one of the torpedoes
in her flank, right into the notch leading to her open carrier deck. The Arrow
lacked sufficient armor on her carrier deck; the fusion warhead tore her apart
from the inside. Captain Bluefield had one moment to realize his ship was
doomed before he knew no more.


“We did it!” Ezri crowed, grinning as he swept near the
battlecruiser and raked it with fire for good measure.


“Ezri get out of there! You're too close!” Meia warned.


However Ezri's fighter had strayed too close to the battlecruiser
as he crowed victory. The large capital ship lashed out, blowing apart the
fighter in revenge for its fallen comrades.


Dita flinched as Ezri's crow was cut short. “He's gone, just...
gone,” she said and then her ship bucked as it took fire. She jinked and wove,
doing her best to avoid the lashing beams and flying metal. Something bucked,
hitting her in the port wing and she spun, now out of control.


“Meia!” Dita cried as her fighter took fire.


“Dita move!” Meia said, jinking and kicking out decoys and flares.
She scissored behind Dita's fighter as the ship took a glancing hit on her
shields, knocking them down. One of Dita's decoy's exploded, pinging her stern
with tiny bits of debris. Her engine sputtered briefly.


“I'm in trouble!” Dita said, voice rising in anxiety.


“I can see that!” Meia replied in disgust. “Always I've got to
save you,” she said as Dita's fighter took a glancing hit on her port wing,
throwing her into a corkscrew. Dita screamed over the radio until the computer
cut her off.


Dita’s fighter was critically hit, forcing Meia to tractor her out
of range of the fight. With her covering her wingman all the fighters were a
spent force.


<----*----*----*---->


“Admiral, we're all that is left. Dita is down, Meia is towing
her out of the battle space. They passed through the enemies lines, Meia
reported that she would attempt to bring them to Echo if possible.”


“She doesn't have the range,” Nobeki replied. “Not with Dita on
tow,” she said.


“If Dita recovered maybe,” Bounty replied. “Or jettisoned and
Meia picked her up.”


“Either way, out of our hands now,” the Admiral replied. He
looked at the sitrep.


The wounded Antelope destroyer tried to cower behind the
battlecruiser for cover.


“Kick the force platform down mark ninety. Target their belly.
Fire when you have a lock,” Irons said, looking at the tactical station. Nobeki
nodded.


<----*----*----*---->


“Force beam attack on our keel Admiral!” a rating called out,
looking at Admiral Rico in fear.


“What do you want me to do about it?” the Admiral demanded.
“Damage control!” he said just as the weapon fired. “Bridge roll!”


<----*----*----*---->


Bounty had kicked the last force beam emitter out down the
negative Z-axis to get a clear shot. The force beam emitter hammered the
destroyer and the battlecruiser. The destroyer was left adrift, helpless with
her shield pods exploded like over ripened fruit. 


The battlecruiser was maimed, her port side force emitters had
been torn apart. Half her electrical systems were out on that side as well. But
she was still alive, and now fighting mad.


“And now we're down to one. Mano e mano,” Sprite said. “David and
Goliath.” The Admiral glanced at her and then back to the status board. “She's
regaining her footing Admiral,” Sprite warned.


“Target the Adrienne with our missiles. Fire all,” the Admiral
ordered, looking at Nobeki. She nodded, not looking up from her station.


The packs jettisoned from their mother ship. Once clear they
oriented and fired. Bounty had a dozen surviving packs, each with six missiles.
Thirty-six missiles went into immediate sprint mode as they came online.


Adrienne however had recovered part of her systems. She picked off
half the incoming missiles as she rolled to protect her damaged flank. Force
beams lashed out in a broad arch, killing another seven missiles. Six more were
picked off by point defense fire. A decoy sucked one off. The remaining two
slammed into the ship, one wasted itself on the dorsal armor wiping away part
of her main guns, but the other exploded near her bow, kicking the ship up and
crumpling her nose. After a moment the ship began to show signs of recovering.


“There goes our last Sunday punch Admiral,” Bounty said.


“We're not out of it yet. Keep us bow onto that port side. Don't
let her get away. Keep hammering her until we hit something vital.”


“We're out of missiles Admiral,” Irina said, clawing her way back
onto her couch.


“Then use counter missiles. They won't penetrate but they will do
some damage. Keep hammering.”


“We don't have a big enough hammer,” Sprite said. “And no, I can't
get in,” she said. “All her communications are down. My viruses and bombs did
some damage though, that's probably why we're still alive.”


“Great,” the Admiral growled. “Then we'll have to do it the hard
way,” he growled, hands gripping the hand rests. “Helm, keep us bow on to the
beast. Guns, keep firing as our weapons cycle. Don't go for her vitals if they
are too thick, which they are. Just tear into her. Eventually something's got
to give.”


“Admiral, she's a battlecruiser. We're a fricking Destroyer. She's
got layers of armor, not to mention redundant systems one on top of another on
top of another.”


“We can't run, can't hide. Fight,” the Admiral said simply. “It's
our only option.”


“Since it's our only options left you mean,” Sprite muttered. The Admiral's
eyes cut briefly to her and then back to the status board.


Bounty tried to keep its bow locked onto the side of the wounded
battlecruiser like a wolf on a moose. The wolf had it wrong though, her prey
wasn't a moose, she was a bear, an angry wounded bear. One with blood in its
eye.


Damage in both ships mounted. Neither backed off, they both knew
this was a contest to the death. The battlecruiser was ten times larger than
the destroyer, capable of dishing out and receiving incredible amounts of
punishment, far more than the destroyer could handle. Admiral Rico knew time
and tonnage was on his side.


Still, her wounded portside represented a problem. The ship
attempted to roll to keep it away from the destroyer, but the destroyer stuck
to it, keeping it locked on like a mastiff. 


<----*----*----*---->


The Admiral frowned when he got a priority call. He turned. “What
is it Lieutenant?” he asked when Sprite put the identifier up on his HUD. 


“Sir, I have a plan,” Gustov said as the ship bucked. Irons held
onto his armrests, glad his implant force emitters were keeping him tractored
into his seat. Mister Enric wasn't so lucky. The young man picked himself up
off the deck though and climbed back onto his couch. He was favoring one wrist
though.


“A plan?”


“Yes sir. I'm in the boat bay. I have the surviving marines with
me. We've got the new powered armor and mechs ready. I am so glad you insisted
on replicating them sir. Sir, I want to take them over. I think we can make a
difference."


“Board in combat Lieutenant?” Irons asked, tapping at his
controls. “Are you serious?”


“It's something sir. If we can dig our way in we can distract them.
Maybe do some damage from the inside. We're not getting through her armor.”


“True,” the Admiral replied.


“Admiral,” Bounty said. “It's suicide,” he said.


“I know,” Irons replied. “Volunteers only,” he said. “We'll think
of a way to help you get across somehow.”


“Aye sir, we're all volunteers,” Gustov replied. “And I've thought
of a way to help us a bit. We're loading them now,” he said.


“I see,” the Admiral said, checking the image to the boat bay. He
nodded in appreciation at what he saw.


<----*----*----*---->


A few minutes later the boat bay signaled the shuttles were ready
to depart.


“Admiral, this is suicide,” Sprite said. “There is no way they can
survive to get over there, let alone board! And it's hopeless odds!” she said.


“Doing something is better than nothing Commander,” Irons replied.
He was glad she was talking to him alone and not to the entire bridge. “We all
play our part,” he said. He looked over to Miss Nobeki who bit her lip. Her
face looked troubled, but she was too focused on her station to say anything.


Gustov took a volunteer team of nine of his surviving marines and
boarded the battlecruiser. The Admiral's launch, the last remaining decoy, and
the four recon drones were used as decoys to draw the large ship's fire.


The Admiral's launch was on autopilot. She was unarmed, but she
had something better, her shields. She made a spiral pass around the wounded
leviathan. She was blown apart as her shield emitters interacted with the BC's
and tore them to shreds. The decoys and drones lasted a moment longer before
they too were gone. 


Fortunately their sacrifice had not been in vain, the distraction
allowed the stiletto of marines to slip through her defenses in the pinnace, to
cross the void and get in close to the ship's wounded side.


“Sir, we're ready. I'm looking for an airlock,” the pilot said,
glancing over his shoulder briefly.


“Hell with that! They'll expect that. Find one of the breaches and
wedge us in there good and tight. We'll take it from there,” Gustov said.


“Yes sir,” the pilot replied.


“Good man,” Gustov said, pounding him on the shoulder before he
left the compartment at a run.


The marines came in with the pinnace, raking the ship's already
wounded side. Then they performed a hard dock on a wound in her hull and forced
their way inside.


Gustov had stuffed the shuttle with every bot they had as well. A
swarm of bots, cleaner bots, security dogs, cargo movers, and bipedal security
robots stormed the ship, absorbing the first initial fire of the arriving
ship's security forces. Fortunately it was light; there was only a pair of
guards with the damage control party.


“Go! Go! Go! Move em out!” A marine snarled, pushing some of the
robots out ahead of them.


The robots moved forward with the suicidal bravery of the
lifeless, digging deeper into the bowls of the ship. The security robots and
marines followed in their wake. Gustov had a plan, dig in as deep as he could
and hopefully find and take out something vital. He just wished he'd had a nuke
to bring along. Unfortunately none had been available.


Resistance stiffened as they hit the main concourse. Gustov knew
he was in trouble; he didn't have the numbers to handle an attritional fight.
He had five sets of powered armor, but no other heavy weapons and limited
ammunition. He had two wounded already.


Some of the security bots took cover, returning fire with the
marines behind them. A repair bot survived long enough to jack into the ship's
systems and upload additional viruses Sprite and Defender had crafted. Before
the AI could use it as a node to jack into the system it was destroyed during
the chaos of battle.


<----*----*----*---->


“Captain! We've been boarded!” a rating said, sounding fearful.


“Then get someone there and kill the bastards!” the Captain
snarled, turning around to glare at the rating.


“This isn't supposed to be happening to us,” the exec muttered. 


“Well, it is anyway. Better deal with it Mister! Someone kill
that damn tin can!”


<----*----*----*---->


“Virus package two uploaded. The bot didn't get a chance to
upload the other packages before it was destroyed,” Sprite reported.


“Effect?” Irons asked, shifting power around a damaged EPS
junction. He traced his fingers back to the previous junction and cut the
plasma stream back, then rerouted around the damaged systems.


“Minimal. It was a sub node. We aren't seeing anything. I'm
thinking it is a dud Admiral,” Sprite said.


“Very well,” he replied. “It was worth a shot.”


<----*----*----*---->


“Sir, we can't shake her,” the helmsman said.


“Oh yes we can,” the Captain said, coming over. He knocked the
smaller man to the side and
grabbed the controls. He cut the ship to the left and then waited a beat, went
back, then down and then back hard.


The battlecruiser jinked. Bounty's tired helmsman missed the jink
a moment late; she got enough around for her undamaged starboard weapons to get
a partial shot at the destroyer. Fire wracked the heavens as grasers spat,
coherent light and force beams ripped and tore at the dorsal tower of the
smaller ship as she tried to find cover. Her shield’s heat sinks overloaded and
failed as they melted down.


“Admiral, we've taken a heavy hit, Bounty has lost her shields,”
Bounty reported.


“Not good,” Enric said unnecessarily, climbing back into his
couch. “This is getting old. I need seat belts,” he grumbled. 


“We've lost our dorsal point defense Admiral, structural damage to
dorsal surfaces and the tower. I don't think we can handle a jump sir,” Bounty
reported.


Irons frowned. His last ditch plan was to jump for Pyrax from
where they were. Now that was out. 


“If you are thinking of boarding personally think again,” Sprite
said. “We're fresh out of shuttles remember?” she said.


“Wasn't on my mind, but now that you mention it...”


“We're bleeding fuel,” Enric reported. “And life support. Damage
control is trying to work on it but they are running into flash welded valves
and some ruined piping,” the rating reported.


“We're having trouble keeping station Admiral. Estimate two
minutes until we're out of RCS fuel,” the helmsman called out.


<----*----*----*---->


“There done,” Admiral Rico snarled, smiling wolfishly. That last
hit hadn't been a knockout punch, but it had hurt the ship. Not badly, but that
would come soon enough. He was tempted to take her intact, he wanted to meet
the bastard who could pull this off. And find out what the hell had taken it to
this. Hathaway deserved a long slow death.


“Sir! Jump point emergence!” a rating called out.


“Reinforcements?” the Admiral asked, turning to look over his
shoulder.


“Not ours sir! It's from Pyrax!”


<----*----*----*---->


“Admiral! Jump point activity! The Pyrax jump point! There is a
ship there, a big one!” Miss Nobeki reported looking up. “Adrienne is making a
run for it,” she said. Hope stirred in her voice.


“What the hell?” Irons asked. “Who?”


“Who cares?” Sprite asked. “Should we be looking a gift horse in
the mouth?” she asked. “And shouldn't we be putting some distance between us
and that BC?”


Irons shook his head vehemently no. They had to stay in the ship's
blind spot. “No, helm, stick with her. Keep firing. Don't let up. Bounty, raise
the party crasher. See if we can get an IFF,” Irons replied. He knew light
speed would limit transmissions, but it was worth a shot. Hope briefly surged
within him. They still could pull this off.


“She's moving out at flank speed. Mass and energy readings are
consistent with a Resolution class Heavy Cruiser Admiral,” Bounty reported.
“She has cut her drive and gone into stealth, signal lost. I have an
approximate plot for her." The AI put a blinking icon on the plotting
table. "Before she went into stealth she flashed her IFF signal. She's
identified herself as..."


“Firefly,” Sprite said with a smile in her tone. “Based on her
course and speed she did a short jump, coming in a million kilometers outside
the Pyrax jump point and off the Pyrax straight line course. She is coming in
hot and fast. She'll drop her stealth when she gets into range I bet.” She
smiled. "Sometimes the gods of space smile on you."


Irons didn't have the time to dwell on the improbability of last
minute saves. “Bounty, flash our IFF and then give them a sitrep. Let them know
I'm on board. Give them Echo's last known location as well as the fighters.
Alert Echo and the fighters of Firefly's arrival,” the Admiral ordered.


“Aye sir,” Bounty replied.


<----*----*----*---->


“It's the enemy sir!” A nervous rating said as the blood red
image faded on the plot like a ghost. “Resolution class consistent with the
ship the enemy found in Pyrax!”


“What are they doing here?” someone asked, tone sounding
frightened. "How did they do it?" His voice quavered. It was too much
for many, most having never faced a real fight in their lives.


“Who knows! We've got to run! We're too damaged to fight them
now!”


“I know,” Rico replied between gritted teeth. He briefly pondered
the timing; it was an incredible coincidence or was it some sort of planned
act? Or was the universe just pissed at them? Either way, it didn't matter. He
knew it was over, he had to run. He would probably not survive to face the
board of inquiry, but he had to try, he had to try to get his people out.
“Helm, set course for the Beta 103c5 jump point. Get us there quickly,” the Admiral
ordered. B103c5 led back to the empire. Unfortunately it was a long series of
dead systems before they reached an occupied system. He frowned, turning the
problem over in his head before he set it aside. They had to get there first,
and the way this day was going...


“We'll do our best sir.”


“I know,” the Admiral said, setting his jaw. He could hear and
feel the defeat in their voice and manner, there was nothing he could do about
it. “Send out an all ship's signal to recover at that jump point."


"There are only two gunships and a corvette underway
sir," a rating said. 


The Admiral grimaced and shook his head. "Very well. All
hands not on their duties or damage control, repel the boarders!”


<----*----*----*---->


"Admiral, they are running for B...." Ensign Patter
said, looking away from his station to Admiral Irons.


"Yes, I see it," the admiral said mildly. The BC was
lumbering along, trying to flee, which seemed ludicrous. It was still happening
though.


"But Sir. Firefly doesn't have route data for that system. We
have it in our navigational data base but it will take time to pass it to
Firefly with our communications spotty. If they can jump out we will lose
them."


Irons had already written the fleeing Horathian's off. He had no
interest in a stern chase across the system for small fry. "Yes, Ensign. I
know but do you really believe they will reach the jump point on the other side
of the system with FIREFLY here?"


"No sir. But some of the smaller ships will get away."


The Admiral studied the plot again. Most of the small fry were
gunships, they were already abandoning each other in their dash, not caring
that they couldn't escape without a hyperdrive. The one vessel that might make
the jump was a beat up Apollo corvette. She wouldn't get far though, there was
no system in range for her to get to along that jump line. She'd die like the
gunships, alone and out of fuel. "Let them run. They'll just die tired.
Besides, we have a much larger target to take down."


"Aye sir. Firefly has launched fighters. Some are covering
our forces, others are covering the enemy ships that have been disabled.
Apparently they agree with you sir."


"A stern chase is a long one, especially when the rabbit has
a head start. No, let them run. Focus on what is in front of us."


"Aye aye sir."


<----*----*----*---->


"Captain, we're receiving a signal. A sitrep. Processing
now," Firefly said. They had transited the fourteen point five parsec
journey in Delta band in just shy of twenty five days. Their original plan had
been to jump short of the jump point, drop into stealth, assess the situation
using their passive sensors, and then either kick up a hornet's nest by picking
off anything in range as they turned and made a run for it, or went in deeper.


It had seemed arrogant and suicidal to jump in like they had
planned, Commander Firefly had argued briefly against the mission parameters.
The Captain had argued that to date the Horathians hadn't fielded anything
larger than a destroyer group. Apparently that was no longer the case.


The plan had changed the instant the sensors had reported the
ongoing battle. The Captain had muttered something to the effect of 'no plan
survives contact with the enemy' and then had elected to wade in, dropping
their stealth after they processed the tactical plot. She had picked up speed to
aid the unknown destroyer fighting the hopeless battle against the battle
cruiser. It seemed suicidal, there was no way a destroyer should have been able
to fight a battlecruiser, but they were doing it anyway.


“It looks like we missed the party,” Captain Mayweather said
dryly. She frowned, looking around as CIC updated the plot. The space around
the jump point was quite the mess, dotted with drifting ships and wreckage.


Four IFF's lit off as friendlies which surprised her. One was the
destroyer, an Arboth class, the same class as Damocles and the ship they had
recently captured in Antigua. She was exchanging fire with a battlecruiser, a
ludicrous sight.


“What's going on?” the Captain asked mildly.


“Looks like the party isn't quite over Captain,” Commander Logan
replied, pointing her index finger to the ships. “Bearing ten mark sixty is an
Apollo class. Disabled. It's reading as ours. Two Cobra class fighters are
headed to it, one is tractoring the other.


“Ours? Did they forget to change their IFF?” Purple Thorn asked.


“No, ours. Fleet Friend or Foe beacon checks out. We've got a few surviving
gunships and a corvette on a different IFF frequency. They are fleeing the
battle space now,” Firefly reported. “The IFF's have the Admiral's signature. I
am sending you the sitrep from the ship AI, a Lieutenant Bounty now.”


“Interesting,” the Captain replied scanning the document quickly.
Apparently the Admiral had recruited some friends and taken over several pirate
ships and then had performed his own spoiler raid. She smiled wolfishly. From
the looks of it, he hadn't done half bad. “Guns do you have the range on the
BC?”


“Yes. We're at extreme range,” she reported.


“Then give them a send off. Fire forward missile tubes. A single
broadside,” she ordered. “Target her engines and weapons. Let's try to take her
alive,” she ordered. "Firefly, CIC, tie us into Bounty's tactical net. We
need to coordinate our fire."


"Aye aye ma'am."


<----*----*----*---->


“Missiles incoming one eighty mark ten astern!” the tactical
officer said, looking up. “We don't have any point defense covering that angle
anymore Admiral!”


Rico held on as the ship bucked like an angry mule. Panels fell
from the ceiling. Wiring sparked as they hit bits of metal and shorted out. He
frowned, brushing away a glowing fiber optic line and staring. The plot blinked
and then went out.


“Stern sensors are down. We've lost half our drive. We can't out
run them sir,” his Chief of staff said softly.


“Only one duty left,” the Admiral said, pulling out his pistol.


<----*----*----*---->


“Captain, we've received a communication from the Arboth. She's
the Bounty. Admiral Irons is confirmed on board,” Firefly reported, updating
the main plot and then the plot on their individual HUDS.


Commander Logan and her Captain exchanged looks and grins.
“Figures he'd be at the bottom of all this,” the Captain said wickedly. Shelby
nodded.


“He sent an updated sitrep. The damaged Apollo on our Y axis is
also one of ours, the Echo. Fighters as well. His courier ship Phoenix, Collier
Lassie, and many enemy ships are adrift, damaged, disabled, or destroyed.”


That sobered a few of the crew, but not the Captain. She had more
important things to worry about now. “Away the gig on search and rescue.
Marines to boarding party duties. Suit them up and get them ready to fly,” she
ordered Firefly.


“Aye aye ma'am,” Firefly replied, sending out the alert. The
Marines were already suited up, but half were in skinsuits, not armor. 'Major'
Pendeckle could decide if he wanted to fit other squads with armor.


"Be advised, a Marine boarding party is on the BC
captain."


"What are they..." She shook her head.
"Suicide."


"As close as it gets it seems. Even for the Admiral this is
insane."


"I..."


“Captain, we've got her!” the Purple Thorn said excitedly. “She's
locked up. But attempting to maneuver! We've got one shot right up her sweet
spot!”


Captain Mayweather smiled wolfishly. “Then by all means
Lieutenant, fire! Take her down guns!”


Grasers and Force beams ripped into the wounded ship, tearing
through her already weakened shields and armor to rip and gouge. With precision
fire she disabled the wounded battlecruiser in one pass with her guns. The
giant ship drifted helpless. 
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Aftermath


 


“Talk about a last minute save!” Sprite said in wonder as the
battlecruiser spat debris and atmosphere and then drifted, her engines out.
Firefly passed the mammoth ship and then came back around.


Irons checked the board and then slumped. Firefly's fighters had
dealt with all but the one  remaining corvette. She had her tail firmly tucked
between her legs and was hauling ass for the B103c5 jump point. A stern chase
was nigh on impossible, the fighters chasing the ship came about after a few
minutes and went to other tasks. That corvette was most likely doomed anyway.
There were nothing but empty systems for three jumps beyond 103. After the
third was New Horizon, but they would have exhausted their limited fuel long
before getting there. They were dead, they were just going to die tired and out
of hope.


He returned his attention to the system. Fighters were holding
station on the cowed Horathian fleet train. There was no more fighting in the
system, just the drifting wreckage or disabled ships left to deal with. And his
own ghosts. He was surprised that they had won.


“Yeah I know,” the Admiral replied, wondering about the timing. It
seemed improbable that Firefly would arrive in the nick of time. That only
happened in bad movies. Still, he wasn't going to complain about how fate had
worked out. Maybe the Spirits of Space were finally smiling on them.


“The gods of fate must be smiling on us. Or just fools in
general,” Sprite said.


“Whatever works. I'll take it,” the Admiral said, staring at the
plot and then checking the damage control reports.


“Right, don't look a gift horse in the mouth. I am curious as to
why they are here,” Sprite said.


“You and me both. Let's give them a call and find out,” the Admiral
said.


“Yeah, communications? Let's do that before curiosity puts some of
us in an early grave,” Sprite said. The Admiral smiled, feeling his tension
over the battle bleed off. He sat back, relaxing for the first time in all too
many hours. He knew they still had a lot to do, but right now, he treasured the
release.


<----*----*----*---->


“Incoming call from Bounty. It's the Admiral ma'am,” Firefly said.


“Put him on the main vid,” the Captain said, getting out of her
couch and standing at parade rest. She noted motion out of the corner of her
eye and turned enough to see Commander Logan stand as well. She turned and
noted her entire crew were now standing.


When the image of the Admiral came on the bridge crew saluted as
one. Irons blinked briefly and then something passed through his face. Respect
and thanks before he schooled his features and returned the salute.


Irons looked good; in his skin suit and no worse for wear the
Captain noted in approval as he struck the salute. She followed suit. “Small
universe Admiral,” the Captain said grinning and cocking her head.


“I was thinking the same thing,” the Admiral replied with a
chuckle. “Good to see you. All of you.”


“I see you've made some friends and enemies Admiral,” Firefly
said.


“True to both Commander. It's a long story,” the Admiral replied,
sounding amused and thoughtful.  "How did you end up in the nick of
time?"


"Again, long story sir. We received intel of this fleet and
well..." the Captain smiled.


"I see."


"It looks like you did a good job taking care of it ahead of
us."


"Well, almost," Irons replied wryly.


“Biting off more than you can chew Admiral?” Captain Mayweather
asked. “Even for you this is a bit much. I know engineer's think they are
miracle workers and all...” she said smiling. He chuckled. “Didn't anyone tell
you using a tin can and a couple corvettes against a cruiser task force is
suicide?”


“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” the Admiral replied with
a Gallic shrug and smile. “The idea was to hit them hard and fast, then get
past them to jump to Pyrax and warn you folks. That part we were got hung up
on,” he admitted.


“Well, it almost worked. Emphasis on almost,” the Captain
reminded him with a smile.


“Well, not to brag or anything, but with you here it did indeed
work. So all's well that ended well. At least for our side. Again though, why
are you here? Not that I'm not grateful, but the timing...”


“We heard about the imminent attack when we were in Antigua and
convinced Commander Logan to let us take a look,” Mayweather replied dryly. “It
took a lot of convincing though.”


The Admiral nodded, face a bit stern. He was surprised they had
been in Antigua, obviously like the Captain had said, there was a story there.
If he knew Horatio it had taken quite a bit of convincing to let his most
powerful asset go in alone. He was surprised Horatio had let them go to
Antigua. “Good. A reconnaissance in force. Me too. Glad you aren't standing on
the defensive. Thanks for the rescue.”


“It was a pleasure Admiral,” Captain Mayweather replied, sounding
bemused. She looked to her side, off camera. Commander Logan was frowning over
a tablet. “Admiral, I've got some post battle chores...”


The Admiral nodded. “Repairing battle damage and such, I know
Commander. Get on it. We'll be in touch soon. Coordinate your efforts in the
captures and the marines through Commander Sprite and Lieutenant Gustov.”


“Aye sir. Glad you are back.”


“That... remains to be seen,” the Admiral replied, then waved as
she looked at him curiously. “A matter for a later moment. Duty calls.” She
nodded as he disconnected.


<----*----*----*---->


“What did you mean Admiral? That remains to be seen?” Sprite
asked.


“Get a sitrep from them. Have Firefly dump the log. She said they
were in Antigua recently. I want to know what happened when I have the time. I
think you'll get part of your answer there Commander,” Irons replied. He turned
to an engineering rating. “Sitrep?”


“We're still getting reports from damage control Admiral.”


“Get me a report from engineering. I can do some key work for any
ship replicators from here.”


“Aye sir.”


“We've got the fires out in the stern. Vacuum sucks, but it's the
best fire fighting tool we've got to work with.”


“Works. Well, most of the time. The engines?”


“We red lined a few times. There is a disharmonic in our shields;
we're trying to sort it out now. We may need to drop the shields and switch
them to standby if we can't get it sorted out soon. It's sending feedback into
some of the nodes. If we can't get a handle on it we're going to overload one.”


The Admiral nodded. “Keep me posted.”


<----*----*----*---->


Marty and his staff had their hands full dealing with the wounded,
but at least they had help from Firefly. Bounty had taken moderate casualties,
fortunately only a handful of fatalities. Triage was handled quickly and
professionally. Those with critical injuries were stabilized and then placed in
stasis for later repair.


He looked down when he felt a bump, the ship's cyborg bulldog
mascot looked up at him briefly, wagging its tail. He snorted and shook his
head. The dog whined and then went off to find someone else to play with.


Marty wiped his brow with the back of his arm and then went back
to trying to save lives. 


<----*----*----*---->


Marines from all the ships joined Gustov in boarding and securing
the battlecruiser. Admiral Rico and most of the senior officers had committed
suicide rather than be captured.


The bridge had been torn apart in the last bit of fighting. The
senior officers there were all dead. With their officers dead the fight in the
Horathians was gone. Small pockets held out defiantly, but most of the
exhausted crew surrendered rather than eat a bullet or breathe vacuum.


Once Adrienne was secure the Marines shifted to the other disabled
enemy ships. Firefly's marines were fresh, fully trained veterans and numbering
near a hundred. They had Warhawks as well as two pinnaces. Half also had
powered combat armor. 


Once they secured the bridge, engineering, and armory of each ship
there was little the surviving crew could do to fight back. Most were too busy
either trying to survive or falling all over themselves surrendering anyway.


<----*----*----*---->


Jethro rubbed the small of his back. He'd helped take the bridge
of the battlecruiser a few hours ago with his armor and stealth ability before
he'd been kicked off to board and take the Antelope with his squad. 


The ship had surrendered after light fighting. Fortunately none of
the squad had been killed. He frowned as his IFF pinged an incoming officer. He
turned in confusion; he didn't recognize this Lieutenant Gustov. “Sir?” he
asked.


“Um, Sergeant Jethro right?” the bluff human asked. He had a
healing cut on his chin and smelled of disinfectant. Most likely he'd just
sprung himself from the medic's clutches.


“Yes sir. Sir, I don't recognize you,” Jethro said.


The human looked him up and down, studying him briefly before he
turned to the bridge of the captured destroyer. “I'm new. Aren't you supposed
to salute officers?” Gustov asked mildly.


“Um sir, not in the field sir,” Jethro said, flicking a look to
Gusterson who was working on a Horathian casualty. All the Horathians were
handcuffed with their hands in front. Lieutenant Valenko had just left to take
a lot to the brig.


The greyhound medic flicked his ears and then returned his attention
to his patient. “This one's stable,” he said, moving on to the next.


“Oh, must have missed that lesson then,” Lieutenant Gustov said
with a frown. He shook it off with a brief shrug. “Sitrep?”


“Stable sir. We have secured the bridge, engineering, power rooms,
drive rooms one and three, and the armory.”


“Why not two?”


“Two is in vacuum sir,” the panther replied. He sent a schematic
to the new officer. 


Gustov studied the schematic and then nodded. “You're superior
officer is Lieutenant Valenko?” he asked.


“Yes sir,” Jethro replied.


Gustov nodded again. “Very well. Carry on sergeant,” he said,
exiting the compartment. Jethro turned briefly to watch him go.


“Wonder what that was about?” Ox asked through the squad link. The
squad had an open channel to all compartments. Ox was in main engineering,
keeping an eye on things there.


“No idea,” Jethro replied and then flicked his ears.  “Hopefully,
not my problem,” Jethro said.


<----*----*----*---->


Post battle clean up allowed them to recover Meia and Dita, as
well as Echo and the life pods of Horathian ships. Lieutenant Apple was dead.
Sindri and McGuyver had been injured. Fortunately lightly, both men had been
burned and tossed about. “We've had worse beatings from the Horathian's,” Ian
coughed. 


“You're still getting checked out by the doc first,” the Admiral
said. Doctor Standish and Firefly's sickbay was working tirelessly with Doctor
Glenn and his crew to save those they could. The worst injured were being
shipped to Firefly since she had the better sickbay. She had quickly been
overwhelmed with wounded Fleet and Horathians. They spilled out into the
companionways and compartments. The decks shivered with their helpless groans.


“Aye aye sir.”


They made contact with Phoenix. The AI was down, but three of her
four crew were still alive. One however was severely injured. Irons looked her
over briefly before he looked away. She was a horrible mess, a colander. Her
nacelles were gone, her main hull was barely held together. She was only good
for scrap. Reluctantly he made a note to get what parts they could off of her
and then feed her to the factory ship.


He turned his attention to the collier. There were no survivors on
Lassie. She was even more of a mess than Phoenix, barely recognizable as
something that had once been manmade. Again, he marked her down for salvage.


Most of the Horathian fleet train were in respectable shape. A few
of the ships were prizes, one had been outfitted as an 'entertainment ship'. He
would have gone with something like a hospital ship, but knowing the
Horathains, that was normal for them. He didn't even want to know what passed
as entertainment for them. He left that task to the investigators from Firefly.


Over a thousand slaves were found in the fleet train. Some were
battered, little more than skeletons. Most were human or Neo, there were no
surviving alien species in the sad group. A few bodies were also found, slaves
who had been put to death in rage by their masters. Irons ordered
investigations. Those who had taken and abused slaves were tried and executed.


Medics made their way through each of the unarmed ships, picking
over the former slaves. Most were submissive, pathetic in their desire to
survive. A crew of survivors from Bounty went over to help them restore a
semblance to their shattered lives.


<----*----*----*---->


When things finally slowed down Admiral Irons was piped on board
Firefly. He saluted the flag and deck officer and asked to come aboard.
"Permission granted," the deck officer replied with a grin. 


Once protocol was satisfied, he shook hands and exchanged smiles
with the captain and crew. His smile and appearance brought spontaneous cheers
from the crew who had come to see him.


"Good to have you aboard once more Admiral," Firefly
said.


"It's good to be back," He replied with a nod and look
around.


"It feels good, huh?" Sprite asked.


"Yeah," he said softly under his breath. "Yes it
does."


As they walked through the ship he exchanged salutes with various
crew members who lined the ship's companionways. Mayweather was ready to chase
them off but the Admiral waved her off. "Let them," he said, ignoring
his planned schedule.


<----*----*----*---->


An hour later he arrived in the wardroom. "Bet you didn't
expect that greeting Admiral," Firefly said.


"No, not really," the Admiral said. "I'm glad they
aren't holding my departure against me," he said.


"Most understand what happened. Some may hold some lingering
resentment, but that will fade I think," Sprite said.


"True."


"So, plan for the future?"


"We get sorted out. Or at least the ships. Unfortunately
there aren't any natural resources readily available here. One of the reasons I
went for B100 omega over this system."


"Agreed."


"No gas giants means a lack of fuel. Some moons and a few
meter size rocks, but all too far apart to make mining useful. I suppose we
could blow apart a moon, but it would be a pain to do."


"And we still lack fuel."


"I left a gas giant refinery in B100 omega. That we can work
on. But we need fuel too. Or will. I think we are going to go over the ships with
a fine tooth comb. Anything not worth salvaging will have her systems vacuumed
for intelligence value, then she's going to the breakers."


"I was afraid you'd say that Admiral," Captain
Mayweather sighed. She looked up as the steward entered holding a carafe of
coffee. She held up a hand and then looked at the Admiral. "Coffee?"


"Sure. I think we'll be here a little while," he said
with a smile.


"Your new crew..."


"Are a bit rough around the edges I know. They lack protocol
training and many of the fundamentals. We focused on the critical points,"
the Admiral replied as the steward poured the coffee and then silently
withdrew.


"We had to work with what material we had on hand,"
Sprite said defensively.


The captain held up a hand. "Not complaining commander, just
observing. I too remember my early days," she said with a smile.


"You can't dump civilians into a military structure,
especially these civilians and expect instant results. That takes time. Time
and training."


"Leadership by example. Which I understand you are providing
now."


"The beauty of not having any politicians around to muck
things up," Sprite said dryly. The officers chuckled.


"We're shorthanded on experienced personnel in some areas,
command especially. I'd like to change that," Irons said. He held up a
hand before Gustov or one of the other officers with him could bristle in self
defense. "That's not a criticism, just reality. We're shorthanded across
the board period. More experienced warm bodies is something we need."


"Something I have," Captain Mayweather said, smiling
slightly to Commander Logan. "Somehow I knew where this was going."


"We can't be everywhere at once," Gustov said, trying
not to sound defensive. He shrugged to Major Pendeckle. "And I know we
have a lot to learn sir."


"Good attitude," Pendeckle replied with a return nod. He
had been impressed with Lieutenant Gustov. The guy was good, he had a good head
on his shoulders and he wasn't afraid to learn, get his hands dirty, or listen
to his subordinates. All were great qualities in an officer.


"True, we do our best, and keep an open mind. This is
partially a way to build bridges and mend our people into one navy. With your
support of course Captain, Commander," Irons said, nodding to the two.


"What do you need?" Commander Logan asked after looking
at her captain. She turned to look at the Admiral expectantly.


"Well... I think a trade is in order. Some of our greenhorns
for some experienced people who need a new challenge. Volunteers first if
possible. And promotions will be flowing for those you think can handle the
added rank and responsibilities..."


<----*----*----*---->


The Admiral took charge of the battlecruiser. She was a proper
mess, torn up. Half her engines were scrap, her hyperdrive was done, and her
port side was in ruins. He smiled. He now had to fix what he had wrought. A bit
ironic.


“You always loved a challenge,” Sprite teased. “And a work in
progress. Engineers,” she exhaled noisily in exasperation. “Boys and toys,” she
said.


The Admiral had to smile over that exasperated observation.
“Reading my mind again Commander?” he teased. She chuckled.


Work crews surveyed the ship looking for wounded or hiding
Horathians as well as mapping the damage. In the process one of the techs found
the ship's original builders plate. He used his sleeve to buff out the soot and
debris so they could read the plaque.


“Sir, this ship, she came from the Terran yards! Sol herself!”


“Yes?”


“She's the Maine!”


“Then we'll return her to her original name then,” the Admiral
replied with a nod. He placed his hand on the plate.  “This is Fleet Admiral
John Henry Irons of the Federation Navy. I hereby take possession of this ship
once more in the name of the Federation and return her to her original name,
Maine. Long may she serve freedom and democracy,” he enunciated. Data flowed
from him and Sprite into the ship's computers.


The crew looked at him in surprise and then some smiled. A few
cheered. The cheer spread.


“I never liked Queen Adrienne anyway,” Sprite said, amused again.


“Officer of the deck, make a note in the log. Now let's get back
to work,” the Admiral ordered.


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite, Defender, and the other AIs were up to their virtual necks
in captured databases. Some of it was corrupted, some encrypted or damaged.
Some had been partially erased. Apparently only a few of the ships had security
practices in place.


Once they had the data they began sifting through it, forming an
index for later. That was in between their other duties of course. They would
have plenty of time to analyze the data in transit.


Recovering the dead and bringing all the ships together took two
days. The AIs and exhausted medics scanned the Horathian bodies for identities
and intelligence value, then passed them on for their final rights. 


Once a head count was taken the Admiral ordered a day of rest. In
the evening all hands assembled and they held a funeral in Firefly's cleared
number one boat bay. 


The Horathian dead were sent off in a quick quiet ceremony, and
then it was Fleet's turn. The occasion was formal, in dress uniform with all
the crews mixed. Some like Firefly's crew seemed to hold themselves apart.


Irons was stern as he looked on the assembly. The officers were
arrayed in the back rows as tradition dictated. In front of them were the
enlisted sailors. Firefly's officers were clustered together. He realized it
wasn't any sort of stigmatization, it was the simple fact that the others had
been burned, while Firefly had yet to feel the flames fully. He hoped for their
sake they never did.


A temporary lock had been formed, with a launcher. The air
sparkled with the force field. It was quite beautiful, the stark beauty of the
starry void just on the other side of that thin wall of energy. It had taken a
day to set up the lock and launcher. 


Marines held their weapons at reverse arms, standing at attention.
One had a bugle at port arms, ready to use it when called for.


A chaplain came forward and passed a blessing. He did so twice,
one of the crew from Romeo had been Jewish and required a different method.


When he was finished the Admiral stepped up. Behind him were the
rows of flag draped caskets containing the dead. Five from Romeo, one from
Phoenix, twenty from Lassie, and nineteen from Bounty. Too many, he thought
with a pang. “We've sacrificed a lot to get where we are today. We've been
burned. We've seen what war can do, we know its cost.”


“To those of us here, and those listening on the other ships,
never has so much been accomplished with the cost of so many friends and
shipmates. The price for victory here was heavy.” He remembered death of some
of the crew, faces that would never be seen again except in his nightmares.
Mary Apple's drifted in his vision briefly. He inhaled and then let it out
slowly. “Many of our friends lost their lives giving their all to accomplish
this victory. We who treasure freedom and democracy thank them for their
sacrifice. They are heroes, as are each of you.” There was an uncomfortable
shuffle but not a word was spoken.


“It sounds trite really,” he said frowning in the silence. “To
some, just words. We've heard that before. Until now, some hadn't really felt
their importance, realized their reality. They pale in comparison to what we
experienced. It feels wrong somehow to survive. It's a false guilt, but one all
of use share in this time.”


He waited a bit, letting them absorb that. “But as you know, the
war is far from over. We have seen the face of the enemy, we know what they are
capable of now. We have a lot to do. Tonight we mourn our friends and comrades.
We must keep them in our hearts until space gives back her dead.”


The pallbearers took charge; all but two were from Firefly's
company. They smartly came to attention, folding the flags as a row of Marines
snapped off three blank shots into the air. More than one person flinched at
the bark of thunder in the compartment, but no one complained.


Each of the flags of the Federation were folded carefully and
neatly into a triangle, and then those that could were presented to surviving
friends or family members of the deceased. The few that remained were taken by
the commanding officers of the ships that had deceased crewmember.


When the last was presented Sprite signaled the bugler through his
implants. He stepped forward smartly and brought the shiny brass bugle to his
lips. The Admiral saluted and held the salute. The assembly did as well.


Saluting with the company, they watched, some tearfully as the
bugler played Taps. Then the pallbearers took up positions along side each
casket and marched them in lock step unison to the waiting launcher. One by one
they passed through the temporary lock and were fed out in a steady stream into
the void. Air and water degassed from around each, in a glittering temporary
shroud that sparkled when sunlight hit it. After a few moments the caskets were
gone, claimed by the darkness.


<----*----*----*---->


Jethro attended the funeral as a marine honor guard. “This is
happening entirely too often,” a marine said. Jethro didn't recognize the
human. He had been wounded, his skin was shiny on the right side of his face
and he was missing an ear. Most of the hair on that side was gone. His right
shoulder was bandaged under his uniform.


“Such is war,” Jethro said in an aside. “People die in war. I
agree though, I'll never get used to it,” he said softly. 


The new Marine shot him a sidelong look. Jethro flicked his ears.
“Think of it this way. Yes we lost some good people, but the enemy lost a lot
more. I'm still not okay with it, but at least they killed a lot of the
bastards before they died.”


The other marine nodded and then settled down at his post.


<----*----*----*---->


“Admiral, a word?” Jethro asked coming up to the Admiral.


Irons turned and then smiled slightly at the panther. “Well, look
at you, a sergeant. Sergeant McLintock. I'm proud of you,” he said.


Jethro felt a thrill at that. He came to attention.


“I still haven't caught up on what's been going on in Pyrax. I
did catch the part about setting up the base on Agnosta though.”


“Yes sir. I was a Drill Instructor there briefly.”


“I see. And Gunny Schultz is there now?” Jethro nodded. “Good.”


“Sir... I've had some issues. Medical and well, classified
issues. Commander Firefly stated I needed to speak to you about them.”


“Me,” the Admiral mused thoughtfully. “About?”


“Sir, I... I recovered my ancestor Tobias's suit. I... know what
it is. I know some things about it, and I've guessed its link to me. However
there are some health issues.” He frowned and rubbed the small of his back.
“Sometimes painful ones.”


Sprite linked to the sergeant's implants and interrogated the
system to recover his health files. However much to her ire Defender intervened
and blocked her. He redacted everything except the sergeant's basic vital
signs.


“Really? Why did you do that?” Sprite demanded.


“He's doing what he is supposed to Commander,” Irons replied. He
pinged the Sergeant and then blinked when an echo returned. He pursed his lips
thoughtfully. The echo was definitely an AI, a cadre AI.


“Is... what was that?” Sprite demanded.


“Classified,” Irons replied curtly. “Even beyond your level
Commander,” he said sternly.


“Seriously?” Sprite asked, surprised and a bit taken aback.


“Yes,” Irons replied. He turned outward to Jethro. “Sergeant, I
can't explain now. I'm not certain what I am allowed to tell you,” he said,
noting Defender's red eyes. 


“It's cadre sir. I know that. Synthetic biology. A biological
computer of some sorts growing inside me and linked to the armor,” Jethro said.
“It's primitive. It's taken control of the suit on its own.”


Irons felt his lips pucker slightly in a smile. “It seems you've
guessed the broad strokes. You want me to fill in the blanks?”


“If you can sir. I'd also like to know if it was why I was
allowed to become a Marine sir,” he said with just a hint of curiosity and
resentment.


The Admiral pondered that as he received a report from Firefly.
It was encrypted. He set it aside; he'd read it later. “You impressed me young
man, even before I knew your heritage. I showed you the door, you came through
it on your own, and you've done well. I'm a bit busy, but I can block some time
out. On the transit back.”


“Back?”


“I'm not ready for that to be brooded about. I can transfer you
to Maine and we can discuss it.”


“Sir... what about my squad?” Jethro asked warily.


“Just you. Your squad is needed to cover the prisoners and help
run the captured ships,” Irons replied, studying the young man. He knew he had
just put the young cat in an unenviable place, torn between curiosity and
concern about his own body and his friends and comrades. Duty.


“Sir... my place is with my squad. We were hammered in Antigua
and I've got some really green rookies still.”


“I understand. Well, there will be other times Sergeant. I will
make certain of that,” Irons replied with a nod.


“Thank you sir. That's all I ask, honesty,” Jethro said, coming
to attention and saluting.


The Admiral returned the salute and then broke it. “Dismissed,”
he said softly. Jethro nodded
once and then returned to his post.


<----*----*----*---->


A week after the battle four hundred former slaves were sufficiently
rested and recovered enough to demand a return to duty or even to enlist in the
military. The Admiral had anticipated the interest and had set up recruiters
with the AI to interview candidates. They worked closely with the medics, who
were not at all certain most of the people would be ready to serve.


“Well, they have to do something, just sit around and mope won't
do. Work will do them good. A return to freedom will wake some of them up and
remind them that they had better work hard to keep their freedom,” Ian replied.



Irons had called a meeting to deal with some of the issues, or at
least air them out. He had a sizable fleet now, larger than the one in Pyrax,
but raw. He had hammered it, now it was time to bring some order to it all.


Three hundred ninety people signed on to the Marines and Navy. To
oversee them, the Admiral ordered a complex exchange of personnel and
equipment. Firefly's experienced crew served not only as a template, but also a
source for noncom and commissioned crew for the other ships. Some of the people
were promoted out of the zone to fill positions on the other ships. His
objective was to have every surviving ship manned by a minimal skeletal crew.
There were some holes when he was done, but most of the important positions
were covered. 


He tried to limit his poaching and lessen Captain Mayweather's
good-natured grumbling over his activities, but knew they were inevitable. She
caught up with him as he tore into Maine's hyperdrive repair.


“I should be used to it by now I suppose,” she said in a mock
grumble. He chuckled silently. He had taken her crew down to bedrock. She had
less than forty trained crew left on her ship. Even the marines had been
pressed into service; those that weren't guarding the various brigs were
manning posts all over the fleet.


He was tempted to take Shelby, but he had other plans for her in
mind. It was past time to get Prometheus flying.


“Take good care of them will you?” she asked. He nodded.


Irons turned over command of the Bounty to McGuyver when Ian exited
sickbay. Ian settled into the role easily, since he had served briefly as the
ship's executive officer not too long ago. 


The factory ship Carnegie chewed up the derelict ships to made
great strides in repairing the battle damage, as did the replicators on the
ships. Irons felt a pang as Phoenix and Lassie were both torn apart and
recycled.


He used his implants to manufacture industrial replicators,
molecular furnaces, and other manufacturing equipment.


“We should be used to this by now,” Sindri said, sounding
disgusted. He was now in command of Echo and not at all amused by it. He had
however, gotten the ship back to ship shape.


The Maine’s AI was not present, so Sprite copied the remains of
the Phoenix AI, the kernel of Firefly and Bounty, and then merged the copies.
Then she debugged them to form a new AI. It would take weeks for the AI to grow
it's neural net into a sapient person. Until then the crew would have to make
due.


<----*----*----*---->


Firefly’s sickbay helped with the injured, and then switched to
augmentation of the crews of the other ships once most of their charges had
recovered sufficiently to return to limited or full duty. The medics had come a
lot way since Dr. Richards and Doctor Thornby's first efforts, now getting up
to level three implants. Doctor Standish built off of the Admiral's nanite
implants. They trained an eager Doctor Glenn and his wife on the various
procedures.
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They had a short window, another week before Firefly had to head
back or she would be considered overdue. Irons pursed his lips thinking hard
about his plan. He had to commit, to jump one way or the other. But from the
reports Mayweather had passed on, Pyrax was still a political sewer. That left
only one option.


He wasn't going to leave Logan and the others high and dry
though. Now that they were getting damage control under control and they had a
CSP a Combat Space Patrol out on the perimeter, they were getting down to
picking up the remaining scrap. Tugs and robots were out, picking through the
spreading wreckage, trying to make the most of the short opportunity.


Carnegie would take it all in, but he had them on the lookout for
potential items of intel value. Not just computers, but also items that seemed
out of place. Unfortunately most of the wreckage was just that, scrap. Still,
it was worth the effort.


Once things had settled down Sprite insisted on a party to blow
off steam. It was a good way for the crew to decompress and get to know one
another. Reluctantly the Admiral agreed.


<----*----*----*---->


Irons sat back watching the celebration and smiled to Firefly.
“Feeling the weight yet?” He asked mildly. He had informed the AI of his
intentions to promote him to Captain JG. It was a long time in coming, the AI
had spent some time in grade as a Commander, and centuries waiting in his
lonely vigil. The Admiral had a plan in mind to deal with the potential
conflict of interest however, so the rank wouldn't go through just yet.


“I am not sure what you mean. As Commander turned Captain you
mean? That is an interesting concept. I believe only a handful of AI have ever
risen to directly command a battle group in the entire history of the
Federation Admiral. I started out as technically, a dumb AI. I never expected
to survive the war, let alone become a smart AI thanks to Commander Sprite, or
rise above a first Lieutenant Commander's rank. Thank you sir.”


“Technically your task force was a single ship so don't get a
swelled head. And also, it wasn't exactly a battle group.” Irons said smiling
slightly. “And by the way, you weren't in command, Mayweather was. And
still is,” he reminded the AI. Sprite had reminded him to award the Captain for
her valor and leadership in Antigua and in B101a1 first. The medal would come
with an automatic bump in rank, pushing her up to full Commander, thus
justifying a promotion out of the zone to Captain Junior grade. That little
fillip tidied up any paperwork issues that might crop up in the future if her
promotion was questioned. At least he hoped so.


“True,” the AI replied, then cocked his head. “I was wondering if
this had some nefarious purpose Admiral?”


“Oh?” Irons asked, stirring his drink.


“Yes, I believe you left quite a vacuum behind when you left
Pyrax.” Irons grimaced. “Which was understandable. You had little control of
the situation,” Firefly said.


“Yes.” Irons sighed. “I'd did want to rectify the chain of
command.”


“I believe an organic should be promoted as well.” Firefly said
after a moment. He turned to study the view port then back to the Admiral as
Irons raised an eyebrow and leaned against his arm. 


“And you have a candidate in mind of course?” Irons asked, clearly
amused.


“As I said, I believe you had this in mind from the beginning.”


“Quite possibly.”


“In order to build the minimum required Captain's board.” Firefly
said.


“Point,” Irons said, nodding ever so slightly.


“As an honorary commodore I could serve on a flag board.”


“Possibly. But we'd need a third person. Right now there aren't
any available.” Irons grimaced. “Hell, none we even know of.”


“We could promote Lieutenant Commander Sprite.”


“Pass.” The AI responded, swirling into being near the hatch. She
was wearing a formal gown but it was in navy white and sported shoulder boards
with her rank insignia. “The Admiral and Trinity come as a unit. We can't
separate the entities for a legally justifiable board. It won't wash.” She
shook her head. “Undue influence and all that.” She sat on the edge of the
desk. "Besides, I'm a Lieutenant Commander. Jumping me up that high would
scream nepotism."


“Which leaves Mayweather,” Firefly replied, turning to the Admiral.
“There was considerable precedence for this as well. A battlefield promotion.
She's proven herself Admiral.”


“Talk about...” Sprite frowned as Firefly turned to her. “Okay you
are right. But there was a bit of a conflict of interest to be resolved.”


“And a conflict in the chain of command. This also complicates the
chain of command in Pyrax. Commander Logan.” Firefly responded.


“And... Oh I get it.” Sprite nodded. “Bootstrap a board.”


“Exactly.” Both AI turned to the Admiral who cocked his head then
sighed. “She's served well?”


The ship AI nodded. “As well as to be expected. She didn't have
our background or training but she's made every effort to overcome that
handicap. She's a new generation Admiral.”


“Besides, with a bootstrapped Captain's board in Pyrax, and
Firefly as an acting flag officer, they can finish Prometheus.” Sprite said,
smiling. “Something I believe you wanted to happen.”


“I did.” Irons grimaced. “We'll do this by the book though. Formal
promotions board. Full inquiry into each and every action she had been in over
the years.”


“Understood.”


“Me and my big mouth.” Sprite said shaking her head. “More
paperwork and red tape you’re imposing on yourself Admiral.”


“No, just dotting every I and crossing every T. Attention to
detail remember?” He asked. She snorted.


<----*----*----*---->


Jethro smelled the Admiral coming before he rounded the corner.
It wasn't anything distinct; it was actually the lack of smell that alerted him.
That and the familiar soft tread of his boots on the deck. The combination
screamed the Admiral.


“Ah, Sergeant,” the Admiral said, nodding to the panther as the
panther saluted. The Admiral returned the salute briefly. “Did you consider the
transfer?”


“I did sir,” Jethro said. “I'm going to have to decline sir,
sorry. I have three squads under my eye right now, that's a lot of people to
keep in line.”


“I see,” the Admiral said nodding.


“If you've got a moment, I would appreciate it if you looked at
my suit sir. It has been acting up. Now that it has locked down. I keep
feeling... I don't know, like it's sulking.”


“Suit? A suit that can sulk?” Sprite asked from the Admiral's
shoulder.


Jethro flicked his ears. “Yes ma'am. The suit AI. Or should I
say, AI in the suit and in me,” he said grimacing slightly.


“An AI in you?” Sprite asked, now curious and confused. “Is that
what I sensed when I scanned you?” she asked.


“Classified Commander,” Irons said, turning his head to the
right.


“I know, you said that. You were also the person who pointed out Admiral,
that classified is flexible right now since it's been seven centuries and the
laws on information declassification...”


“Unfortunately do not apply in the Sergeant's case,” the Admiral
finished. “It sucks, I know,” the Admiral replied.


“Sir, I know it's a cadre suit,” Jethro said quietly. “I know
it's doing something to me. If you can't explain, that's fine. If I don't get
answers I'll walk when my contract is up in six months. That is all there is
too it,” he said quietly.


“You...” The Admiral stared at him. “Young man, I don't like
being blackmailed,” he growled.


Jethro's ears flicked. He forced them to remain upright, despite
every instinct for them to flatten. “I'm sorry sir, but it is my body.
And my honor. I don't like the idea that I can't be trusted about knowledge
about my own body.”


The Admiral cocked his head and studied him with hard eyes for a
long moment. Jethro felt the challenge there and met it without bristling or
giving in. “Sun Tzu,” Irons said softly.


“Know yourself,” Sprite paraphrased just as Jethro noted his
relief approach behind him.


“Something like that Commander,” Irons replied. He tossed his
head. “Commander, clear my schedule for a couple of hours. Come on Sergeant;
let's have a chat with your suit. Along the way, maybe you can fill me in on
what you know. I can't give you too much; the laws on this subject are specific
and have harsh penalties. But I can... hopefully ease your mind a bit,” he
said.


Jethro nodded. He turned to the other marine nearby. “I relieve
you,” the corporal said.


“I stand relieved. No issues to report.”


“Understood. Good luck Sergeant,” the corporal said quietly.


“We make our own.”


 <----*----*----*---->


As they walked to the armory, Jethro felt a ping. Cautiously he
opened the channel.


“It is a pleasure to see you again Sergeant,” Sprite said over
the link. Her image hovered like a ghost in his field of view.


“Mine as well ma'am. In a manner of speaking,” he said.


The Admiral turned to glance his way and then snorted softly.


“So, how have you been?” Sprite asked as they entered the lift.


“Fine ma'am. I've had a few scares, but I'm fine.”


“I heard about your rocket pack scare,” Sprite said, voicing her
sympathy. “I am surprised you used it again,” she said.


“What doesn't kill us makes us stronger ma'am,” Jethro replied.
“And it wasn't the rocket pack that failed ma'am, it was the sled. I'm just
glad it wasn't armed.”


“True,” Sprite replied. “Did they ever get to the bottom of it?”


“A series of failures ma'am. Postmortem said that there were
several stuck and frozen valves in the fuel assembly. Ox was a bit embarrassed
by it all. We live and learn,” he said.


“A wise saying,” the AI replied. “So, how did you know your suit
is a cadre suit?” she asked.


“My ancestor Tobias. He left messages for his descendants and the
clan.”


“Really?” Sprite asked. She hesitated to search for them in his
database. She felt Defender surge to prevent her access.


“Do you mind?” She growled at the other AI.


“Who... what is that?” Jethro said, stopping in his tracks. The Admiral
turned, looking at him.


“That would be Lieutenant Defender. Busy body. He's trying to
block me from asking for access.”


“Well ma'am, the files are on the Marine net for anyone to
access,” Jethro said, now confused. 


“They are?” Sprite asked. She said, twisting his tail. She ran a
search and found the file. “Damn! How did I miss that!” Again Defender blocked
her from viewing the files.


“They are?” the Admiral echoed.


Jethro nodded, eyes wide. “Yes sir. Major Forth and the other
officers showed an interest in the life lessons my ancestor had to offer so
they asked for permission to distribute it. I agreed.”


“I see,” Sprite said triumphantly. She turned a glare on
Defender. “So, thousands of military personnel, and possibly civilians can gain
access to this information but I can't? It seems the secret is out,” the AI
said.


The Admiral frowned thoughtfully.


“It has been out for seven centuries ma'am,” Jethro said. “The
cadre was an open secret even before the war. I know of several video shows
about them and Seal Team Six. They even did a documentary on the Cadre.”


“I see,” the Admiral said. “And you've seen it?”


“No sir, but my ancestor Tobias McLintock did refer to it
briefly. I searched for it but I couldn't find it.”


“Ah,” the Admiral replied as the lift jerked softly to a halt.
The doors opened. A group of crewmen went to enter but then stopped when they
recognized the Admiral. Swiftly they stepped aside, making a hole as they
straightened to attention and saluted.


“Carry on,” the Admiral said, saluting as he walked past.


“Recon, Cadre... it seems the classification is a bit of a paper
tiger,” Sprite said with a grin in her voice.


“Perhaps,” the Admiral said.


“I'm scanning the files now,” Sprite said, brushing past
Defender. The other AI hesitated. She copied the file and then scanned it.
Slowly she whistled in awe.


The Admiral winced. He knew Sprite was insatiable when it came to
a secret. She like all smart AI loved to ferret them out. She had the
programming to curtail it, but apparently that had been partially suborned by
the release of the data.


“Let's see the suit,” Irons said.


“Aye sir, this way to the armory,” Jethro said with a nod.


 <----*----*----*---->


In the armory the Admiral nodded to Ox and Riley. Both Marines tried
to get to their feet but he waved them back down. “As you were. Carry on even.
Sergeant...” He paused as Sprite gave him an ID. “Riley. I need to see Sergeant
McLintock's suit,” he said, motioning to Jethro.


“Sergeant... oh, Jethro,” the human said, blinking. He looked
over to the Admiral's shoulder to Jethro and then shrugged. “Sure. Do you want
me to unpack it or just bring you the crate sir?”


“Unpack it. And secure the fitting room. We'll be in there for a
few hours,” the Admiral said, waving to the room.


“Yes sir,” Riley replied as he nodded and punched up the orders.
“It will be a minute or two. I put it in the back when she started getting
buggy.”


“No problem,” the Admiral said. He turned to Ox. “I'm glad to see
a Tauren on board.”


“Aye sir.”


“Are you...”? Sprite fed him a brief bio. He nodded. “Ah, from
Port a Prince. You have my sympathies Sergeant Ox.”


“Thank you sir.”


“Did anyone tell you I ran into some Taurens on Kiev 221? Some
remained behind in Antigua,” the Admiral said.


“Yes sir, I know. I met Gwen and Riff. Torg was unfortunately
killed when we retook Prime,” Ox said.


The Admiral sighed softly. “I'm sorry again son. War.”


“I know,” Ox rumbled. “By all accounts he died a hero. He gave
his life to save the others,” he said.


“A good man. I remember him briefly. I wish now I'd had the
chance to get to know him better,” the Admiral said. “I'm taking a force to
Antigua, do you wish to return?”


“No sir,” Ox said, indicating Jethro. “My place is here,” he
said.


“Very well,” the Admiral said, nodding as he looked at the
panther. “I see you make good comrades. I'm glad.”


“War brothers sir,” Ox said.


“Indeed.


 <----*----*----*---->


When the armor was up Jethro followed the Admiral into the
fitting compartment. “Shut the hatch Sergeant,” the Admiral ordered as he
studied the suit. It was hanging in pieces from the various robotic arms in the
room. There was a mechanical air of expectancy to the taboo. Also a smell of
grease and hydraulics. 


Expert eyes studied the suit. “Recon I thought at first, but you
are correct, it is a Cadre suit. Recon Cadre,” the Admiral said. He touched the
back plate and then traced his fingers over the weld lines. “It looks like
someone took the antimatter power pack out and replaced it with a micro fusion
reactor. Any trouble running it?” he asked.


“Now that you mention it, no sir. I thought that was because
Firefly... excuse me sir, Commander Firefly,” Jethro said, looking up in
apology. Firefly wasn't snippy about being talked about so he didn't respond. “Worked
with private Veber, Ox, and Riley to get it sorted out.”


“A lot of hands went into restoring it?” the Admiral asked,
running his hands over the suit. Jethro felt odd, like data was moving,
swimming around him.


“Some sir. She was in a sorry state I'm afraid to say. My ancestors
tried to use her and she seemingly fried. So they cannibalized her for parts
over the years. She was little more than the reactor, shell, and main
components when we got to her,” he said. He flicked his ears as the data
solidified. He could now see it on his HUD.


“Sir, the data...” he asked.


“I see it too,” Sprite said softly, to him alone. 


“No, it's not me. Your suit is reacting to my presence,” the Admiral
replied. He paused with his hand on the breastplate. “It is the AI.”


“AI sir?”


“I think you know it has an AI right?”


“Yes sir. We've established that. A nanite layer embedded in the
armor. It can self repair the armor to a degree. It also linked to me.”


“It brought the suit the rest of the way for you. And it's
running the cloak and reactor. The AI forms the bridge between you and the
suit, interpreting your actions for you. It hasn't spoken to you though?” he
asked, turning his head to look at the panther.


Jethro shook his head no. “Once sir, but most of the time I
get... I don't know, feelings. Emotions that aren't my own. Mood swings
sometimes.”


The Admiral smiled. “Your body isn't quiet your own anymore young
man. I know. It never was, you just never knew.”


“I looked into synthetic biology. I know about the things growing
inside me,” Jethro said. “I know they are computers.”


“Organic computers,” Sprite said. “Fascinating,” she said,
looking at the Admiral.


Irons for his part merely nodded.


“I'm guessing that the AI in the suit is interacting with the
computers in me. When I jack in and suit up. I was getting urges to suit up a
lot. And well,” he shifted uncomfortably. “To retake my ancestors surname,” he
said.


“I see,” the Admiral replied quietly. “Dreams?”


“Sometimes sir. And well,” Jethro related the incident when the
suit went rogue. The Admiral listened impassively.


When the panther stopped he frowned and then sent a ping to the
suit. It responded, but an echo came from the panther. Then he felt data stream
from the suit to him. It was incoherent. But there was an underlying thing he
felt, an emotion. Relief. Interest. Joy. That was dampened by an attentiveness.


“The AI isn't so much in the suit alone. It is also in you. Had
anyone else tried to use your suit it would have killed them or blown up.”


“I... know now sir,” Jethro said.


“The link. It is a symbiotic link between you and it's parts.
When you are together and in synch you are as one. Nearly unstoppable,” the Admiral
said.


“Yes sir.”


“Bast,” the Admiral said softly. “Come on, come out of there,” he
said.


“Bast?” Sprite said, interested. She felt a stirring in the suit
and in Jethro. Then a violent upheaval as the cat's implants kicked her out.


“What the hell?” she said as Jethro sank to his knees clutching
his head and groaning.


“What just happened?” the Admiral asked.


“The AI. It kicked me out,” Sprite said. She sent a ping to
Jethro and to the suit. She felt a response, a cat's hiss and snarl. “Well!”


“What?” the Admiral asked.


“See for yourself Admiral. It's not fully sapient. It's... a cat.
A black cat. A pissed black cat.”


The Admiral sent the ping manually and then frowned at the
response. He could see yellow eyes briefly before it withdrew.


“Sergeant,” he said, placing his hand on the sergeant's shoulder.


“Warning Admiral, nanites detected,” Proteus said, flashing his
HUD red.


Irons frowned and looked down. He could see the tiny things,
almost like ants swarming over the panther. They followed his various systems,
his circulatory and nervous system. They came from the lumps in his back the Admiral
noted.


“I have one hell of a headache sir,” Jethro said.


“Bast,” The Admiral said.


“The AI?”


“Yes,” the Admiral said. "Bast, short for Bastet, goddess of
cats." He turned to see the helmet's eyes glowing yellow. He frowned.
Nanites were swarming in the suit angrily.


“I think someone is pissed,” Sprite said. “A pissed off kitty,”
she said.


“Can it Sprite, this isn't the time,” the Admiral said, frowning.
He studied the suit and then the young man. “When was the last time you
interfaced with the suit?”


“It's been a couple of weeks sir. I've been off the ship for part
of that time. On the prison ship. The liner. We're being assigned there for the
journey back to Pyrax I believe.”


“I see,” the Admiral said. “Are you okay?”


“I've been worse sir,” the panther said, getting to his feet.


“Okay," the Admiral said. “Put the suit on,” he said.


“Sir?”


“Do it Sergeant,” the Admiral said. “We need to reinitialize the
AI. Bastet is there, but she lost some of her memory. Part of that is in you.
She's confused and angry. The longer you two are together the more time she has
to become integrated.”


“So, I have to live in the suit sir?” Jethro asked, sounding
aghast.


Irons chuckled softly. “You'd be surprised. When Cadre first
initialize, they live in their suits almost nonstop for a year or longer. They
never went anywhere without their suits, even on leave. It was a pain in the
ass for the spooks,” he said, mouth twisting in a wry smile. “They hated it.”


“Must have been something to see... and explain.”


“Yes. Sergeant, by now you know part of the AI is inherited in
you. And I'm guessing you are wondering why.”


“Some sir. How is right up there on the list too,” Jethro said.
“I figured part of that out, but not all.”


“The Cadre isn't easy to explain. I'm not sure I can or should
explain it all right now. But we can get Bastet under control. Get her back on
the team. You'll have to suit up daily at least to help her reassemble her
mind.”


“Aye sir,” the young panther said, nodding. He stripped off his
BDU and then put his arms out. “I'm ready.”


The Admiral watched as the panther stepped in the circle and then
initialized the suit up procedure with a signal through his implants. He noted
that signal, but also noted that the arms were swinging into action almost a
tenth of a second before the panther sent the signal. Either the computer had
anticipated the order, or Bast was up to her usual tricks.


The frame was assembled on the panther and then piece-by-piece
the armor bolted on. When he was done he stretched, checking the systems as he
had been trained.


“All set sir. She's not balky,” Jethro said.


“Good. Now, hang in there. This could get rough,” Irons said,
putting his hands on the suit's shoulder pauldrons. He sent the initiate signal
and then opened his cadre files. Programs flashed out and through his link into
the AI.


 <----*----*----*---->


Jethro felt the data briefly before a wave of confusion and then
eagerness flooded his implants. He closed his eyes tightly as pain ripped up
his spine and into his head. Grimly he clenched his teeth, but a slight whimper
escaped as he exhaled.


“Almost there,” Irons said distantly. “Another few minutes and
then reintegration,” he stated.


Jethro felt like he was being crushed, like his mind was being
torn apart. His head pounded, aching like a drum. He tried to nod but couldn't.
He realized he could barely breathe, he couldn't move at all. Panic briefly hit
him, and then he felt something comfort him. A distinctly feminine touch, like
a hesitant lover. It wrapped around him and purred. Fingers gently soothed him,
touching his mind, easing the pain away. He felt the phantom lover caress his
shoulders and then rub cheeks with him. He slowly opened his eyes but no one
was there.


“She's... well, not finished, but better. Still sub sapient
unfortunately,” the Admiral said. He rubbed his own temples. The Cadre suit had
kicked him out when his transmission had finished. It was very animalistic,
primal.


“You've got a long road ahead of you Sergeant,” the Admiral said.
“Recovery may not be fully possible for her. She's lost a lot, and I'm not certain
it will ever be fully restored.”


“Yes sir,” Jethro said feeling strange. There was another mind
inside him now, feline. It stared at him for a moment and then yawned. He had
the distinct impression she was tired and bored and wanted a nap. He agreed, he
badly wanted one now.


“Sir...” he swayed a bit. The AI caught and stopped the motion.


“Rest,” the Admiral said. “Integration will take time. You'll
need to sleep in the armor tonight at least. Take the suit with you and sleep
with it on,” he said.


“Aye sir,” Jethro said, now wondering how he was going to explain
that to the bear.


“I'll let your commanding officer know. And Captain Pendeckle.
They'll need to block out time for you to be in the suit. Fortunately, you can
be in it on duty. That should help. Though you may get some looks about it.”


“I'll ignore it sir.”


“Good for you,” the Admiral said as Sprite wordlessly put up a
request for his time. He sighed. “And unfortunately, I've got to go. I've left
you a document to go over. Once you read it, it should destruct. So read it
carefully,” the Admiral said.


“Aye sir,” Jethro nodded, stubbornly clinging to consciousness
despite his heavy eyelids. A yawn escaped him.


“Rest. I'll let Riley and the others know,” the Admiral said. He
helped ease the cat down to the deck. Jethro's consciousness faded. He felt the
suit move, but it was a distant thing, unimportant now.


 <----*----*----*---->


The Admiral watched the suit curl up in a classic cat circle as
he fought a smile of amusement. The tip of the tail flicked briefly. He turned
and exited the compartment.


Sergeant Riley looked up from behind the counter. The Tauren was
absent. “Sergeant Jethro needs to rest. The suit AI is integrating with him
more. So don't disturb him.”


“Aye sir,” Riley replied, bobbing a nod.


“And let him sleep himself out. I'm leaving orders for him to
wear the suit as much as possible. That will let Bastet form her relationship
with him. Impression they call it,” the Admiral said.


“Bastet?”


“The suit AI,” the Admiral said in a tone that bode no more
questions. Riley nodded. “Don't ask, classified.” Riley frowned but then nodded
again. 


“Sir, can we make more suits like his?”


“No,” the Admiral replied. “Not anytime soon. That's even beyond
my abilities for now,” he said with a shrug. “So take good care of it and
Jethro. Don't ever let anyone else try to use the suit. It will self destruct
if that happens,” he said.


Riley's eyes widened. “I'll make certain that never happens sir,”
he said.


“Good man. Carry on,” the Admiral said, waving as he left.


He waited as he stepped over three knee knockers before curiosity
for once got the better of him. “Nothing to add Sprite?” he asked.


When there was no response he frowned. “Commander?” He stopped,
now concerned. “Lieutenant Commander Sprite report,” he barked. He hit the
initiate key on his HUD.


“I'm awake,” Sprite said. “Just assimilating all that. I couldn't
see what you did. Defender blocked some of it, so I couldn't copy the files.”


“They are encrypted,” the Admiral said.


“I see. So what did you do?”


“I reset Bast. She's now impressing onto the sergeant. So far so
good.”


“So far so good?”


“Yes. He's alive,” the Admiral replied, now moving out again.


“Oh,” Sprite replied. “That's helpful,” she said thoughtfully.


The Admiral nodded. “And about all you are going to get
Commander. Even I have my limits. Just be glad you witnessed it, and...”


“And don't ever tell anyone. Or comment about it. It is under the
strictest of classification seals,” Defender interjected.


“What he said,” the Admiral sighed.


“I'm not certain I know what I saw,” Sprite replied dryly. “But,
in this instance, I'll take your word for it,” she said.


 <----*----*----*---->


The Admiral shook hands with Captain Mayweather when they had made
good on their drive and structural repairs. None of the ships were anywhere
near what he considered combat ready, but at least they were functional as
ships once more. The crews were still at work tearing into them, making repairs
as needed.


“I'm proud of you Captain, you've taught your people well,” he
said with a smile of approval.


"Thank you sir. And thank you for the parts. I'm sure Harris
on Damocles will finally appreciate getting a hyperdrive. Maybe next time we
can bring him along for the ride."


"Maybe," the Admiral replied with a small smile. He had
stuffed the ships with parts. He was tired, in need of some down time, but
feeling good about the situation. Things were definitely looking up.


“So, what now Admiral?” she asked. “You know I've got orders from
a certain civilian authority to bring you back to Pyrax,” she said with
a wink.


“And I can guess from who, Governor Walker. Fortunately, he isn't
in your chain of command,” the Admiral replied mildly. They both exchanged a
brief smirk. “Consider them countermanded Commander,” he said.


She nodded in reply.


“Anything else?”


“Well, it's election year,” she said, smiling broadly now. “Governor
Walker has his hands full since he for some reason has rather poor poll numbers
right now,” she said.


“I wonder why,” Sprite said dryly. “Competition? Not that anyone
wants the job,” she said in disgust.


“Surprisingly, station Governor, and current Lieutenant Governor
Enrique Salazar has thrown his hat in the ring. Officially we can't endorse or
back him, but he's got my vote,” Renee said with a shrug. “Better the devil you
know than the slime ball currently in office.”


“Trading one for the other. Gee where have I seen that before?”
Sprite asked. “I'm surprised he's sticking his neck out though. The way
politics are played in Pyrax, he's liable to get it chopped off,” she said.


“He hasn't yet,” Renee replied as the Admiral waved her to a seat.
They both sat. He picked up a cup of coffee and sipped at it. “But then again,
there are six months to go. Or were before we left,” she said, picking up her
own cup.


“By the time we get back it should be all over but the crying and
lawsuits come to think of it,” she said with a grin.


“One battle at a time,” Irons replied softly.


“That particular battle I'm glad to have missed,” the Captain
replied with feeling. “Though it might have been fun to have watched it,”
Firefly said.


“Yeah, from the sidelines,” Irons replied. Irons, Mayweather, and
Sprite chuckled.


“So, from your report things have frozen in the yard?”


“Yes sir,” Renee said, taking a sip of coffee and then cradling the
cup. “We haven't been able to resolve the replicators issue. Fortunately you
stockpiled a lot of materials and spares and Commander Logan has been a miser
with that right now.”


He nodded. The fabricators were a problem. Prometheus and the
other ships that had been under construction had been taken as far as possible
then mothballed. They had built as many modules for other ships as they could
until Logan had shut the effort down.


Logan had instead switched to infrastructure and frame components.
He hadn't thought of the end run the Horathian's had come up with, but it might
have occurred to him eventually. Instead he had taken the stations to
monumental numbers.


“I've been thinking and talking with Firefly,” the Admiral said
thoughtfully. “Part of the problem is the rank level. We can do a partial fix
right now. I seem to recall Firefly is a Commander.”


“Yes,” Firefly replied.


“It's been seven hundred years Commander. I think a promotion due
to grade is long overdue,” the Admiral said simply, setting his cup down.


Renee raised an eyebrow in surprise. Slowly she nodded. Irons
turned to her. She stiffened. “And I believe, you've commanded Firefly in
exemplary fashion in two combat engagements. I've read the report and spoken to
Firefly. I think a promotion is also in order,” he said. "Firefly
concurred."


“Admiral? Two captains on one ship?” Firefly asked.


“That is why Commander Mayweather is getting her battlefield
promotion first. She will then have you by date of rank." He looked to the
ship AI who nodded. "If anything crops up, I expect you two to work it
out,” he replied mildly. “The same for Horatio. Firefly is stationed in Pyrax
but Horatio is the system Commander, even though you two have him by rank. Work
it out. Don't play games with him or you'll piss me off,” he said
mildly.


“Aye sir.”


“We'll have a ceremony later. When we have time,” he said. “Until
then,” he pulled out a small case from his pocket as he stood. Captain
Mayweather lunged to her feet. “Attention on deck,” Sprite said.


“Commander Renee Mayweather, for your heroism and leadership in
the battle of Antigua against overwhelming odds, I Fleet Admiral Irons hereby
award you the medal of Valor. Wear it in good health,” he said, pinning it to
her lapel.


“Thank you sir,” Mayweather said. “I don't know what to say, I was
just doing my duty,” she murmured.


“Exactly,” the Admiral replied. He saluted her. She returned the
salute.


“Now that that is over with,” he said, waving a hand to her bridge
door. She nodded and followed him out.


On the bridge she stared. The crew were in formal uniform,
standing at attention. Irons smiled. “A bit overdone, but this works,” he said.


“Attention to orders!” Sprite intoned over the PA.


Irons came to attention. Commander Firefly's avatar and Captain
Mayweather did as well. Irons turned to Captain Mayweather. “Commander
Mayweather. A moment ago you were given the medal of valor. That authorizes me
to promote you out of the zone to Junior Captain's rank as a battlefield
promotion,” he said, pulling another small black box out of his pocket.


Mayweather lifted her chin, but her eyes shined slightly as he
took her Commander's rank off her collar and replaced them with the junior
Captain's rank. He placed his hand on her temple briefly.


Mayweather's eyes flared wide briefly until she felt data surge
into her implants. Encrypted data she realized. He was updating her firmware,
authorizing her rank and giving her control keys.


“When you go to bed tonight you will wake tomorrow a new woman in
a small way Captain,” the Admiral murmured. “I've sent you orders and
information. Read it over carefully,” he said. She nodded.


He stepped back and saluted her. She returned the salute sharply.


Irons marched to the AI's avatar. “Commander Firefly, for duty
above and beyond anything any of us dreamed, for time in service I Fleet Admiral
John Henry Irons due oversee and authorize your long overdue promotion to
junior Captain,” Irons said. He reached out and touched the avatar's command
pips. The rank glowed briefly, changing to those of a Captain junior grade.


“That should solve the Captain issue as well,” the Admiral said.
“Since Captain Mayweather has you by date of rank,” he said with a smile.


“Yeah, by a whole two minutes,” Sprite teased.


“It works,” Irons said. He turned. “Carry on,” he ordered. The
crew returned to their duties. 


The two captains studied the document that appeared on the HUDs.
Firefly knew it already, and being an AI he dutifully scanned it and then
returned to duty. Captain Mayweather took a little more time to absorb it and
its impact. 


When she bedded down tonight, like the Admiral had told her, her
firmware would reset with the new rank. With that rank came certain
responsibilities. The Admiral had uploaded a set of control keys to the
Captain’s level three implants. This would allow her to use Firefly's
replicators to make basic warheads, more parts for the ship, and authorize
basic components in other replicators for other ships. With Firefly's
concurrence of course.


Tonight when the AI went on his down time the AI would go through
a budding and growing session as he incorporated the changes to his core the Admiral
had uploaded. He too would be changed in the morning once he woke. Irons wryly
smiled at this. 


“Lieutenant Commander Sprite, Lieutenant Defender, Junior Captain
Firefly, witness and register for the records please,” he intoned carefully. “I
Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons do promote Commander Horatio Logan to Junior
Captain rank for his service in the star system Pyrax as its nominal ranking
officer.”


“So noted,” each of the AI replied.


“I can't give Captain Logan his firmware update now, being out of
contact, but will do so at my earliest opportunity.”


“Also noted.”


“Carry on then,” Irons replied.


<----*----*----*---->


Sprite had gone through the various logs Firefly had uploaded to
her. The Admiral was still far too busy to read them in any depth, but he did
take the time to scan her abstract. He skimmed the records of Pyrax, and
uploaded orders and suggestions, as well as a copy of his own notes, log and
tutorials he had made over the past three and a half years.


He found that Pyrax had gotten intel of other raiding fleets from
other intelligence sources including the raid on Antigua. That raid didn't
surprise him, the outcome and the pirate numbers involved had however. Captain
Mayweather had done an outstanding job, a near suicidal attack. But the ships,
and the sudden escalation by the pirates worried him immensely.


Clearly Horath had been busy. Something had to be done to stop
them. Something soon. He was tempted to try a direct attack, but the distance
involved, the lack of manpower, lack of intel, and the ships damage... no. It
was best to hold up somewhere and rebuild, then forge the weapon properly.


He nodded in passing as he made his way through the ship.


Firefly had provided him with a report about some of their
adventures, including the marine drop on Agnosta, and the capture of the
pirates there. They have a forward supply and marine training base in Agnosta,
and recruiting posts at Gaston and Seti Alpha 4 now. All three-satellite bases
were growing steadily, and all three needed defending.


“Antigua was quite different Admiral,” Firefly said as he entered
the wardroom. 


“Now you're reading my mind Captain?” Irons asked dryly.


“Excuse me?” the ship AI asked, momentarily confused. Sprite
chuckled.


“Never mind. You were saying,” he asked as he took a seat.


“Admiral, Antigua has changed. They were hit, not as bad as what
you've told us about Hidoshi and the other worlds, but bad enough. Thousands
dead on the station and on the planet.”


“I see,” the Admiral said softly.


“They've turned over a new leaf. We've left them a lot of ships
and a skeleton crew to grow around. I know Commander Logan, excuse me; Captain
Logan was planning on sending a relief mission to send supplies and to recall
Fuentes. I have a personal message from Governor Randall to you sir,” Captain
Mayweather said, looking him in the eye. “He wants you back sir. He's
apologizing for what he did, and is desperate for you to return.”


“Desperate,” the Admiral said.


“Sounds about right. You fought the enemy off. I'm surprised he's
not blowing it over,” Sprite said.


“He's changed Commander,” Mayweather said. “I didn't get a lot of
time to talk with the man, but I did get a sense of him. He's cut from a
different cloth than Walker. He's... I don't know, cleaner.”


“I'll bet.”


“Give them a chance Admiral, they may surprise you. This Randall
sounded sincere, and at least he's not a snake like the one we've got in
Pyrax.”


“True.”


Irons mused over that. Randall had been a pain in the ass when the
Admiral had been there, but he had genuinely not wanted the Admiral to leave.
He was technically the lesser of two political evils. His personally message
from Randall with a formal apology had been nice.


“What do you think? He's not as bad as Walker. I've read the
reports the Captain filed about him,” Sprite said to the Admiral.


“True, he's not Walker. And Antigua is different than Pyrax.”


“From what intel we've got, Randall is the man. Or at least the
best we've got Admiral. If we're going to have a chance in holding this
together...”


“All right,” the Admiral said nodding.


“So, more running?” Sprite asked, sounding aggrieved and heartily
tired. “You're not planning a frontal assault on Horath are you?” Irons shook
his head. “Oh thank the spirits of space for small favors then,” the AI said
sounding relieved.


“I'm done running Sprite.” He frowned. “We are done
running. It's time to stand and fight.”


“So are we returning?” There was a note of excitement in
the AI's voice. Almost glee.


“In a manner of speaking. But not to Pyrax.”


“Oh hell, another long jump Admiral? Are you serious? With these
ships? They are barely held together with band-aids and bailing wire! Rigging
tape still...” Irons held up a hand to halt the complaint.


“No. Not there either. We're returning to the one place we have a
hope of standing firm and actually beating the Horathian's at their own game.
But we're going North by way of Kathy's World. I heard there is a Horathian
ship in orbit there.”


Captain Mayweather had picked up that little tidbit during the
post battle interviews and computer interrogations. Her intel officer had
picked up a partial memo of a ship that had been dispatched with extra soldiers
to fulfill the task force's original objectives of taking Protodon and Kathy's
World. The ship was a converted freighter, but there was no telling what havoc
they could have unleashed on the supine ice planet.


“We'll have to find out what is going on there, and if necessary,
liberate them. Or not. We'll see.”


“Antigua?” Sprite asked, sounding suspiciously excited.


“Antigua it is,” he replied with a firm nod.


“Hallelujah! About damn time,” she said with some satisfaction in
her voice.


“Don't rub it in Commander,” he growled.


“Well, I would never say you were slow and pig headed... sir,”
Sprite said with a malicious twinkle. He snorted. “But I am glad you finally
came around.”


“We'll see. First we've got to get there. And we've got some work
here to do before hand.”


“We are just outside Pyrax...” she suggested.


“No.”


“Just checking,” Sprite said, holding her virtual hands up. He
shook his head.


“What about Miss O'Neill?”


“She'll understand,” Irons said quietly.


“So, we're really doing this. Antigua,” Sprite said, testing it
out. She sounded as if she didn't quite believe him.


“Antigua,” Irons echoed. “And perhaps a visit into the past,” he
said looking directly at her.


Sprite looked uncomfortable for a long time. She had urged him to
go there several times. Now that he was willing to pass that Rubicon she was no
longer certain it was a good idea. Sometimes the past was left buried. There
was no telling what they would find there, and the distraction could prove
fatal in more ways than one. “What brought this change? The battle?”


Irons pursed his lips and then shrugged. “It's time to put away
ego. We've got a lot more at stake. I was just reminded of it. And well, this,”
he waved a hand to the reports floating around him, “That just confirms it.”


“If any of it is true,” Sprite replied.


“I'm betting some of it is. Which means we've got to get our
collective acts together and start working together. That means, among other
things I need to pack my wounded pride and get with the program.”


“Or we'll all hang separately,” Sprite replied with a moue.


“Nothing concentrates people more than the threat of a hanging,”
Irons quoted.


“But the ships...”


“Are going to need a lot of care, work, and training. We've got
some time on our hands, months in transit. We'll put that to good use. And if
you can get over your objections, I'd hope you could help with some AI crew as
well.”


“A mother, at my age,” Sprite teased, smiling coyly. “Again.”


“You've got the hips for it,” he teased right back. 


Sprite's eyes widened fractionally before she chuckled. “Admiral,
that's the first time I've heard you say something like that!”


“Sorry,” he said.


“Don't be. It's all good. I'm glad you are starting to get a
handle on things.”


“We need to get the ball rolling.”


“That sounds suspiciously like a lot of work coming,” Sprite said
warily.


Irons chuckled. “You know me so well,” he said.


<----*----*----*---->


The most damaged of the captured ships, and all the salvaged or
left over scrap was intended to go to Pyrax. Irons stuffed each of the ships
with material, including newly built fighters and fighter parts. They would
serve to fill the flight decks on two of the orbital forts and one of the
escort carriers that was currently mothballed. Horatio and the Yard could at
least get the platforms out into space. They would lack a hyperdrive, but at
least they would be mobile enough for defensive actions. 


The wounded Maine would lead the three destroyers, three
corvettes, and one frigate to Antigua, with stops along the way to pick up the
ships in Hidoshi's World and Richalu. Coming along with them would be six of
the freighters, the two tankers, and the factory ship to Antigua. The liner
stuffed with Horathian occupational soldiers was now a prison ship, with all
their Horathian prisoners on board. A pair of marine squads watched over the
four thousand nine hundred and fifty prisoners warily. They would take them to
Pyrax and an internment camp.


On second thought Xavier the other Arboth and most wounded tin can
could return with Firefly, the Admiral thought. They had the yard to repair her
and return her to service. That would leave Bounty and the Antelope
rechristened the Mary Apple with the Maine. 


The Admiral split the surviving two frigates down the middle, one
each. That would make everyone happy. And of course since they had less
distance to go Firefly could take the most damaged one.


Echo had been returned to service the night before. Sindri was
still grumpy, but not quite up to the task of taking her through the jump on
his own. He was tempted to task them to travel ahead to Richalu, but there were
too many variables, too many unknowns between here and there. He didn't even
know if Hoshi had actually stopped there, or if she had changed her mind and
decided to run the Kathy's World gauntlet.


He had briefly toyed with the idea of sending a ship to Bek, but
it was far too dangerous. They were green crews, going into a very dangerous
route... no. He'd figure something else out there, later.


Once he was certain all the ships were ship shape and able to at
least handle one jump the Admiral declared a day of rest. Ironically it was on
the Founding day of the Federation. Sprite arranged to have a party.


<----*----*----*---->


“Does this mean I'm losing you finally Commander?” Mayweather
asked, turning an inquiring eye to her exec. Word had gotten around about the
promotions. There was an excited feel in the air, everyone wondered where
lightening would strike next.


“Not until Prometheus launches ma'am.” Newly promoted Commander
Shelby Logan said, smiling. “I'm more of an engineer at heart ma'am. I think I
can do well there.”


“I think so too. And now that we've got a work around, let see if
we can finally pull a Captain's chair out for you permanently." She smiled
slightly. Her exec had been promoted to full commander and was going to skipper
Xavier for the ride back to Pyrax. She would be greatly missed. Renee didn't
like the holes in her crew, but she understood the need. She just hoped she got
most of them back when they returned to Pyrax. "Getting this chain of
command thing sorted out was going to be a headache. Wait until Vargess hears
about this.” She grinned mischievously.


“I forgot about that. And daddy,” Shelby grimaced. “I mean Captain
Horatio Logan.”


“Your father hasn't been entirely too comfortable with over all
command. I think a change may be in order. For the good. Although my being in
system command will make things interesting.” Firefly grimaced.


“Aye aye... commodore,” Captain Mayweather said with a smile.


“Yes, that is definitely going to take a bit of getting used to,”
Firefly replied. The Captain chuckled.


“I've received files from Commander Sprite. Most are encrypted for
Captain Logan and the staff. We also have an all ships header to look for Kiev
221."


"Yes, I remember from the dispatches. She's still
overdue?"


"Yes. She still hasn't arrived in Pyrax."


"Ouch. Well, we may have to look into that. Firefly or
another ship."


The AI nodded.


"Anything else?"


"Yes, some file updates and I do have one personal message
for a civilian.”


“A civilian?”


“I think I know who,” Commander Logan said, smiling coyishly.
“Miss O’Neill if I don't miss my guess do I?” she asked, looking at the AI
avatar.


The AI nodded.


“Thought so. Boy he has some explaining to do,” Shelby said,
smiling slightly wider. Her eyes twinkled with mischief. “And come to think of
it, she's going to be just a bit put out because we turned down her request to
come along.”


“She'll get over it,” the Captain growled. She poked Shelby.
"I believe you have a ride to catch Captain Logan."


Shelby blinked and then nodded. "By your leave then
Captain?" she asked with a smile.


"Go on, get out of here. Get Xavier sorted out, we've got a
long ride ahead of us."


"Aye aye ma'am." She turned and nodded to the AI.
"Sir."


"My compliments Captain," the AI said, with a return
nod. "Smooth sailing."


"Aye sir," Shelby replied, saluting the AI, and then the
Captain. They returned the salutes and then she about faced and walked out of
the compartment. Renee just caught the small smirk on her former exec's face.


"Think she'll do okay?"


"She'll do just fine ma'am. It's past time to push her out of
the nest," Firefly responded.


"Yes well, that does open up a bit of a hole in our chain of
command though," she shook her head. Ensign Tr'j'ck her JTO was off on the
prisoner liner, acting as her Captain. Ensign Sampson her senior communications
officer was off on one of the frigates, as was Ensign Rator'll her sensor
officer. She was a bit concerned about that Veraxin, he was still a bit jittery
and hadn't quite settled down enough in her opinion. Hopefully his time in the
hot seat will mature him. Chief Chowler was on one of the freighters. Manning
bridge watches was going to be fun for the midshipman and ratings, she'd have
to keep a close eye on them. At least she still had Janice and guns by her
side.


<----*----*----*---->


The morning of their separating ways, the Admiral had a few last
minute chores to finish up. So, while some of the crew nursed hangovers or
grumbled over the engineers’ insistence on one last series of checks, he called
a meeting of senior officers.


“I'll try to keep this short,” the Admiral, said, turning to the
captains. “Mayweather and Firefly, when you get back to Pyrax and if Commander
Vargess returns while you are there, hold a promotions board for him.”


Both captains nodded. “With Logan on file as a Captain you have
the minimum three to do so. Once you have I want you four to go through the
rank and file and correct any long overdue promotions. Fill the vacancies in
the command staff if Horatio hasn't already done so for one.”


“Easier said than done. The best candidates for the jobs refuse to
do it. And we've had one case of seniority in a... alien being and his body’s
limits has caused issues with us.”


“Joy,” the Admiral replied. “Do your best to handle it without
stepping on toes, but if you must you must. But fill in the gaps first.”


“Aye sir,” Captain Mayweather replied. She glanced at Shelby. The
other woman shrugged slightly.


“Firefly, Sprite has found the updated regulations in her travels
regarding key transfer. Apparently during the later stages of the war the rump
legislature recognized the problem and tried to address it. We now have a
partial fix, a firmware update for Horatio.


Commander Sprite and I have recorded the firmware updates to
Horatio. His MOS is as an engineer, so he will have engineering implant codes.
We have uploaded them to you in an encrypted file. When he comes on board, you
are to have him jack in and receive the firmware update. It should take. It
isn't the entire update, but it is enough to get the ball rolling until we can
meet up physically and I can finish the key install.”


“Aye sir,” Firefly responded. Mayweather nodded slightly, doodling
with her fingers. “I see the files,” the AI said cautiously.


“Don't touch them,” Sprite warned. “Don't even do a virus scan or
they will self destruct.”


“Understood. I've handled classified data before Commander,”
Firefly responded.


Irons nodded. “With the firmware update, the keys you three have,
plus what you now have in storage or under construction, you should be able to
finish the smaller ships. At least get them space worthy. That should thicken
the defenses in Pyrax nicely,” he said.


Again the AI and human Captain nodded.  


“I've taken the liberty of queuing up all the replicators and your
machine shop. Those include the machinery in the armory. I believe sergeant
Riley had a conniption until he realized just what I was up to,” the Admiral
said.


“And just what were you up to sir? If I may dare ask?” Commander
Logan replied. “Tucking away some goodies I hope?”


“In a way,” the Admiral replied. “I've got equipment currently
under construction, as Firefly well knows. It is draining your fuel, so I
arranged for you to be topped off before you head out. I left my gas refinery
in Beta 100, so it should be full by now, we'll pick it up and drain her on our
way through that system.”


“Okay...”


“The armory is churning out frames and parts you couldn't before.
Enough to outfit a platoon. The other fabricators and machine shops are making
weapon, computer, and hyperdrive components. I've got enough backlogged in the
cue for you to build things your entire trip back. That is until you run out of
room or materials. So I strongly suggest you also make room and take on as much
materials as you can. Stuff them in crew quarters and in companionways if you
have to. Unload what you can to other ships. There is a list,” he pushed a
tablet to the center of the table.


Commander Logan whistled as she touched the tablet with her index
finger and the file uploaded to her.


“Do not, and I mean do not,” the Admiral said sternly, getting
their attention. He held up one warning finger. “Under no circumstances should
you interrupt it. Do not interrupt the queue. It's on a set pattern, once you
do it won't reset it will wipe the codes. So, if it isn't important, it had better
wait,” he said.


“Aye sir,” Firefly replied.


“I'm dead serious about this. I focused on parts you three still
don't have the authorization to make. It's the best I can do. You can put the
pieces together or stockpile them in Pyrax.”


“Thank you sir.”


“On another subject, do you two have any issues to my leaving
Captain Logan in charge of Pyrax?” he asked. “You two will be senior now,” he
said. Shelby stiffened, bristling at any implied insult to her father.


“No sir,” Firefly said. “I'm after all, a ship AI. I prefer that.”


“No,” Captain Mayweather said slowly. All eyes turned to her. “I'm
a ship's Captain,” Renee said carefully. “I do admit, we've helped him where we
can. He's not a born officer sir; he's struggling to deal with it all. I think
his stubbornness has helped a lot. But he does have his blind spots,” she said,
ignoring Shelby.


“So do we all. I've screwed up. Rather spectacularly at times,”
the Admiral admitted. “Captain Logan is more interested in running the day to
day engineering efforts than in managing the entire system. He is a yard dog at
heart sir,” Firefly reported.


The Admiral smiled. “He's not the only one,” he said softly.


“True,” Shelby replied. She raised her hands. “And dad will admit,
he's a techy at heart. He hates being chained to a desk. He loves playing
hooky, going out to see the ships or get his hands dirty.”


“Me too,” Irons said softly. He felt a pang at not being with
Horatio.


Mayweather wasn't quite ready to be pried from the Captain's
chair, but she admitted that she and Firefly have been helping to run things.
Apparently, Vargess was also helping. The troika and senior staff seemed to be
working... most of the time.


Ambivalent, Irons let it ride for now without trying to resolve
the issue. Right now, it was working for them without a clearer chain of
command.


“Has Nata'roka settled in? I sent her an e-mail apologizing for
not checking in with her,” the Admiral said.


“She's fine Admiral. Sleeping now. She is very grateful for the
much larger tank,” Doctor Standish reported. He had dark circles under his
eyes, he was still getting little sleep with all the wounded on board.


“Very well,” Irons rose. The others rose with him. “It's been an
honor ladies and gentlemen, I hope to see you all again sometime in the future.
But let's leave the last minute dashing rescue out this time,” he said dryly.
He shook hands with each of them.


“Unless we need it,” Sprite interjected. That got a laugh.


“Good sailing folks,” Irons said. The compartment came to
attention and saluted. He returned the salute.


<----*----*----*---->


At the appointed hour the Admiral nodded to Miss Nobeki. She
returned the nod.


“Firefly group moving out sir,” Lobsterman said. The voice was
childish, not quite an adult. Maine's AI had chosen a male personality and the name
Lobsterman. He wore a yellow rain suit over his skinsuit. He had a baby face
and the rank of acting Ensign.


“Send them a salute Mr. Lobsterman,” Irons replied with a curt
nod. 


“Aye aye sir,” the AI said, sounding chipper. Irons smiled softly,
he knew the AI was enjoying each opportunity to act as an adult for the first
time. Sprite rolled her eyes. She knew that the new would get old and routine
soon enough. Not that she was going to ruin his wonder. In some ways she
enjoyed his childhood, it reminded her of her own. 


The Admiral and bridge crew watched as Firefly escorted one of the
captured corvettes, the gravely wounded frigate, six freighters turned colliers
and transports, the most wounded destroyer Xavier, female alien Ssilli, and the
liner stuffed with Horathian prisoners into hyperspace. All of the surviving
gunships were docked to Firefly and Xavier. The Admiral had no need or interest
in the small ships, they would just slow them down. Besides, he lacked the
manpower to crew them anyway.


Irons surveyed his own group in pride as they lit their drives and
headed for the Beta100 omega jump point. Their one Manta frigate broke trail as
point, the destroyers Bounty and Apple followed, Echo and the two other
Apollo's and their four fighters and the battlecruiser Maine came up in the
rear. The factory ship Carnegie, six large freighter-colliers stuffed with
pirate booty and replicated equipment, and two tankers followed them, along
with the eager skeleton crew’s of all the ships. Anticipation over not only a
fresh start, but getting their own back and returning civilization to the
masses seemed to be on everyone's minds these days. All for the good.


He was proud of them. They were making great strides in not only
repairing the damage to the ships, but also rebuilding them, practically from
the inside out. More would be done in hyper, but for now external repairs would
have to wait.


“I'm curious as to what the future brings,” Sprite said softly.


“I think it's looking up Commander,” the Admiral said. “The future
holds promise. Lots and lots of promise,” he murmured.


“Amen,” Sprite replied, equally soft.


Three days later they arrived at the jump point and Admiral Irons
took them on to their next adventure along the path to Antigua. It was finally
time to return. To return on his own terms, and this time, even invited it
seemed.


 


The End
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My
has this book changed! I plotted this out, oh, years ago. Even before
Fools Gold was written. In fact, Books 3-9 and Jethro 2-5 were plotted out
around the same time, or thereabouts. Sprite and Trinity didn't have names
then. Nor did Irons if you can believe it. I referred to him as 'the engineer'
in my notes. lol


And
like I said, a lot has changed. Loads. The Admiral and AI have evolved, grown
up a bit I guess you could say. And my writing style has also changed and
grown. I don't know about finding my voice, but I am now thoroughly enjoying
telling this story. This and others. :)


I
tried to follow my original script, but I cut a few things back that just
didn't work or weren't too believable. (I had planned on side trips to other
worlds to pick up ships and crew. That was dropped... or at least kicked to
Ghosts of the Past.)


Which
leads me to another thing, like I said in the above side note, I kicked some
things to Ghosts, and changed a few things. Ships were broken, some lost, some
people lost too. (I had planned on keeping Mary alive) So, it's going to be fun
sorting GP out... when I get around to writing it that is!


Hopefully
I started wrapping up some of the issues people had, answered some questions
and started some more. You may have noticed I started filling in some of the
blanks about the Milky Way, the Xenos... Go back and run “Find” if you missed
that. :D If I missed a particular noisome hobbyhorse, let me know in the
comments on my blog. :)


What's
next? Well, first, a bit of a break to work on the cover of this book, then
I'll either write Jethro 3 (explaining their arrival plus other stuff) or I'll
work on oh, Alive, or that Bootstrap sequel I'm getting 'encouraged' (nagged)
about. I dunno yet. Lol


 


Oh,
special note, something Ulrich put me up to. "That there could be
slight changes in parts to the older books as a re-check is underway. There
will be slight changes to them over time." Translation, he is working
with me on the various hyperspace calculations, the maps, formulas, and other
things, so some tweaking may be required. Also, he, Poon, and a few other
insiders are doing the occasional fact check of the other books. So, don't
shoot me if minor things crop up.


 


As
always, if you want to see some of the stuff and images for my various
universes, sneak peeks, find out my news, talk to me, or just listen to me
ramble, you can check out my blog.


 


http://cyberforge3d.blogspot.com/


 


Or
the Facebook group:


https://www.facebook.com/groups/582559128466667/


 


And
yeah, you can make comments there too.
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Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons: Engineering fleet Admiral, possibly the last in the galaxy.
At the time of stasis he was 102 years old with nearly eighty years in the
service, 70 as an officer. He has 3 Doctorates and multiple other degrees, most
of them engineering related. He slept in stasis for 713 years missing the end
of the Xeno war. He was a bit of a celebrity before and during the Xeno war,
having a hand in the design of the first Stargate and one of the Dyson spheres.



He spent 15 months on Io 11 after being rescued by her crew. He
then spent a year in the Pyrax system and then 8 months on Destiny before
transferring to Kiev 221.


 


Lieutenant Commander Sprite: Smart, sometimes spunky smart AI and central core of
Trinity. Serves as his adjunct. She is currently growing and evolving.


 


Proteus: Experimental
distributed AI based in the Admiral's nanites. Serves as his engineering helper
and bridge to controlling his nanites. Rank of Ensign.


 


Lieutenant JG Defender: Extremely intolerant dumb AI programmed as the Admiral's
security.


 


Phoenix: Semi-smart
male AI core of the starship Phoenix, created by Sprite and Proteus. Lt. Jg.


 


Goldie: introverted shy mini cheetah


Blaze: hyper mini cheetah


 


Bounty:


Lieutenant
Lazarian Bounty: Dumb AI. ship AI of
bounty. barely sane. Restored by AI. Becomes Bounty's executive officer.


Trey
Ulster: Lt jg. engineering officer
-new Chief engineer


George
Takagi: older taciturn supercargo. In
his 60's. Grumpy, but damn good at his job. Silver hair, tonsure hair bald on
top. Slight Asian looks. 1st lt.


Marcus
Ahearn: rear guard on Admirals team.
20's. Male. Ensign. former navigator.


Irina
Nobeki: smart cookie. rear guard.
engineer and officer. Tactical officer, 1st lt.


Enric
Patter: rating injured on the bridge.
Promoted to ensign.


Ezri
Patterson: Shuttle pilot, cobra
pilot. KIA


Dita: Red head, shy. cobra pilot. extensive shuttle pilot.
Officer


Meia: silver hair and suit. cobra pilot and security
officer. shuttle pilot, extensive experience. officer Tactical officer
interest.


Nata'roka: old female Ssilli, found in a pod several years
prior. The captain of the Bounty had adapted the pod and a cargo bay and tied
her into the ship's systems. Commander Navy.


Ornell
Drago: officer


Jesus
Cortez: Old, grizzled no nonsense.
Boat bay officer Bounty. 


Marty
Glenn: Doctor husband to Holly


Holly
Glenn: Nurse, wife to Marty.


Mutt: Cyborg Bulldog, adopted by the Glenns. Mascot of the
Bounty.


Rajesh
Ramada: Skeletal thin SBA. Indian.
Quiet. Black curly hair.


 


Howard
Chan: enlisted on Bounty.


Bucky
Allen: rating killed in attack on
Bounty


Yosef
Behr: knocked unconscious. memory
loss. Enlisted rating, former friend to Caid. assistant Chief on Romeo. Jewish.
Black curly hair.


Waldo: Drive room tech. Former crewman on Anderson. Quiet.
Frequently disappears. Tall wavy hair, paper white skin, broken glasses, wears
a tattered red and white long sleeve shirt.


Karmen
Santiago: Spanish woman, long wavy
brown hair. Sultry. Gets into trouble. Bit of kleptomaniac and a nymphomaniac.


Grace: Blue haired yellow eyed woman: Former love interest
to Waldo. Also from Anderson.


Rita:
Slim female. Sweet, friend of Grace.
Rating on Bounty.


Diego: Quiet 30 year old engineer rating on Bounty. Likes
apples.


Darren: Chief cook on Bounty. Chief petty officer.


Derrick:
Rating on Bounty.


 


Other
ships:


Captain
Ian McGuyver (Lt commander) told him
that they were being kept alive for intelligence they could provide to their
captors and for slave labor. Horath had managed to rebuild dozens of small
warships and had over thirty freighters in its merchant fleet before they
became aggressive and began sending out raiders. 


There
were sixty four non Horathian prisoners, they took them out in lots of eight to
fifteen each shift depending on the work. Sometimes they formed work parties
doing cleaning jobs, sometimes they were broken into smaller groups and then
chained to consoles to man unimportant parts of the ship's engineering.


Bounty
exec until takes command of corvette Echo.


Vestri
Sindri: dwarf, Lt commander engineer.
120 centimeters tall. squat, massive build. massive hands, broad bulbous nose.
brown hair, long brown beard. balding on top. piercing black eyes. former Chief
engineer of Anderson. Briefly Chief engineer of Bounty before transferring to
be Chief engineer of Echo.


Paul
Edding: rating. head wound.
transferred to Echo


Hershell:
1st Lieutenant. new
recruit. Old spacer. Retired to Hidoshi's World after ship lost. Considered bad
luck. Takes commander of collier 2.


Bill
Peters: -ensign, commanding officer
on Lassie KIA


Tirana Platt -Ensign
on Lassie KIA


Mary
Apple: Officer 1st lt.
Captain of Romeo corvette KIA


Raoul
Lee: life support. Team leader team
5. takes port life support. Lt assistant Chief engineer of Bounty Promoted to Chief
engineer of Romeo.


Charlene: female bonobo primate. has a mental breakdown, beats
a crew member. 1 of 2 surviving chimps. Signed on as an engineering life
support rating. Transferred to Romeo to be with Captain Apple.


Yuri
Malkovich: broken ribs. rating
transferred to Romeo


 


Brandon
Bynum: Lt Cameo


Rob
Miller: Lt cameo


Jacob
Larson: cameo


Jim
Olson: Lt cameo on Phoenix KIA


Jory
Gray: Lt computers


Mark
Anderson: Lt


Tim
Brown: Lt


 


MARINES:


Rory
Gustov: 1st Lt Marines former
security officer on Jaw-te


Craig
Lewis: Marine, second in command. 2nd
lt. Sent to Hidoshi's World with 23 other Marines.


Thomas
Burrows: Marine 2nd Lt
cameo. Sent to Hidoshi's World.


Gord
Archer: Cameo. Marine 2nd
lt.


Yorrick: Seemingly dull accident prone male. Marine Private.
injured in taking supply convoy. Big hulking guy.


Cherry: female marine private


Reiner: male marine private


 


Civilians/Other:


Exec
Karen Hoshi (captain of Le More)
Small Asian woman, from the Jaw-te was introduced and Admiral Irons tried to
avoid her haunted eyes while looking to the final beaten captain. The woman's
injuries... his jaw set. There would be a reckoning, that he vowed. For her and
for all the other women who never had a chance. 


Kinja: tall mahogany woman. team 4 leader. Engineer. Former Chief
engineer of Le More. Retakes roll.


Caid: Engineering mate. Civilian. went with Hoshi.


Jake
Sisko: black kid, early 20's. Team
leader. Engineering apprentice, life support Chief. Also amateur reporter.


Kyle
and Lyle Turner: Brothers. good kids.
work in the mess. Apprentice engineers. Interested in piloting as well. Work in
boat bay as well. Not nailed down a field yet.


Doctor
Hasad: From New Horizon. white hair,
muttonchops. Went with Hoshi.


Diegin:
sour faced thin man, downer.


Yuan
Chi: Male Asian. New crew. Civilian.


Ling
Mai: Asian female Civilian.


Dana
Truepath: sole elf survivor on
Deianira. Hid in the ducts of Deianira for year. Elf female child.


 


Antonio: Child taken by Horathians


 


Captain
Luscious Franx was the former Captain
of the Le More, a small freighter captured a week prior to the Admiral's
arrival. The small wirey man was badly beaten, with two black eyes, missing
teeth and welts on his neck. He could see some badly healing ribs and some
minor internal injuries. Two of his fingers on his right hand were broken. His
right wrist had a hairline fracture, he kept the hand close to his chest.  KIA


Miller: KIA on the bridge.


Rob: Injured/killed with Ian in struggle.


Merlo
Che: Bald radiation guy. Died 10 days
after liberation.


 


Horathians:


Admiral
Cartwright: Rear Admiral in charge of
attack on Protodon/Kathy's World area.


 


Commander
Brian Hathaway: Captain of the Tin
Lizzy, aka the Bounty. Average male, 160 cm tall, suave. gunning for flag rank.
Black hair, brown eyes. Distant Spanish lineage. KIA.


Exec
Lieutenant Peter Blye: 26 year old up
and coming officer. Rough, wants to prove himself. sets himself up as mad dog
that the captain has to rein in from time to time.


170cm
tall, sycophant with captain. Too young in rank to go higher. Blond with blue
eyes.


Chief
Serall: Acting Chief engineer of Tin
Lizzy/Bounty. Was assistant Chief. Plodder. complainer. complains about lack of
manpower.


Lieutenant
Sikes: Pear of a woman. Rough,
tortures men for fun.


Sergeant:
Old sweat. Bald.


 


Crewman
Franks: shocked on bridge by auto gun
mishap.


 


Corporal:
has cut here tattoo on throat. Heavy
jaw, big rough hands, nose flattened by repeated breaks. Killed cub. KIA


 


Guppy:
corporal on duty when Irons is
admitted to brig.


 


Johanen:
one of the guards that escorted Irons
to the brig. Pervert.


 


Chief
Bard: Big 182cm (6foot) guy, broad
rough brawler.  with a cobra tattoo on his head, hood out, fangs bared. Cobra
tattoo goes down back of head, wraps around throat, then down left arm. Alpha
dog of the brig.


 


Clancy:
Guard who had hostages. Surrendered
and prisoner. KIA


Ensign
Wilks Derrick: engineer. senior
officer in brig. Chunky man.


 


Lt
commander Alverez: commander of
corvette and commander of relief force.


Captain
San: Captain of collier 2


 


Colonel
Wizenbeck: Horathian soldier in
charge of taking and holding Hidoshi's World.


 


Rear
Admiral Javier Rico: in charge of the
force in Beta101a1. Handsome, married. KIA


Lt
commander Gerald: tactical officer on
BC Queen Adrienne


Ensign
Ibex: communications officer


 


Captain
Bluefield: captain of the Arrow KIA


Lt
commander Trevash: exec.


Manuel:
communications rating


Lt
commander Trevor Halsey: CAG and
squadron commander. Pilot of the Executor. KIA


Ensign
Fred Rogers: Rooky pilot of Raptor.
KIA
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Resources:


 


First and foremost, my blog again:


http://cyberforge3d.blogspot.com/


 


Jory created a fan Facebook page:


https://www.facebook.com/groups/582559128466667/


 


hHyperspace:


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alcubierre_drive


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interstellar_travel


http://dcmusgrove.blogspot.com/2010/12/michio-kaku-discusses-faster-than-light.html


http://io9.com/5963263/how-nasa-will-build-its-very-first-warp-drive


 


Navigation:


http://io9.com/5914143/how-will-starships-navigate-in-deep-space


 


 


Military tech:


http://www.tgdaily.com/hardware-brief/69097-darpa-looks-to-self-destruct-devices


http://www.military-info.com/freebies/murphy.htm


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Railgun


 


Fusion:


http://science.howstuffworks.com/fusion-reactor4.htm


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inertial_confinement_fusion


http://www.dvice.com/2013-2-22/lockheeds-skunk-works-promises-fusion-power-four-years


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polywell


 


Tech:


http://www.dvice.com/2013-3-7/manipulable-3d-hologram-created-leap-motion


http://www.dvice.com/archives/2012/01/microsofts-new-1.php


http://www.engadget.com/2013/07/04/cubesat-cat-thruster-propeller-kickstarter/


http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg19526136.400-speedoflight-computing-comes-a-step-closer.html


http://www.dvice.com/2013-6-29/teenager-creates-flashlight-runs-human-body-heat


http://www.dvice.com/2013-4-9/tiny-laser-printed-chipsets-are-intelligent-grains-sand


http://io9.com/a-sneak-peak-inside-google-and-nasas-new-quantum-ai-la-1444007785


http://io9.com/nasa-shows-off-a-prototype-of-its-new-xenon-ion-engine-510277963


 


Other:


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electromagnetic_pulse


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tachyon


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Graviton


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mass_spectrometry


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neutrino


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pinnace_(ship%27s_boat)


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quantum_gravity


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bastet


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nor%C3%B0ri,_Su%C3%B0ri,_Austri_and_Vestri


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tam_Lin


 


Galaxies:


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:5_Local_Galactic_Group_%28ELitU%29.png


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_nearest_galaxies


http://www.universetoday.com/21914/the-closest-galaxy-to-the-milky-way/


http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/e0/Satellite_Galaxies.JPG


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Artist%27s_impression_of_the_Milky_Way_(updated_-_annotated).jpg


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sagittarius_Dwarf_Elliptical_Galaxy


 


Plants in space!


http://davesgarden.com/community/forums/t/1122984/


http://www.mnn.com/health/healthy-spaces/stories/best-air-filtering-houseplants-according-to-nasa


http://www.spacegarden.net/downloads/Plants_in_Space.pdf


http://tipnut.com/nifty-food-plants/


http://www.mnn.com/family/pets/questions/what-plants-are-toxic-to-cats
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The following is a raw excerpt from Ghosts of
the Past


 


"We can turn the scaffolds you used to repair the Kiev and
other ships over to you as a start Admiral. That should give you something to
work with to... rebuild your ships. After of course they are repaired. The
pirates were not kind to them," Hishina Fu said.


"All right," the Admiral replied, nodding politely. He
was cautiously optimistic on how well this would go. This was a good start, he
reminded himself not to look too much into it, but not to let them hold back.
"I'll need access to more resources and replicators though."


"I believe your last proposal has been debated and approved
of Admiral," the station delegate replied.


"A week?"


"You can have as long as you damn well need Admiral,"
the system Governor said with considerable heat as he glanced at the station
rep and then locked eyes with the Admiral. "We need you to get your people
on your feet."


"Okay."


Governor Randall studied him for a long moment. "You were
right Irons, I know that. Hell, I knew that before you left, I just let
my stupid pride get in the way of telling you that. The pirates coming
here..." he sighed and ran a hand though his eyes. "Let's just say it
woke me up. Woke the people up. Idealism has its place but not in today's
universe."


"Thank you Governor," Irons replied simply.


The Governor looked up again. "Don't thank me, I'm just
giving you the tools to work yourself into an early grave Admiral," the Governor
replied with a snort of laughter. Irons snorted as well. "Hell, I heard about your work ethic. I wish I had
people like you on my staff!"


The Admiral smiled. "It's not all me Admiral, I've got some
good people."


"I know."


Irons turned to the stationers. "I don't want to disrupt your
build schedules..."


"Hell, you leaving screwed them all to hell. Right up until
your ship actually left they thought you'd stick around," Taylor Warner
said. His wife nodded.


"Did you..."


"Not far Admiral, and of course the damn pirates blew or tore
up a lot of what we did," the cyber sighed. "The Yard Dogs are doing
their best, but... well, their hands are tied in some areas. I hate to ask, but,
we need you..."


"I'll jack in when I get the chance." Irons turned to
the Governor. "Which reminds me, we do need to sort you out Governor,"
Irons replied.


"Oh?"


"Well, my departure prevented me from setting you up with
system Governor implant code keys." Randall's eyes went wide in surprise
and gratification at that. "I'm available now so if you can clear part of
your schedule and if a cyber implant specialist is available we can take care
of that."


"What do these keys allow me to do?" Randall asked cautiously,
dampening his enthusiasm.


"A lot more than what you can do now!" Taylor snorted
with a laugh. 


"I can give you a list. Most of it is authorizing
construction of civilian grade tech that's on the proscribed list. Also taking
control of some networks and other things in the case of a system
emergency."


The Governor nodded, but his eyes narrowed at a certain
qualifier. "Civilian grade you said."


"That's right. You aren't a military Governor or Senator so
I can't give you those keys unfortunately. But the civilian grade keys will
allow you to unlock civilian replicators, parts for fusion reactors, that sort
of thing."


"Ah."The Governor smiled.


"I wish you'd had that sooner sir," a staffer said.


"Well, he wasn't the Governor at the time I left if I recall
correctly," Irons replied dryly.


"True."


"The truss extruder..." Irons turned to the station
cybers.


"Was destroyed but it's a simple thing so I've ordered
another. I'm... ah, it's just been bumped up the priority list. Imagine
that," Taylor said, giving another stationer an amused look.


"With that out and some materials we'll get started on the
basic yard works. I can parse out everything I need and we can work on the
build schedule. Set it up to allow you to continue to meet any of your
commitments."


"Admiral, we need new reactors the pirates..."


"I don't know your station status. But if you need reactors
we... I can make myself available. That is if the Governor isn't
available," the Admiral said nodding politely to the Governor.


"So, I'll have these... for how long? Will they be in when
I'm out of office? Will I have to have them removed?" the Governor asked.


"You and the lieutenant Governor can have them sir,"
Sprite replied from the AI interface. They turned to her. "In the case of
an accident befalling you the lieutenant Governor's will become active. Until
then they will be dormant. If you lose office the codes will deactivate when
you leave office. They will be placed in inactive archives in case you resume
office... or if after ten years you do not they will over write
themselves."


"It seems a waste."


"Unfortunately that's how the system was set up. Certain
civilians, those in major corporations had similar set ups."


"The system needs work," a staffer said.


"The system can't be changed now, it takes a 2\3rds majority
of the congress to do that."


"A goal I understand you are working towards," the Governor
said, nodding to Irons.


"Reestablishing the government is a major goal, yes
sir," Irons replied.


"Good."


"Can I designate someone to build stuff? Keep the keys? How
do we handle succession?" the Governor asked.


"I can send you the unclassified files sir with a FAQ,"
Sprite said kindly. She was on her best behavior Irons noted in approval. He
nodded as did the Governor.


"I believe you can appoint a minister of various departments
including manufacturing and industry. If memory serves you can only give him or
her temporary access keys that will function for a short period of time. And
they are limited to what they can build as well."


Sprite rolled her virtual eyes. "Oh very well. If you are
insistent on pursuing this further... you can give temporary code keys to a
number of appointees. Each has to pass the system congress for approval. Each
key is good for one year and the higher key codes can only function with your
approval."


"In other words a minister could initialize oh, say a fusion
injector for your fusion reactor but you would have to approve it before the
replicator would turn on and replicate the parts."


"Oh. So what good is that then?"


"Well, you don't have to be in the same room to give
approval. You can do so over an encrypted link."


The Governor nodded as that idea sunk in. "Ah. I see."


"Right. So unless you want to be chained to replicators 24/7
or have one in your office... or put your office here on the station then that
might be a good idea."


"You said they have to be approved by the assembly?"
The head staffer asked. Irons nodded.


"Each person has to be vetted by intelligence services and
pass Federation testing but I'll handle that on my end," the Admiral
replied.


"Oh great."


"It's fine. I've come to realize my own mortality and that
it is better that more people have keys... or at least some keys."


"True," Sprite reluctantly admitted.


"Admiral, the scaffolds have been cleared and I've got two
tugs ready to tow them to where you want."


"Leave them there for now. If you could assign the tugs to
tow the Maine to one of the scaffolds?"


"The Maine?"


"The Maine," Irons replied with a curt nod. "She
needs some work and if we can keep her fusion reactor online then we can tap
her replicators. I've made good on some of her repairs but not all. What the
replicators on board can't handle yours can... and hers can build parts for the
new yard and the other ships."


"All right."


"As soon as I can get her sorted out I want her on station
near the B459c Warp point. We'll cycle through one of the other ships and shift
some of the forces to guard the Triang warp point. Once we do that I'll feel a
little more secure."


"Interesting," the Governor said. "But it is your
department," he said surprising the cybers and his staffers. "Just as
long as we do not have a repeat of that attack."


"I can't guarantee that now sir, but give me the resources
and people I need and in time I will be able to do so," Irons replied.


"They will be yours Admiral. It's time we ended these scum
once and for all," the Governor growled. Irons nodded.


"Mayweather said you build ships in Pyrax?" The Governor
asked. Irons nodded confirmation. The Governor smiled, clearly happy about that
confirmation. "How soon do you think you can do that here?"


The Admiral sat back a bit in the chair. "Once we get the
basic repairs on the ships sorted out we will focus on building the
infrastructure and munition factory satellite. Once we've got them going I'd
say less than six standard weeks we'll start laying our first hulls."


"That soon?" a staffer exclaimed in surprise.


"Well, one the first ships will be small gunships and
escorts, sublight ships designed to swarm an enemy at the warp point. They are
easier to build than say a larger ship like a cruiser," Sprite replied
with a slight hint of frost in her voice. "That is if we get enough
support and no shenanigans," she said dryly, eying the Cybers.


Fu spread his virtual hands. "You'll get no argument from me
Commander. I'm all for it."


That sudden change made both Sprite and the Admiral blink. Irons
glanced at Fu's wife. She merely smiled demurringly.


"I know. But not all of your fellows share your pragmatism
shall we say," Irons said, keeping his own enthusiasm in check. This was
going too well! His instincts said. There had to be catch somewhere!


"Some of our fellows have... retired. A few died when the
pirates attacked. I guess you can say things have changed. We will do
everything we can to make certain that attack doesn't happen again," Fu replied, looking
aged.


"See that you do," Sprite growled.


Governor Randall got up. Everyone followed hastily.
"Gentlemen, ladies, I thank you. Please let me know what you need from me
and my office. Admiral, I'll push any bill you need through the assembly, just
let me know. And please let me and Lt Governor Mitrian know when to schedule
the implant procedures."


"I will sir," Irons replied, shaking the man's
outstretched hand without hesitation. 


"See that you do." The Governor nodded and left.


...*...*...*...*... 


 


Hopefully you'll see the rest in 2014!
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