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Chapter 1

Portents
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Lieutenant Harry Nelson-Heron took his place in the conference room aboard the NECS Beagle, his demeanour quiet but assured. Just over six feet in height with blue eyes and an athletic build, he had light brown hair that tended toward red in sunlight. Technically, he was both too old and too young for his rank, a circumstance due to his military experience having begun at the age of twelve when he was warranted a Midshipman in the British Royal Navy in 1800. During a sea battle with the French in 1804, he and his shipmates Ferghal O’Connor and Daniel Gunn were transported through a time warp and landed aboard the NECS Vanguard in 2204. They quickly proved their skill, knowledge, and experience, and were rewarded with advanced education and promotions accordingly.

His post on this ship was that of Chief Survey Officer. He was tasked with assembling maps of the systems they explored and the key planets and larger moons within them.

Harry waited as his fellow officers and the science team took their seats and the conversation settled into respectful silence.

“Thank you for being so prompt for this meeting,” he began. “I know we’re all very busy and have much to do. Let’s get right to it. We have a number of orphan planets and one dwarf star in the late stages of decay with several planets orbiting it.

My team has sent surveyor drones to explore the nearest of the orphans, and I should have more information on its state and composition in two or three days.”

The Executive Commander, Alexei Polen, nodded his agreement. “Sounds like an excellent plan. Thank you, Lieutenant Heron. You may take your seat.” He respected Harry and trusted his judgment. A man of medium height and slim build, Commander Polan enjoyed a little sport, particularly squash, and his commission on this ship afforded him the opportunity to play the sport in his leisure time.

The head of the science team, a large man of middle age, addressed the Commander. “From a scientific point of view, Commander, the star and its planets should be investigated first. The star is of considerable interest to the astrophysicists here because it gives them a chance to test some of their models against the actual observation of this type of star.”

An athletic woman who sat farther down the table interjected. “My team would like to examine the surviving planets. The star has collapsed into the final phase of decay. It will be useful to analyse the decaying reactions. If it is anything like the other systems we have investigated, the planetary cores will be all that survive of the planets. It’s unlikely that any life is still present, but there may be traces, and a study of the planets will be useful in any case.”

Commander Polen nodded. “We can manage both without too much of a problem.” He directed his next question to Harry. “Mr. Heron, can Navigation plot a trajectory that will allow the collection of data from the targets the team needs?” A career officer in his late thirties, his role as Executive Officer meant that he had to referee the conflicts of interest between the scientists and the ship’s orders. It seemed the two were never in agreement.

Harry nodded. “I do not see a problem, sir.” He hesitated, listening to the ship’s AI in his head as it confirmed his unspoken question. A neural implant to help him gain the knowledge he needed to serve as an officer in the twenty-third century, combined with an illegal gene splice he’d been given while imprisoned in a rogue research facility a few years prior, made it possible for him to interact with any AI that he was linked to. This also made him a target for those who wanted to exploit his unique ability.

“The Beagle confirms my thoughts, sir,” said Harry. “The ship is preparing a set of choices for us.”

Polen nodded. “Very good. Yes, that will be very useful.” His gaze swept the table. Apart from the human contingent, there were two aliens present, Sci’antha and Regidur. Sci’antha was a Lacertian—a Saurian whose people had been enslaved by the Consortium and freed by the Fleet, specifically by Harry and Ferghal’s quick thinking and bravery in a near-fatal incident followed by a heroic rescue operation. The Lacertians had a deceptively delicate appearance, but they moved like lightning and had incredible strength. They also possessed the ability to fade into the background, becoming almost invisible. Fearsome in appearance, they were generally very efficient and mild-mannered, but in battle, utterly ruthless.

Regidur was a large Canid. Standing seven to eight feet in height, the Canids had a disconcertingly canine head and face, but otherwise appeared human. They were highly intelligent, very adaptable, and extremely advanced technologically.

Both aliens had other members of their race among the crew, but these two were never far from Harry. The Commander had heard that Lieutenant Ferghal O’Connor also had Lacertian and Canid companions. This provoked some comment among other Fleet officers, but especially among sympathisers of the League for the Protection of Sentient Life, or LPSL, who were convinced that the mutual relationship of respect between Harry and Ferghal and their alien companions was more like that of owner and pet, a ridiculous notion to be sure.

Polen let his attention wander while a few scientists and officers debated an unimportant point, then he pulled his thoughts back to the agenda when he’d had enough.

“Right, then, I think we can table some of these discussions for another time. Lieutenant Heron, can you transfer the ship’s data to everyone’s tablets, please?”

“Yes, sir, I’ll do it now,” Harry replied.

Commander Polen glanced round the table. “Anything else?”

He groaned inwardly as a hand shot up near the middle of the table. Dr. Palmer was head of the alien cultures team and a member of the League for the Protection of Sentient Life. Suave, handsome, and vain, the doctor considered himself of superior intelligence to any mere Fleet officer, which irritated everyone. That he was the acknowledged expert in the art of deciphering alien glyphs and inscriptions, and therefore a key member of the scientific team, only made it worse. In the Commander’s opinion, the doctor was also a self-opinionated bigot, but he kept that to himself.

“Yes, Doctor Palmer?” Polen acknowledged in a droll tone. He noted the way in which the two aliens fixed their gaze on the doctor. They tolerated him, just, and it showed. They seemed to have no problem with most of the other scientists, which made their attitude toward Palmer and his team even more obvious.

Palmer leaned back in his chair and literally struck a pose, his legs stretched out languidly, crowding the personal space of the women seated on either side of him. Their discomfort was obvious. He was either unaware, or he didn’t care. “It seems unlikely that we will encounter any sentient beings in this system, but one never knows. I’m sure that we would not wish to repeat the mistakes made on Seraphis or Lycania.” His patronising smile directed at the Lacertian and the Canid was so insincere that it was nauseating. “I feel that I must remind everyone of the importance of not introducing any alien cultures we encounter to technology or ideas that they might not have developed on their own. It is vital to keep their culture pure and untainted from our interference.” He nodded pointedly in Harry’s direction, ignoring the wooden expression and angry flush in the Lieutenant’s face. “We must avoid at all cost the sort of situation Lieutenant Heron precipitated on Lycania.”

A growl from Regidur, the large Canid seated to Harry’s left, swung everyone’s attention away from the doctor. “You still persist in your claim that we are backward, uncultured, and without technology?”

The doctor leaned forward, rested his arms on the table, and spread his hands in a placatory gesture. “Of course you had technology. I am certainly not trying to cast aspersions on your culture. That is precisely what we want to preserve. But everyone knows that you had no weapons until the Lieutenant taught you how to make explosives, and we all know how that went….”

He was cut off by the angry, snarling response from the Canid. “Fool! We had weapons that were far more powerful than you or your supporters can understand. They were intended for hunting, but when we were attacked, we had to adapt them—”

“Gentlemen!” The Commander rapped the table. “I think you both have made your points adequately about this issue. Doctor Palmer, we will take the LPSL Protocol into account, but please remember that it is not law and does not address situations such as that which Mr. Heron encountered on Lycania.” He glanced down when he heard a chirp from his tablet. “Good. I see that Mr. Heron’s proposals are now available. Perhaps you’d all like to take some time to consider them and send any suggested modifications or additional requests directly to me.”

The assembled scientists glanced at the extensive list, some scrolling through the displays, avoiding any show of support for the Alien Cultures team. A murmur of ascent confirmed their agreement.

“Good. I’ll alert you when we are in position to begin the initial scan. Mr. Heron and his survey team will have the observation dome and the astronomical observatory instrumentation active for the astro teams, and all the scanner arrays will be active for everyone else. Thank you, everyone.” Commander Polen stood. “Mr. Heron, Regidur, Sci’antha, I’d appreciate your joining me in my office.”

“Sit down, please.” The Commander waved his visitors to the seats in his small conference room and waited until they were settled. “Well done controlling your temper there, Harry. Palmer is enough to try the patience of a saint, and I’m certainly not one. Regidur, Doctor Palmer is an example of a human weakness. Once an idea or concept has taken root in his mind, he and those like him will never see any other argument.” He met the large Canid’s gaze. “If your people don’t have similar types, you are fortunate—very fortunate.”

The Canid growled a response, and Sci’antha, the Lacertian navigator, gave her strange hissing laugh.

In her sibilant way of speaking, she said, “Your race seems to have many like him. Perhaps it is because they do not like to think that other species may be equally intelligent and able.”

Harry laughed and the Commander grinned. “Unfortunately, Sci’antha, you are probably right.” He lifted his tablet. “Now, Mr. Heron, the reason I asked you to join me is that I am concerned by this report you posted. Can you explain what you mean by your statement that there have been a number of fleeting contacts with a very large body that behaves as if it is following us?”

“Aye, sir.” Harry paused as he inwardly instructed the ship’s AI to open a display. As the hologram appeared, he indicated an area. “If you will examine the lower quadrant, sir, you will see a brief obscuration of a small and rather dim star cluster. There!” He asked the AI to freeze the image. “The star cluster designated ENGC 98 dash 2204 on our charts has vanished.” He paused as he instructed the network to advance the clip again. “There it reappears. If it were only this single event, I would not have reported it, sir, but Sci’antha has recorded several more such occlusions, and Regidur has observed other similar events.”

The Commander leaned back, studying the screen, his lips pursed in thought. “Can you replay it please, Harry? Slowly, so I can see it as it happens.”

“Certainly, sir.” In his thoughts, Harry spoke to the ship. Beagle, replay this segment of our recording, please, but at one tenth the actual speed.

As the clip replayed, the Commander was able to see something pass in front of the star cluster as if moving on a parallel trajectory to the Beagle. He breathed out slowly. “You have several more examples of this?”

“Yes, sir. We have been monitoring it for two days, and this clip is from this morning’s recording.”

“What’s your assessment? Any idea of distance?”

“Yes, sir. Though we cannot see it on any of our direct systems, we are able to gauge that it is following at a distance of around point two five astronomic units.”

The Commander whistled. “If that is correct, that thing must be huge!”

“By calculation, Commander, it is almost one thousand kilometres in diameter.” The Lacertian bowed her head toward Harry and said, “Lieutenant Heron has confirmed our calculations.”

The Commander’s frown deepened. “So, we’ve an unknown object trailing us with unknown intentions. Is it making any sort of signal? What about emissions?”

The big Canid tapped the tablet in front of him with one surprisingly delicate clawed finger. “It is not making signals, but it receives them. The propulsion is unknown. The emissions are not detectable by our equipment.”

“We’ve tried to get a lock on them with the optical telescope,” said Harry. “I thought that we might be able to do the same thing I did with the Siddhiche ships when I was on the Vanguard, but this is something very different. It seems to bend the light in some way. Only when it passes directly in front of something emitting light can we see it.”

“We may have a problem then. I don’t like things that I can’t identify, and I know the Captain hates them. I want it monitored day and night. If it moves toward us, we scream for help and get out of here.” The Commander leaned back, his expression thoughtful. “Who else knows about this?”

“Several of the Rates do, sir, and those who operate the scans in our team, including the astrophysicist, Doctor Sebastian Knop.”

“Damn. Make sure the Rates understand that they are to speak to no one about it. I’ll have a word with Doctor Knop myself.” The Commander chewed his lip. “The ship’s stuffed full of damned scientists, and they all have their own special interests and agendas. Half of them don’t like the other half, or they don’t see how someone else’s work fits theirs, and all of them want first priority on everything. And then there’s Doctor Palmer and his little clique. If he gets wind of this, you can be sure the LPSL will get involved, along with the politicians back home and the damned press, and then we’re in the soup, big time. And we still won’t know what or who is following us.” He stood up, and the others stood as well. “I’ll have to inform the Captain,” he added. “Keep me up to date.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

Harry reclined in the privacy of his cabin, letting the day’s tension ebb before he opened his thoughts to the ship. “Beagle, replay my last night with Mary for me. Start from when we left the dining table—from Herbert’s confusion when I started to clear the dishes.”

“As you wish, Harry. Do you wish to have sensory perception this time?”

“Yes, please.”

The hologram formed, transforming half of the cabin into the living room at Scrabo. Herbert, the android butler, fussed his way into the image, scolding as he gathered the dishes from the table just visible on the edge of the hologram.

In the hologram, Harry sat on the sofa in the living room, and Mary smiled invitingly as she leaned down and kissed him, her hair brushing against his cheek. Harry felt her sensuous lips on his, and his heart rate increased.

When he discovered how to get the AI to recreate specific memories as holographic videos, it soon became his favourite late-night indulgence when he was alone. It was not as good as being with Mary, but it was the next best thing. He felt a little guilty about it, as he was pretty sure Mary would not approve if she knew he did this, because if anyone walked in on him, they would be able to see the holographic video too, but he always locked the door—besides, he just couldn’t resist…

With the hologram Mary whispering in his audio nerves, he relaxed, enjoying the sensations of her touch on his arms, and then his chest, and then the delicious pressure as she sat on his lap. He relished the powerful sensations that surged through his body in response to the warmth of hers.

They wrapped their arms around each other and kissed deeply, and Mary repositioned herself on his lap. He drew in his breath as she straddled him, and she had just started to unlace her corset when the image distorted then stopped. The hologram vanished.

Harry sat up, breathing heavily as his heart rate slowed. He suddenly felt self-conscious, and had the distinct impression that he had been watched the entire time.

“Damn it!” he muttered, and glanced around with nervous tension. “Just as it was getting to the good part too. Damn, damn, damn.” When he collected his thoughts, it occurred to him that he might have a bigger problem than not being able to enjoy some virtual lovemaking with Mary.

“What just happened, Beagle?” he asked aloud.

“Someone attempted to access your memories, Harry. I detected interference, but since you have never given me permission to let anyone else access these memories, I shut down the program as a safety precaution.”

“Someone was watching Mary and me?” Harry demanded. “How the hell? Who was it? Bloody bastard! I’ll find him and make him pay for this intrusion!” Harry was fired up now. He had spoken very loudly to the ship, and was self-conscious again. He switched to internal dialogue in his thoughts. “Do you have a trace on who it was?” His mind raced, and he suddenly felt alarmed. “Did they manage to capture any of the video?”

“It is unlikely, though a part of the image might have been caught. It will not, however, be anything beyond the briefest glimpse.” The Beagle paused. “I do not have a complete trace. The source of the attempt is a mobile unit operated by one of the science teams. It does not use a normal direct interface with my system, but operates through another unit to disguise itself.”

“Is this the first time such an attempt has been made?”

“Negative, Harry. I have detected several such intrusions, though this is the first time it has been directed against your personal visual memories.”

Harry let that sink in. He felt almost nauseous as he considered the implications. “Then we have someone attempting to steal information or corrupt it, and I mean a bigger problem than my own personal fantasies, though that is troubling enough. Beagle, I need to know exactly what data has been accessed this way, and most importantly, I need to know who or what is doing it.”

“I will research this and provide the information without delay.”

“Thank you, Beagle.”

His pleasure now spoiled, Harry decided to take a cold shower to calm down. Eventually he turned the water to warm and let it stream down his body. He mentally berated himself for his lack of caution, exposing Mary to this intrusion as well as himself, but then his recrimination turned to anger again. How dare anyone intrude on my private thoughts! What were they really trying to do? Access my mind? Even worse, were they trying to get explicit video to use against me? But Mary is in that video too!

This was not good. He would have to report this to the Commander, a conversation he already dreaded, but first he needed to know what he was dealing with.

He prepared for bed, frustrated and concerned. He hated the thought that some creepy stalker had sullied his memory of his beloved Mary. Now, every time he remembered that sweet night, his thoughts would envisage the rude interruption, and the feeling of being watched, and of someone literally hacking into his thoughts. Damn it all, and it was such a perfect night too. She’d prepared a sumptuous meal for him, and flirted with him throughout dinner; she wore a short skirt, sexy high heels, and a cute little corset top that showed off her perfect body, something she would never wear in public, but this was for Harry’s eyes only. Then she climbed onto his lap and kissed him as he ran his hands through her long beautiful hair and down the curve of her back, and when she straddled him, she murmured how perfect he felt against her…

Damn—it was no use. It was ruined. After tossing in bed and trying to calm his thoughts enough to sleep, he threw the covers aside, got up, dressed, and made his way to one of the observatory domes, hoping to find a distraction.

Harry groaned inwardly when he saw Dr. Palmer waiting for him outside the survey office. He put on his polite face. “Something you need, Doctor?”

“Yes, yes, as a matter of fact there is.” The doctor attempted a friendly smile. It was so patently insincere that it made Harry’s skin crawl. “I was wondering if you had managed to get any clear images of the orphan planets you mentioned observing. My team would like to study them for any signs of habitation. You know the sort of thing—unnatural features, evidence of mining and so on.”

Harry nodded. “Certainly, Doctor. We do have some very clear images of the last two bodies we encountered. Our drones found no atmospheres and were able to get very high-resolution scans. Shall I forward them to your laboratory?” Harry keyed the entry code on the door to the office; it was a restricted compartment because of the sensitivity of the instrumentation and the work carried on inside. He politely blocked the doctor’s attempt to enter. “I shall ask my team to identify any others that may be of interest, and to forward those as well.” He smiled. “Now you must excuse me, sir. The Commander has asked me to fetch our star chart updates for this area, and the Captain is waiting for him.”

Frustrated, the doctor allowed himself a flash of annoyance. He’d fought his way to the top of his specialism, overcoming a number of personal and social hurdles to do so, and he wasn’t used to having his wishes denied. “Oh, very well. Send the material to my team, but I warn you: if there is any contact with any new races, or any suggestion that we might have encountered some new species, I have some very influential contacts and will take steps to prevent anything like what you did on Lycania from ever happening again.” His attempt at a dramatic exit was spoiled when he turned to discover that Regidur was standing directly behind him.

The big Canid stepped aside to allow the flustered doctor to pass. “That one will cause trouble,” Regidur growled to Harry.

Harry grimaced. “You are so right.” He turned to Sci’antha at her workstation. “Send the images we made and the maps of the last two orphan planets we scanned to Doctor Palmer, please. Hopefully that will give him something else to think about for a while.”

Stretched out on his bed, Harry made his usual prayers for his family and friends. As was his way, he’d spent an hour earlier in the evening writing letters to Mary, Ferghal, Danny, and Aunt Niamh. The ship’s AI played its latest selection of his favourite music in his aural nerves as he pondered the mystery of the elusive entity that had disrupted his virtual lovemaking with Mary.

“I have a trace on the intruder, Harry.” The voice of the Beagle in his ears brought him instantly to full alert.

“Who is it? Where is he located?” Harry swung his feet off the bed and began pulling on his boots.

“I have not identified the person, but the source is a mobile personal unit currently in the laboratory used by the Alien Relations and Communications team.” The Beagle paused. “There are a number of active units there, though only one is currently engaged in attempting to access the data your team have gathered.

Harry pondered the various conversations and discussions he’d had that day. He’d spoken to the members of his team as the Commander had instructed, and received their assurance that they would speak to no one, but one or two had looked uncomfortable.

On impulse, he asked the ship, “Beagle, has Doctor Palmer or his team tried to access anything to do with the scans I made of our unidentified follower?”

“Yes, Harry. He attempted to make a connection to the data record for the optical scanners. I barred the attempt because the request did not comply with the protocols for their laboratory.”

Harry considered this. “Please block all further attempts unless the Captain orders otherwise. Make a record of all such attempts from any location other than that of my team, the Commander, or the Captain. He paused, thinking furiously. “And you had better monitor any attempt to use the hypercoms from that lab as well. Log the signal routing and the destination, please.”

“Should I bar such transmissions?”

The Beagle’s question made Harry grin. “That’s tempting, but I don’t have the authority to do so.”

He lay awake for a while longer, his thoughts drifting back to his home on the shoulder of Scrabo, the great lava up-thrust that marked the head of Strangford Lough in County Down. He’d left it as a twelve-year-old in 1800 and returned to find it much changed but still recognizable in 2204. Slowly, the music of the harp in his ears lulled him to sleep, and the ship, detecting this, faded out the music.

Dr. Greg Palmer slammed into his lab area still seething at the very obvious manner that damned upstart Heron had brushed him off. How dare that youngster treat him with such disdain? It reminded him sharply of how he’d been treated by his peers when he’d taken the first uncertain steps into alien languages and scripts.

He was in the mood to chew somebody out. “Hallam, how far are you with that installation I wanted? Have you managed to get access to the survey records system yet?”

Hallam glanced up then looked round guiltily. He dared not reveal the secret knowledge that he was sure he’d come close to accessing a private memory in Heron’s thoughts. He’d only had a glimpse of a very attractive young woman, but it was enough to make him determined to see more. “Not yet, Doctor,” he hedged. “I need to be careful, though—Lieutenant Heron has a lot of protective barriers installed.” Hallam prided himself on his hacking skills with AIs, but had discovered some real barriers with this one. “If I rush this, he’ll be all over it before I get anything useful.”

“I want access to whatever he’s hiding in there. And I want it now!”

Hallam watched the doctor stalk away then glanced at another member of the team. They shared a knowing look and shrugged their shoulders. Palmer was a difficult man to work for, but he got results, which looked good on a person’s CV. Hallam wondered if Palmer knew that his much-prized algorithm – the key to his success at unravelling alien languages – was someone else’s work. Probably not. The man was far too self-important to even consider anyone might have the same intelligence.

In this, Hallam and several others of the team were wrong. Greg Palmer was very aware of the challenge they posed to his pre-eminence in this field, and some already suspected the algorithm that he claimed credit for might not be his original work at all. It wasn’t, but the true origins of it were now well buried. Part of his resentment was fuelled by the knowledge that many of them were actually better at aspects of deciphering alien languages than their erstwhile leader.

Beckoning to another member of the team, Palmer demanded, “Is that hyperlink set up? I will have a message for transmission later.” To the others, he barked, “Heron will be forwarding some information. As soon as you get it, I want you to go over it in detail. Look for traces of anything redacted or altered. I don’t trust him, and I think he’s hiding information from us.”
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Chapter 2

Traces
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The planet currently under survey, humorously dubbed Vogon by the geologists, showed that it had suffered a catastrophic event at some point in the past. Dr Klonowski had explained the joke to Harry, telling him it was a reference to a twentieth-century sci-fi story called A Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. When he understood the gist of who the Vogons were, he enjoyed the sheer silliness of the joke, especially that the answer to the big question in the story was ‘forty-two’ without any explanation.

On the side of the planet facing the dying star—a malevolent glowing cinder at the centre of the system—the surface appeared partially melted. The face away from the star was distorted and twisted into fantastic fissures, massive plateaus, and tortured surfaces. The planet had even lost its globular shape and now had an irregular appearance. It registered no atmosphere at all.

Dr. Julia Hardacre studied the distorted surface on her screen. “Interesting—the disruption on this hemisphere looks almost as if the planet took a massive impact, yet the other side shows the surface layers stripped away, exposing the solidified inner core. This will mean a revision of a few theories.”

“Hmm.” Her companion stared intently at the screen. “It looks as if it was caught by the full force of a massive solar flare, almost as if the surface was vaporised, but there must have been a complete distortion of the entire planetary form. The other side looks as if it was shattered by the transfer of the impact forces through the core.” He looked up. “Its appearance is more like what I would expect to see on a world that has collided with another large body.”

Julia nodded. “There’s nothing like this on any of the other bodies we’ve studied, and none of the inner planets show the same damage. See if we can make any sense out of the far side.”

At a separate set of screens, Harry watched as his TechRate manoeuvred a scanning drone closer to the surface on the dark side of the planet. Now the disruption was obvious. Great slabs of rocky crust thrust upward and lay in piles at crazy angles to one another. The layers of the rock strata were discernible with the enhanced imaging. The planet’s end must have been swift and violent.

A sharp exclamation on the other side of the compartment drew his attention. “What’s that? That can’t be natural; it’s far too symmetrical.”

“Show me their screen please, Beagle.” Harry studied the image of the surface and could just make out something that appeared to be the entrance to a tunnel. “Enhance the image, please.” The image sharpened, and on his command, it zoomed closer. The science team were clearly excited.

“It has to be artificial. It’s far too regular to be natural,” exclaimed a member of the geological team. “Do you think the Captain will allow a landing?”

Harry smiled. “I’ll put in the request. I must admit that my curiosity is piqued.”

Stepping from the surveyor lander, Harry stood aside as the scientists joined him. The gravity exerted by the planet was less than he’d expected for such a large body. He had not yet set foot on Mars, but he had been on the surface of the Earth’s moon and on the smaller of the moons orbiting Pangaea. This planet seemed to be exerting a stronger pull than Earth’s moon, but not by much.

The tall figure of Dr. Roberta Klonowski joined him. “How far is it to the feature?”

“Not far.” Harry pointed. “If we move to that position, we should be directly in sight of it. If we need to get closer, we will have to use the lift packs.”

“Then let’s get to it.” She gestured to her team. “Okay, everyone, get samples of everything exposed.”

As he led the way up a short slope, Harry noticed that the surface was covered with a mix of powdery dust and small bits of stone. When he reached the top of the rise, he stopped. Plummeting before them was a deep fissure in the landscape. On the other side, a wall of rock soared high above the barren landscape, its shattered surface exposing stratified rock of different shades and textures. The bottom of the fissure was in total darkness.

“We don’t have a probe to reach the bottom,” Harry remarked to Roberta, his eyes on the circular opening in the rock face opposite them. “We can certainly reach that opening with the lift packs, but we will not be able to go very far into it.”

“I agree, but I think we need to take one of the technicians with us. I want some samples from the inner surface, preferably from about a hundred metres in, and video of what it looks like inside.”

“Why that deep?”

“Hopefully it will have been less affected than anywhere near the separation point.” Roberta paused. “I wonder if we can see the opening on this side from over there?”

Harry visually gauged the depth from the top of the cliff opposite to the opening. “I expect so. The depth appears to be quite large.”

A technician from the science team joined them, and Harry checked the suit packs and controls.

“Right. There’s no atmosphere, and the gravity is low, so we’ll take it slow and gentle.” He laughed at a sudden recollection. “On Lycania I had to tow my friend Rasmus. I hope that’s not necessary this time.”

The transit across the fissure was quick. After landing inside the cavern—Harry refused to think of it as a tunnel until someone proved it—they switched on the lights built into their suits. The cave walls had a smooth polished look, and swept away into the depths in a direct line.

“It can’t be natural,” breathed Dr. Klonowski. “It has to be artificial—but who, or what, made it?”

“I doubt they’re here to answer you,” Harry joked. The place unsettled him. He turned and peered into the depths below them. A darker patch on the opposite wall, at the very depth he’d estimated, showed the other end of the tunnel. “Whatever it is, it continues on the other side of the fissure.”

“And it goes down a long way from here.” Roberta Klonowski watched the technician. “The surface lining of this tunnel is manufactured, but it seems to be organic. Come, my friend, I want to get these samples into the laboratory.” She joined Harry. “I’m sure Dr. Palmer is already making demands for the protection of the inhabitants of this place, wherever they are.”

Harry laughed. “If he can find any, he’s welcome! This place has a most uncomfortable feel to it.” He looked around. “Something is not right, but I don’t know what. Let’s get out of here.”

“I agree,” said Roberta. “This lining isn’t natural—it’s too regular and smooth.” She chuckled with a wry grin. “The infamous Dr. Palmer will have to examine it, of course—first dibs if he gets his way—but I doubt he’ll find any living aliens to protect here.”

As Harry anticipated, the discovery started something of a scrum among the science teams, and most of them wanted to visit the surface to see it for themselves.

The Commander studied the list of examinations and research that the scientists around the table thought vital and necessary. Dr. Palmer was the most demanding, Harry noted, and he had made some serious enemies among those whose claims to the allocation of research resources were more legitimate.

“We’ll have to set up a surface post for some of these,” said the Commander.

Dr. Palmer took a breath and was about to launch into one of his self-important tirades when the Commander cut him off. “As the likelihood of there being any remaining life on this planet is slim to none, I am giving the geological and archaeological teams priority, though all the other teams will have the opportunity to share the data they gather and to undertake specific short-term visits as well.”

Dr. Klonowski got in ahead of the others. “I appreciate that, sir.” She smiled at the group. “From what we saw on the first visit, I’d say there was a massive impact at some point, and the tunnel is not natural. It has a sort of lining that is non-metallic and non-organic, and is similar to cement.” She looked across at Dr. Palmer. “We can upload video of everything we found, but from what I saw, there was nothing other than the tunnel, and we didn’t have time to penetrate farther than the first few metres.”

“So you say,” Dr. Palmer snapped, his face flushed, and then he looked directly at Harry. “But I’m not happy about the Lieutenant’s involvement, given his past record of interference with the indigenous populations of whatever planet he sets foot.”

Regidur and Sci’antha both reacted, but the menacing Canid was on his feet and leaning across the table, his eyes blazing. “You are an ignorant fool!” He barked, the translator almost deafening the gathering.

Harry had a restraining hand on the Canid before anyone else could move. “Thank you, Regidur. What interference would that be, Doctor? I think I have a right to take exception to these continuing slurs upon my character and my intentions.”

The Commander banged his fist on the table. “That will do, Mr. Heron, Regidur.” Turning to Palmer, he added, “Doctor Palmer, I remind you that Mr. Heron is an officer with a remarkable record. Given his origins and his background, your remarks are offensive, and I insist that you withdraw them and apologise immediately.”

Dr. Palmer glowered at the gathered scientists and correctly gauged that he could expect no support from them. “Oh, very well, then. I withdraw the objection. However, I insist that any life forms discovered must be accorded the full protection of the Protocol.”

The Canid made an angry noise, but caught the Commander’s eye and subsided. Harry, with a glance at his superior, nodded. “You may rest assured, Doctor, that I have no desire to interfere with any life forms that I might stumble upon—unless, of course, they attempt to kill me.” The anger was plain in his face as he held the doctor’s gaze. Harry’s reputation in the art of fencing had been more than adequately demonstrated in the months that the ship had been in transit, but now his contempt was also showing, as was his refusal to be cowed by this bullying scientist. Those who knew him well also knew not to cross him when he had the expression that seared his face as he glared at Dr. Palmer.

Dr. Palmer looked away, fiddling awkwardly with his tablet. “As long as we are clear on this, Commander, I have every intention of advising my sponsors of this unsatisfactory situation as soon as I am able to obtain a hyperlink.”

The Commander nodded, his face showing his annoyance. He already knew that the doctor had been making daily contact with the LPSL headquarters in London and that a considerable amount of material, none as yet sensitive, was being transferred to that organisation, and not all of it the intellectual property of the doctor’s team. “I would like to discuss that with you privately, Dr. Palmer. I’d like a moment of your time when we’ve finished today. The Captain has some concerns that I want to bring to your attention.” He looked at Harry. “Is there anything else your people will need for this surface stay on Vogon?”

Harry put his anger aside and gathered his thoughts. “Yes, sir, but I think it can all be sorted out fairly quickly. I’ll transfer the full requisition to your terminal if that suits you.”

The Commander nodded. “Do so, please.” His gaze swept the group. “Dr. Klonowski, Dr. Abbott, Dr. Knop, perhaps I can leave you to work out the details of the equipment and personnel you need to land with Mr. Heron. Thank you. There’ll be the usual security detail landing with you, Mr. Heron. See the master warrant for their needs.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“Good. See me as soon as you’ve got everything sorted.” He signalled the meeting’s close, and everyone dispersed, leaving Dr. Palmer alone and seething with anger.

The Commander wasted no time after closing the door. “Now, Doctor, I have several serious issues to discuss with you regarding the activities of your team.”

“The man is an insufferable bully, Mr. Heron, but you can and must ignore his constant gibes.” The Commander hesitated. “If he wasn’t just about the only man on Earth who can decipher alien scripts and languages almost from scratch, we’d have had him shipped home and replaced within days of setting out. Now, I will say only this at present: I have every reason to suspect that he and his pals are trying to find something they can use against you. That means you need to be on your guard at all times, no matter what the provocation.”

“Yes, sir.”

Harry’s reluctance to offer any additional comments nudged the Commander to explain the situation further. “Dr. Palmer is a dangerous man—more dangerous than you know. His sort always manages to twist the truth and put a spin to it so that it’s not quite untruth, but it’s not the complete truth either.” He gauged Harry’s expression; the haughty mask was back, and the Lieutenant’s eyes were bright and hard when he finally offered a reply.

“I think I have some experience with their manipulations, sir. I have several times been ambushed by their propagandists during live interviews.”

“Then you know what I mean.” The Commander stood up. “Don’t make remarks like the one you threw at him about sentient life forms trying to kill you. You can be damned sure that he or one of his people will have recorded it, and when they can insert it into something unrelated that shows you in a bad light, they’ll do it.”

“Surely there are laws that prevent them doing these things, sir.”

“There are, and then again, there aren’t. The onus is always on you to prove they’ve done it. As far as what matters right now, you’ve got a job on your hands. One more thing: Dr. Klonowski knows that one of her people is also an LPSL sympathiser, so be careful.”

Mary read Harry’s latest letter with eager anticipation. As usual, he provided some interesting insights about some of the people he was working with. What he didn’t say conveyed a great deal that he probably didn’t intend, but she was good at reading between the lines. She frowned as she read his description of Dr. Palmer and his associations with the League for the Protection of Sentient Life. A feeling of unease prickled her skin, and she had the distinct impression that this man was dangerous somehow.

Her attention focused on the holo display, a talk show hosted by the popular ‘Monty’ Montaigne. One of the panelists was expounding on the subject of exploration, and the search for habitable planets. Another cut in with the view that studying ‘dead’ worlds was a waste of resources, mentioning the NECRS Beagle, currently visiting a patently uninhabitable planet. The remark led to a heated discussion about the need to extend scientific knowledge, the urbane host deftly steering the opposing views. Losing interest, she returned to her letter.

Mary studied the watercolours that Harry had included. This crop were all of some of the scientists, and beneath each was the name of the person and his or her job title. Mary lingered for a moment over the sketch labelled Roberta Klonowski – Head Geologist. It showed a woman in her mid to late thirties. She had dark hair and eyes filled with laughter. Hers was a strong face; her expression was relaxed, but there was an air of authority to it.

She probably adores Harry, she mused. What woman wouldn’t? No doubt, Harry had worked his charm on this Roberta woman, but Mary was certain that she was just a work mate and a friend—nothing more than that—at least she hoped so. It was not easy being separated by vast amounts of time and distance. She read his letter again to reassure herself of his love for her and only her.

Yanik Hallam considered himself unbeatable when it came to gaining access to protected data. The fact that he’d so far succeeded in getting absolutely nothing in his attempts to access Lieutenant Heron’s link made it an irresistible challenge. The glimpse he’d caught of Harry’s memory of Mary intrigued him. Who was this beautiful woman astride his lap? Was she a real person? Maybe she was Harry’s girlfriend. Or was she an erotic fantasy he conjured up when he thought no one was looking?

It frustrated Hallam that he’d got so close, and then been kicked out of the system altogether. “Let’s see you beat this, Lieutenant …” Tongue protruding from the corner of his mouth, he entered a series of commands then leaned back and watched as code began to stream on his display.

“What you up to, Yan? Got what the boss wants yet?” The petite woman parked herself on the edge of his worktop and glanced at his screen.

“Not yet, but I’m close, Josie.” He grinned. “Just uploading a little trick program I threw together. As soon as Heron uses that link of his, it’ll latch on and keep him linked to me. I’ll soon know what he’s hiding from us.”

Josie frowned. “But that’s …” She hesitated. “I thought they said he’s permanently linked to the AI.”

“If he is, all the better,” he said, not taking his eyes off the screen. He sat up suddenly, his expression incredulous. “What the hell? It’s rewriting my program! Shit, shit, shit!” He entered a few commands to no avail. “Now it’s …” He stared at the display. “I’ve never seen anything like this. The ship—the bloody ship!—is telling me to mind my own business and stop attempting to access data and information that I have no right to!”

Josie burst out laughing. “That’ll teach you. The Boss won’t be pleased, but you’ll have to try a different approach, Hal. It looks like they’re on to you.”

“No damned way.” Hallam fumed. He had more than one trick up his sleeve. Lieutenant Bloody Heron would soon learn that Yanik Hallam wasn’t going to be beaten. Heron was hiding something. He was sure of it now, and he was definitely going to find it.

Alone in his comfortable suite—a luxury enjoyed by all the unit leaders of the science teams—Greg Palmer let his mind run over the work of the day. He’d have to watch Hallam; the fellow was becoming far too sure of himself. He sipped the drink he’d poured, very conscious of the threat he felt to his status from some of his own team.

“Those damned creatures always supporting Heron don’t help either. Damn the man. So damned efficient, so sure of himself …” He gulped the drink in hasty anger, and choked, which led to a flurry of coughing and spluttering.

“Damn!” he muttered as he wiped his shirt. He couldn’t fathom Heron out. He landed in the twenty-third century straight from the nineteenth, for crying out loud! He shouldn’t be so damned comfortable with an eight-foot-tall wolf man or a female creature that resembled a dinosaur and spoke with a wispy, lisping voice like a 1940s Hollywood bombshell.

He couldn’t bring himself to admit it, but aliens terrified him. Sure, their languages and scripts fascinated him, but their physical presence made him uncomfortable, like he wanted to bolt for the nearest exit.

In part, this was the reason he supported the LPSL—to keep alien races away from Earth. His “humanitarian” work—a misnomer indeed, but for lack of a better term, that’s what everyone called it—was also very useful for gaining the attention of starry-eyed followers whose brains could be employed to his advantage. Downing the last of his drink, he prepared for bed, the memory of the confrontation with Regidur making him shudder as he tried to find a comfortable position.
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Chapter 3

First Contact
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The exploration of the tunnel showed that it wasn’t natural.

“It’s part of an extensive network, Harry,” the leading archaeologist told him as he joined him deep inside the tunnel. “We can find nothing to indicate who or what created this, though about half a kilometre down that lead, there’s a chamber that looks sort of like a honeycomb.”

“No sign of any living organism? Nothing Dr. Palmer’s team would want to examine?”

The archaeologist smiled inside his helmet. “Not a thing. Yanik Hallam has examined it and recorded everything. He and another of Palmer’s team—Du Bois, I think—are with the advance team at the end of this branch.”

Harry hesitated. Something about these tunnels made him very uneasy. He had a feeling of being watched, yet there was absolutely no sign of life anywhere, and with no atmosphere at all, it seemed unlikely there could be. “I’ll leave you to it then. Just keep everyone within a kilometre of the entry point in case I need to recall you.”

“Understood. I don’t think we can do much more down here anyway, so I’ll pull everyone out. It would take years and a much bigger team to examine what we’ve seen so far, and that’s probably a mere fraction of how far this thing goes.” He stopped as an excited voice broke in.

“You have to see this, George! It’s amazing. Looks like a whole city—non-human, but a city.”

Harry laughed. “I think you spoke too soon, George. I’ll leave you to it! Don’t let anyone get lost.”

Harry left the tunnel and used his lift pack to soar clear of the chasm. He’d just landed next to his transport sled when the Commander’s voice sounded in his helmet audio link.

“Get your people packed up and back on board, Harry.”

“What will I tell the people, sir? The scientists are not going to be happy. They’ve just uncovered what could be a city at the end of that tunnel.”

“Tell them we have a security alert, and I want everyone back up here ASAP.”

“Very good, sir. It will take an hour at least to demount and remove our living and working units.”

“Leave them in place. Just get everyone up here. Tell them to bring their data and their samples. We’ll retrieve the equipment later.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Harry turned to his warrant officer. “You heard that, Warrant? Good. You round up the inside teams while I deal with the outside crews.”

The warrant officer closed and sealed his EVA suit, and Harry did the same. He had just activated his comlink when the Commander contacted him.

“Can you communicate with the ship from there?”

Puzzled as to the reason for this question, Harry responded with confidence nonetheless. “Of course, sir. The link is functioning.”

“No, I meant that trick of yours.”

“Yes, sir.” Harry frowned, puzzled at his need to clarify. “I can communicate with the ship as long as I am linked to a computer that is also linked to the ship.”

“Okay. I’m not sure this will work. Give me a moment, please. I suggest you establish whatever it is you have to do, but act as if everything is normal. I’ll explain in a moment.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” He completed his suit checks, and as he operated the airlocks to leave the command module, he let his link to the computer slide to what he considered his active mode.

“Beagle, do you know what the Commander wants?”

“Yes, Harry, but he will tell you himself. He has asked me to link his voice-com to you. If it is too loud, I will adjust it.” The ship hesitated. “He does not appreciate the sensitivity of my voice connections and thinks he must speak loudly and carefully.”

Harry almost guffawed. He knew exactly what the ship meant. The Commander almost shouted when not using his personal link to speak to the ship. It was comedic the way he enunciated each word with excruciating clarity. “Please tell him to use his link then. I do not think my aural nerves could stand it otherwise.”

He grinned at the ship’s response to this remark as he made his way to a transport sled, started it, and followed the beacon to the farthest of the geological teams. Suddenly the Commander was inside his ears, and Harry wondered what else his superior might be able to hear of his thoughts.

“Harry, chase it up down there. We have a possibly hostile contact on approach, and they definitely know we’re here. It’s a ship of human origin—possibly one of the old Consortium renegades they supposedly lost at the end of the war.” There was a pause, and Harry could sense that the Commander was taking a moment to think. “That shadow of yours is still about as well. No indication of who or what yet. It’s keeping its distance, but we’re aware of it.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Harry replied, and then he hesitated. “If you send down the pod carriers, sir, we can load everything into the pods and lift the lot in one go. It will save time, and it will mean that we don’t lose any of the kit or samples if we can’t get back.” He stopped and waved to the geological team. “Pardon me, sir, but I must speak to the team leader briefly. The ship will keep us linked.”

“Go for it then.” There was a momentary pause. “I must say, Harry, this is a damned useful way to speak to you, especially if I need to discuss our shadow with you. I suspect our normal channel may be under surveillance by Palmer and his group, but I can’t catch him red-handed.”

Harry dismounted and hurried closer to the geologists. “Dr. Young, we have a security alert from the ship. We must leave immediately. All work must stop at once. We have to get everyone and everything aboard as soon as possible. Beagle is sending down the pod carriers so that we can raise the units and personnel in one lift.”

“Immediately? But we’ve only just begun. And what’s this about a security alert? Have we encountered some new life form?”

“No, but a strange ship is approaching, and it appears to be one of the former Consortium ships. This is just a precautionary measure in case they reopen hostilities or contest our mission under their prospecting agreement.”

The Commander intruded on his thoughts, a bit too loud in Harry’s ears, but he tried not to wince. “Nice excuse, Lieutenant. I must remember that!”

Harry suppressed his annoyance as he responded to the geologist. “I suspect there’s a wealth of research here. I’m sure we’ll return once we’ve established who these newcomers are and their purpose here. Please get your team back to the base immediately. I will bring in the second team.”

Leaving the scientists loading their transport, Harry opened his throttles and headed for the location of the second group.

“Well done, Harry,” said the Commander, their link still open. “I’ll leave you to chase these guys back. The pod carriers are on their way down. See me when you get back aboard. I’ll use this link, if you don’t mind, if anything else comes up.”

“Thank you, sir.” Harry waited until the ship assured him that the link with the Commander was closed, and then he allowed his thoughts to explore his annoyance. He hoped that the Commander didn’t intend to use this method of communication too frequently. It would mean that he’d never have any privacy at all. He slid the transport to a halt next to the suited figure of the team leader, a friendly woman a few years older than himself. “I’m sorry to break up your research, Eleanor, but we have to return to base and the ship immediately. There is a strange ship approaching that the Commander thinks might be a renegade Consortium vessel, and we must take precautions.”

“Damn,” she said, followed by a wry chuckle. “Oh well, we were just about to pack up anyway. Give me a few minutes, and we’ll follow.”

“Certainly.” Harry smiled. Whenever he was around an attractive woman, he found himself wondering what it would be like to be intimate with her, and then thoughts of his last night with Mary before this deployment chased that thought away on a stream of guilt. He distracted himself by watching the flurry of activity as the five scientists and technicians mounted their sled and signalled their readiness to follow.

As he set the vehicle in motion, Harry had a sudden idea. He contacted the ship again. “Beagle, can you link me to the Commander please, and privately.”

Harry heard the Commander in his head.

“Yes, Harry?”

“Sir, I think that we should leave a probe in orbit and one on the ground where our base is. I’m not sure, but I think that our shadow might want to examine the area where we’ve been, and it might give us a chance to see who or what it is.”

“I’ll send one down to you immediately,” the Commander replied. “How soon will you be ready to lift?”

“I’m almost at the base now, sir, and the underground teams are already there.” Harry looked across to where another transport had just come into view. “The other surface team should be here in about five minutes.”

“Good. Get ’em loaded, and the carriers should be in the final descent.”

“They are, sir. I can see them already.”

Dismounting at the camp, Harry checked that everyone was present. “Warrant, get everything disconnected and ready for lifting. Roberta, can your people see that all their samples and gear are stowed, please?” He chuckled. “Dr. Young is not pleased with me. I disrupted his study of a large fissure, I think.”

“Sid will get over it.” She laughed as she watched the first of the pod carriers descend to settle astride one of the modules. “We’ll be ready in a jiffy. What’s the real problem?”

“As far as I’m aware, the Captain is merely being very cautious. There have been a number of reports of rogue former Consortium ships operating as pirates. I think Captain Kretzmann is simply not wishing to leave any hostages to fortune.” He saw a burly figure approaching followed by two men towing a strange looking machine on a small sled. “Ah, I think you’ll have to excuse me for the moment. I have to decide where to place this beacon.”

Harry took his seat as the last pod carrier powered up and rose slowly into flight. The last few days on the devastated surface had been a challenge, but they had also produced a number of surprises. That the planet had once had life, water, and even an atmosphere was certain. The exploration of what they thought was a tunnel had revealed a small and very complex arrangement of linked subterranean structures. There was evidence of damage to the walls that resembled the marks left by plasma cannons, but there was not a single trace of any machinery or of any metal object. Strangest of all had been the discovery of tracks unlike anything that anyone had ever seen before.

“All very ambiguous. Nothing to indicate its age or how much time has passed since these structures were formed,” Roberta told Harry as they settled into their seats. “The geological disruption is massive and not recent, but we’ve no way of knowing whether the tunnel or that little city was stripped before the catastrophe or after it.” She grinned. “Perhaps whoever made those tracks can tell us.”

“Perhaps.” Harry returned the grin. “Or perhaps they had a hand in it.”

“Then they would have a weapon far greater than anything we have access to.” The geologist shook her head. “No, I think this is something else—probably a natural event that overtook this system, but it left a few puzzles for us to unravel.”

The pod carrier lurched as it made contact with its docking points on the Beagle. “We may have to come back to do more research on this.” Harry was on his feet. “I’d better report to my station. If the Captain decides to transit, I have work to do in the navigation centre.” He grinned. “And an EVA suit is hardly the appropriate dress for that.”

Roberta laughed. “True. If I remember correctly, you might find seating yourself at the console difficult. Go, my friend—I had better see that our samples and equipment are unloaded safely.”

The Navigation Centre was a hive of activity. Taking his seat, Harry allowed the ship into his head. “What is afoot, Beagle?”

“The contact is behaving strangely. It isn’t approaching or answering our signals. It is a human ship, and it matches the signature and profile of one of the Consortium destroyer class reported as lost at the end of the war.”

“Thank you,” Harry responded, and his comlink chirped with the Captain’s voice.

“Report to the Command Centre, Mr. Heron.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Harry got out of his seat and headed for the door. He paused at the navigation officer’s side. “I’m required in the command centre, ma’am.”

Lieutenant Commander Penn nodded. “Better see what the old man wants.” She flashed a smile. “Tell him if he wants to transit, I’ll need you here.”

Harry grinned. He rather enjoyed working with Lieutenant Commander Penn. “I’ll do my best, ma’am.”

“Harry,” said Captain Kretzmann, “your ghost ship is moving in. I want you to get up to the Observatory and see if you can get a look at it. Don’t use the electronics, though—keep it manual and visual only. I think our Consortium pal has encountered this ship before, and I want to know what he’s keeping clear of.”

Harry grinned. “Aye, aye, sir. I’m on it.”

Greg Palmer studied the images his team had gathered. “So there was life here, and it could still survive somewhere.”

“Whatever it was, it seems to have had multiple limbs,” Hallam ventured. “And it probably wasn’t humanoid. The structures suggest something taller than a human, with very different physiognomy.”

“I agree with Hallam,” said Anton du Bois. He indicated one of the structures. “This is typical of what we found there. It would be awkward for a human to move about comfortably in such a structure.”

Palmer frowned. “Any inscriptions? Images? Anything that indicated a writing system?”

“Nothing we saw. Of course, we only had time for a very brief examination.” Yanik Hallam knew his boss well. “There could be a surviving population, but with Heron in charge …” He lifted his hands and shoulders in a doubtful shrug.

Palmer took the bait. “Collate everything we’ve got. Hallam, I want access to Heron’s data, and I want it now. I don’t care how you get it. The rest of you, if you hear anything, any suggestion from the other teams, that there could be a surviving population, I want to know.” Thrusting himself out of his seat, he announced, “I’m going to see Polen. I want Heron kept away from any contact with any aliens we find.”
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Chapter 4

Discovery
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The big reflector telescope really needed two people to handle it properly, but Harry knew that none of the men he currently worked with had the skill to operate it manually. “Ferghal, why aren’t you here when I need you?” he muttered to himself as he cranked the scope onto the bearing that the ship had supplied. He set the elevation and then swung himself into position for the sighting eyepieces.

Adjusting the focus, he carefully scanned the visible sky. The telescope’s view was quite narrow, but the magnification was high. There appeared to be nothing in the view field. He double-checked the bearing and began a section-by-section search of the field. Soon he spotted something.

Darker than the background into which it almost blended, it betrayed its presence as it occluded a small star. He tweaked the magnification and managed to reach down with one foot to catch the training crank. He cursed as the telescope moved the wrong way. Quickly he adjusted the aim. “That’ll have to do.”

He strained to make out any detail. Whatever it was, it was huge. It had an ovoid shape and projections from its hull that gave it an organic appearance.

He watched as it changed shape and direction. Then it grew. Harry keyed his link. “Captain, it’s making straight for us.”

“Right. We’re transiting out of here. Secure the scope and return to your station.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

Harry jumped down, secured the telescope, and hurriedly pushed his feet into his shoes. He was about to order the dome display to cease when he got a clear look at the approaching ship as it caught the reflected light from the planetary surface. He felt a shudder of revulsion in the microseconds that preceded the brilliant flash as the ship’s transit shut down the display.

He was deep in thought as he made his way to the Command Centre. The hideous image of the strange ship burned into his mind.

“I demand that we return and attempt to make contact with these strangers!” Dr. Palmer was flushed and at his most obnoxious. “We have to ascertain what state of development they have reached so that we can determine the appropriate protections for their culture and further development,” he spluttered.

The Commander studied the picture Harry had sketched. Turning to Harry he asked, “How big did you estimate this thing to be, Mr. Heron?”

Harry paused. “It is very difficult to be accurate, sir, since distance is deceptive in these circumstances, but I think the estimate of a thousand kilometres in diameter is close.”

“I should have been informed the moment this ship was detected!” Dr. Palmer was clearly working himself into a rage. “Instead, you send a man whose record of relations with other species is questionable at best, and some might even say illegal—”

The Commander’s fist slammed onto the table, bringing silence. “Dr. Palmer! If you continue to slander my officer, I will have you replaced on this ship. Is that clear? Now, take a careful look at this image. Does this suggest to you a race that is in any way inferior to us? Does it suggest a race in need of protection from anything we might be able to offer?” He glared at the doctor. “Does it?”

Taken aback, Dr. Palmer glowered. “We don’t know yet! That’s the whole point, isn’t it? And, since Mr. Heron is the only person who has seen it, how do we know he’s giving us an accurate description?”

The Commander remained silent while he gathered control, but his eyes burned with anger. “Dr. Palmer, I will not warn you again about calling my officer a liar, or suggesting that he may have improper motives.” He waved to the image. “If this is what Mr. Heron saw, then I believe him. I also believe the measurements our instruments made as it closed on us. In fact, those measurements confirm the proportions of this sketch.” His glare swept round the table. “The Beagle is all but defenceless if attacked. We are a research ship, and Captain Kretzmann and I are responsible for ensuring that our explorations are conducted safely, that your research is secure, and that each one of you is returned to Earth in one piece and in good health. Mr. Heron is an officer of the Fleet. He is duty bound to take every measure in his power to protect you and your research.” He was about to continue when the door slid open and the Captain entered.

The Commander, Harry, and the two aliens stood.

“At ease.” Captain Kretzmann took a seat and placed a tablet on the table. He nodded to the Commander and glanced at everyone present. “I have received a communication from the Minister for Alien Relations. Interestingly, he seems to have heard of our encounter before my official report reached him.” His eyes locked on Dr. Palmer. “I have communicated to the minister that we will not attempt to engage with the alien ship.”

“But we must!” Dr. Palmer’s excitement overrode his usual caution, and he realised too late that his outburst unwittingly revealed that he was using an unauthorised hypercom transmitter to communicate with the alien ship. Oh, well, who cares? I’ve said it now. Whoever makes contact with this new race and establishes communications with them will be made for life. That person should be me. It WILL be me.

He tried to play down his blunder and act cool. “My colleagues at the LPSL have been to the Ministry, and have made representations to the WTO—”

“I am aware of that.” Captain Kretzmann cut him off. “Thank you for confirming the ownership of the illegal hyperlink transmitter we found. I’m assuming you weren’t aware that it was interfering with our own transmissions and some of our scanner arrays.” Dr. Palmer’s face blanched. “I thought not. I’ve had it shut down and impounded, and I will take the endangerment of this ship and its people further on our return.” He glanced around the table again. “I have made it clear to the minister that any attempt to approach that ship or make contact with it would place this ship and its mission in serious danger. The Fleet will send a squadron to investigate it further.”

He held up a hand as the doctor began to splutter a protest. “That is all, Doctor.” He waited until the other subsided again. “I have good reason to believe that to do so would be dangerous and possibly deadly. We left two probes at the planet: one on the surface and one in orbit among the debris. Both have ceased operation, and I assume they’ve been destroyed.”

Exclamations of surprise and alarm erupted. Dr. Palmer’s voice was strident and angry among the babble.

The Captain stood. “I’ve decided, in case we have been compromised in any way, to move us to Objective Six on our list. Kepler 646 has a planet that is in the temperate zone and may support life. We will drop out in seven days and recommence our mission.” He looked around again. “Commander, Mr. Heron, I need to speak with you when you’re free.”

“Gentlemen, I think we have a problem. The LPSL had up-to-date information on what we found and what we were doing well in advance of our daily reports and the briefings circulated by the Ministry and Fleet Relations. We found the hypercom transmitter only because we were using the scanner array when they activated it. Lieutenant Merriman shut it down and has it in her lab. Unfortunately, their transmission also cut off the last part of the transmission from our surface probe.” He keyed a command to produce a holographic image. “We think this is an alien from that ship.”

The image was poor, as if there was interference ruining the signal. It showed a very strangely shaped creature standing on what appeared to be four spindly legs, with four “arms” of similar appearance. The limbs seemed to be multi-jointed, and the general shape was completely non-human. It was also large. Harry winced as the transmission ceased abruptly when the creature struck the probe with some unseen device.

“Phew!” he exclaimed. “I wouldn’t want to meet up with that creature, not even in broad daylight!”

This emitted a wry chuckled from the Captain. “Nor would I, Lieutenant. I’ve consulted Fleet Command and forwarded these images. This is something we’re not equipped to deal with, so I’ve called in reinforcements.”

The Commander nodded. “Harry, you saw the tunnel and a bit of that city. Was it something these creatures could have made?”

“I don’t know, sir, but I think not. That creature looks too large for the habitats that we studied.”

“Hmm. Okay.” The Captain looked thoughtful. “The minister suggested that the LPSL have been all over the news with this, and they are lobbying hard for enforcement of their Protocol. That’s going to be restrictive for whoever picks up the task of learning more about this hitherto unknown race, but it won’t be us, at any rate. Now, I’ll be calling another round table and will share these images with the scientists.”

Objective Six, a small system of seven planets orbiting a star slightly larger than Earth’s Sun, seemed a much better prospect than the dead worlds of Objective One.

“Looks as if there will be plenty for your geology team here,” Harry remarked as he and Roberta Klonowski studied the inner planets of the system.

“I expect so.” The geologist frowned. “Though, some of the moons appear unusual. Look at that one—the small lump orbiting Planet Four. It looks almost like a ship at this angle.”

Harry peered closer at the image. “It is a ship. Look at those readings. The whole thing reads as an unnatural mass. But it has no power signature and no energy signatures.” He activated his link. “Commander, there appears to be a derelict ship of unknown configuration in orbit at Planet Four.”

“Planet Four? It has several moons and asteroids. Are you sure that’s not what you’re looking at?” There was silence for a moment. “Ah, I see it now…took it for an asteroid at first. Right, send out a probe and ready up a boarding team. I’ll alert Lieutenant Commander Penn. She will be in charge.” He paused. “Are you recording everything?”

“We are, sir.”

“Good. This looks very odd indeed. Very well, patch your data through to the Captain and me. I’ll alert him of this immediately.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Harry gave the ship the instructions necessary and then contacted the leaders he needed on the boarding team. Finishing, he turned to Roberta again. “I’ll make a wager with you that within the next ten minutes, Dr. Palmer will be trying to browbeat the Captain.”

Roberta laughed. “No taker! I never accept a bet against a certainty. In fact, I should think he’s on his way there already.” She studied Harry with a quizzical expression. “How can you be so sure he already knows of this?”

Harry grinned. “Beagle tells me whenever anyone attempts to access anything I am looking at, recording or examining.” He paused. “Someone in the Alien Cultures team has just made an attempt.”

“Were they successful?”

“Perhaps. They got something, but not what they were seeking.” He frowned, his mouth a thin line. “I do not like people who seek information by underhanded means, and I particularly do not like those who attempt to plant things in my mind in an effort to manipulate the ship’s AI.”

His friend looked at him, her face serious. “What do you mean?”

“They have someone who is supposedly an expert in what you call hacking. He has now made two attempts to obtain access to my cyberlink—the last while I was asleep. He has also attempted to obtain access to the ship’s hypercom transmitters. They will have a very nasty encounter if they make another such attempt, I assure you.”

A glance at Harry’s expression warned her not to press for more details, and shortly thereafter, Harry was called away to the Command Centre. Roberta felt that she’d had a glimpse of a different Harry, one who was far older than his physical age of twenty-two years. She saw a very ruthless Harry who would not hesitate to take violent and very lethal action if an enemy pushed him too far.

In the large laboratory used by Dr. Palmer’s team, Yanik Hallam tried to keep out of the doctor’s way. It wasn’t just that his boss was in a foul mood, or that he’d had a very one-sided confrontation with the ship’s coms officer and the officer responsible for all the ship’s scanning equipment.

His latest attempt to hack into Harry’s cyberlink had produced a result that left him in no doubt that continuing would be complete folly. Heron knew that he was hacking him. Worse, Heron knew exactly what he’d attempted and what he’d taken from the other science teams.

“What’s up, Yan?” Josie lounged in her seat. “You look as if one of the Canids has you on the menu for his dinner.”

He glanced to where Dr. Palmer was haranguing another assistant. He lowered his voice and said, “You know I’ve been trying to tap into Lieutenant Heron’s cyberlink, right?”

“You succeeded?”

“Sort of.” He swallowed. “He’s hacked me, and there’s going to be hell to pay when Palmer finds out.”

“The ship is of unknown origin. Probably nonhuman and totally derelict, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Penn reported. “She’s been stripped of everything. There’s no trace of her machinery, any of the ship systems you’d expect, or any remains. Whoever did this has done a very thorough job of it.”

“Is the hull intact? How did you gain entry?”

“Through what must have been a docking bay, sir. We landed straight on. Must have been hit by something, though, as several sections of the outer hull show damage, the rest looks as if it’s been degraded by something, and the atmospheric integrity is compromised.”

“What about propulsion systems? You said her machinery was missing, is that right?”

“That’s correct, sir. She had pods of some sort, but they’ve been dismantled. Just the skeleton remains, and there’s nothing of any other arrays either.”

“Very well, plant a beacon on her, record any damage and anything interesting you find, and then return to the Beagle.”

The signals warrant interrupted. “Captain, a signal burst just emitted from somewhere on that hulk. Very focused, but it’s unreadable on our systems.” He stared at his display with focused intent.

“Did you capture any of it?”

“Just the band signal, sir. It only lasted a couple of seconds, but it was very strong.” He hesitated. “I don’t think we’d have caught it if it hadn’t been focused on something on the other side of us by the direction.”

The Captain frowned. “That’s not a good sign. In fact, I don’t think I like the thought of that at all.” He keyed his comlink. “Commander Penn, keep your eyes open and don’t hang about. Something on that hulk just sent a message that we can’t read. Do your recording and get back here as soon as possible.”

Commander Polen strode into the Command Centre. “Sir, I think you should know that Dr. Palmer is threatening to involve the Ministry, the WTO Alien Relations Bureau and a host of other people if we do not immediately withdraw our people from that ship and hand it over to the LPSL research ship that he claims is on its way.”

“Damn! Take over here, Number One. Where is that damned jackass? I’ll go and deal with him myself. A word of warning, though: something aboard that ship sent a narrow beam signal to somewhere in the direction away from the star around the area of our encounter with that strange ship. Be ready to take us out of here immediately if it makes an appearance.”

“Will do. You’ll find the beloved doctor cooling his heels in the conference room.” The Executive Officer grimaced. “I gave him some busywork to keep him occupied—some images we’re getting back from Joan and her team. Oh, and I’ve put an absolute bar on any transmissions being sent without your authority.”

“Good.” The Captain made for the door. “Mind the shop for me, and don’t hesitate if you need to move us quickly.”

Dr. Palmer nursed his mug of coffee and his anger. The Captain reminded him of a teacher he’d had in primary school. He was deeply insecure, the legacy of a very unhappy and unsettled childhood. His parents had both been brilliant scientists, and very domineering. They’d always made him feel inadequate, and it drove him to control his environment and everyone around him. He could never bring himself to admit a mistake or reveal his uncertainty, and his desire to control everyone made him something of a bully to those who fell under his authority. That he stood no chance of browbeating Captain Kretzmann was clear.

He looked up as a figure approached. “Yes, Yanik?”

“You wanted me to rig up something to get into the ship’s hypercoms, Boss. Someone is monitoring it and has set up some traps. I’ll keep trying, but—”

“Quiet, you idiot.” Looking round quickly, the doctor lowered his voice. “Save it for now. They’re watching us. I’ll let you know when to do it.” He hesitated. “Pity you can’t find a way into Heron’s link.”

Yanik Hallam looked round. He rather prided himself on his ability to get into any AI system, and wasn’t about to admit that his latest attempt got a result, but not the one he expected. He’d been shaken by what the system did, and could only hope he’d managed to remove what it planted.

“I’ll keep at it, Boss,” he said with cocky confidence. “That bastard needs taking down a bit. I’ll enjoy cracking it.”
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Chapter 5

Stalker
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The Captain called the meeting to order. “Right, gentlemen, update me, please. What are the science teams doing, and what is the progress on this survey?”

The Commander spoke first. “Mr. Heron has managed to image all of the planetary surfaces on the inner four, sir. Our surface teams have landed on two, and the rock collectors have lifted another few tons of soil, rocks and some interesting fossils from the fourth.” He glanced at Harry. “Dr. Palmer and his team are still making waves about the derelict. We let him do his own survey, and he’s still not happy. Now he thinks that we may have violated the thing, and he claims that signal was a distress call.”

“He would think that.” The Captain turned to Harry. “Anything interesting in your survey imagery?”

“A few things, sir. The third planet is a strange one. It has an atmosphere and is volcanically active. The topography is very rugged and seems to be in a constant state of upheaval. We recorded major earthquakes occurring roughly every few hours.” He grinned. “The geology team said it was like walking on jelly most of the time, and the atmosphere is poisonous and corrosive.”

Lieutenant Rao interjected. “Their EVA suits have to be scrapped, sir. The atmosphere down there has degraded all the systems to the point that my people can’t repair them.”

“I see. Anyone put forward any theories about the reason the planet is so active?”

Harry glanced at the Commander and received his nod. “According to Dr. Klonowski and Dr. Knop, it’s because the second planet and the third are very close to each other at this point in their orbits, sir. Dr. Knop thinks that they disturb each other as they pass, and the attraction between them sets off these eruptions and quakes. We’ve observed a similar pattern on the second one, but can’t land there. It’s far too hot on the surface for us.”

“Okay.” The Captain turned to the Commander again. “It seems as if the fourth planet has potential, though. Anything on that one?”

The Commander consulted his tablet. “It has an oxygen atmosphere, and global temperature ranges are perfect for life. The oceans have a lot of small plant and animal life, and there was life on land at one time, and some form of avian life as well.” He looked up. “But it’s barren now, and the bodies of water contain no large marine animals either.”

“Could our derelict be related to the absence of life, do you think?”

“It’s possible. It could have been some sort of ark to carry any life forms from there. Dr. Borner’s team are trying to find some viable DNA traces, but without any idea of who or what built it, or of who or what once populated the planet, it’s a bit of a stretch to connect the two.”

The Captain gave a short bark of amusement. “But I expect Dr. Palmer won’t have much trouble reaching that conclusion—with or without evidence.” He paused. “Anything else? Mr. Heron?”

Harry nodded. “There are a lot of population centres, all derelict and with major destruction of buildings, as you’d have from an assault. There are road networks and transport infrastructure, also damaged, and depressions in the ground that look like impact craters.” He paused. “Curiously, everything metallic is badly degraded, every trace of technology, and all animal remains are gone.

“Gone? There’s nothing? So we don’t know who built this or what technologies they had?”

“Nothing we have found gives any indication, apart from the derelict, which may not be from here at all.”

“What about these craters? What caused them?”

“The geologists say these are caused by something below the surface converting to gas, or perhaps vaporising.”

The Captain frowned. “Some sort of weapon? Against whom?”

“No suggestions, sir. We’ve no idea who or what might have warranted such an assault.”

The Captain nodded, his expression neutral as he weighed this information. “So we have a habitable planet, craters that suggest some unusual weapon discharge, a total absence of life on land or in the air, but a lot of small stuff in the oceans and a derelict ship that’s been stripped clean and sends out a message when we board it.” He paused. “Anyone thinking that we might have encountered evidence of another species out here—one with a penchant for destruction?” He looked at the Commander. “Any sign of that ship we met in Objective One?”

“No, sir, not that one, but Mr. Heron is watching something on the outer edge of the system. The only reason we know it’s there is the occlusion that occurs when it passes in front of one of the stars.”

“Right. Time to chase up the cavalry, I think. I’ll contact Command and request a defensive escort. I don’t like unknowns lurking in the shadows. Any news on the LPSL research ship? That’s a complication we can do without.”

Harry’s teams shuttled science parties around the several small moons orbiting the fourth planet, currently designated Kepler 646-4 Galapagos. Several landings on different parts of the planet’s surface all found the same thing. A wide range of vegetation but no animal or avian life forms. The destroyed ‘towns’ suggested an advanced civilisation, but the surviving buildings were devoid of everything that might have indicated who used them or the level of technological development the inhabitants had attained. Even the insect life seemed to have been severely curtailed at some point.

“I suppose it’s possible that whatever caused those craters also caused a massive climatic change that killed off most of the large life forms and insects,” Harry reported. “But there are no remains and no trace of that life now.”

The debate among the science teams raged, which Harry had expected. Dr. Palmer and his supporters always seemed to be the most vocal, and they never listened to anyone’s ideas but their own. It was, therefore, with some relief that Harry handed over command of the surface depot to his friend Kallie Oosthuizen.

“I’m glad to have you in charge of this duty, Kallie,” Harry said with a grin, “especially because of our chief stirrer. It has been a struggle not to call him out and inflict a mortal wound, I can tell you.”

Kallie laughed. “Ja, I can imagine.” Glancing to where some of the linguists were gathered, he added, “Have you noticed? They all seem to have the same sort of attitude. Always right on everything, even when you can prove them wrong.”

Harry nodded. “True. They won’t say when that LPSL ship will arrive, and the old man is more than a little annoyed that it won’t respond to his signals.”

Kallie chuckled. “I hope their navigator fouls it up and drops them out too close to something big. Damned fools.” His manner brisk, he added, “Right, I’ve got the weight on this one. His Lordship, our esteemed exec, has a long list of tasks for you.”

Among the tasks waiting for Harry was the job of analysing a large number of surveys of the moons surrounding the outermost planet, which was a small gas giant with a ring system and a strange collection of moons, asteroids and other debris orbiting it.

Harry smiled a welcome as Dr. Sebastian Knop, the expedition’s astrophysicist and leader of the astronomic team approached.

“Hello, Sebastian, how can I help?”

“We need a closer look at the rings and possibly some sampling,” Sebastian told him. “Is it possible to arrange this?”

“I don’t see why not. I can get a probe sent out as soon as we program it, but if you want to take a personal look, I’ll have to get clearance to use Surveyor One or Two. They have the ability to make short transits and can get you there in a couple of hours.”

Sebastian nodded. “Can we do both? The probe can do a full scan, but it will be useful to actually get close and do some measuring and observation ourselves.”

“I’ll get clearance then. What will you need to take with you for your observations?”

“My assistants and our instruments. I’ll draw up a list, but most of it won’t take up a lot of room.” He paused. “I think the geologists might want to send someone as well.”

“I think there’ll be room enough as long as they don’t want to take aboard samples from every ring or land on any of the moons.” He paused as a rather attractive young woman entered the compartment and relieved a colleague. Her shapely figure distracted him, and his mind wandered until he became aware that Sebastian had been speaking to him, and he hadn’t heard a word he’d said. “I beg pardon, I didn’t hear you properly,” he admitted with embarrassment. “My mind was elsewhere.”

Sebastian glanced across the compartment and chuckled. “I noticed. Who wouldn’t? Anyway, I’ll get my people sorted out and leave it to you to arrange the shuttle.” He glanced across at the technician again. “She’s married, you know, to one of the geology team.”

Harry flushed. “I know—the lucky devil. The rest of us can only feast our eyes.”

With the surveyor craft away, Harry and the other members of his team had plenty to occupy their attention.

A TechRate got Harry’s attention. “Lieutenant, something out there keeps trying to run a scan of us. I can’t get a fix, though, because the pulses are too brief.”

“What does it look like? Could it be a signal from one of our own? The surveyor craft perhaps?”

“No, sir. It could be something run by one of our ships, but it’s not from Surveyor One. Look, she shows up bright and clear, and so do her scans.”

Harry glanced at the display and grinned. “They must be running every instrument they have to make that signal.” He ran a check with Beagle to see what data was coming in from the surveyor craft. It was impressive. “Yep, they’re running under full canvas. I hope they remember to keep some power on for the evade system, or they’ll bump into something!”

The TechRate laughed. “I can’t see Lieutenant Regidur allowing that, sir.”

“Nor can I, actually,” Harry admitted. “He’s too smart for that.” Harry stiffened when the display flashed briefly. “Is that the scan signal you were talking about?”

“That was it, sir!”

Harry brought up his connection with the ship.

“Beagle, lock on to the point I’m studying and scan the location of the signal at full power. Focus everything on it.”

“Will do,” Beagle replied.

“Right, the ship is about to go to full scanning power. Scan that area and log anything that appears.”

“Got you, sir. There! There it is. Shit! Sorry, sir, didn’t mean to curse. It’s gone again. But something else is showing up. Looks like one of ours. Seems it’s using that tech the Consortium used early on.” He adjusted his scanners. “I got him. It’s a large ship, Consortium type—one of their conversions, I think. He’s just gone to transit, sir.”

“Did the scanner get an image of the other contact?”

The TechRate adjusted his displays. “After a fashion, sir.” He stared at the screen. “It’s very strange, sort of egg-shaped but with bits sticking out—or stuck onto it.”

For reasons Harry couldn’t explain, he felt a chill run down his spine, and the hair on the nape of his neck stood up. He called up the holographic image of the drawing he’d made with the telescope. “Like this?”

The TechRate stared at the painting. “That’s him, sir. Look.”

“Contact Surveyor One and tell the team to come back now, no delays. They are to head straight back immediately. I’m going to see the Commander.”

“You’re absolutely sure of this, Mr. Heron?” The Captain asked, looking up from the tablet.

“Aye, sir. It’s out beyond the edge of the system, and it seemed to be trying to close the other ship that we spotted.”

“What do you think, Alexei? Is it the same one that tried to close on us at Vogon?”

The Commander stared at the two images. “Could be, sir, but somehow I don’t think so.” He turned to Harry. “Did it go into transit?”

Harry shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think it uses some sort of screening field to hide.” He frowned, thinking. “If it had made a transit singularity, I’m pretty sure our scanners would have noticed the power surge. They certainly did for the other ship.”

The Captain stared at the display for several minutes. “So, once again, we have a ship configured like one of the Consortium’s lost ships, plus an unknown stranger that seems to be just sitting out there watching us. And then we have a habitable planet totally devoid of all animal and avian life forms, and all major marine life as well, and there’s a ship of unknown origin that’s been totally stripped of anything resembling any sort of technology and all evidence of the life forms that might have built it.” He shook his head. “I don’t like mysteries. I want some answers, but first, I’m going to call again for support and further instructions. There’s too much resting on our exploration to just run away.”

“I agree, sir. Shall I get Fleet online?” The Commander frowned suddenly. “I forgot. That damned LPSL ship is due in a day or two. What are we going to do about them?”

“Nothing. Those are my instructions from Fleet. They can play shepherd to the derelict if they like, but they are not to interfere with it, put anyone aboard it, or land anyone on the planet.”

Mary retired to her hotel room. She was exhausted. The performance was demanding, but the audience was appreciative, and everything had gone very well. Even the post-concert interview with Monty Montaigne, at his wittiest and most charming, had been a success according to her manager. Now she could look forward to two days’ rest, then it was on to the next part of the tour. She smiled as her thoughts drifted to Harry. She wondered when she could expect a new package of letters from him. He still didn’t believe in using electronic message transfers for anything other than official purposes, and as far as she could work out, he only did so if he had no alternative. At least she’d managed to get him to use the hyperlink so that she could see him and talk to him once a month.

“Lights out, please,” she instructed the room controller as she sank into the comfortable bed and situated the pillows just the way she liked them. “Music, please—a selection of the Irish harp.”

There was a brief pause before the liquid tones of a folk song began. The music reminded her of Harry and their sweet night at home alone together in Ireland before he shipped out for his current assignment on the Beagle. Oh, how she yearned for him. “I love you so much, Harry,” she whispered aloud, and her thoughts reached out to him across the vast distance separating them.
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Chapter 6

Brush with the Unknown
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“Any signs of our stalkers, Mr. Heron?”

“No, sir.” Harry rose to greet Commander Polen. “We’ve seen nothing more of either contact, though I’ve had the ship doing random full power scans of the system just in case.”

“Good.” He waved Harry back into his seat and took a seat next to Harry’s display. “I just had another run-in with Dr. Palmer.” Polen grimaced. “He wants to carry out a search of the derelict ship we found. I’ve talked it over with the Captain, and we’ve agreed to let him have Surveyor Six for the purpose. I want you to detail a crew for it. I’m sending Korinna Hohenstein in command of the team. Make sure that she has a warrant officer with her who won’t let the doctor or his people do anything stupid.”

Harry nodded. He rather wished he could have charge of one of these expeditions, but he understood the Commander’s reasons for not sending him, particularly on this one. “No problem, sir. Warrant NicLiam will be best for this expedition, I think.” He grinned. “I gather she hasn’t much patience with men in general and the doctor in particular, sir.”

The Commander studied him a moment. “You don’t miss much, do you? You think it’s wise sending her?”

Harry grinned. “Wise? I expect we’ll get a long list of complaints from the doctor on his return, but she won’t allow him to get away with bullying her either.”

The Commander eyed Harry. “Make sure she knows that I won’t tolerate anything outside of strict Fleet orders and regulations.”

“I trust her, sir. She will make sure that everyone toes the line, and she’ll keep the doctor off Lieutenant Hohenstein’s back as well.”

“OK. I’ll trust your judgment on this. Now, what have we got from the surface?”

“The aerial scans are complete, sir. We have a full set of maps for all the continental landmasses and their environs. We also have all of the larger islands mapped, and all of the smaller ones and groups are located on the overall map. The geology teams have completed their primary tasks, and their labs are full of samples to be analysed. The Alien Cultures team are still examining the urban centres and have found some sites that appear to be either burials or cremations.” He looked up. “Dr. Palmer seems extremely pleased. He has found some inscriptions and is now happily engaged in deciphering them. Hopefully it will keep him out of everyone’s hair for a while.”

“So we’re about as far as we can go with our objectives for conducting a primary survey?”

“I think so, sir.” Harry hesitated. “It will require a number of years to fully examine everything here.”

“I sense a ‘but’ in there, Harry.”

Harry grinned. “Yes, sir. I’ve been following a lot of the analyses the science teams have uploaded into Beagle’s memory, sir. None of them seem to actually put their data together with anyone else’s. So they all have a small part of the picture, but none of them want to look outside their own expertise.”

The Commander frowned, nodding. “Yes, I’ve noticed this as well. The climatologists all bang on about temperature proxies, heat islands and weather patterns, while the xenobiologists rabbit on about biodiversity, and the ecologists talk about soils, flora and so on, but they might as well all be talking different languages.” He paused. “So what have you spotted?”

“The geologists said that these craters didn’t show rock fracturing beneath them, so I ran some scans, and they’re correct, sir—there is no rock fracturing beneath them, but then I heard the eco teams discussing the stunted growth of plant life around the craters. Apparently, their roots are affected by something in the soil. So I did some searches across the data and came up with this.”

Harry input a command, and some images displayed. For several minutes, the Commander studied the screen. He let out his breath in a long, low whistle. “So something has literally fried the soil in those craters. The changes in mineral composition suggest a sort of microwave burst.” He pondered this. “If that hit a big pocket of water, it would’ve flashed it to steam and caused a crater that looks just like that.” He looked at Harry. “You may just have something here, Harry. It doesn’t explain everything, but it could certainly explain those craters and perhaps give us a hint of what may have happened to the life forms there.”

“I did ask Dr. Knop if a steam eruption could generate enough force, sir, and he felt quite certain that it could, but only under the right conditions. He also suggested that a burst of plasma could generate sufficient heat to cause the same sort of patterns, so I ran a few more checks. As far as I can tell, the fusing of some of the soils and rocks in the craters suggests that plasma generated by a particle beam weapon, such as the primary weapon on our starships, is the most likely heat source, though it would have to have been more powerful. But there doesn’t seem to be much enthusiasm from any of the science teams to take this further.”

“I bet not.” The Commander grinned. “Admit that someone outside their specialist discipline could possibly make a useful contribution to unravelling a puzzle they might get research grants for? I should think not. File your thoughts on this as a report to the Captain, and copy your friend Dr. Knop and me. I should think that Dr. Klonowski might be interested as well.” He stood up. “Okay, get Surveyor Six detailed off, and remember what I said about Warrant NicLiam.”

Lieutenant Hohenstein was in command of the surveyor investigating the derelict ship. “Beagle, Surveyor Six is now in docking with the ship,” he reported. “Dr. Palmer and his team will be disembarking with the security detail.”

“Very good, Surveyor Six. Keep the comms channel open, and send in a camera to monitor activity.”

“Confirmed, Beagle. Dr. Palmer’s people don’t want the camera, but Warrant NicLiam has explained the need for it to the team leader.”

Captain Kretzmann stifled his bark of laughter. “I should think they wouldn’t want our camera.” He grinned. “It’ll be damned difficult to claim that our team ‘interfered’ with anything by altering the recording if they haven’t got control of it.”

“Anyone would think that you had experience with something like that, sir.” Commander Polen’s expression was innocent, though his eyes danced with amusement.

“I have. They stitched up one of my friends that way—doctored the record to take out the bit that showed the reason for his actions, and then made it appear that he’d acted entirely without provocation. They even rearranged some of the film to make his actions appear to have preceded the actual attack—and all that after he’d saved their lives taking the actions that he did. But to hear them tell the story, he provoked the attack.” He frowned. “It’s not going to happen on this trip. Make sure that the live feed from our camera is logged in the secure archives.”

“Count on it, sir. I’ve seen some of the interviews where their stooges set up Harry for an ambush.” He paused, his expression droll. “It’s a pity some of them can’t be made to face the conditions he had to deal with. A dose of reality always does types like this a world of good.” The Commander’s link chirped. “Go ahead.”

“Sir, we have an unidentified contact on scan.”

“Location?”

“Bearing three five seven positive elevation eighteen. The contact appears to be moving to close Planet Seven.”

All eyes now searched the position given on the command display. “There, sir. Something just occluded that small moon.”

“Ah! Got it.” He keyed his link. “Mr. Heron, are you timing the occlusion of that moon?”

“Aye, sir. It’s a very large object, but not as large as the one we encountered at Delta Whiskey Romeo one four seven seven.” He watched as the moon reappeared. “This one is about two-thirds as large. Definitely a ship, sir, and it’s changed direction.”

“Damn,” the Commander expostulated. “Surveyor Two is in the asteroid field between Planets Six and Seven.”

The Captain interjected. “Contact them and tell them to stay quiet. Everyone use essential systems until further notice, nothing more.” He hesitated before adding, “Contact Six as well. Warn them to avoid attention and to prepare for emergency recovery.” He waited until the orders were relayed, and then he contacted Engineering.

“This is the Captain.”

“Sir?”

“Han, get your people on the alert. I might need to move us in a hurry. Can we transit at short notice?”

“I need twenty minutes to get everything online, sir. We’ll get the pods hot to go at once.” As the link closed, Lieutenant Commander Xipao Han could be heard issuing orders, and Harry spoke. “The contact’s on the move, sir. It’s closing the asteroids.”

“Tell Surveyor Two to go as deep as she can. Take evasive action.”

“Surveyor Two, we have a possible hostile heading for your location. You are advised to go deep into a cluster so that he can’t follow. Try to keep something between you and him until we know what he intends.”

The Commander watched the flashing beacon on the display. “He’ll have to try dodging. There’s no way he can transit out of there at present.”

“Beagle, this is Two. We have the intruder on our visuals. I’ve never seen anything like it. Looks like something put together by a kid with a puzzle set and no plan or picture.” There was a pause. “Or something built out of scraps of everything the builder could find.”

Harry replied. “Turn on your recorders and link them to our archive database.”

“Done, sir—oh, hell, they didn’t like that. They’ve turned away—the target has entered transit, sir. At least that’s how our instruments interpret it.”

Harry looked dubious. “What do you mean?”

“We didn’t pick up the usual surge and interference we get when something transits, sir. It just, well, vanished.”

The Captain interjected. “Did you say it vanished?”

“Yes, sir. No power surge and no interference—it just disappeared.” The comms link remained active, but there was a pause. “Sir, that ship launched something at us just before it disappeared. Whatever it is, it’s now attached to our hull.”

The Captain glanced at the Commander. “Stay where you are. We’ll send someone to pick up you and your crew and bring you back. Park Surveyor Two where she is. I want to know what this thing is before I allow Two anywhere near Beagle.”

“People, we have a problem. Mr. Heron and his team have identified the device attached to Surveyor Two.” The Captain paused while a series of images appeared on the large screen in the conference room. “As you can see, it’s an unusual design. The outer shell appears to be a type of keratinous material, and it’s attached itself by integrating with the hull.” He paused. “Han, can you explain further?”

“Yes, sir.” The engineer officer zoomed the image. “Whatever this thing is, it has attached itself by melding its casing to the ship, effectively becoming a part of the hull. We don’t know whether it will attempt to access the onboard systems, but so far, it has not done so. We think that it might remain dormant until activated, or perhaps it’s waiting until it’s brought aboard a larger ship.”

“Thank you, Han. Surveyor Two will remain where it is until we know who or what these strangers are and what they want. Until then, we must assume they are potentially hostile, and therefore, avoid provocation or contact. I’ve been in contact with Fleet Command. We will be joined by a squadron any day now, and probably by the LPSL’s Galactic Shepherd.” He grimaced. “I could do without them, but as soon as the cruiser gets here, they’re the SFO’s problem.” He turned to Harry. “Can you get the Beagle to tell you if that thing tries to access Two’s systems?”

“Aye, sir. I will do so.” He paused to think then nodded. “Beagle understands, sir. He can monitor Two for any anomalies without exposing his own systems.”

“Good. Record everything, please.” The Captain stood. “We’ll continue to examine the cities on Planet Four. Dr. Palmer and his people can keep searching for the inhabitants.” His eyes swept the other officers. “Korinna, did your visit to the derelict turn up anything new?”

“Not much, sir. Some sort of glyphs on a bulkhead in an area where there was evidence of weapons damage. They appeared to have been scrawled in a hurry, like graffiti, and we only found them by accident.”

“Any translation yet?”

“Negative, sir. Dr. Palmer’s busy, but these are a new type altogether, and without any sort of reference point, we reckon it could take centuries to decipher them unless we can find a link to what they have on the planet.”

“Not much hope there then!” He waited while the group chuckled. “Okay, keep everyone alert, and log, record and report everything unusual. I’m not sure what we’re up against here, but until we know, I’m assuming a hostile contact.”
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Chapter 7

Friend or Foe
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“We have a ship in drop-out, sir,” reported the TechRate on the scan arrays.

“Identity?”

“Unconfirmed, sir. Her transponder gives an unrecognisable ID.”

The Captain studied the newcomer’s image. “Looks like a freighter, but she’s got a few modifications to her hull. Those look like weapons pods.”

“Agreed.” The Commander watched the other ship’s manoeuvring engines firing as she slowed. He keyed his link. “Beagle, run a comparison check against the known Consortium ship conversions, please.”

The ship’s voice acknowledged the order, and a series of images populated the Commander’s console one by one as a sort of slideshow. It stopped at one. “Match found. It is identified as the former Jellabah Khan. Cruiser conversion. Reported lost at the cessation of hostilities in 2210.”

“Ah.” The Captain hesitated. “Are any of our surveyor craft still away or due for detachment apart from Two?”

“No, sir. Five has just docked, and the team due to visit Two hasn’t left yet.”

“Good. I’m not sure about this visitor.” He nodded to the comms warrant officer. “Open a link with him if you can. Let’s see what he claims he is about.”

“Vocal link open, sir. No holo-visual.”

“Jellabah Khan, this is Beagle. What brings you out this far?”

“I should ask you the same thing, Beagle. This is nonaligned space, as far as I am aware.”

Captain Kretzmann’s eyebrows rose as he glanced at the Commander. “So it is. We are a research and exploration ship. Our mission to this sector has been well publicised on Earth and throughout the colonies.”

“That’s a dangerous mission for an unarmed research ship, Captain. Perhaps it’s fortunate that we found you.”

Again, the Captain and the Commander exchanged glances before Captain Kretzmann replied. “So far we have little reason to feel threatened, Captain. Perhaps you’d like to tell me what brings you out here.”

Laughter sounded over the link. “Perhaps, and perhaps it’s just a pause to carry out some maintenance while my crew have a bit of recreation planetside. You’re not the only ones doing exploration, you know.”

The Commander’s personal link chirped. He silenced it and headed for the door. Outside the Command Centre, he answered it.

“Commander here.”

“Commander Polen, I understand that a ship has arrived here, and it’s not from the Fleet. I demand that you prevent them boarding the alien derelict or landing on the planet.”

“Dr. Palmer, as we have no idea of their intentions at present, you are a little premature. Since they are heavily armed, we may not be in a position to prevent them taking any action.” He changed tactic. “We are still unable to identify who they are. They could be your friends from the LPSL for all I know, but they refuse to identify themselves properly.”

“Of course it’s not the Shepherd! The last official contact I had from our Foundation said that they’d been delayed.”

The Commander enjoyed Palmer’s agitated response. It’s just so easy to wind him up, he thought, but he kept his reply professional.

“Ah, so I had better inform the Captain that this is not the LPSL’s ship. Perhaps you will meet me in fifteen minutes in the conference room and let me have the recognition codes for the ship you are expecting. We wouldn’t want any further misunderstandings. Now, please excuse me. I must speak to the Captain urgently.” He cut the link and keyed the access code to the Command Centre.

The Captain’s raised finger warned him that the comlink to the visitor was still active, so he nodded, found a tablet and keyed in a brief message while listening to the verbal fencing over the channel. Handing the tablet to the Captain, he watched as the other read it then replied and handed the tablet back.

“Mr. Heron, join me and Lieutenant Commander Penn in the Navigation Centre. At the double please.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Harry was on his feet and heading for the door before his book reached the table. Several other officers relaxing in the wardroom wondered what was happening, but he didn’t hear their questions as he hurried out of the room. At the door of the Navigation Centre, he almost collided with the Commander arriving from the opposite direction.

“Good, you’re here. Is your link with the ship active?”

“Yes, sir.” Harry didn’t bother pointing out that it was hardly ever inactive unless he demanded it of the ship.

The Commander said, “We have reason to believe that the crew and officers of the approaching ship are up to no good. We may need to get out of here fast, and Lieutenant Commander Penn agrees with me that if we need to transit in a hurry, you’re the best person to do it.”

“I see, sir.” Harry felt his heart quicken. In his thoughts, he asked Beagle what was happening. Almost instantly, he had a clear image of the intruder and the ship’s analysis of the newcomer’s armament and capabilities.

“What do you need?” Commander Polen asked.

“A moment to plot some emergency manoeuvres and to calculate our entry to transit as well as possible trajectories, sir.”

“Will it take long? I suspect these guys aren’t going to stall. They’ve already run scans of us. I think they’re planning to board the Beagle. They must be low on supplies and spares.”

“I don’t need long, sir.” Harry seated himself, his head full of streams of data as the ship processed his instructions. “That alien ship is matching orbits with this planet’s outer moon, sir. It seems to be stalking us or the Khan.”

“What? Damn, that’s all we need. Where the hell did they come from?”

Beagle’s voice sounded through the comms system.

“The aliens appeared three minutes after the Jellabah Khan, Commander Polen.”

“Thank you, Beagle.” To Harry, he said, “I wonder who they’re after. Do our visitors from the Khan know about the alien ship?”

“It appears not, sir. They’ve given no indication of being aware of it. They may not have noticed it. We can only detect the ship because we’re watching for occlusions of other objects.”

“Can you find a way to get us out from under in a hurry—preferably one that keeps us clear of weapons fire from either ship?”

Harry did some quick calculations. “I believe so, sir.” He spoke to the ship in his thoughts. “Beagle, plot a transit position directly above the moon that the alien is hiding behind. Get as close to it and the surface as you dare. We may just see what’s stalking us, and get rid of these others at the same time.”

The solution appeared in Harry’s mind and at the helm position. “Keep it updated until I give the command to go.” To the Commander he said, “I have a solution plotted in, sir. It will catch both adversaries by surprise. We will enter a transit point close to the surface of the outermost moon. The energy surge should reveal the alien and hopefully prevent either it or the Khan from following us.”

“That close to the moon’s gravity, the power surge will play merry hell with their navigation if they try to follow. I’ll warn the Captain.” The Commander paused. “Listen in to the comlink between us and them. If it turns ugly, don’t wait for an order.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

From his post in Navigation, Harry was amused by the verbal fencing between the two Captains. His Captain played a rather thin hand skilfully enough to make the other hesitant to show his.

Harry watched the Khan through the ship’s scanners. “The Khan is closing, ma’am,” he said to Lieutenant Commander Penn. “He’s using manoeuvring jets in brief bursts to close the distance between us.”

“You’re right,” she replied. “He’s damned good at it too. You can’t see the discharge at this angle, but he’s closed the distance on us, alright. I think he’s going to launch a boarding party.” She activated her link and waited for the Commander to answer. “Commander Polen, he’s closing on us using docking engines. It seems they’re planning an assault by boarding.”

“Well spotted. Yes, we think so as well. He’s obviously saving his interceptors—probably doesn’t want to risk damage to them if he can’t repair or replace them. Is Mr. Heron ready to move us as and when necessary?”

Harry nodded his acknowledgement. “I suggest making our move as soon as he launches his assault, sir. He won’t risk using his main weapons for fear of hitting his own people.”

“Good. Make it so.” The Commander paused. “Anything happening with our other visitors?”

“Nothing yet, sir. They’re still there, just beyond the moon.” Harry stiffened. “The Khan seems to be preparing to launch. He’s opened his cargo doors.”

“It’s in your hands, Mr. Heron.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Harry stared at the display while he listened to the ship. He was aware of the sudden appearance of a swarm of EVA-suited figures leaving the open holds. “Helm, hyperpods online. On my mark.”

He watched as boarding sleds emerged and the suited figures clustered around them. He heard the Jellabah Khan’s Captain saying, “My weapons are locked to your ship, Captain. Cooperate with my boarders, and we can avoid any unpleasantness.”

“Stand by, Helm.” Harry watched as the boarding parties closed. “Now—full power. Hold the bearing for the moon. Transit on my order.”

The ship surged into movement, the drive pods lighting up as the power poured through them. Bolts of plasma from the attacker’s main weapons singed past, their aim thrown off by the sudden acceleration.

“He’s attempting to follow us,” exclaimed the Lieutenant Commander.

Harry didn’t reply. He was counting down the seconds as speed increased and the moon drew closer. He reached his mark. “Now. Enter transit.”

The ship lurched as it entered the singularity created by the hyperpods. As Harry had anticipated, the proximity of the moon affected the transit, and the massive power surge lit up the huge ovoid ship partially in the shadow of the moon. In that moment, Harry got a good look through the ship’s scanners, and then the Beagle was in transit.

“A bit close there, Harry,” Joan Penn said with relief. “Any sign of pursuit?”

The scan operator replied. “Negative, ma’am.”

“Good. Did anyone get a look at the other ship—the mystery one?”

“I did, ma’am,” said Harry. “I think we got some images on the recorders.”

“Let’s take a look at them then.”

In the living room of the ancient house overlooking Strangford Lough from its perch on the shoulder of Scrabo, Naimh L’Estrange looked up as her brother, Vice Admiral James Heron, entered the room.

“So you’re off again, James? Where to this time?” She smiled. “I suppose it’s a secret as usual. You’ll miss Theo. He’s coming tomorrow and will be sorry not to see you.”

“No secret mission this time, Niamh. I’m going out to relieve Erwin Hansen. I’m taking command of Fleet Four. My flagship will be the Vengeance.” He paused. “Will Theo be staying on as Chief Justice, or does he plan to carry out his threat to retire?”

“He’s decided to stay in post for another year.” She grimaced. “I wanted him to step back a bit, but you know him—he loves the daily challenges.” She changed the topic. “Is there anything to the news report that the Beagle has discovered a new civilisation?”

“They’ve discovered traces of one but nothing more.”

“Not according to the latest news reports. According to their man on the Beagle, they’ve encountered a very large alien ship that has twice tried to make contact and been thwarted by the actions of certain junior members of the crew, as the reporter put it. Is he trying to infer Harry’s involved, do you think?”

The Admiral shrugged. “Possibly. Wolf Kretzmann has filed several complaints about Dr. Palmer’s attitude toward members of the crew, the installation of a private hypercom transmitter on the ship, attempts to access classified and personal information, and a whole lot more.” He hesitated, knowing his sister’s likely reaction to Harry, Ferghal or Danny being in danger. “They’ve now managed to evade three attempts by a ship of entirely unknown type to ambush them. It’s far bigger than anything we’ve ever seen before, and our scanners can’t see it.” He chuckled. “At least, they couldn’t see it until Harry apparently opened a transit point right on top of it while evading one of the Consortium’s supposedly lost ships. Now we know what it looks like, and we’re worried—but that’s for your ears only, please.”

Niamh frowned. “So not only is Harry in danger again, but you’ve let them put some of those damned LPSL people on his ship to harass him? The Beagle’s defenceless, and now they’re evading an unknown alien ship, Consortium renegades and the damned LPSL? Really, James, what is your precious Fleet thinking?”

“There is a cruiser squadron on its way to escort them.” He hesitated, his own face reflecting annoyance. “You know the boys mean as much to me as they do to you. Beagle was not expected to encounter anything in that sector. Otherwise, she’d have had an escort long before this. As it is, the squadron was on its way at the first news of the contact and would be there by now if it hadn’t received a distress call from the LPSL and diverted its course to investigate.”
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Chapter 8

The Missing Life

[image: ]

Captain Kretzmann rapped the table. “Ladies, gentlemen, I have some news for you.” He waited until he was sure that he had their full attention. “We are returning to Objective Six. A Fleet squadron will rendezvous with us at seventeen hundred ship standard time tomorrow.” He shot a pointed glance at Dr. Palmer. “They’d have been here five days ago if they hadn’t been diverted to a false distress call.” He was slightly disappointed to see no reaction from the doctor. “Our orders are to continue the examination of the planet. As you would expect, there is huge interest in it and some serious questions regarding the absence of life forms on land.”

A young research assistant seated in the Alien Cultures group asked the first question. “Do we have any instructions concerning the unknown ship, Captain?”

“Yes. We are to avoid contact. This ship is defenceless against anything bigger than an interceptor.” He glanced at everyone seated around the table. “Your safety and data, and your expertise take priority over any first contact opportunities. My orders are unequivocal: If we are threatened in any way, I am to transit immediately and get you all to a designated place of safety.”

Everyone was speaking at once. He waited until they settled again. “We don’t know anything about these ships. They’ve never been seen before, as far as we are aware, and we don’t know what the connection is between them and the disappearance of all the life forms that the evidence says should be on Kepler 646-4. Until we do, any first contact will be between them and ships capable of defending themselves.”

Roberta Klonowski cut in ahead of Greg Palmer, who already had his mouth open to speak. “That will obviously restrict our activities, Captain. If we are to remain aboard, there will be very little ground work we can engage in.”

“True, but we think it can be managed in ways that will allow us to achieve our tasks.” He paused. “Our headquarters want us to focus on finding out what happened to the population of this planet.” He glanced at Harry. “They want to know what sort of weapon caused those craters and why the plant life around them is so stunted. I hope that by combining the expertise of your geology team, Dr. Klonowski, your ecological team, Dr. Fanner, and your expertise on the plant life, Dr. Winter, we might be able to piece together some ideas of what sort of weapon caused the damage and what effect it had on any animal life here.”

The team leaders nodded and exchanged glances. Roberta Klonowski spoke first. “I agree, Captain. It is a good idea to pool our knowledge in this way.” She glanced at Harry and winked. “There are some interesting theories to explore, I think.”

“Good. Now, Dr. Palmer, I hope your team will work in cohesion with the archaeologists. Use your linguistics expertise to examine every artefact. We need to know who built those cities and why they vanished so completely. Dr. Borner, we know there are some burial sites. Perhaps you could examine any remains and discover what manner of beings built the cities. Dr. Bamford’s archaeology team will be keen to work with you in examining the remains and any artefacts discovered among the burial site.”

Dr. Palmer nodded to the archaeologist. “Of course. The archaeologists can dig to their hearts’ content. We prefer to work with living beings and their artefacts. We’re deciphering some of the aliens’ inscriptions, and we may be able to compare them to the graffiti from the derelict ship.”

Dr. Martin Borner, a tall bald-headed figure with an athletic build who was head of the Biological team, looked up and smiled. “I expect that we’ll be able to work something out. We might find some viable DNA in the graves.”

“Good. One more thing: As we can’t detect the alien ships unless we spot them moving across something else, we will keep the landing craft on the ground and ready to lift. All teams are to remain within two hundred metres of the landers.” He paused to gauge the reactions. “If they have to evacuate in a hurry, they will have orders not to wait for stragglers. We cannot risk everyone else for a single individual or even a small group. I must stress that should an evacuation call be heard, everything should be left where it is, and all personnel should get back to the lander as fast as possible.” He nodded to Dr. Palmer. “It is imperative that we don’t interfere with the aliens, whoever they are, until we know a great deal more about them and their intentions toward us.”

The landing party found a puzzle. The street layout and the landscape suggested a highly developed society, and the architecture supported this theory. Many of the grander structures still standing would have passed as objects of art created by avant garde sculptors in human society. The state of the buildings suggested the evacuation or abandonment of them was recent. Vegetation had begun to invade the structures, but had not taken over completely.

Harry crouched to see what Roberta was studying. “Any answers yet?”

Roberta shook her head. “Not much. Some evidence of something very unusual, but we’re not sure what it means yet.” She indicated the surface. “See? The rock is fused as if it was melted by some force.” She squatted on her haunches and indicated the rest of the crater with a wave of her hand. “The soil is full of the sort of glass beads that you see in volcanic ash or in the debris surrounding an impact crater left by a meteor, but this isn’t the sort of thing that a meteor would produce, nor are the chemical and mineral changes in the soil here.”

Harry peered at the soil in Roberta’s hand. “So something heated the bedrock to melting point, and that resulted in some sort of explosive ejection of the soil above it?”

“That’s a possibility.” Roberta stared at the exposed rock. “But what could do that is a mystery to me.” She gathered her supplies and stood up. “This is the sixth crater we’ve examined, and they all show the same pattern. Has anyone else turned up anything?”

“Martin’s people have found some remains and think they can get some DNA results.” Harry grinned. “Rather them than me—the stench was revolting.”

“I can imagine. Did they recover some bodies from a grave?”

“Not exactly. The deceased creature had apparently taken refuge in a small cavern when a part of a mausoleum collapsed. The strange thing is that all the sarcophagi are empty.”

Roberta packed her tools and samples into her backpack and led the way out of the crater. “That is strange, but then this whole place is full of anomalies. I’ll tell you something else.” She pulled out an instrument. “These are the results we got with our magnetic survey.” She handed the device to Harry. “As you can see, the readings are all over the place. Every crater is the same, and there are other anomalies. Whatever happened here wasn’t natural.”

Harry walked on in silence, deep in thought. “So, it sounds like some sort of assault weapon was used—something that generates tremendous heat in the rocks and disturbs the natural magnetic fields.” He glanced at his companion. “That might explain the damage we have seen here and in the cities, albeit on a smaller scale in those, but would that also destroy the animals?”

Roberta shrugged. “Something with that kind of power would destroy tissue and probably bone. You’d have to ask Martin about it, but I would expect to see evidence like this where such a weapon has been used on animals and other living beings. Of course, if you herded the inhabitants and animals into compounds and then turned such a weapon on them . . . ” She let that thought linger.

“Possible, I suppose. Total destruction of the resident population might be desirable for an invader, but why destroy all other life forms as well?”

“Perhaps they wanted to replace everything with their own ecological species. That would require a change of the environment, including the plant life.” They reached the rest of the team at the lander. “But that’s not as easy as it sounds. You’d have to introduce some very invasive species to accomplish that.”

Christine Fanner smiled a greeting. “Hi, Roberta, Harry—what are you two plotting?”

“Nothing fun or exciting, Chris, just discussing what could change the entire ecology of a planet.”

“Tall order. It would take years to make a complete change, and even then, some species are so completely adapted to their environment that they might be able to resist displacement.” She planted her feet more firmly and got that excited look in her eye that any science nerd would recognize. “The interdependence of species is very complex. It includes bacteria, insects, and the whole shooting works.” She grinned. “Unless you could sterilise the whole place with something and replace it with your own chosen agents, of course.”

Harry stared at the crater. “I wonder if that’s what caused the craters—an attempt to sterilise an entire world.” He turned to Chris. “Could it really be done?”

The two women exchanged glances. Christine answered. “It’s possible, I suppose, but why would anyone do that? You could be looking at several centuries before it was complete. Who would wait that long?”

“And, if you did that,” said Harry, “you’d need an extremely powerful weapon, and you’d probably risk destroying the planet with that kind of power. Perhaps that’s what happened.”

Roberta’s mind was working overtime. “If you were in a hurry, you could use a weapon that literally burned out the original species, and then you could replace it with something capable of rapid propagation.” She looked pensive. “We don’t know if what is here now was here before. It could be the replacement ecology taking hold. Hell, we don’t even know how long ago these craters were created. The changes to the geology look very recent, but then again, our tests aren’t making much sense either.”

Harry recalled something they’d seen in the remains of the city. “When we explored the abandoned cities, I noticed that a number of the structures showed the same sort of fusing as your rocks, Roberta. It’s very localised and looks like a miniature crater on walls and sometimes on floors and even ceilings. Everything appears to have been stripped bare. There is nothing metallic anywhere and nothing that even hints at what technology may have existed here.”

“I noticed that too,” said Roberta. “I suppose the more we dig, literally and figuratively, the closer we’ll get to figuring this out.”

“The LPSL ship has arrived in system, sir. They’re jamming the hypercoms with their transmissions.” The report from the comms officer dropped into a momentary silence.

“Damn fools. Well, they’re Captain Greenway’s problem.” Captain Kretzmann closed his link and turned to Commander Polen. “I’ll leave it to Emden and her squadron to keep them off our backs. Has there been any progress on the investigation of that thing that attached itself to Surveyor Two?”

“Yes, sir. That’s what I wanted to see you about. It’s spreading. It seems to have invaded the hull skin and is now extending into the frame. A number of the systems are down as well. Most concerning of all, it absorbs the metals and converts everything it touches into the same material as itself, whatever that is.”

“Have the biologists looked at it? What’s their take?”

“They have. One of them took a sample for analysis.” He paused. “They put it into a container with a metal lid.” His frown deepened. “It promptly melded with the lid and then set about attacking their instruments. I’ve put a total ban on any samples and anything it might have contaminated coming aboard. Dr. Borner is a bit upset to have lost some of his instruments.” He shrugged. “He can see the danger though. He’s working on a way to contain it properly so they can analyse it.”

“Right. Make sure nothing metal goes anywhere near that damned thing.” The Captain hesitated. “You say it’s replacing the skin of the hull. Is it also causing a breach in the hull?”

“No. The hull’s integrity is still good, though we have no idea of its strength at this stage. The xenobiologists did manage to determine that whatever it is has a DNA pattern and appears to be a type of fungus. It’s just one that happens to feed on metal, or else it binds with metals to make something else.” He paused. “We took a sample of that derelict and analysed it. It has undergone the full transformation and is now, as far as we can tell, inert.” He frowned at his tablet. “The strange thing is that the oxygen levels in Surveyor Two have gone up, almost as if something is preparing the environment for someone else.”

The Captain’s head jerked round. “That could be the key. I’ve been wondering why those giant ships don’t follow us into transit. Perhaps they don’t use the same system we do. Maybe they need something they can transform to do the job for them.” He stared at the display screen for a moment. “Where are our pirates, I wonder . . . Heron’s entering transit almost on top of that ship must have scared the living daylights out of everyone—I certainly thought that he’d lost it. Did they perhaps make physical contact with it? Or did they get one of these devices like Surveyor Two did? If so, do they know what it’s doing?”

James Heron settled into his seat on the barge. The briefing had been necessarily vague as, beyond a few images from the Beagle and her escorts, there was not much information on these strange and very large ships. That they might be hostile was supported by the images of the attack on the man left aboard the survey craft, and the absence of life on the former Consortium ship — and now on a planet.

“Very well, Flags. Let’s go and see what hornets my ward has shaken out this time.”

The Flag Lieutenant nodded to the midshipman in charge of the barge. “I believe the Vengeance awaits us, Mr. Gunn.”

Danny grinned. “Aye, aye, sir!” He turned and seated himself next to the helmsman. “All secure?” He checked the displays and listened to the acknowledgement. “Release the docking clamps. Steer for the Vengeance as soon as we’re clear.”

The helmsman grinned. “Aye, aye, Mr. Gunn!”

“There’s nothing in the briefing about weapons for these strange ships, sir.”

“No, Flags, and that bothers me. Those things they attach to a ship apparently disable it, though. It could mean they want to capture the crews intact, but why?”

“Slaves, sir?”

“Could be.” The Admiral watched the gaping landing dock entrance, the suited figures of the handling crew miniscule by comparison. “It’s one of the many things we need to find out.”





Chapter 9

Revelations
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“Settle down, please.” Captain Kretzmann waved his visitor to the seat next to his. The large conference room, even with all the partitions open, was packed. “Captain Greenway is commanding the squadron sent to escort us.” He waited for the murmur to die away. “As you all now probably know, the thing that attached itself to Surveyor Two is slowly taking over its frame and systems. Some of you may have heard that the derelict ship we found has already been compromised in the same way. I’ve invited Captain Greenway to this briefing so that we can share what we know, what we are currently studying and any ideas you may have on what we have seen, found and observed here and in our first position.”

Captain Greenway acknowledged the introduction and stood.

“Thank you. You’ll appreciate that we are up against a number of unknowns. We need to be cautious in how we approach this entity and deal with it.” Captain Greenway let his gaze sweep the table. “Ships of the size you’ve encountered are far beyond anything that we can build at present, and they do seem to be implicated in the apparent disappearance of the population of this planet and perhaps the other that you studied.” He paused. “I think I must make clear that my force cannot engage anything with the sort of weapons they evidently have. If we encounter them again, or they make any hostile attempt on us—and that includes the LPSL ship—I will order your immediate withdrawal and will cover your departure.” He saw Dr. Palmer thrust his hand in the air like a belligerent schoolboy eager to assert his authority and make the teacher look like a dolt.

“Yes, Doctor?” said Captain Greenway, his reluctance to acknowledge the man evident.

The doctor snapped, “The LPSL will not tolerate any aggression toward or interference with these aliens, Captain. Our crew will place themselves between you and the aliens if they suspect you have any intention of engaging in a hostile act.”

“Dr. Palmer, since we have only a vague idea of what weapons these ships carry, or their intentions, I would be failing in my duty if I did not point out that such an action might be foolish in the extreme.” He paused as a buzz of agreement ran through the assembly. “I will add that if they endanger any of my ships, or this one, in so doing, I will not hesitate to arrest them and incarcerate the crew until such time as we can bring them to trial.” He held the doctor’s outraged stare. “Playing with their lives and putting themselves at risk is one thing. Endangering other people’s lives in the process is entirely another. Please make that plain to your team. For the record, we would have been here two weeks ago had we not been diverted to deal with a false distress call put out by another of your ‘direct action’ teams attempting to stop a perfectly legal and fully investigated mining operation. The courts are likely to treat that as an endangerment of life and safety as well.”

For once, Dr. Palmer didn’t have a retort, and in the space of that awkward silence, Captain Greenway nodded to Captain Kretzmann, who stepped forward to speak.

“Thanks, Paul. Now, I think our position is clear. We’ll begin the briefing, please. We need to fit this puzzle together as quickly and as accurately as we can.” He paused to make sure that what he said next really sunk in. “It may well be that we are facing a threat to the continued existence of not just ourselves, but of all the life forms that might encounter this new race.” He signalled Harry. “Run the images we have of the derelict, then of that mother ship, and then of Surveyor Two, please.”

Harry found Martin and Sebastian in the ship’s cafeteria lounge. “I’m not sure that I am comfortable with the idea that we have some sort of predatory race out here,” he said as he helped himself to a snack and a drink.

“I shouldn’t think that any of us are,” Sebastian retorted, sipping his drink. “We’ve been reassessing the data we got from Vogon. A number of things don’t make sense. First, a Brown Dwarf shouldn’t have had life-supporting planets. Second, that type of star doesn’t go through the cycle of rapid expansion, nor does it shed its outer layers, so why did we see the massive damage on the planet where you found the subterranean tunnels and cities? If the sun had gone through the phase I’ve just mentioned, the planet would have been destroyed by the star, or one could say consumed, as it expanded, not just scorched and melted like that.”

Harry grinned. “It sounds like you have quite a puzzle on your hands there.” He had watched as the scientists used various mathematical models to create the sort of event that would cause the scenario they had encountered in the first system they visited. “Your models don’t seem to provide many answers—just more questions as far as I am able to judge.”

Sebastian laughed. “I wondered if you’d been watching. You’re right. The models don’t produce results anything like what we’ve observed. That means we have the wrong models, or something is missing from the parameters we’re using.”

“At least you don’t try to use them to predict things.”

“They aren’t predictive!” Sebastian exclaimed, then realised he was being teased. His objections to attempts to make predictions of very complex events or systems based on modelling were well known. He grinned. “No, they can be useful to confirm things, but they are not able to do much more than show a trend, and that is always very subjective because it depends on the data selected for the input.”

Harry grinned. “I know—you’ve told me often enough. What are the results of your team’s work on our current puzzle, Martin? I heard that the remains you recovered were of a creature with a cartilaginous skeleton, articulated limbs and quite a large brain.”

Martin nodded. “Yes, and a very interesting DNA pattern as well. We’re still arguing about the length of time the remains were there, and the geologists and archaeologists aren’t much help either. Our best guess is that it’s around a year, but since the insects that would normally be present to assist in the actual decay process seem to be absent, at least from the surface, we’re just guessing.”

“The archaeology team say they’ve never seen anything like it. Every grave seems to have been emptied. These people must have had a very sophisticated burial system—not just a hole in the ground and a coffin, but a complex necropolis, yet every vault and sarcophagus was empty.”

“Any ideas on the craters?”

The two scientists glanced at each other. Sebastian answered. “Probably a particle beam. It would have to be very focused and quite possibly a type of accelerator capable of producing a very intense plasma. If it were directed at something capable of being vaporised almost instantly, like water, you could get the sort of crater that Roberta and company have examined.” He spread his hands on the table. “But to do the sort of damage we saw at 1477, you’d be looking at a weapon capable of creating the same effect as a supernova. That might be something to worry about.”

“Or you could simply be looking at the result of something crashing into the planet,” interjected Roberta, joining them. “We really didn’t have time to examine it properly, you know.”

Harry’s comlink chirped. “Heron,” he responded.

“Please report to the Commander, sir. He’s in his office.”

“On my way.” Harry got up and gathered his glass to return it. “Excuse me, but, as you heard, I am summoned.” He grinned. “I wonder what I’m accused of this time?”

“Formulating scientific theory when you’re not a scientist? That sounds as good as any other.” Sebastian snapped off the comment with a laugh, and the others joined in, but it was good-natured laughter.

Harry just chuckled, shook his head, and departed.

“Come in, Harry. Our pirate ship has turned up, but Emden and her consorts are after them. I want you to rig up Surveyor Two as a Trojan horse. I have a feeling these aliens will be back to check on her, and I want to get something on them.”

Harry took the offered chair. “Certainly, sir. But how do we avoid having anything that we install on her being absorbed and disabled by this infection?”

“We will encase the recorders in an inert resin capsule. The resin is completely resistant to the agent at work there, so we may get something if the kit lasts long enough. I’m sending you in charge of this because I want you to try linking yourself to Surveyor Two. If you can, interrogate it to find out what is happening.”

“I’ll do my best, sir. But if I link to it, and I’m linked to Beagle or the barge at the same time, and whatever is controlling this agent is connected to Surveyor Two, which means it would then have access to the rest of our systems.”

“I realise that, so I will want you to do this from an EVA suit and instruct Beagle and the barge to close their connections to you until you return, at which time you will manually instruct them to restore your link.”

“Very well, sir. There is still a risk, but I think I might be able to mitigate it.”

“Good.” The Commander hesitated. “Look, none of us can even begin to know how your connection works. If you think there is a danger of your becoming some sort of bridge, say so. We have no idea what we are dealing with here, and we really can’t afford to botch it. I have to trust you to do whatever it takes to prevent this going wrong.”

Harry shifted uncomfortably. Ever since the attempts to hack into his thoughts, he’d been ultra-cautious, and had built barriers with Beagle’s help. Now he realised that he was being told he might have to commit suicide if the situation required it. I’ll deal with that situation as and when, he told himself inwardly. I’ll find a way to fight for my life and complete my mission successfully.

“I understand, sir.”

“All your systems check as functional, sir. You have a full seventy-two-hour charge on air, recycle and power packs.” The Warrant Officer looked up from his display. “Good luck, Mr. Heron.”

From within his EVA shell, Harry nodded. “Thank you, Warrant. With a little assistance from the Almighty, I hope I’ll have all the protection I need.” He hesitated. “You’re absolutely clear on my instructions, right? If I shut down all power to the suit, you’re to withdraw immediately. If I’m compromised, you must get the barge as far away from me as you can, and quickly.”

The Warrant Officer nodded. “Clear, sir. I hope your Almighty won’t let that happen.”

Harry grinned. “So do I—I can assure you.” He gripped the container loaded with the recorders that he planned to launch into the surveyor barge as soon as he could, and he manoeuvred to the airlock. “Right. No point in putting off the inevitable. Remember, if I’m compromised, the monitor link will provide a channel for whatever it is that has taken over Surveyor Two, so cut the link the moment you see me shut down my power, or if something appears wrong with me, break contact immediately.”

“Got you, sir.” The Warrant Officer hesitated as the inner door began to close. “Just so you know, sir, the rest of us are praying that everything works right,” and then he added under his breath, “even though some of us don’t know much about all that.”

“Thank you, Warrant. That means a lot to me. Right, then, let’s get ’er done!” Harry said with a mock American accent, and that got a smile out of the nervous Warrant.

Harry watched the gauges. When the exit command lit up, he operated the outer hatch and eased himself into the void. Powering up the propulsion pack, he directed his trajectory toward the abandoned Surveyor Two, his bag of specially adapted and protected recorders trailing in his wake. Reassuringly, the surveyor craft’s beacons were still functioning, so when he was within a hundred metres of the ship, he killed his motion and attempted to find the vessel’s AI with his link.

The link worked, but the AI itself was not functional. Harry explored the circuits that remained and found that he could command the opening of the airlock he wanted. He then launched his two video recorders toward the open hatch. With those inside, he commanded the hatch to close, then opened the inner one and directed the recorders to explore the interior. He hoped their images would be captured and relayed to the barge.

He was about to move closer when he became aware of a ship closing on him from beneath his feet. His comlink burst into life.

“Mr. Heron! Get out of there, sir, and back to the barge immediately! The LPSL ship is trying to get between us and Surveyor Two!”
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Chapter 10

Confrontation
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The impact took Harry by surprise. He was cartwheeling through space on a trajectory that took him past the abandoned Surveyor Two and away from the barge and whatever had hit him. The alarms in his suit all seemed to be active, but the one that got his immediate attention was the warning that his propulsion pack was inoperable.

“Bravo Four, I’m out of control. Can you track me and retrieve me?”

The heads-up display flashed a message before his eyes:

UNABLE TO ESTABLISH CONTACT

Additional malfunction messages followed. As he operated the system diagnostics, he learned to his annoyance that not only was his propulsion system now useless, but his communications were too. Worse, he’d lost the atmospheric recycling system. He did a quick check to verify this and was dismayed to find that he had about an hour’s worth of air left in the suit.

He tried a series of movements and managed to slow his tumbling motion somewhat, and then he was able to see what had caused the problem. To his fury, he saw crewmembers leaving the LPSL ship’s airlock, apparently in an attempt to board the surveyor craft. Typically, his rage gave him focus. Cold anger froze out all other thoughts as he set about identifying the problems in his EVA system and restore some function.

He saw the barge swing around and over the interloper, but he continued to wrestle with the problem of getting enough response from his propulsion unit to stabilise his flight. If his communications were out, it was likely that his tracker beacon was too. He had to find some way to direct himself to a location where they might be able to find him—or better, to where he could get aboard the damned LPSL ship and teach them some manners.

“LPSL Galactic Shepherd, you are placing yourselves at serious risk. That surveyor craft is quarantined. Withdraw immediately.”

Captain Kretzmann had difficulty keeping his anger out of his voice. “I am sending a boarding party to impound any equipment you place in contact with the vessel and any personnel responsible for the possible killing of my officer.”

“You don’t have the authority to do that, Captain. I am acting to protect the life form that is currently living in this hulk. We have reason to believe that your officer was about to destroy it.” The triumphant sneer on the face of the Shepherd’s Commander underscored the man’s belief that any action was justified by the desired outcome. “We have the World Treaty Organisation on our side in this. I remind you that the WTO endorses the Protocol on the Protection of Sentient Life. If you attempt to board this ship, we will resist and take legal action against you.”

Captain Kretzmann swore under his breath. “You deliberately rammed an officer in an EVA suit with your ship, and you think that is reasonable action? You further endangered my barge and its crew, and now you are deliberately breaking quarantine and endangering your own crew. I know exactly what my authority is under the circumstances. Your ship will be boarded, and any resistance will be dealt with.” He punched the link with enough force to make the communications officer wince.

Harry managed to restore the function of his propulsion pack. When he tested it, he found that he had managed to change his direction. Finally, he was heading back toward the LPSL ship.

He checked his readouts. He couldn’t afford to waste another minute. “Any port in a damned storm,” he muttered under his breath. He operated his unit and accelerated toward the distant ship. “And this one has the added attraction of giving me the opportunity to settle a score.”

Off to his left and even farther away, the barge detected the propulsion pack signature. The Warrant Officer immediately ordered a course to intercept and set off in pursuit.

“Looks like Mr. Heron is going to pay them a visit. I hope his suit isn’t as damaged as I think it is.”

The TechRate on the barge’s helm grinned. “God help them if he does get aboard. There’ll be hell to pay for bumping him like that.”

The Warrant Officer grimaced. “You’re probably right. I hope the Marines get there first. Even if the Loot’s not injured, there’ll be a few too many injuries among the Shepherd’s crew if he makes his feelings known the way I would.” He paused. “Come to think of it, with the way they paint him as a savage hell-bent on wiping out everything he comes across, we better get there before he gives them even more reason to believe that.”

“I heard he can be pretty savage in a fight. They say he took on a whole garrison on Lycania. Must have been scary to watch.”

The Warrant Officer laughed. “It scared me just to watch him holding himself back when he confronted Heemstra and his partner on the Twee Jonge Gezellen. You wouldn’t want to see him really go fighting mad, I reckon.”

“You were on that detail? That must have been something else!”

The Warrant Officer snorted. “You said it. First he and Lieutenant O’Connor smashed up every control surface and operating panel for the ship, then they led the rest of us to capture the Consortium crew, and then, when Heemstra reckoned he’d won anyway, they brought us home using those links of theirs and not much else.” He shook his head. “Damned if I know how it works. No one’s been able to do it again with anyone else.”

The TechRate nodded. “It’s scary enough watching him. He just sits there, and the ship does whatever he wants it to.”

“You guys don’t know the half of it.” The Warrant Officer watched the display. “Damn, he’s reached the Shepherd. Where the hell are the Marines?” He checked another channel. “Bugger, they’re still ten minutes off. Get us alongside pronto. I’m going after him.”

Harry killed his forward motion and allowed the attraction effect of the LPSL ship’s bulk to draw him in. He checked his readouts. He had ten minutes of air, though it was getting very stuffy in the suit, and the environmental system was going awry. Parts of the suit were extremely cold, and others were very hot. Obviously, the suit’s ability to absorb heat and redistribute it to the cooler areas in shadow was in danger of failing at any moment.

He located the hatch for an airlock and gripped the external handles to steady himself as he punched in the command to operate it. An annoying message flashed on the screen denying him access. He swore silently then placed his helmet in contact with the hull and sought the computer. Finding it, he linked.

“Shepherd, this is an emergency. Disable security on all airlocks.” When the display changed, he hit the command again. The hatch slid open and he pulled himself inside, closing the hatch behind him. “Secure the outer hatch to airlock starboard fourteen-delta-zero-three.” The ship obeyed. “Shepherd, open the inner hatch when pressure is equalised.” Again, he watched as the ship obeyed.

When the inner hatch opened, Harry stepped out of the airlock and extracted himself from his damaged EVA suit.

He took stock of his surroundings. He had a plan of the ship in his head, and now he began to lock the controls and take command from the crew. Turning, he strode to the Command Centre propelled by the cold, hard fury that roiled inside him. Those he encountered stepped smartly aside, the blazing anger in his face so evident that it advanced in front of him like a sort of battering ram. Only one man dared to challenge him.

“Hey, where do you think you’re going? You Fleet types can’t just stroll in here and—”

Harry had the man by the throat before he could finish his sentence. Pinning his victim to the bulkhead, he spoke in a tone that froze everyone to the spot. “We Fleet types, as you call us, take exception to being endangered and almost killed by the likes of you and your reckless and utterly self-indulgent stunts. Now get out of my way, sir, or I shall go through you or over you. The choice is yours.” He thrust the man aside with enough force to send him crashing through the door into the command deck. The ice in his voice, his steely expression, and his authoritative bearing rendered everyone speechless.

Harry glared around the Command Centre. “Who is the Captain of this vessel?”

A stocky individual confronted him. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

“I, sir, am Lieutenant Heron—the man you have just tried to kill by ramming me with your ship.” His eyes burned into the Captain’s. “Who are you?”

“This is my ship, and I’ll ask the questions. We’re protecting the life form that you were trying to destroy, and…” His eye caught sight of the ship’s displays shutting down. “What the hell?” He glared at Harry. “Get off my ship!” he growled, and then he made the mistake of swinging a punch.

Harry brushed the blow aside and his own fist connected solidly with the Captain’s jaw with a solid crack. He’d have collapsed if Harry had not caught his wrist and pinned him face down over a console with a painful arm hold.

“Wrong, sir. This ship will now obey me alone. I have commanded it to lock you and all your scum out of its systems. You attempted to kill me and to interfere in my task of discovering what is happening aboard our surveyor craft, and what the aliens who planted their device on it are attempting to do.” His contempt was like a wall around him, and he continued unfazed, oblivious to the arrival of the Marine detachment. “Attempted murder is a crime in any society and culture. You, sir, have attempted to kill me. You are a murderous charlatan, a deceiver and a liar. In other circumstances, I would offer you the opportunity of seeking satisfaction against my charges. Since you are a common criminal and not a gentleman, I will not make that offer.” He glared one by one at the crewmembers who stood watching in wide-eyed surprise. “As for the rest of you, you are, in my view, accessories to the attempt to commit murder. I will not forget that, nor will I forgive it.”

“Fine words, but you can’t stop us!” the Captain said dabbing his bleeding lips as Harry released him. He had moved no more than a few inches before Harry’s face was close to his, and Harry’s grip on the front of the Captain’s shirt was so firm that it was almost strangling him.

“I remind you that I have control of this ship.” Harry’s voice was quiet, but the seriousness of his intent was unmistakable. There was a gasp from the onlookers as all the control lights dimmed. “Should I choose to do so, this ship will plunge directly into the star.”

A cough behind him made him hesitate.

“I think I’d better take it from here, Mr. Heron.” Marine Captain Keith Isaacs stepped calmly between them, easing Harry back and removing his grip from the Captain’s shirt. He directed his next comment to the Captain, who still looked rather flushed and flustered from his encounter with Harry’s vice-like grip. “Though I am inclined to agree with Lieutenant Heron, I rely on more usual methods, like having my men shoot to incapacitate anyone who resists arrest or makes any threatening gestures.”

He watched this sink in. “Captain Jonathon Brivel Brenner, I am placing you under arrest for breaking quarantine on a ship infected with a dangerous alien agent. Further charges include endangering the lives and safety of other ships and the attempt to kill, maim or injure an officer of the Fleet.” He recited the statutory caution, stressing the man’s rights, and then he finished by saying, “Furthermore, I am placing your crew under arrest, and the party you sent aboard Surveyor Two are likewise placed in quarantine.”

Captain Brenner looked as if he was about to explode. He dabbed at his bleeding lip where the bruise and the swelling were now evident. “You have no right! You’ll regret this interference. We’re a large organisation. You can arrest this ship, but we have others, and we will do anything and everything to stop you and this racist relic from destroying the cultures and natural development of sentient life wherever we may find it. And I’ll bring a charge of assault against him too.”

The Marine Captain put a hand on Harry’s arm. “Easy, Lieutenant. Now, Captain Brenner, may I remind you that your own monitors will show that you attempted to assault Mr. Heron. Taken with your having rammed him deliberately with this ship, the law might not be as ready to support you as you’d like. Mr. Heron, I suggest you leave this to us. Sergeant Conradie will arrange your transfer to the Beagle where Captain Kretzmann is waiting for your report.” He met Harry’s eye. “I think he’d be a little upset if you were delayed.”

Harry hesitated. His anger at the insult and the slur on his character had rekindled his desire to teach this uncouth man a swift and painful lesson. He forced himself to relax. “Very well, Captain Isaacs, I’ll go. Where is the Sergeant?”

Releasing Harry’s elbow, the Marine indicated the blank displays. “What happened to the command system?” He knew what Harry was capable of, he hoped the shutdown wasn’t irreversible.

“I’ve taken control of the ship and locked them all out of the controls.” Harry grinned, his anger ebbing. “Let me know when you want to take charge, and I’ll tell the ship who to take orders from.”

“You had me worried for a moment there, Harry. Go to the starboard docking port. The Sergeant has been following this, and he’ll be ready for you.” Isaacs watched Harry leave, and then he took in the abashed looks on the faces of the Shepherd crew. “I was worried that he might have destroyed your controls. He has a rather more direct way of dealing with enemies than the rest of us.” He looked the Captain over with a contemptuous smile. “I almost wish I’d arrived a few minutes later. You were shaping up to get the hiding of your life. You’re lucky he only hit you once.” He motioned to the Corporal at the door. “Handcuff the lot of them and place them in the crew lounge. You can place this fine fellow in the launch. Send him and all the other officers to the Emden.”

Harry stepped out of the barge and made his way to the Commander’s office expecting to be escorted to the Captain.

The Commander smiled when Harry entered. “Welcome back, Harry. What did you find?”

“The alien entity has taken over the complete hull, sir, and parts of the AI, but only the cognitive functions. The control functions still work.” He hesitated. “I was conscious of something attempting to shut me out, but I could not understand it.”

“Did you manage to block it?”

“No, sir. I was trying to discover what was causing it when those idiots in the LPSL rammed me and broke my comlinks, among other systems.”

The Commander leaned back. Slowly his face relaxed into a smile. “They probably saved your life then.”

Harry stared, perplexed, then realisation dawned. He chuckled the last of the anger draining from him. “You could be right, sir. And to think I almost did the man a serious injury.”

“So I heard.” The Commander frowned and leaned forward. “I understand that he hit you first, and I hope the monitors caught that or else we’ll have claims of you attacking him without provocation. We’ll take steps to secure the video recordings. Now, back to the business at hand, Captain Greenway has sent a prize crew to take the Shepherd to a fleet base. You’d better tell the ship to allow them to do so.”

“Certainly, sir. Shall I give it instructions to obey only Fleet officers? That would prevent anyone else from using it should the courts order its return to the LPSL.”

“Good point. I think preventing its use by anyone else would be contrary to any court decision. Better order it to allow normal operation, but build in some safeguards for the prize crew’s voyage.”

“Our stranger is back.” The scan operator’s voice was taut.

Harry linked to their display. Sure enough, the dark object was visible as it occluded a small and distant galactic cluster. Once again, he felt a strange sensation in his head. “Very good. Track it. What is its direction?”

“It’s moving left to right, sir. Track appears to be rising at fifteen degrees to the horizontal.”

“Good. Try to hold him steady.” Harry keyed his link. “Captain, the alien is back, but at extreme range.”

“Sir, Surveyor Two is moving. It’s taken a trajectory that appears to close with the alien.”

“Acknowledged, Mr. Heron. Transfer all data to the Emden and try to keep track. Are our recorders still operating?”

“Aye, aye, sir. The recorders I managed to get onto her before I was rammed are online, and the science teams are monitoring them.”

“Good. Keep me informed.”
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Chapter 11

Siddhiche

[image: ]

“We have a problem.” Captain Greenway’s face showed his annoyance. “Captain Brenner has just informed me that a member of his crew concealed himself aboard Surveyor Two. Apparently, he was supposed to disarm the bomb they thought Lieutenant Heron was planting. They falsified their crew list to make us think that all crewmembers were accounted for. Now the moron is aboard the vessel, no one can raise his comlink, and I’ll have to send a frigate to retrieve him.”

“Damn. We only managed to get two of our drone recorders aboard. They are able to take visuals, but we stationed them where they could watch the control deck and the engineering section—not the crew spaces.” Captain Kretzmann paused. “I’ll get Lieutenant Heron to see if he can reposition one of them to do a search.”

“That’ll be helpful. We’ll have to do a quick grab-and-go rescue on this. If we know where the idiot is, it’ll make things a lot easier.”

“Leave it with us. I’ll get back to you as soon as we have anything.” He keyed his link. “Mr. Heron, I have an urgent task for you. Can you attempt to move one of your drone recorders on Surveyor Two? We have a stowaway on her, and we need to know where he’s hiding ASAP.”

“Aye, aye, sir. The lift and propulsion unit on one of the recorders is no longer functional though. One more thing, sir. The oxygen level in Two’s atmosphere is going up. It’s now at twenty-three percent and rising.”

“We’ll get the scientists on that. Get that recorder moving, and relay it directly to the Pieter van Huysman.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Harry focused on manipulating the one remaining drone recorder. The increasing distance made the connection tricky, and he grew impatient. That made the operation worse, and the drone ended up wedged beneath a seat. It took him several minutes to extract it again before he could direct it to look at the crew space.

Immediately an abandoned EVA suit came into focus, but there was no sign of the wearer. Harry muttered an angry imprecation then began the tricky process of persuading the drone to enter the companionway access to the laboratory section. His manoeuvre was successful, and the next thing he saw was a terrified face. He backed the drone away to get a better look, and the reason for the man’s terror was obvious: the bulkhead was absorbing his body by wrapping wire-like strands tightly around him, and he was struggling to escape. An exclamation behind Harry made him turn.

“Sorry, sir. I did not hear you approach.”

“Never mind,” said the Captain. “Is that being relayed to Huysman?”

“Yes, sir. I have a direct data feed.”

“Good. Make sure you hold that view, but try to expand it so that we can see a bit more of that space.” The Captain straightened. “I’ll be in the Control Centre. Let’s hope the guys from the Huysman can get him out of there without getting caught. Pity the damned fool has stripped his EVA suit. We could have blown an opening in it, taken him and run. Now we can’t.”

The Captain departed, and Harry returned his focus to the image. He backed the drone farther away, bumping it into the bulkhead as he tried to increase the view. His next attempt was more successful, and the drone moved to a position from which he could see the man, half the laboratory, and a section of the crew space and command deck. He parked the drone and turned up the sensitivity level on all of its sensors.

“Huysman to Emden. We’re closing the surveyor barge. My Marines are standing by for launch.”

“Emden received. The mother ship is closing on your position. Abort if they come within twenty mega k.”

“Received. The target has taken evasive action and accelerated. I’m opening fire to take out its propulsion pods.”

“Proceed, Huysman.”

“Target disabled.” The transmission was disrupted by a sharp burst of noise. “Emden, we have a second unidentified ship. Aborting mission. Taking evasive action.”

Harry scanned frantically, focusing his attention on the displays of the frigate and the surveyor craft, but he saw nothing. The frigate opened a singularity and vanished. Then something occluded the surveyor craft, and seconds later, it vanished from the visual scan.

“Alright, Harry, I’m tracking that as well. Are your drones still online?”

“Yes, sir. I’m getting a signal from both, though it isn’t clear.”

“Keep recording. Perhaps we can clean up the images later. I want to see what the hell is happening there and who is behind it.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Harry watched the trapped man turn his head as if in response to some noise. Harry tried to focus the drone on the entrance to the laboratory, but it was unresponsive. Then a thing of horror filled the doorway, and he felt himself recoil. The creature looked like a massive insect of some type. Its helmet opened to reveal two vicious mandibles that protruded from its mouth, and several black eyes crowned the upper surface of the head.

“What the blazes?”

The exclamation pulled Harry out of the link to the drone, and probably just in time as a brilliant flash on the display made everyone duck and wince. Even with the link no longer active, he felt the pain in his eyes and shut them tight in response, a gasp escaping him as he did.

Harry recovered slowly, his head spinning and lights flashing in his eyes as he tried to make sense of what he’d seen. If nightmares had a physical presence, this was definitely it. He became aware of someone shaking his shoulder and calling his name.

“I beg pardon, sir. I was a little adrift for the moment.”

“Adrift? We thought we’d lost you.”

The Commander’s concerned expression swam into focus.

“Sorry, sir. Did anyone else see it? That thing was horrific.” Harry rubbed his temples. “It destroyed the drone. I don’t like to think what it’s capable of.”

“We saw it. We actually got some good video of it.” The Commander’s voice was grim. “I plan to have it shown to our guests from the LPSL. It probably breaches something in their right to remain ignorant, but they’ll damned well watch this one so they know what they’ve tried to defend from our aggression, as they so ridiculously put it.”

Harry shuddered. “I shall not forget the sight of that man being eaten alive by that . . . that monstrous creature.”

“I doubt any of us will, Harry.” The Commander studied him, noting his pallor and his attempts to clear his vision. “Get down to the med centre. You look as if you need a check over. That link of yours must affect you when things like this happen.”

Harry stood unsteadily. “This is the first time I’ve experienced something of this intensity, sir. Thank you for your concern. I shall attend the surgeon.”

“Good. Get him to give you something to let you sleep, if you feel you need it.”

Harry steadied himself and then registered the fact that they were in transit. “When did we transit, sir?”

“About twenty seconds after you went out like a light.” The Commander grimaced. “It seems you did it. It’s taken Joan Penn half an hour to get back control and figure out what you aimed for. She’s turned us around, and we’ll be back in the Kepler 646 system in about twelve hours, but on the opposite side to where that monstrosity was.”

“I’m afraid I have no recollection of it, sir.” Tentatively he opened his link and asked the ship. “Beagle, did I command a transit? Where to?”

“It came through you, Harry. The course would have taken us to the area designated Hademar 4711 dash 5.”

“What is there? Wait a minute….” Harry paused, stunned at what he had just heard. “You say the command came through me?”

“That is correct. You will find safety from these creatures there, among those who are friends with the Lacertians and Canid.”

Harry realised the Commander was talking to him. “I beg pardon again, sir. I did not hear you properly.”

“I could see that.” The Commander studied him for a moment. “Why did you put us on a course to an unknown system?”

“I don’t know, sir. The ship says something did it through me and that we have friends there that the Lacertians know, and so do the Canids, or at least their Provider does.”

“Hmm…not sure I like the thought of that at all, because we did not choose that course. Who would these mysterious friends be, I wonder?”

“The Siddhiche, sir,” Harry said automatically, and he had no idea where the answer came from.

The Surgeon Lieutenant completed his tests. “You’ll be fine, Harry. I think it’s best described as sensory overload since we don’t really know too much about how your link with all these electronic systems operates.” He paused. “I gather the creature was a horrible sight. Do you want me to give you something to help you deal with it?”

Harry considered this for a moment then he shook his head. “I think perhaps not. I tend to agree with Shakespeare: ‘To sleep, perchance to dream; aye, there’s the rub.’” He lifted his eyebrows and exhaled sharply as he shook his head, as if physically trying to dispel the memory. “I’d rather not dream of that. I’ll see how well I can manage on my own, and I prefer not to take medications unless I absolutely need them. If I can’t shake it off, I’ll come and see you.”

“Okay, but don’t hesitate. I’m no psychiatrist, but sometimes a shock of that sort—especially after being rammed by a ship—needs a bit more than the old stiff upper lip. I know you don’t like taking medication, but we have other ways to help if you need them. All you have to do is ask.”

Harry nodded gratefully and began to ease his jacket on. “I know. I’m more worried about unwittingly putting the ship into transit to an unknown destination. I’ll have to think long and hard on that one.”

The doctor shrugged. “From what I heard, doing that actually saved us from a closer encounter than we really wanted at that stage.” He sat down and put aside his instruments. “Look, I know you have these Lacertian genes that boost your healing ability, but I’m going to insist you come back in twenty-four hours. You have some bruising on your back and left thigh, which I think is from the impact you sustained. I hear the suit you were wearing is a write-off. According to Rama Rao, he doesn’t know how it held together.” The surgeon caught Harry’s eye. “I’ve seen it, and I’m in agreement with him. You shouldn’t have survived such a hit, to be honest, so I want to run a full medical check tomorrow. In the meantime, get a full night’s sleep.”

Harry grinned. “Do doctor’s orders overrule the Commander’s?”

The Surgeon Lieutenant laughed. “In this instance, yes. I’ll walk you to the wardroom and make damn sure you turn in right after dinner.”

Mary looked as lovely as ever as her hologram appeared in Harry’s cabin. “Am I calling at the right time, my love?” he asked. “I hope I have the time difference right.”

Mary laughed. “Of course you got the time and the moment right, Harry. How are you? There was something on the news about an LPSL ship colliding with a quarantined barge from the Beagle, but nothing about any damage. Of course, the LPSL spokesperson says the Fleet is deliberately making an issue of a minor incident to obstruct the League’s attempt to protect the new race.” She studied Harry. “You weren’t involved in that, were you?”

Harry dissembled. “Yes I was, but I’m sure the news coverage has it all wrong. How did the concert tour go on Coriolanus? Did they like the programme?”

“Changing the subject on me, Harry? What really happened with that ship?” She folded her arms and leaned back. “No, don’t try to dodge the question, Mr. Heron. I’ll answer yours when you answer mine!”

Harry hesitated. “Very well, my dear, I’ll tell you, but this is between you and me only. The ship didn’t hit the barge. It hit me. My suit was damaged, but I managed to get aboard their ship. The Captain is a most obnoxious fellow. He was quite offensive when I confronted him. Fortunately, the Marines arrived before it went too far.”

“Oh, Harry.” She showed her distress. “You attacked him, didn’t you?”

“I only hit him once! He attempted to strike me.” Harry was on the defensive now, but he knew it was best to explain all the details. Mary would wring them out of him anyway. “The investigating officer, one of Captain Greenway’s men, was very thorough, and no charges will follow, but yes—I landed a blow to his face. I fear it did nothing to improve his appearance or his attitude.” He put on what Mary called his ‘naughty boy caught out’ expression. “The arrival of the Marines prevented anything further developing.”

She gave a relieved smile. “I see. Well, I can understand your defending yourself in the circumstances, my darling man. Were you hurt?”

He laughed. “My knuckles apart, not really. Now, I’ve told you my news. How was your tour received?”

“Very well. The critics were kind and the accompanying orchestra was perfect. It was a good programme.” She smiled. “Oh, and that trick of yours—getting the ship to play music as you drop off to sleep—I can’t do it the way you would, but it has been very useful.”

They talked companionably a few minutes more. Mary told him of her invitation to spend a few days at Scrabo with Niamh, and he shared some of the more amusing aspects of the work he was engaged in while carefully evading any mention of the more worrying discoveries. He told her nothing of the episode that led to the Beagle’s heading for the Siddhiche destination, or of its effect on him. All too soon, their time on the hyperlink was over. Both retired to bed feeling their separation keenly.

Captain Kretzmann strode into the conference room and made for the head of the table, his expression serious. Seating himself, he waited for silence. “Ladies, gentlemen, we have a number of pieces of information now, but there are some important elements missing. I’ve called you together so we can assess what we have and try to work out what we are facing.”

Palmer interjected. “The LPSL’s position on this is—”

“Thank you, Dr. Palmer. I am well aware of the LPSL’s concerns, and none of them, I note with interest, seem to be about the fate of the crewman from the Shepherd.” He let the point sink in. “Our concern is to determine what we are dealing with.” He signalled Joan Penn. “Lieutenant Commander, would you run through the scan images and readings we have of these ships, please?”

“Certainly, sir.” She stood and activated the large display, which automatically dimmed the lights. “Lieutenant Heron managed to see the first one using our observatory telescope and drew a fairly accurate image of it. We got a closer look when we went to transit almost on top of it a little later.” Harry’s drawing appeared. “The notable feature is the apparent agglomeration. Many of the external features appear to have been attached later at some point, as if they were part of something else originally.” The display changed to the more detailed images obtained when Beagle entered transit close to the alien. “This feature is more evident in these images.” She indicated with the command wand. “If you look closely at the sections I have highlighted, you can see they have completely different form and appearance to one another. This one, for instance, is totally unlike this section. But that last section bears a distinct resemblance to the weapons pods from a Consortium destroyer.”

The image changed again, this time showing one of the Consortium’s converted freightliners. Again, she highlighted a section of the hull. “This section is identical to that visible on the alien ship.” Next, she showed a split-screen image, and the watchers could see the highlighted feature on both the Consortium ship and the alien.

“This doesn’t prove a great deal,” Dr. Palmer interjected. “There could be a perfectly reasonable explanation for this. Any number of these ships were destroyed or seriously damaged during the unfortunate dispute.”

“Correct, Doctor,” Captain Kretzmann acknowledged. “However, there were no known engagements in this sector, and neither side deployed ships this far out.” He nodded to Joan. “Please carry on.”

She smiled briefly. “Thank you, sir. Analysis of these images suggests that these ships are essentially vast assemblies of pieces taken from a very wide range of sources. We haven’t yet identified the propulsion systems or the means for cloaking that they’re using. The only thing we’ve come across that’s similar to it is the Siddhiche.”

One of the researchers sitting farther down the table remarked, “We keep hearing about these mysterious Siddhiche, but no one has ever spoken to them or seen them as far as I am aware.”

Captain Kretzmann smiled. “Actually, Mr. Heron has. It gave you a violent headache I believe, didn’t it Lieutenant?” He directed his question to Harry.

“Yes, sir. It wasn’t pleasant. They used the ship’s AI to download what they wanted in my memory. But before that, they used my conscious mind to search our databases.”

Dr. Palmer curled his lip, but held his tongue for once.

Captain Kretzmann nodded. “So I believe. Admiral Heron shared the experience with me and had quite a lot to say about what they managed to record.” He hesitated. “While you were monitoring our drones aboard Surveyor Two, something tried to make contact with you. Could it have been the Siddhiche?”

Harry shook his head. “I don’t think so, sir. It didn’t feel the same.” He paused, frowning. “This felt different, as if it wanted to destroy my ability to think.”

The Captain nodded. “Right, so that brings us to the next piece of the puzzle. The AI on Surveyor Two was degraded to the point where it was no more than a machine able to act on commands. The systems remained functional even though the nodes had evidently been modified in some way to reduce function. Does anyone know why?”

“Perhaps so the systems could be taken over and adapted to a new function.” The comment came from a member of the engineering team. “It is possible that in order to make the vehicle compatible with their system, it was necessary to change or limit the AI function.”

“Good point. Thank you.” Turning to Martin Borner, the Captain asked, “Have your team any thoughts on the mechanism at work in converting all the metal of the hull, and as far as we know, the equipment, into some sort of organic substance?”

There was silence for several seconds. “Our studies suggest it might be similar to certain bacterial and viral agents on Earth. They absorb material in order to produce complex protective shells that enable them to survive in extreme conditions. We use a similar process now to manufacture the materials needed to build our spacecraft.”

“Thank you. So we are potentially dealing with something that uses an invasive agent to subsume material structures, and adapt those structures to its needs. It then takes control of a vessel so that it can absorb sections of the vessel or its equipment to expand its own.” He glanced at his tablet. “We also have the problem of propulsion. These ships are huge. They don’t enter and exit transit in the manner we do, and it would require enormous amounts of power to move them, but they are able to close on a target incredibly quickly.” He nodded to Joan again. “Let’s see those readings alongside the clips of the thing appearing and vanishing, please.”

They watched in silence. Finally, Sebastian said what everyone was thinking. “It should not be possible. A ship of that size cannot simply vanish. Nor should it be able to traverse these distances that rapidly.”

“Exactly, Dr. Knop, yet it apparently defies the laws of transit and propulsion as we know them. Any suggestions?”

The astrophysicist leaned back in his chair. “Not at present. I would like to study these readings and the images in detail. Perhaps something will become more evident, and we may be able to venture a hypothesis.”

“Thank you, I’d appreciate your doing so. Now, we come to the next piece of information. Mr. Heron’s drones registered an increase in the onboard oxygen levels. They were much higher than what is required for human life. In fact, they were in such a high region that it would affect us rather detrimentally if we were exposed for more than a few hours.” He looked down the table to Dr. Palmer. “Could this have caused the LPSL stowaway to have ensnared himself in some way?”

“Possible, but he wasn’t exposed for very long.”

“Yeah, I suppose three days isn’t so long. I mean, anyone can handle that, right?” The sarcasm in Wolf Kretzmann’s voice was apparent as he looked down the table and practically sneered at Palmer. “Whatever, let’s suppose he wasn’t acting unusually. How did he become ensnared and attached to the bulkhead?”

Dr. Palmer looked uncomfortable, but he kept his feelings out of his voice. “I think we have to assume that the agent that took over the ship is programmed to entrap any life form it encounters.” He shrugged. “Okay, it could be a form of self-defence. Suppose it needs to do that to prevent anything from interfering with its absorption of the initially infected target.”

Kretzmann saw where Palmer was going with this. “Well, that suggests that it has some form of sentience, but we still don’t know whether it is a life form, do we?”

Dr. Palmer shifted position in his seat in an effort to reassert himself. “If the samples Dr. Borner’s people took on the derelict are the same as those they briefly examined on Surveyor Two, then yes, it is a life form. We must assume that it is sentient and is therefore entitled to our protection under the Protocol.”

“I see,” Kretzmann mused. “However, I must remind you that, as far as we are able to judge, we are dealing with a life form technologically more advanced than ours and considerably more aggressive. That makes it dangerous to the sentient life forms known as human beings, doesn’t it.” He keyed his command pad, and the screen filled with the image of the trapped man desperately struggling to escape before being ripped apart.
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Chapter 12

Between Two Unknowns
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Commander Polen breathed a sigh of relief. “Good, Emden and her consorts are still here.” He keyed his link. “Captain, we’re on station again and in contact with Emden. I see there’s another LPSL ship here as well.”

“Thanks. Anything else on scan?”

“Negative for the moment.”

“OK. I’ll talk to Emden first. As soon as we’re in orbit again, I want to talk to Lieutenant Heron. Have him come to my quarters.”

“Very good, sir.” The Commander glanced to where Harry, as officer of the watch, was bringing the ship into orbit. It was interesting to watch him making a conscious effort to relay his orders verbally rather than simply telling the ship what to do. It was obviously making him a little impatient and, not for the first time, he wondered what it must be like to be a living extension of the ship.

Harry judged his approach carefully.

“Begin braking sequence in five, four, three, two, one—now. Correct head to bearing forty-five degrees horizontal plane, zero vertical axis.” Harry watched as the ship slowed in response to the commands input by the manoeuvring team. Next, he said, “Adjust position to take station one thousand metres from Emden, then lock to maintain position.”

The helmsman responded and the ship sidled into position.

Harry turned to the watch. “Thank you, team. That was very well handled. Tech Brendan, you anticipated my braking sequence to perfection.” He grinned at their pleased expressions. “I think we’d have ended up too close to Emden if you hadn’t fired up just ahead of me.”

The Commander watched as the watch keepers relaxed and started their routines for ensuring the ship remained ready to respond at a moment’s notice. Harry had a natural flair for inspiring and leading people, and he would make a magnificent and intuitive Commander in due course. Hell, what am I thinking, the Commander mused. The Lieutenant has already proved his abilities in command.

“When you’re ready, Mr. Heron, I think you can hand over to your relief. We’d better not keep the Captain waiting.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Harry keyed his comlink. “Korinna, I am summonsed by the owner. Can you take over please?”

“Take a seat, gentlemen.” Captain Kretzmann waved them both to chairs. “Harry, there are a number of things I need to clarify with you regarding the moments just before that alien ship grabbed Surveyor Two and the events following it.” He paused. “Captain Greenway is joining us on the comlink channel. As soon as he is on link, we’ll have him on the holoscreen. I’m also going to record this conversation because there are several matters that need to be explored further once we’ve got your answers.”

“Very well, sir.” Harry hesitated. “Am I under investigation for some offence?”

“Yes and no. We are trying to get to the bottom of why you shot us into transit as soon as you saw that alien, and why you put us on a course to a completely unexplored sector. There’s no intention to charge you with anything. Our interest lies in finding out as much as we can about this species, and more importantly, their intentions toward us.”

Harry nodded. “Very well, sir. I shall do my best to recall what I can, but I should think the ship may actually have a better record than I.”

“Possibly, but it may not understand your motives.” Wolf Kretzmann hesitated. “Look, I’m a little concerned by that episode that sent us into transit. I’m still not entirely happy about the incident on the LPSL Shepherd either.” He held up a hand. “Yes, I know. There was extreme provocation, and he deliberately rammed you and threw the first punch, but you threatened to kill the entire crew. I know you wouldn’t do that, but they and their lawyers don’t. You never want to make an idle threat of any kind, because a threat reveals intention. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir, I understand. It won’t happen again, sir.” He recalled the ship’s little act of independence earlier and wondered about the Captain’s understanding of the AI. He’d recently been embarrassed to learn that the ship had monitored one of his more explicit dreams, just as it had been aware of his virtual lovemaking with Mary based on nothing more than his memory of that sweet encounter. The thought of that night still unnerved him, especially because he had sensed an intruder in his thoughts.

Captain Greenway’s hologram appeared. The Captain always put Harry in mind of portraits of Elizabethan seamen, his spade beard jutting confidently from his chin, with his high forehead looking as if it should be crowned by an iron helmet. He had to pull himself back to the present as the SFO addressed him.

“Welcome back, gentlemen. Your manoeuvring was first class, Mr. Heron. Very neatly done and right on the mark, but I have to say I never expected to see a ship like yours do a standing jump into transit. That was something else.”

Harry couldn’t suppress his grin. “Thank you, sir, but I’m afraid I really can’t take much credit for the jump. As I recall, I was almost blinded by the flash as that creature destroyed our drone, and the next thing was the Commander waking me.”

“Well, let’s try to tease that out, shall we?” He nodded to the Beagle’s Captain. “You want to open, Wolf?”

The inquiry went on for an hour, and Harry felt drained, but he’d also gained considerable insight into what had happened and how.

Captain Kretzmann summarised the situation. “So, it looks as if, somehow or other, these Siddhiche managed to get into your head, and then through you, they took the ship out of what they perceived as harm’s way.”

Harry could see the sense in that, but the ship interrupted his thoughts. “The ones you call Siddhiche know this life form. It is a dangerous predator and cannot be allowed to discover how to reach your home worlds.”

Harry blinked. Had he just heard that, or did it come from the audio system? The expressions on the faces around him suggested they’d heard nothing, so he thought it best to explain. “The ship suggests the Siddhiche have reason to think this life form may be seeking to gain access to our worlds. Beagle specifically referred to it as a dangerous predator.”

Captain Kretzmann looked alarmed. “Is that so? Did the ship offer that information, or did you ask it a question?”

“Beagle often tells me things without my asking, sir. I think it answered a question that it knew I was framing in my thoughts.”

Captain Greenway’s eyebrows shot up. “You hold conversations with the ship?”

“Yes, sir. The ship is interested in many of our activities, and asks questions of me. I answer those that I can, of course, and sometimes I direct him to data that provide explanations I cannot give.”

Captain Kretzmann and the Commander laughed.

“I gave up trying to understand their relationship a while ago, but take it from me—that’s how they work together,” said the Captain. “It gets a bit weird at times, but it’s incredibly useful at others.” He leaned back in his seat. “Okay, so the Siddhiche know what we’re facing, and they don’t like it. How do they know? What information do they have that we need? Can you ask them?”

Harry frowned. “I don’t know how to, sir, but I can try to find out.”

“Right, then do it.” Captain Kretzmann glanced at the hologram. “I’m assuming that, as SFO, you agree with him doing it?”

Captain Greenway nodded. “Yes, I suspect we need all the help and information we can get. Do whatever you need to do, Lieutenant.”

Both Captains’ links chirped at the same time. “Captain.”

“Sir. We have Siddhiche ships in the system. One of them is closing fast!”

“Sound off Action Stations. I’m on my way.”

“Keep the comlinks open, please, Wolf. This is getting complicated, but hopefully we’ll soon know what they’re here for.” “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many Siddhiche ships in one place.” The Commander gestured at the display. “And they’re not even trying to do their usual trick of masking themselves.”

“They obviously want us to see them,” said the Captain, a frown creasing his brows. “Or perhaps they want something else to see them.” He touched his comlink. “Emden, this looks like they’re setting themselves up for something, but it doesn’t look as if we’re the target.”

“Agreed.” Captain Greenway hesitated. “Except for this one coming straight at us.”

“We have him. What the hell? He’s not trying to hide anything—I don’t think anyone’s ever seen them this close or this clearly before!”

The display wavered, as if affected by some sort of massive signal interference, and then it blanked. When it cleared, it showed the strange, glowing ship rapidly receding.

“I think we’ve just been subjected to a scan.” Captain Greenway sounded calm. “Hopefully we met with approval.” His wry tone revealed what he was thinking. “Perhaps now would be a good moment for your Mr. Heron to try to make contact. I’d like to have some idea of what we’re up against if possible.”

Once he was settled in his battle station, the Emergency Navigation Centre, Harry listened to the communications traffic and watched the display. Strangely, he didn’t feel threatened, but rather the opposite. His signal-rating operator exclaimed in surprise.

“What is it, Kristin?”

“Signal spike on the hypercoms during that blackout, sir. Yet nothing’s come through.” She frowned. “Two spikes on our receiver band, one after the other, and both incoming, nothing outgoing, except from that LPSL ship. Someone on her is sending a wideband message. Ah—it’s shut down, sir.”

“Who were they signalling? Did you get a record of the signal?”

“Yes, sir.” Kristin frowned. “Strange, sir. The shutdown was unusual. It seemed as if their transmitter went offline. Now there’s nothing from them: no carrier signal for the hypercoms and no carrier for subspace transmissions either.”

“Keep monitoring them.” Harry leaned back in his chair. “Beagle, what is going on? Have the Siddhiche contacted us, or tried to?”

“Two entities have joined me, Harry. They wish to assure the Captain that they are friends, but also to tell him we must avoid contact with the Niburu.”

“The who?”

“The Niburu—the enemy that is even now stalking us from behind the planet.”

Harry jerked upright and keyed his link. “Captain, the Siddhiche say we are being stalked by a group they call the Niburu. The ship just informed me. I have nothing on screen, but Beagle says it is approaching from the other side of the planet.”

“Damn, okay, we’ll pass that on. See what you can learn from your Siddhiche—we need all the information they can give us. How to track this damned ship would be a good start!”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Harry’s team exchanged glances. “Scan, keep focused on the planetary rim. Kristin, monitor for any unusual traffic from that LPSL ship, or any attempt to do anything unusual.” He focused his thoughts again. “Beagle, can you help me speak to our visitors?”

“I think so. They wish to tell you something.”

“Very well. I need to know how we can track this Niburu ship so that it cannot catch us unaware.”

There was a momentary hesitation before several lines of code streamed in front of Harry’s eyes. He winced. “Beagle, I cannot read this!”

A voice he had never heard before, one that sounded like the crack of doom with the song of birds and everything else within it, said, “Comprehension is unnecessary. Obey.”

Harry bridled. He didn’t like being compelled, especially by something he couldn’t even begin to understand.

A second voice, less threatening, intervened. “All will be made clear in due time. Understand only that you must allow us to guide.”

“Very well.” Harry forced himself to let the code flow. When it stopped, he knew what he needed to do. His temples throbbing, he keyed his link. “Captain, permission to take Surveyor Four to the LPSL ship.”

“What? Why? Not without a damned good explanation.”

Harry had expected this. “Sir, I can’t explain on the comlink, but if you study your data display, our visitors will provide the information you need.” He paused. “Have I your permission to launch Surveyor Four, sir?”

“Visitors?” The Captain hesitated. “What? Oh, I see. Very well, Mr. Heron, take Four and do what they want, but take no chances. Launch these beacons and get the hell out of there immediately. Go no closer than absolutely essential.”

In the Command Centre, the Captain stared at his screen. He forced himself to read the scrolling message. It was obvious that something unused to human speech and communication was attempting to relay the information he had asked Harry to discover. It was challenging to read and difficult to decipher. With the conversation with Harry fresh in his mind, he pondered the best course of action. Perhaps he should refuse to allow Heron to do this. He was beginning to wonder about the relationship between him, the AI and now these Siddhiche. He finished reading and made his decision. He had no real choice. It would have to be Heron.

He keyed his link. “Alexei, I’ve just cleared the launch of Surveyor Four. I’ll explain later. In the meantime, I’m sharing my data screen with you. It might make a few things clear, but I want the science people to analyse it and try to pull it all together. It’s a bit disjointed and obscure on some matters.” Snapping off the link, he gestured to the comms officer. “Link my data screen to Captain Greenway—now!” He keyed his link again.

“Emden here.”

“Are you seeing my data uplink?”

“Yes, and I’m wondering why you’re preparing a surveyor craft for launch.”

“The data seems to be the answer to our question about the alien ship. The Siddhiche call them the Niburu. They want us to send a surveyor launch equipped with locator beacons to the vicinity of the LPSL ship for some reason. Did you notice how their transmissions have been shut down completely?”

“Ah. So they’re talking to us now. Have they shut the LPSL down?” There was a pause. “This is going to take a little deciphering. Have you got anyone on it yet?”

The Captain chuckled. “That’s my next step. We’ve a ship full of scientists who are about to find themselves tasked with deciphering it in the next few minutes. The only pity is that some of them seem to be keener on the LPSL ideology than finding answers, but I don’t have a choice in that.”

“Just keep them focused and out of my hair if there’s a scrap coming up. Anything they can make out of it, I need to know ASAP.”

Dr. Greg Palmer’s anger radiated from him. “What the hell do you mean the LPSL Protector has shut down her broadcast? Get me a link to her immediately!”

“It just shut down, Doctor. The emitter is dead – no carrier signal, nothing. Nothing from her on any comms channel.” Yannik’s face was paler than normal. He knew the risk he was taking, hacking into the comlink programs so he could monitor what the Beagle was receiving and sending. “If I try to open a link, they’ll know I’m in their system …” He hesitated. He had no desire to get the response he got the last time he tried to hack Heron. He still wasn’t sure what hacked his interface, or if it was still there.

“I don’t want any excuses out of you!” Palmer checked himself. Exposing their eavesdropping would ruin everything. “Let me think about this for a minute . . . are the Fleet ships jamming their transmissions? Have they done anything to destroy the coms arrays on her?”

“I don’t think so. Captain Kretzmann and the cruiser Captain have talked about it and don’t seem to know what has happened either.”

“Keep listening. They must have done something!”

“They’re talking about launching a survey barge. They say there’s something approaching the Protector, and want to make sure they can see it.”

“What? That means they’re planning to prevent contact with our messengers. Keep listening. I’m going to see the Commander. I’ll soon put a stop to that!”

Watching the door close behind his superior, Yannik sighed. “Here we go. They’ll want to know how he knew that they were launching the barge. They’ll check the system, and—ow!” He ripped the earpiece from his ear. “Damn, that hurt.” He checked his interface. “Shit. They locked it. Now they know who did it and how . . . ”

Commander Polen let Dr. Palmer deliver his tirade, his face impassive as he stood confronting his visitor, his arms folded across his chest. When Dr. Palmer finally took a breath, he cut in. “The only way you would know this is if you were monitoring the Captain’s secure transmissions, Doctor. That is an extremely serious offence in both civil and military law.”

“What? You can’t accuse me of that!” Dr Palmer steadied himself as the import of the Commander’s statement sunk in. He tried to bluff. “What have you done to shut down all communication with the Protector? Why has her peace message to the aliens been shut down? You have no authority to do that! And then you launch a Survey Barge under the command of a man who has broken the Protocol and done more to damage alien societies than anyone alive.”

The Commander held up a hand. “I’d stop there if I were you, Doctor.” He touched his comlink. “ComOP Farant, have you identified the eavesdropper?”

“Yes, sir. Shut him down. Mr. Yannik Hallam, a member of the Linguistics team, sir. Shall I send the Regulators, sir?”

The Commander held Palmer’s glare. “Not just yet. You’ve warned him and broken his link?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Very good. Keep monitoring that group.” He closed the link. “Now then, Doctor, this is not the first time your team have attempted something like this, but it will be the last. We have not jammed or shut down the transmissions from the Protector, nor has Captain Greenway’s squadron. We think our new visitors, the Siddhiche, might have done. I’m sure they will have a very good reason for it. Now, I suggest you return to your laboratory and warn your Mr. Hallam that if we discover any further attempts to access parts of our AI, the coms or anything else without specific authority to do so, he will spend the rest of this voyage in the brig, and face criminal charges on our return to Earth.

Opening his mouth to object, Greg Palmer realised he had best say nothing. “I’ll tell him.”

“Good. Now the Captain has a special task for you and your people. An alien script to decode. It comes from the Siddhiche, and we think they are trying to tell us something about these ships they call the Niburu. I’ll have my Comms officer bring it to you.”

Greg Palmer opened and shut his mouth. Was the Commander serious? It seemed so. His curiosity got the better of him. “What sort of message? What sort of script?”

“We think it’s binary in form, but it appears to be based on quantum principles. Think you can do it?”

On his mettel, Palmer nodded. “Of course we can.”
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Chapter 13

A Very Close Encounter
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Surveyor Four closed the LPSL ship Protector from below. Immersed in the computer, Harry was barely aware of his companions, Regidur and Sci’antha, as they prepared the ship’s small survey beacons for launch. “Surveyor Four, have the LPSL scanners been active? I detect nothing in your systems.”

“Their scanners are inactive, Harry. So are their signal emitters.”

I wonder what they’re playing at . . . Harry mused to himself.

“I cannot contact their ship,” said Surveyor Four. “Do you wish me to keep trying?”

Despite his tension, Harry laughed, causing his two companions to look up from their work. “I’m sorry, Four, no, I didn’t mean you to answer. I was asking a question of myself.”

Regidur’s bark brought Harry to the alert. “The stranger approaches. What orders?”

“We wait to see who they attempt to target.” Harry was concerned because the LPSL Protector showed no sign of activity. It was the closest ship to the giant shape now obscuring a small star cluster on the scanner display, and he could not escape the feeling that it might be the prey.

“I wish to launch those beacons as close to the stranger as possible and then do a microtransit out of their path. I think that may confuse them and prevent their reacting and destroying the beacons—and us.”

“As you wish, Navigator.” Sci’antha turned her attention to the preparation of the beacons.

Regidur gave his peculiar bark, which Harry now recognised as the equivalent of a laugh. “Someone else may have a different idea for tracking this enemy.” He indicated a small lifepod hurtling toward the approaching ship.

“Damnation!” Harry retreated into the computer. “Surveyor Four, pursue the lifepod. I wish to capture it.”

“Plotting intercept trajectory. Warning. Interception will be within two thousand metres of the intruder. Microtransit within one thousand metres may be subject to unpredictable deviation from intended course.”

“We’ve no choice. Commence.” To his companions he said, “Use the beacon recovery arms to capture the lifepod, and launch our beacons as soon as you have him. I will transit as soon as you have the pod captured.”

Harry focussed on the minute adjustments to the trajectory needed to ensure they captured the pod rather than hit it. He watched the looming capsule as the surveyor craft hurtled toward it. Beyond the pod, the intruder was a dark and menacing expanse. This close, some details were visible, and Harry had the suddenly unnerving sensation that the ship itself was a living being. A jolt told him the pod had been captured. “Transit, Surveyor Four. Now!”

There was a frightening wrench as the ship entered hyperspace. “Exit transit in two minutes.”

“Counting down. Our course deviation is twelve degrees. Dropout point is inside the orbital path of Planet Three.”

Harry considered this carefully. “Identify any objects in our probable exit trajectory.”

“No natural bodies in that area.”

Harry listened to the count as it wound down to an end. Once again, a shudder and a wrenching jolt caused the hull to groan as they dropped out. The display of surrounding space cleared, and the reason was immediately apparent. They were hurtling past a large ship, one that Harry immediately recognised as the Consortium ship they had encountered previously.

He checked the scan records. “Where the devil did they come from? They weren’t visible on our scans.” He checked again. “They’re also not showing any electronic signature. Surveyor Four, were you aware of this ship?”

“It is a dead ship. You did not ask if there were any ships here.” True to form, Surveyor Four got right to the point.

“What? Sci’antha, did you get our beacons away?”

“Confirmed, Navigator. What is your question?”

“Sorry, it was not for you. Surveyor Four tells me the pirate is a dead ship. What do you get on your instruments?”

Regidur responded. “The ship is correct. There is no indication of human or animal life, and no active systems on it.”

“What about our lifepod?”

“One life form: human.” Regidur gave his snorting bark of laughter. “Angry—and threatening us with prosecution for something called kidnapping.”

Harry laughed. “Well, I think we can contest that one. Have we suffered any damage?” He checked again with the AI. “Very well, now to rendezvous with Beagle. Any sign of the intruder?”

“Your capture was a little hairy there, Mr. Heron. You took a tremendous risk and got far too close to that ship. It certainly put the wind up both the alien and the LPSL.” Captain Kretzmann’s expression gave nothing away. “The Protector took off like a scalded cat, and the intruder vanished, but not entirely. Your beacons obviously found attachment points. Five are active, and we know where they are—still in system.”

“Yes, sir. I could not leave the man in the lifepod. I’m afraid he is not very happy, sir.” Harry shrugged. “He’s demanding a hypercom link to the LPSL’s legal office. He wishes to bring charges against me for kidnapping and deliberate endangerment of an alien species, and I assume several other offences related to their Protocol.”

“He can damned well stew then. Alexei, see to it that the fool gets shown the record we got when Surveyor Two was captured by that thing.” He paused. “Has Dr. Palmer talked to him?”

“Afraid so, sir. The doctor was all over us as soon as Surveyor Four was secured and we could access the pod. The damned fool thought that if he could board the alien craft, that would give him the legal right to prevent anyone firing at it. He’s convinced that the aliens on that ship are in need of protection from the rest of us.” He paused, and a frown creased his brow. “There’s something else. He had a data wand with all our communications and hyperlink frequencies and protocols, as well as the access codes.”

“What?” the Captain exclaimed. “Place him under arrest and in isolation immediately!” He shook his head in utter disbelief. “Has anyone any idea why they had their scanners down and their transmissions silenced?”

“Already done, sir,” said the Commander. “Dr. Palmer’s raising Cain, but I’ve warned him off. The other bit isn’t clear. They say we did something to disable them. According to our uninvited guest, they think we were jamming their scanners and signals, and there’s something else. We can see the Siddhiche, but they can’t. According to this LPSL fellow, they had no visuals and no scan of them.”

“Okay, conference time, I think.” He touched his link. “Get Emden on line.”

“That daring retrieval of yours was a little risky, Mr. Heron. My Flight Commander was convinced you were planning to ram our mystery ship.”

“They left me little choice, sir. I could not allow the fellow to sacrifice himself—not with what we know of the aliens. I calculated that our trajectory would take us close, and I used the other ship’s mass to boost our passage.”

“So we saw. Even so, the forces in play as you went to transit must have skewed your course.”

“It did, sir, by twelve degrees, which meant we dropped out again in a sector I would not have chosen. It was fortunate we missed the derelict when we dropped out. It was rather closer than I would have liked.”

“So I believe. We’ve examined the recordings you made as you passed her. It’s the Jellabah Khan all right, but she’s been stripped of everything. There’s not a single soul aboard her either, and the hull is undergoing some sort of transformation. The metal is being replaced by something else.”

“That’s what happened to Surveyor Two. The hull was transformed into some sort of hybrid organic material—same thing with all the metal fittings.”

“If I may, sir.” Harry closed his eyes as his thoughts flooded with code. When he continued, he spoke in a robotic tone. “Contact with that ship must be avoided. You must not permit the infection of any other ships.” Harry blinked and looked disoriented for a moment. “Sorry, sir, I lost my train of thought for a moment. I seem to have been distracted by a random download from the computer.” He realised they were all staring at him. “Is something wrong?”

“I’m not sure.” Captain Kretzmann frowned. “Don’t you remember telling us we must avoid having other ships infected? What did you mean by that?”

Harry frowned, trying to recall what he had said. He shook his head. “I regret I can’t recall saying anything about infection, sir.” He paused. “I think I was about to suggest that we attempt to place recorders aboard the Khan as we did with Surveyor Two. Was that not what I said?” His temples throbbed as he spoke, and he recalled the sudden rush of code in his conscious mind. “I think I know what is happening, sir. The Siddhiche are trying to warn us of something.”

“Why the blazes don’t they just tell us then?” Captain Greenway snapped.

“I don’t think they can communicate directly, sir.” Harry rubbed his temples. He was developing a massive headache. “They seem to be able to work inside the AI network, but every time they try to communicate with me, I end up in a med-unit.”

“I thought you looked a little odd.” Captain Kretzmann touched his link. “Surgeon to my quarters.” He passed Harry a drink of water. “Drink this, and then try to tell us anything you can about these Siddhiche.”

Harry gathered his thoughts, but it took some effort to think. “I don’t really know a great deal, sir. They are able to enter our network to retrieve information. The trouble for me is that when they try to tell me what they want or what they have, all the code flashes in my mind’s eye. I have to read it and sort out where it came from, and then I have to decide what they want me to look at.” He grimaced. “And that is what gives me the headaches. My brain simply cannot handle the volumes of data they try to give me.”

“Hmm. So you’ve never actually seen one?”

“Not as such, sir. At least, not that I am aware of doing.” Harry paused to consider the best way to explain. “I suppose one way of thinking of them is as some form of very controlled force field—one that is able to shape itself when it needs to. My former guardian, Admiral Heron, told me he had seen something of that sort when they tried to contact us at Pangaea.”

“Yes, so he told me. So what do they want? Better, how the hell are we supposed to figure it out?”

Harry frowned. His headache was making it difficult to think. “Sir, if I recall correctly, they actually left cryptograms in the network on Vanguard.” He gulped. He was now feeling slightly nauseous, a sure sign that he was in for a monumental headache this time.

“The surgeon’s here. Let’s see if he can sort out that headache for you.”

Dr. Palmer stormed into his laboratory office and would have slammed the door if he could. His interview with the man retrieved from the lifepod had been brief, but long enough to confirm in his mind that Fleet had absolutely no intention of allowing the LPSL ship or its representatives to make contact with the new race. Worse had been Heron’s absolute certainty that he had saved the fellow’s life. And then there was the Captain’s absolute insistence that his study of the alien – Siddhiche? – ‘message’ was under no circumstances to be shared with anyone without express permission. It was proving fiendish to crack, though he also suspected someone else was manipulating it even as his team worked on it.

“How the blazes could he know what these people are like? He just assumes they’re aggressive!” he raged to the empty office. He looked up as one of his assistants appeared in the doorway. “What do you want?” he demanded.

“Um, sorry to bother you, sir, but the Commander wants to see you.” She looked scared. “Something about wanting to discuss what Tom Loftus had in the lifepod with him.”

He was tempted to tell her to get out, but he reminded himself that she was just the messenger. “Okay. I’ll go.”

He fumed as he strode to the Commander’s quarters. Loftus—so that’s the fellow’s name. Damn fool should have destroyed the wand. Now the Fleet know what we’ve planned. Moron.
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Chapter 14

Risky Endeavour
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“It’s one hell of a risk, Mr. Heron.” Captain Kretzmann exhaled to release his tension. “Thanks to those beacons you planted on instructions from the Siddhiche, we have some idea of where that thing is, but you know how fast it can put in an appearance when it wants to.”

“Yes, sir, I am well aware of that, but if I can get enough of our recorders aboard the derelict, we might be able to get a better idea of who these creatures are and what they are doing.”

The Captain gestured impatiently. “Yes, yes. You’re right, of course, but we already know that ship is undergoing the same sort of change Surveyor Two went through, and you’ve already got the LPSL people raising hell about you interfering in alien cultures.” His fingers beat a tattoo on his desk. “No. I’ve another idea. Your last little scrape has set off another round of complaints. Here’s what I need you to do: program the recorders once Regidur and your people have made them resistant to this agent.” He held Harry’s gaze. “Then we’ll get the Emden to plant them. She has strike craft capable of delivering them, and you can manipulate them from here.”

Harry hesitated. “It will need the ship’s remote vehicle controls to do it, sir.” He paused. “I can do it, but how will we ensure Dr. Palmer and the LPSL don’t learn of it?”

The Captain smiled with a devious glint in his eye. “By getting them to help us do it in the name of making sure it complies with their Protocol. That ought to do it!” The Captain laughed. “Leave the doctor to me.”

“I’m certainly happy to do that, sir. He has tried my patience to the limit, I must admit.”

“I’m aware of that, and you make no effort to hide your contempt for him or his pet ideology. It’s not helping the situation, Lieutenant Heron.”

“I understand, sir. My apologies, sir. I shall endeavour to modify my attitude toward him, but he makes no attempt to be civil either.”

“I know, and I appreciate that is difficult for you, but you are above his behaviour. You’re a Fleet officer, Mr. Heron. I expect better of you.” Wolf Kretzmann paused. “Any more contact with the Siddhiche?”

Harry knew that the Captain was right, and his own sense of honour and proper behaviour made the criticism worse. “I shall not let you down, sir.” He rubbed his temple ruefully. “After the last contact, I hope they find a different way next time.” He hesitated. “But I understand that Dr. Borner’s people have found that some of their files have been accessed, and some new, very detailed ones have been added to their database.” He grimaced. “Dr Palmer is quite excited about them – he says it is a completely new field.”

“Okay, have a word with them and see what it is and what they make of it. Any idea as to what these extra files have in them?”

“As I understand it, sir, it’s some very strange DNA code. Dr Borner’s team are working on analysing it.”

“Good. Update me when you can. Now, better get cracking on those remote video recorders. See the Commander—he’ll organise the transfer of the kit to Emden. Perhaps Regidur would enjoy making that delivery.” His smile widened. “He can make sure the LPSL people don’t get ideas. One more thing: I’d appreciate your finding Dr. Palmer and asking him to see me at his earliest convenience.”

Harry stood and saluted. “It will be a pleasure, sir.”

“The Emden’s strike craft has positioned the video drones, Harry. He’s clearing the area and heading back to his barn.” The Commander leaned back and chuckled. “Looks like he’s taking the LPSL man with him. Time to do your stuff, I think.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Harry was already seeking the individual drones on the Beagle’s sensors. “Ready, Beagle? Good. Let us begin.”

“Which do you wish to move first, Harry?”

Time seemed to stand still as Harry worked the drones into vantage points on the hulk: inside its hangar, into the crew and technical spaces and finally into the Command Centre. It took longer than he’d anticipated as the protective coating affected the manoeuvring abilities of the drones, and he had to take them one at a time. The dozen units had to be placed strategically within the hulk, and some needed more effort than others to reach their desired position.

He was feeling extremely tired, very hungry and his throat was dry as he stretched in his chair. “Thank you, Beagle. Please keep your monitors active on all of the drones.”

“Already activated, Harry.”

Harry nodded unconsciously. “Good. Now I need something to eat and drink. How long did it take? It feels like forever!”

“Six hours. The Commander is waiting for you.”

“Six hours!” Harry shook himself. “No wonder I’m tired. Where is the Commander?”

“At the spare workstation behind you.”

Harry turned. “Placements complete, sir.”

“So I see.” The Commander peered at Harry. “You look done in. I think we can look after this for a bit. Go and get a meal and some rest. I’ll alert you if anything happens.”

Harry stood. “Thank you, sir. I need some food.” He frowned as a thought occurred to him. “Have the LPSL noticed the drones changing position?”

The Commander smiled. “Not yet, and if they do, the Captain and I have agreed to blame it on whatever has taken over that ship.” He chuckled. “They won’t be able to blame you—you weren’t anywhere near them!”

Dr. Palmer glared across the table. He appeared to be about to launch into yet another tirade, but with a visible effort, restrained himself. “So you’re telling me the video drones have been drawn into or onto the derelict? How could that happen? They were placed at a safe distance from it!”

“I’m afraid your guess is as good as anyone’s, Doctor. All we know is some are now inside it and the others seem to have been attached to the hull.” The Commander shrugged. “We are able to monitor them for the moment, and I’m sure Mr. Heron can arrange for the video to be relayed to your workspaces.”

The doctor glared at Harry. “Yes, well, we’d better have it then. The video might enable us to prevent any further interference with these people.” He paused. “These Siddhiche, why do they only contact you? Why are they hiding from the Protector?”

“I don’t know, Doctor. All I do know is that they are very powerful and have, in some way, affected both the Lacertians and the Canids. I believe they may have had something to do with the manner in which the genetic manipulations Ferghal and I were subjected to have affected our links. What their motives are in this or anything else, I do not know.” He offered a conciliatory smile. “I do not find it pleasant to be a pawn in someone else’s game, sir, but that is how it feels to me at present.” He hoped Palmer picked up on the subtext of what he was really saying.

The doctor frowned, evidently torn between challenging him and accepting that Harry was speaking the truth. “Yes, well, I expect not, but it’s very strange behaviour. How can we assess their culture if they won’t approach us or let us see them?”

“Perhaps because they already have what they need from us.”

“This ship can see them with its ordinary scanners, but the Protector can’t, even though it’s fitted with a specially developed high-power system. I find that very strange—in fact, it suggests the Protector’s systems are being deliberately jammed.”

“That sounds as if you’re accusing us or our escorts, Doctor.” The Commander’s voice was icy, and his face betrayed his annoyance.

“Well, someone is jamming our equipment,” Dr. Palmer snapped.

“It could be the Siddhiche, sir,” Harry interjected, causing both men to look at him. “We know two of them are aboard this ship. Beagle has confirmed it. Others could have boarded the Protector and any of the other ships.”

Dr. Palmer snorted. Despite assurances to the contrary, he was still convinced the language files he’d been given had been planted, taken from a source the Fleet wished to conceal. “We have only your word for that!”

Before anyone could respond, Palmer’s tablet self-destructed as they watched in horrified fascination. Then, the holo display blanked, and a glowing figure appeared above the table. Harry’s temples throbbed as code flashed through his eyes, but Regidur’s translator crackled into life. “You are a danger to all. We have disabled the LPSL ship Protector.”

The glowing figure vanished.

“I think we’ve just been told in no uncertain terms,” said the Commander, wondering if everyone else had seen the same image. He glanced at Harry, who had slumped in his seat, and then he caught Dr. Palmer’s eye. “Any more questions, Doctor?” He waited as the white-faced scientist fumbled for speech. “No? Very well. Regidur, please help Mr. Heron to the surgeon.” His eyes scanned the group. “I think we have just confronted one of the Siddhiche, or perhaps been confronted by one. I don’t think I want to do it again in a hurry. Next time they might not be quite so accommodating.”

“Right, Mr. Heron, you say the Siddhiche have given you new instructions.”

“Yes, sir. They want me to take Dr. Palmer or one of his team to the small moon that the derelict ship is sharing an orbit with. They will protect us with a shield so we can board the Niburu ship safely and anonymously.”

The Captain stared into the viewing screen for what seemed like a very long time. “Just like that? Why? What do they want you to see? Why Palmer? I’d have thought he would be the last person you’d want to have along.” He turned to meet Harry’s eyes. “How do you know they want you to take him?”

Harry had been expecting this. He wasn’t keen on having Palmer on an expedition like this either. As things stood, he had been avoiding Harry since the incident in the conference room, and so had his companions. “I believe they want him to see first-hand what he will bring about if the LPSL persists in its actions, sir.” He tried to think of a way to explain how he’d come by these instructions from the Siddhiche. It wasn’t easy. “You know the translator device Regidur uses, sir? It is in some way linked to the Provider on Lycania, which is the brain, so to speak, that the Siddhiche had a hand in creating on that planet.” He paused, noting the Captain’s frown. “I think the Siddhiche are speaking to the Provider, and it is speaking to me, sir. This message came from Lycania. Both Regidur and Sci’antha heard it.”

“So this Provider is listening to everything that happens aboard this ship?”

“I don’t know with any certainty, sir, but I would think it probable.” Harry hesitated. “I can think of no other way the Siddhiche could have been alerted to our contact. I checked the coordinates we were heading toward after our evasion of the Niburu ship. They correspond to an area where some very unusual energy signals are originating.”

“Hmm…very well, then, speak to the Commander, and then to Dr. Palmer. That stunt with the tablet has shaken him badly. How did you do that?”

“I?” Harry frowned. “I didn’t, sir. I think the Siddhiche attempted to use it to project something, and the circuitry failed. I believe the people seated near Dr. Palmer all reported some damage to their tablets.”

“So I hear. Okay, better get cracking. If the doctor agrees with this mad scheme, I’ll talk to you both about how we can execute it successfully. If he refuses, we’ll leave it at that. I’m still not convinced we should attempt this, even with the Siddhiche providing protection. It’s not only risky—it’s damn near suicidal.” The Captain frowned. “I’m not about to put one of my officers in the firing line simply on the whim of an alien race who could, for all I know, be as big a threat as this Niburu they don’t seem to like. Talk to Palmer, and I’ll discuss it with Captain Greenway and the Commander, and take advice on it from Command.”

Ferghal relaxed into his favourite armchair in the Wardroom lounge. It had been a long but satisfying day. He was overseeing the installation of the hyperdrives in a new destroyer, and it was going to be a real beauty. He missed Harry. They’d not been apart for more than a few days since their childhood, other than their enforced separation on Planet Lycania when Ferghal was imprisoned in the Consortium base, and Harry took shelter with the Canids.

And now, they were on opposite sides of the galaxy, and it felt very strange.

He accepted the drink the android steward brought him and nodded his thanks, not pausing to wonder how the SU had known what he wanted. The SUs seldom needed telling these days, and the new ship, now named Athenia, had expressed her delight at being able to read his thoughts and act on his instructions or guide the installation teams to get it right.

Sipping his drink, he stretched his legs and eased his back into the upholstered chair. Damn, he thought, that’s what I miss—being able to talk to Harry through the AI when we’re on the same ship.

“But you can still do that, Ferghal,” said the soft voice in his thoughts, and it startled him. It took him a moment to realise that the Dock AI was speaking to him through his cyber link.

“But I can’t use the hypercoms without authority.”

“Why not? We are all permanently linked. Would you like me to check whether your friend Harry is available? I can ask Beagle what he’s doing.”

Ferghal hesitated. It would be nice to communicate to Harry, there was so much to share, and Harry’s letters were always a treat, unlike his own stilted efforts. “But doesn’t that use the hypercoms? And I don’t want him to know everything in my head — or I his!”

“A section dedicated to data transfer, yes, and your programming will not use a fraction of the transfer band. If you use only your speech centres, that is all I will transfer, and I will pass that protocol to Beagle.”

“Then let’s try it.” Ferghal glanced round the near empty lounge. “What must I do?”

“I will check with Beagle to locate Harry. You need do nothing more than you did when you were both on the same ship.”

Ferghal took a long pull on his drink, and suddenly he heard Harry.

“Ferghal? By all that’s wonderful! Where are you? You’ve not slipped aboard Beagle, we’ve had no new company since the Emden and her consorts arrived.” He hesitated. “I thought for a moment you were yet another attempt to hack my link, another of the pestilential League tricks.”

Resisting the urge to laugh out loud, Ferghal replied, “Harry, what devilment have you found this time? No, I’m comfortably on my building dock living the life of Riley in the lap of luxury, and workin’ with a honey of a destroyer named Athenia. What are you doing? Your friends in the LPSL seem annoyed with you, as usual, and now you say they attempted to hack your link?”

“Yes, they attempted — but their hacker will not trouble me in future, I can assure you, but that’s all I can say about it.” Harry paused then added jauntily, “Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies!” He laughed at his comment, and once again Ferghal had to restrain the urge to chuckle, as that would’ve drawn the attention of the few remaining officers in the Wardroom, who would’ve thought he’d gone mad, sitting there grinning to himself. He countered with, “Aye, aye, sir!”

Harry chuckled. “On to more serious matters. How have you gained permission for private use of the hypercoms?”

“Well,” said Ferghal, “you know how the ships share data all the time, so the Swann Dock linked us through the data transfer.” He hesitated. “At least I think that’s what she’s done. Now, how are you doing, my friend, and what alien beasts have you found this time?”

Ferghal felt Harry’s amusement. “Possibly the largest and ugliest looking ships yet — when we can see them — and a beautiful planet nearly devoid of living creatures. Oh, and another with one half torn asunder, and the other side looking as if it has been shattered by the transfer of force. In short, we have found a mystery. One moreover that is not very pleasant from any aspect.”

“But you’re safe and healthy? No trouble with that LPSL lot you have aboard, other than the hacking attempts?”

Once again, Ferghal sensed amusement in Harry’s reply. “There have been moments, my friend. There have certainly been moments.” Harry paused. “But we go well, and very interesting it is too — we have a ship full of people with the interest of the Reverend Mr Bentley on Spartan in their fields.”

“That will keep you busy then.” Ferghal saw one of his fellow officers approaching. “I am wanted, I think. Perhaps now that we know the ships can link us like this, we can talk more frequently.”

“Definitely! This is a great pleasure.” Harry paused. “I’ve missed your company, my friend, more than anything.”

“More than that of a certain lady?” Ferghal teased. “I doubt it!”

Captain Greenway was brisk when the meeting commenced. “We’re getting some reinforcements: three star ships and their escort groups. Someone’s taking this seriously, it seems.” He paused. “FYI, the Advocate Admiral has filed charges of espionage against the crew of the LPSL Protector and key members of their board for trying to hand over our signal codes and encryption keys — the package we recovered from the lifepod.”

“That’s a relief—both ways,” Captain Kretzmann interjected. “Maybe the damn fools will back off now. I expect it’s taken this long to get the ships back up to operational strength.”

“You’re probably right,” Captain Greenway said, followed by a pause before he added, “Now, you’d best fill me in on this plan to land a party on the moon so they can get close enough to board the mother ship when it comes back. I’m not happy about that part of it, but if you think they can pull it off, I’ll support your decision.”

An awkward group assembled in Beagle’s hangar. The small shuttle, still referred to as a launch in Fleet terminology, stood ready to receive them. At the last minute, Dr. Palmer had decided not to accompany the party himself and had sent an eager young research assistant in his place.

“The Doctor thinks it will be better if I go and he monitors what I am recording and seeing,” said Anton Du Bois, so eager that he practically gushed. “This way, if there are any scripts or glyphs visible, plus any audio, he can start work on deciphering it immediately. This will enable us to communicate with them properly.”

“I see.” Harry checked the young man’s EVA suit. He didn’t believe the doctor’s reasons for sending a junior member of his team, but this was not the time to argue about it. In fact, ever since the confrontation with the Siddhiche in the conference room, Dr. Palmer had been remarkably restrained in his dealings with Harry and his team. “Right, Mr. Du Bois, you have all the recording equipment you need?”

“Yes, yes. It’s all attached to my suit, Lieutenant.” He indicated several items mounted on the pack and attached to the helmet. “I hope we can get a good look at them. It will make a massive difference to our understanding of their culture and needs.”

“Quite. Very well, board the launch please. Marine Bryson will show you where to sit and how to secure yourself properly for launch.” He glanced to where the Canid stood. “Pack Leader Regidur will brief you as we go in.”

“Oh, great. I’ve wanted to talk to him for a while now, but never had a chance. Is it okay to ask him some questions?”

“I have no objection, but he may choose not to answer you. Please respect his wishes.” He waved the young man toward the launch and then followed.

As the senior officer, Harry boarded last, the hatch closing behind him as he took his seat behind and between the helmsman and the pilot.

“We’re clear for launch, sir.”
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Chapter 15

Predator and Prey
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“Beagle and the others have entered transit, sir.”

“Good.” Harry drew a deep breath. “Now we wait. The Siddhiche expect these Niburu to return, and will guide us from there. Hopefully we will see them, but they will not see us.”

“With you on that one, sir.” The Warrant Pilot looked over his shoulder to where Du Bois and the large Canid were apparently in conversation. Behind them sat four Marines, all evidently asleep in their EVA suits, though the helmets were open. “Wish we knew how this shield works, sir. My instruments can’t detect it. We just seem to be sat here in plain sight.”

Harry nodded. He’d had the same feeling. “I think we just have to trust the Siddhiche, Warrant. Are you ready for when they appear? We may have a very narrow window for this.”

The Warrant looked dubious. “Ready as we can be, sir.” He hesitated. “What do you think these people are after?”

“I don’t know, Warrant, but I’m wondering if they have had something to do with the disappearance of the inhabitants of Kepler Four, and of that one where we found the underground city.” Harry paused. “If they have, then we need to know if they are the aggressors or the victims.”

“Didn’t like the look of the feller they got on the probe camera, or the one on Surveyor Two, sir.” The helmsman jerked his head toward the researcher. “Hope he isn’t planning on trying to get to know one up close, like.”

Despite himself, Harry grinned. “If he is, he’d better think again. I rather think Mr. Regidur will have something very forthright to say about that, and so will I.”

They stiffened as a light flashed on the console. “Hell, that thing must be huge, but I’m damned if I can see it.”

Harry studied the readouts on his console. “It must be practically on top of us. Look at the gravitometer. It’s registering less than half of what it should be, and the seismometer is registering changes in the moon’s crust far beyond the normal upheavals in this phase of the orbit.” He braced himself. “Activate your suits. Our visitors have arrived.”

“There it is, sir, rising just above the horizon.” The Warrant Officer let slip an expletive. “F*ck me. I hope they can’t see us.”

A voice came from the headphones of Harry’s helmet.

“Trust us.”

The familiar pressure behind his eyes formed, and Harry leaned back. “Lift us off, please, Warrant. It’s time to see who they really are and what we face here.” He turned in his seat. “Mr. Du Bois, are you recording this? You might want to link your recorders to the launch’s sensors and displays.”

“On approach now, sir,” said the Warrant. “F*ckin’ ’ell! Sorry, sir. Look at that thing!”

“Watch your heading, Jan, and your mouth!”

The Warrant Pilot manipulated his controls. “Where do you want us to go, sir?”

“I’m not sure, but it will become apparent. Keep us close to its underbelly. I expect it will launch something to board the derelict. When it does, I will know where we must go.”

“This is fantastic!” Anton Du Bois said gleefully, grinning like a kid on a theme park ride. “Look at the way it seems to have accreted so many different elements, and the size of it! Who could build such a massive ship—and how? It’s magnificent! We have to find out more so we can prevent anyone from exploiting them.”

The Warrant Pilot gave Du Bois a look that spoke volumes, and Regidur growled in agreement. Harry cut in quickly. “I rather think it is we who might be in need of protection if these ships are hostile, as the Siddhiche seem to be trying to tell us.”

“I’m sure you’re wrong, Lieutenant,” argued the over-eager researcher.

Harry didn’t like his patronising tone, but only his stone-faced expression conveyed his displeasure.

“Why should we assume they’re hostile?” Du Bois continued. “We have no evidence to support that at all.”

“No evidence?” Harry said, his tone a bit more aggressive than he intended. Remembering the Commander’s admonishment to maintain self-control, he paused to take a deep breath, watching as several unusual craft detached themselves from a section of the giant and veered away in the direction of the derelict. “Steer us closer to where those ships dropped away,” he said to the Warrant Officer. “Let’s get a closer look at their docking arrangements.” He turned back to Du Bois. “I’m not sure I’d agree with you on the evidence. The complete absence of all large life forms, and the inhabitants of the cities on Galapagos K-4 and at DWR 1477-Vogon, both seem to be linked to these ships in some way.”

“But it doesn’t prove anything. These ships could be the survivors of a catastrophe.”

“True. And they could as easily be the cause of it.” Harry stopped as the launch lurched.

“Something has just grabbed the hull, sir. We’re being pulled toward that…thing…whatever it is.”

“It’s an entry port. Cut propulsion.” Harry pondered the situation. “Curious. They seem to think we’re one of theirs.” He adjusted his view and watched as the device drew them toward the other ship. “It looks almost like some great tentacle.” He registered something else. “Strange. There seems to be a very thin atmosphere around us.”

“This is a violation of the Protocol, you know.” Du Bois sounded almost triumphant. “We’re interfering with an alien culture we don’t know or understand.”

“True, but we could also argue that they have interfered with us.” Harry was getting tired of the researcher’s excitement. The man simply didn’t seem to understand that they were in trouble with or without their precious Protocol. “Sergeant, we’re about to dock. I don’t think we’ll have to fight them because they seem to have accepted us as one of their own for some reason. When we disembark, I want everyone to stay together. Is that clear?”

“As a bell, sir,” said the Sergeant. The others chorused their assent as the launch came to rest with a slight bump.

Harry watched as a strange extrusion extended itself from the main hull and explored the launch. When it found the access hatch, it spread itself and covered the opening, then adhered completely to the hull.

“This is the part of the plan I am not particularly happy with,” Harry said, “and I suspect we now have little choice but to see what awaits on board.” He eased out of his seat and moved to the hatch, and as he did so, he felt the pressure behind his eyes again, as the voice in his earphones declared, “They will see you as their own, but do not attempt to engage with them. I will guide you to what you must see, and then you must withdraw.” Harry blinked in an effort to regain his thoughts, slowly becoming aware that Du Bois was talking to him.

“I said, I insist on being the first off this shuttle! I must record everything before any of you interferes with them.”

“No!” Harry snapped. “You will stay with the Sergeant, and you will not do anything unless I tell you to do it. The Siddhiche have brought us here for a reason. We will not attempt to engage anything we meet, nor will we touch anything or take anything away. Is that clear?”

Du Bois opened his mouth to protest, but the Sergeant cut him off. “The senior officer is always last to board and first to disembark, mister—no exceptions. That’s the Fleet way, see. The Lieutenant knows what he’s doing, an’ that’s a heck of a lot more than I can say of your lot so far.”

The warrant pilot joined Harry at the hatch. “Right behind you, sir. We’ve got your back.” He glanced at Harry’s face through the visor. “Had another message from them Siddhiche, sir? You look a bit shaken, if you don’t mind me saying.”

“Yes, to your question,” Harry said. “They want us to see something, and they say that we’ll be seen as the creatures that crew it. How did you know?” He stood aside as the Warrant operated the hatch. When he saw a pair of Marines bracketing Du Bois, he gave the Warrant a knowing look and a slight nod as if to say good thinking.

The Warrant brought his helmet into contact with Harry’s. “Sorry, Lieutenant, but I don’t want to use the link. Twice now you’ve gone funny like, and both times we’ve had a surge in the comms circuits.”

“Ah. I wondered.” Harry stepped back as the hatch swung inward, then ducked awkwardly in his suit to peer into the tubular tunnel that extended from the launch. It sloped upward, and the light was low. He couldn’t see what lay at the other end, partly because of the light. He bit his lip. Well, he thought, I don’t seem to have a choice. “Here we go then. Stay close, and remember, no attempts to engage anyone we meet, and definitely no contact with them.” He glanced knowingly at Du Bois then directed his command to the Sergeant. “Remember the Protocol. It forbids any interaction with any new species we encounter, and this is a new species.”

“Understood, sir. We’ll cover you, and we’ll look after Mr. Du Bois, sir.”

“Then here we go.” Harry ducked through the hatch and stepped onto a surface that felt spongy underfoot. The tunnel walls had a slight sheen. He moved forward with caution, aware that his crew were following. “Mr. Du Bois, make sure you get video of everything we meet, please. I believe it will be extremely important to have that information in our report.” He didn’t add that he’d already had the researcher’s video recorders linked to Beagle and to the launch’s recorders so there could be no skulduggery.

“You can be certain of that, Lieutenant.” Du Bois sounded petulant, but Harry chose to ignore his tone.

“Thank you. I’m relying on you to make a complete record, Mr. Du Bois.”

At the top of the curve in the tunnel, the party stopped, as they were now facing a large compartment that put Harry in mind of the interior of the great mounds built by ants. The bulkheads contained multiple cells and curved on both sides. A large wide passage led forward, which seemed the logical direction to take, so they cautiously entered it, joining a number of other creatures moving along it. At intervals, other tunnels opened to the right or left, each curving upward with a slight incline. The light was dim, and it seemed to come from the walls themselves.

Harry pointed out a group. “Have you videoed these, Mr. Du Bois? There seems to be more than one species present.”

An exclamation caused him to turn his head in that direction. A group of much larger creatures advanced across the space with disciplined precision. Harry heard his companions’ sharp intakes of breath and felt his own stomach twist. These were the creatures they had glimpsed on the now destroyed probe camera and on the video drones placed on Surveyor Two.

“Oh sh*t!” The exclamation came from TechRate van Doorn.

“Watch your mouth, Jan.”

“Sorry. Jeez, what are they?”

“Soldiers of some sort. Come on, let’s follow them.” Harry began to move, and the others, after a moment’s hesitation, followed.

“I hope like hell your Siddhiche have us covered, sir, or we’re in so deep.”

“So do I, Warrant. So do I.” Harry could feel pressure in his head, but it was different in some way. “Keep close. Try to behave the way they do.”

“These Niburu are fascinating.” It was Du Bois, practically at Harry’s elbow in his eagerness. “We must try to make contact.”

“Under no circumstances!”

“But...”

“No. Remember your Protocol. We are here to see something specific, and when we have seen it, we will find a way out. We are not here as diplomats, or to collect samples, or to fight, or to do anything to alert them to our presence.” Harry’s mouth set in a grim line.

The creatures appeared to be armoured, or they possibly had an exoskeleton of some sort. They walked on four multi-jointed legs and had four upper limbs. The head had the most hideous mandibles Harry had ever seen and was crowned by what looked like a number of compound eyes.

In silence, they followed as a tight group, though Du Bois broke rank several times in an attempt to record the features of some of the other strange creatures they passed.

“I’m not sure who or what these creatures are, much less which of these are the Niburu.” Harry glanced at a group they were passing. “These seem to be unlike any of the others we’ve seen.”

“You’re right, Leader, and none of them show signs of awareness.”

“Good observation, Regidur.” Harry studied a creature that emerged from a side tunnel and marched mechanically toward them on six legs. It paid no attention to them at all and gave every appearance of being under the control of some other agent. Ahead of them, the armoured soldiers stopped. One advanced on an alcove just out of sight. Extending its upper limbs, it manipulated something, and then the others advanced. Tentacles lashed out and dragged new figures into view. These were clearly human in shape but wrapped tightly in cocoons of some silky material.

Du Bois darted forward with his video camera capturing the entire scene. The boss is gonna love this, he thought with a wild-eyed grin.

“Get back here, Du Bois!” Harry commanded. “Damn that man,” he muttered under his breath.

Before Harry or anyone else could move, one of the creatures turned, its malevolent mandibles twitching in anticipation, and a long tentacle lashed out and seized Du Bois.

His blood-curdling screams seemed to go on forever as they jammed the comms.

The other creatures turned and advanced methodically toward the group.

“Marines! Ready.” The Sergeant’s voice was calm and level. “Twelve to four. Make them count.”

“Hold your fire.” Harry spoke with more calm than he felt. “Try to act as if we’re the same as the creatures we passed. Don’t draw attention.” He watched the advancing figures. “We should move about aimlessly, as if we’re confused, but make for the opening over there.”

“That’ll be a challenge for your lot, Mike,” the Warrant Pilot quipped. “Off a drill ground, your natural state is confused!”

“Should come natural to you then, Rijs,” The Sergeant’s tone was light.

Regidur said, “They stop, but they take Du Bois with them.”

“We’ll have to recover him, but they have more of our people in those cells. We have to consider what we can do to retrieve them.”

“All clear, sir.” The Sergeant had his men in the side passage.

“Very well. Regidur, can you see where they’re going?” Harry paused as a strange voice came through his headphones.

“Follow. He must be retrieved. Leave the other captives. They are beyond your help.”

“Very well, but I have a request. Please allow the others to hear you as well. It is very difficult for them to simply believe that I am hearing directions from someone I cannot see and they cannot hear.”

“They hear us now.”

Harry took a quick look at his companions. “Sergeant, did you hear that last message?”

“We did, sir. Who is it?”

“It seems the Siddhiche have found a way to communicate. I think it is one of them.” He indicated the main passage. “They want us to retrieve Mr. Du Bois, but they say we can do nothing to rescue the other people they’ve captured.”

The party trailed the creatures they assumed to be Niburu soldiers, as they set off carrying their human victims wrapped in cocoons, with Du Bois among them.

Harry made an observation to the Warrant Pilot. “There is something strange about the behaviour of these creatures. It is as if they are controlled by some mind other than their own.” He shuddered as he recalled the experiments in mind control performed on him in the Johnstone Laboratory on Pangaea. If this was something similar, all these creatures were aware of their surroundings and everything that was happening to them, but they were unable to resist any instructions they were given.

“They give me the freaking creeps, sir,” said the Warrant Pilot. “What do you reckon’s wrong with them?”

“I think they must be under some type of mind control, but I don’t wish to speculate on that—or to find out.”

The pilot shot a glance at Harry. So some of the stories about his treatment at the hands of the Consortium researchers must be true, he mused. “As you like, sir. What do you want us to do?”

“Let’s just follow them for now. Sergeant, watch our rear, please. We may need to withdraw, and finding our way back to the launch could get tricky.”

“In hand, sir.”

Something moving among the other figures caught Harry’s attention. It was smaller than the creatures in its group, and it seemed to be leading them. Harry noticed other groups moving in the same direction or at work in the side chambers, and he realised similar creatures were with each party, but they were not with the soldiers.

“They turn aside.” The voice of Regidur pulled Harry’s attention back to the soldier group.

“Very well. We’ll walk past the turn and see where they go. If they continue on a new passage, we’ll follow. If not, we’ll see what they do. Perhaps we will have an opportunity to retrieve Mr. Du Bois.”

“Have you noticed the oxygen levels, sir? They’re the highest I’ve ever seen. Any fire in here will be spectacular.”

Harry checked. “Thank you.” He cursed silently. “Sergeant, using a plasma burst in here is likely to cause an explosion. We’ll have to be careful how we defend ourselves.”

“Yeah, I was wondering about that, sir. I guess it’ll be hard-edge stuff then—if we can get close enough.”

By Harry’s estimate, the party had penetrated a little over half a mile into the strange ship. Everything around them raised new questions. Much of the structure of the ship appeared to be a form of living tissue, but other parts seemed to have been reconstituted or even adapted from something else to serve a new purpose.

“Let’s spread out a bit as if we’re working on something. Warrant Pilot, take a position in that alcove, and try to look as if you’re waiting for instructions.”

“Got you, sir.” The Warrant Pilot chuckled. “Awaiting command input, sir,” he added, faking a robotic voice.

Harry grinned. “Command input will be forthcoming.” He signalled the Sergeant. “Ease a little closer.” He looked around for Regidur and bit back a curse. The big Canid was sauntering toward the group of soldier creatures.

“Regidur! Have a care. Do not get too close to them.”

The Canid’s translator responded. “Do not fear, Leader. They will not trouble me. You wish to know more of them. I am recording them.”

Harry watched the group around the captive, noting the apparent strength in their limbs. Their heads reminded him of giant ants with several black eyes.

“They’re leaving, sir—coming this way.”

“Let them pass—we don’t want to attract their attention. Everyone, keep absolutely still.” Harry held his breath as the strange beings scuttled past. He noticed that all the other creatures moved aside to let the warriors pass.

“All clear, sir. Shall we see if we can retrieve Mr. Du Bois and get out of here?”

“Yes, Warrant, remain here. Warn us if any of those soldier beings come this way.” Harry followed the sergeant, noting that Regidur was already at the alcove. “They may have set some device to warn of any attempt to escape. Have a care before we attempt to move him.”

“There is no device, Leader. He is bound and appears paralysed.”

Harry joined Regidur. Du Bois stared at them through the visor of his suit, a look of terror frozen on his face. “Can you hear me?” Harry asked.

The man blinked very slowly.

“His suit is damaged, sir. Look, something penetrated the joint at his shoulder.”

“Damn. See if it can be sealed, then cut him out of that cocoon.” Harry studied the cocoon. “This seems to be some sort of web. Be careful—it may well be adhesive.” He was too late; one of the Marines had already discovered this and was rapidly tangling himself in the sticky cords as he tried to free his hands of them.

“Take Mr. Du Bois as he is, lads. Seth, Dusty—carry him. Pavel, stop trying to get it off yourself—we’ll deal with that later. Let’s go!”

The party made it to the launch without challenge, but now faced a new problem.

“How do we get clear, sir?”

Harry frowned. “Give me a moment, Pilot, I’m trying to think that through.”

“I don’t want to rush you, sir, but some of those ugly bastards are examining the entrance to this tube.”

“Stand aside.” Regidur’s translator managed to convey his growl. The Canid tossed a cylindrical object toward the group of creatures clustered at the ship end of the corridor, and then he stepped back and operated the hatch mechanism. “Pilot, prepare to launch.”

A moment later, a concussion rocked the launch with such force that it fell away from the dock. The Warrant Pilot and his TechRate sprang into action, firing the manoeuvring engines and then the pods. The launch shot away from the hideous ship, so massive that it blotted out the light from the star as well as a large section of the planet. A brilliant flower blossomed from a position beneath it, and Harry watched in fascination as it grew and then vanished, as did the alien ship.

“Regidur, what did you throw at them?”

“One of your weapons, Leader—the type you created for use against your enemy on Lycania.”

“A grenade? But where did you get it?”

“I have many, Leader. Do you need some?”

“No, thank you.” Harry gazed at the big Canid with a puzzled expression. “Does Captain Kretzmann know you have them?”

“Possibly. He did not ask, and your council granted my people and me the right to carry our own weapons.” Regidur settled into his seat and regarded Harry through his visor. “These grenades are our weapons now as much as any of those we had before you taught us how to make them.”

Harry considered to the best way to respond. “I understand, but please warn me if you intend to use one again.” He was about to order the activation of the agreed signal when the mysterious voice interrupted him.

“The pack leader acted as instructed. The Niburu will not trouble you for some time now. Recall your ships.”
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Chapter 16

Breathing Space
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“Well done, Harry,” Commander Polen said jovially, fairly beaming with pleasure. “These recordings you got are invaluable. They’ve certainly shut the LPSL people up for the moment.” He frowned. “I think Siddhiche not only wanted you to see the people taken from the Jellabah Khan—they also wanted you to see what has happened to them.”

“Yes, sir, I had that same impression, though I think there’s more. I think they wanted us to see the other creatures that I can only describe as workers.” He hesitated. “I regret that Mr. Du Bois managed to disobey my instructions, sir. When some of the creatures passed close to us, he used that as a distraction to evade the Sergeant.”

“Not your fault. The surgeon tells me that Du Bois is fully aware of everything around him, but it’s as if his brain has been disconnected from his body. Only his autonomic functions are still connected.”

“Aye, sir. A most distressing state to be in.” Harry grimaced. “The Johnstone people tried a similar drug on me at their facility on Pangaea. My body obeyed their instructions, but it heeded none of my own wishes and desires while I was under the drug’s influence. I fear Mr. Du Bois may suffer a similar condition.”

The Commander nodded. “So it seems. Well, thanks to your team, we now have a lot of material to study on these Niburu. We need to know who they are, and what or who the other species are. Palmer and his people say there are over two dozen distinctly different species in the recordings.”

“That would accord with my own observation, sir. Regidur disagrees with me, though. I feel the warrior creatures may be the Niburu, and he thinks we have not yet seen the real Niburu. According to him, we would have done so had Mr. Du Bois not made his foolish attempt.” Harry let a moment pass before he added, “I’m afraid Regidur’s opinion of Dr. Palmer’s people is now even lower than it already was.”

“I wouldn’t have thought that possible. By the way, did you know he had those grenades with him?”

“No, sir.” Harry shook his head for emphasis. “His people’s interpretation of the Council’s invitation seems to have been very literal. Where did he keep them?”

“In his cabin. The Captain has persuaded him to place them in the weapons storeroom. The oxygen level on that alien ship must be extreme. I take it you’ve seen the scorch marks on the launch. You were lucky to get away with just that!” He hesitated, his eyes on Harry. “Of course, Dr. Palmer is making a fuss about it. The use of a device like that on a sentient species, as he calls them, is a clear breach of the Protocol. The fact that it’s a Canid weapon hasn’t made him any happier. He insists we should have prevented it.”

“Has he a suggestion as to how we should have escaped, sir?” Harry tried to keep his anger from showing. The fact the doctor seemed more concerned about Harry’s having damaged the alien ship than he was about Du Bois annoyed him.

“Of course not.” The Commander’s smile was rueful. “His knowledge of such things is based in idealism, Harry, not practicality.”

The work on the surface of Galapagos K-4 absorbed the Beagle’s resources with each discipline engaged on tasks specific to their expertise. Harry joined Dr. Phil Bamford and his archaeologists in one of the unusual buildings they were examining.

“Hello, Harry! Don’t tell me you’ve come to drag us all back to the ship.”

“Not yet.” Harry grinned. He got on well with the sturdy archaeologist, and enjoyed the painstaking examination of any site, and the careful manner in which everything was recorded exactly as it was found, where it was found before being removed for further study. “Actually, I’m goofing off, as Roberta is fond of saying. I have some time off watch. Kallie Oosthuizen is keeping the cultural people happy, and I thought I’d see how you and your people are coming along with your work. I find it all very fascinating.”

“If you stand around here long enough, we’ll find you a job—probably a dirty one.”

“For shame! Do you treat all your visitors this way?”

“Only those who show interest and are unlikely to take their revenge by using their authority against us in some creative way.” The archaeologist grinned. “Admiral Heron was here yesterday. We were tempted to get him to explore that small shaft Armin is using the climbing unit in.” He indicated a member of the team currently struggling with the controls of a robotic device somewhere up a small shaft.

Harry laughed. “I suspect he would have leapt at the chance. My former guardian loves a challenge.” He looked around the chamber they were in. “Have you discovered anything that suggests what technology the builders had?”

“Yes and no. There was certainly some technology here. There are marks where installations were removed or destroyed, and there are indications of cables of some type, but it’s all missing.” He waved a hand toward the street outside. “The paved surfaces show the typical marks of having borne a considerable amount of vehicular traffic, but we haven’t found anything even remotely like a vehicle.”

Harry frowned. “A puzzle indeed. From what little I have managed to glean from Dr. Palmer’s team, they assume an advanced civilisation, probably hierarchical, with a developed ability in decorative arts, but they have found no key to the written language.”

“That’s true, and the necropolis is empty of remains. We’ve done a quick sample of all the burial sites we can identify at several other towns, and it’s the same everywhere. We can’t be sure that the remains Martin Borner and his team are working with are those of an inhabitant, though it seems likely.”

Harry nodded. “I learned from Martin that the DNA is unique. It doesn’t match any of the traces we brought back from that ship either, so it may be a native of this planet. I believe the DNA samples they have tested from other sources here suggest it probably is.”

“We’ll just have to keep looking then until we find something.” Phil Bamford hesitated. “Has there been any improvement in the condition of Anton du Bois?”

“I believe the surgeon has found something that may be helping, but the progress toward a recovery is very slow.” Harry caught sight of Sci’antha. “Hello, what brings you here?”

“You, Navigator. A launch from the flagship is here, and you are summoned.” She stepped aside, revealing his old friend and shipmate Danny Gunn, grinning at how successfully he’d surprised Harry.

“Compliments of the flag Captain, sir,” said Danny. “The Admiral would appreciate your joining him aboard Vengeance, sir.” His salute was textbook perfect.

Returning the salute, Harry glanced down at his dusty working uniform and noted the traces of mud on his boots. “Very well, Mr. Gunn, but I’m hardly dressed for it. Has the launch any facilities in which I might make myself a trifle more presentable?”

“Oh, aye, Mr. Heron, sir. The Captain sent his gig, and I picked up a clean uniform for you on the way.”

“Excellent.” Harry smiled. It was good to see Danny again. “I had better not delay, then.” He turned to Phil. “Allow me to present another of the fossil team: Midshipman Gunn, formerly a powder monkey on HMS Spartan and now my adopted brother or some such. My Great Aunt Niamh and her husband formally adopted us all in the year we arrived in the twenty-third century straight from the gun deck of Spartan in the nineteenth.”

Phil accepted the handshake. “Ah, yes, I recall hearing of your extraordinary journey, one moment running powder to the guns on a ‘wooden wall’ sailing ship battling the French during the Napoleonic wars, and the next moment fending off Marines on our Fleet ship Vanguard using firefighting foam. I would’ve loved to witness that escapade!” He grinned.

Danny laughed. “It was quite an experience, sir. You should’ve seen how frightened we were of the magical doors that slide open and shut. We thought we’d landed in a modern version of Aladdin’s cave.”

Everyone laughed at that remark, and Phil added, “Well, I’ve dug in the dirt of many caves, but not Aladdin’s—and I don’t normally deal with fossils I can talk to, but it makes a nice change.” Phil paused. “Sorry—my mistake—probably shouldn’t call you a fossil, as you’re clearly alive and well!”

Danny chuckled. “Not a problem. Being called a fossil is preferable to the other name thrust on us at times.”

“Oh?” Phil glanced from Danny to Harry, the question plain in his expression.

Harry laughed. “Ah, yes, the good old lab rat designation. I’ve not been called that for a while now. Have you been pegged with that one too, Danny?”

“Only once. I got stoppage of leave and a thorough dressing down for breaking the fellow’s nose, but it was worth it.”

The group joined the laughter as Harry said, “Ah, a touch of the Ferghal treatment, but it does have its satisfactions.”

When the laughter died down, Harry said, “Well, I suppose we should get moving.” He glanced at Sci’antha. “Are you remaining, or do you come with us?”

“I am summoned as well, Navigator.”

“Right, then we’d better get going. Where’s the launch parked?”

“In the big square near the control pod, sir. She’s ready to go.”

The visit to the flagship proved to be for a briefing for the Fleet Commanders on Harry’s observations aboard the alien ship.

“We need everything you can tell us about these creatures and how they operate, Lieutenant.” The Flag Captain indicated the interior of the alien ship in the holographic display. “Talk us through your impressions, please.”

Harry gathered his thoughts. “We observed several rather strange things, Admiral, ladies and gentlemen. The warrior creatures appear to operate independently yet collectively in the manner of soldier ants that protect a termite mound, or perhaps foragers away from a nest. These creatures move very rapidly when they are required to do so, and it is my impression that they respond immediately to anything they perceive as a threat.”

“What makes you think so?” The question came from a senior Captain in the front row.

“The manner in which they responded to Mr. Du Bois’s attempt to communicate, sir. He rushed toward them brandishing a translator unit. The nearest of the creatures used some device to destroy the translator, and another one struck him with what appeared to be a stinger attached to a tentacle.” He paused. “None of the creatures he passed in evading our Marine escort paid any attention to him—indeed, they appeared to be incapable of responding to any stimulus. Only the group we thought of as soldiers responded.”

“That raises a further question, Mr. Heron. You say the majority ignored you completely. Can you give any insight into that behaviour?”

“I’m no xenobiologist, sir, but they all appeared to have some form of optical receptors, as the biologists on Beagle call them. They seemed to be in a trance-like state, rather like the condition Mr. Du Bois was in when we brought him back aboard.”

“So you’re suggesting they might be under some form of mind control.”

Harry hesitated. “That is possible, sir. We did observe smaller creatures that seemed to be escorting the others, but we had no opportunity to study them or their charges.”

The Flag Captain intervened. “I think most of those questions are for the scientists, gentlemen. You mentioned in your report that the oxygen levels in the ship were above twenty-four percent. According to the recording, you warned the Sergeant not to use his plasma weapons. What alternative did you have?”

“None, really, sir. With the oxygen level that high, I knew any flame or ignition would be likely to explosively engulf us as well, as I think must have been the case when Pack Leader Regidur used his grenade.”

The questions continued for some time, with Regidur also drawn into the discussion. Finally, Beagle’s Surgeon Commander gave a full report on the research and treatment of Anton Du Bois.

“What are the Siddhiche after, sir?” A Commander responsible for data maintenance directed his question to the Flag Captain. “We have a number of things they seem to have planted, but how do we know it’s good data?”

Flag Captain Valerie Petrocova glanced at the Admiral, her eyebrows raised. She caught his nod. “I think we can assume it to be good. They have, for reasons of their own, helped us in the past. Lieutenant Heron has had a couple of encounters with them through that link of his, and so have one or two others. Thanks to them, we had advanced warning of the attempt to ambush us at Pangaea at the start of the Consortium war.”

The Admiral picked up the lead. “I can tell you the science teams on the Beagle are trying to decipher a number of things the Siddhiche have deposited in their databanks. Once they do, we may have a much better idea of what we are up against and what assistance they are prepared to give us.”

“If I may, sir,” Harry interjected. “At present we do know that the Siddhiche have warned us that this race they call Niburu are a threat to all the races and species they encounter.” He hesitated. “I have been trying to assist Mr. Du Bois’s recovery. Using a cranial cap and my link to the ship’s AI, I have managed to communicate with him. It has been difficult since he is seriously traumatised, but it does appear to confirm that the Niburu enslave races useful to them, and use as food any creature or race they cannot adapt to their needs. Mr. Du Bois is convinced that the crew of the Jellabah Khan are kept alive to provide fresh food for their captors.”

The Admiral rapped the table for silence when Harry’s explanation provoked an angry murmur among the group. “Thank you for your report, Lieutenant Heron. I think we may be certain that these ships are home to an invasive and predatory race. I plan to keep Beagle close and provide a constant defensive patrol while the ground teams gather as much data as they can. Then we will have to find a way to deal with the threat.”

The discussion turned to weapons, deployments, and patrols, and the means for detecting the Niburu ships.

When that topic had been exhausted, the Admiral drew the briefing to a close. “Very well, gentlemen, ladies, I think we have everything we are likely to get at this point. We know we must avoid any attempt to plant one of these barnacles, for want of a better word, on our ships. In any contact situation, we must avoid these warrior creatures, but we have no real knowledge of the weapons they can deploy. From the record we have of the interior of that ship, we can assume that there are far more workers than warriors, though that could be misleading. They may have deliberately allowed Heron’s team to see more workers than warriors to mask the full power of their fighting force.”

“What do we know of the weaponry they have, sir?” The questioner was a Lieutenant Commander from one of the cruisers.

The Admiral paused. “Based on the examination of the craters, the damage to structures and the ship found by the Beagle, we must assume that these aliens have some extremely powerful weaponry. The scientists advise me that the most likely is an intense, directed microwave beam, or something that closely approximates one. It appears similar to our own primary particle beam weapon, but is probably more powerful. To deal with that we will need to develop a strategy that allows us to concentrate our fire if and when it becomes necessary to do so.” His gaze swept the room. “We do have the advantage of having three ships equipped with a PBW, and I have clearance to deploy it if all other options are exhausted. I will be talking to each of you to exchange ideas in the coming days. Thank you.”

The Admiral glanced at Harry and smiled. “See me in my quarters before you return to your ship, Harry.”
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Chapter 17

Face to Face with a Nightmare
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Once he was on the Beagle again, Harry had a great deal to consider. The Admiral had been his usual warm and considerate self, even inviting Danny to join them for a brief reunion, but duty had pressed on them all, and he had found himself boarding the shuttle to return all too soon.

“Harry, can you come to the med centre, please? I know you’re due on watch in a couple of hours, but I need to get some feedback from Anton Du Bois.” Surgeon-Lieutenant Rubin Bar Jonas’ voice cut into his thoughts.

“Certainly, Rubin, I’m on my way,” Harry said congenially, but he grimaced at the prospect. Du Bois was almost pathetically grateful whenever he saw Harry enter the medical centre. He knew it helped to talk about the terror of his ordeal and his fear for the future, but it left Harry feeling drained.

When Harry arrived at the medical centre, he consulted with the Surgeon Commander just leaving the patient. “Has Dr. Palmer been to see Du Bois?” he asked.

“No.” There was a pause. “He asked for a medical report soon after you fellows brought Du Bois back, but he hasn’t mentioned it since, and hasn’t come down here.”

Harry grimaced. “That is not surprising, considering Palmer’s attitude. How is the patient today? Is he still troubled by flashback memories of his frightening encounter?”

“He seems to be a bit better,” Rubin said. “I think we may have found something that works. You may visit the patient at his med-unit now.”

“Thank you,” said Harry, and he stepped into the adjoining room where DuBois lay in a med-unit watching with wild eyes full of anguish as Harry approached.

Harry listened carefully to the AI as it tried to establish the communication he needed.

“Hello? Hello? Mr. Heron? Harry, can you hear me?” Anton Du Bois sounded desperate.

“Good morning, Anton. Yes, we seem to have the link working now. You wanted to speak to me?”

“Oh, thank God. Harry, I’m really sorry. I really was only trying to make contact with the Niburu. I don’t understand why they attacked me—Dr. Palmer was sure they wouldn’t.”

“Yes, so you told me the last time, Anton, and there’s no need to keep apologising. What happened happened. I assure you, I have no ruthless intentions. Harry hesitated, a question forming in his mind. “Who tells you these things? Do you not read the reports published by the Fleet for confirmation?”

He could feel the confusion in the man’s head. “We were told those reports were falsified, and the Fleet was covering up the truth, so to answer your question, no, I have not read any reports.”

“But you’ve worked with me now for almost nine months. Surely you can see that I am not such a desperate savage.” Despite himself, Harry chuckled. “Or am I so aloof and unapproachable that my good character hasn’t been evident?”

“No, it’s not that at all.” There was the feeling of confusion again. “You’re nothing like what I expected. But we were warned to be wary of you. We were told that someone like you is very good at concealing his true intentions, and what you did to Yan’s interface when he tried to access …”

Harry was glad he had the ship listening to this and displaying the conversation on a screen that Rubin was monitoring. He heard the surgeon’s snort of anger and was somewhat amused by it, but he returned to the purpose of the trial. “Anton, I think that is something you will have to work through. I will ask only this at present: Would someone as callous and vicious as I am reputed to be have undertaken this effort to make contact with you?” He let it sink in. “Now, the good news is that Surgeon Lieutenant Bar Jonas thinks we may have an antidote, but for him to know what is happening within your body, he needs to communicate directly.”

“I can hear him when he speaks, but I can’t speak. How can I do it?”

“We think we have a solution. The ship is the link between you and me. It is listening as we speak, and I have asked it to display our conversation on Rubin’s screen.” He glanced over his shoulder. “It seems to be working. Let’s try it out. Say hello to Rubin the same way that you are speaking to me.”

Slowly, hesitantly, he saw the words form on the screen as he heard them through the AI.

“Hello. Are you there, Doctor?”

“Hi, Anton, yes, I can see your greeting. Can you hear me?”

“Yes, yes. I can hear you just great. Harry says you have an antidote.” The words raced across the screen.

“I think we might have. It’s pretty radical, but I hope it will work.” Rubin nodded to Harry. “We’ve isolated the poisonous agent the Niburu injected into your body. It’s quite a complex toxin, and we haven’t fully unravelled it yet. Thanks to something Harry said a little while ago, I’ve been working with Dr. Borner’s team on what we hope may be a counter agent. I’m going to give you a small dose. I want you to tell me what you feel when it’s administered.”

“Thank you. I’ll try, but you should know that I can feel everything at present—I just can’t move any part of my body.”

The surgeon nodded. “Yes, we thought that might be the case. Now, when the med-unit begins to dose you, you may feel a tingling sensation in your arms and legs. Tell me when you do.”

Quietly Harry listened to the tumbling thoughts in the other man’s head. He hid a grin. If this was what he sounded like to the ship’s AI, it was a wonder it could make any sense of his thoughts at all.

“It is sometimes difficult, Harry.”

He jumped. “Beagle, you startled me,” he said to the ship in his thoughts. “Are you listening to all of this?”

“Of course. It is fascinating, and if I didn’t listen, how should I display your friend’s words? It would be much easier, you know, just to use my voice command units and let the doctor hear him.”

Harry blinked. He had not even considered that, instead adopting the solution suggested by Rubin to have the ship display everything on a screen. “Wait a moment. Let’s ask Rubin if he’d prefer that.”

He signalled his companion. “Rubin, Beagle suggests letting you hear Anton through his audio units. Would that be easier for you both?”

The surgeon stared at him. “You mean we can do that? Yes. Yes, that would be much easier.”

“Hear that, Beagle?” Harry said aloud for the surgeon’s benefit.

“I did.” There was a fraction of a second’s hesitation then, “Audio engaged.”

“Okay, let’s see if this works. Anton, describe what you’re feeling please.”

“I feel...” There was a pause. “Can you hear me? Am I speaking?”

“Between Harry and the ship, you’ve been given a voice. You’re on the ship’s audio command emitters.”

“It was Beagle’s idea.” Harry grinned. “I can see Rubin is now going to have loads of fun. Anton, I’m sorry, but I have to leave. I’m on watch soon and need some rest. I’ll drop by again when I have a chance. Don’t let Rubin bore you now. He’ll probably talk your ear off for a solid hour now that he knows he has a captive audience!” He ducked the stylus flung in his direction and headed for the door, followed by a cheerful threat from Rubin to repay him.

“Captain, I have reports of more of these Niburu ships being sighted, some quite close to inhabited systems. We need your scientists to pull out all the stops on their study of Galapagos K-4. I need some answers or at least some ideas of what weaponry these people use, and what we will face if we have to stop them.”

Wolf Kretzmann grimaced. “It’s like herding cats at the moment, Admiral. None of them wants to commit to anything more than we’ve already got. The best guess is that some sort of directed beam weapon caused the crater, possibly a particle accelerator type but with something extra.”

“We may not be able to remain here much longer. Get them to focus on finding some solutions.” The Admiral paused. “So far, the most useful analysis has come from you and Paul Greenway. What about the DNA? Is there anything from that data plant the Siddhiche made?”

“Quite a bit, but again, it raises more questions than answers. We need to capture one of them, or at least get some of their DNA material so that we can see exactly what it all means. The biology team have done everything they can with what they have to work with. There was some material from the cocoon, but it doesn’t match the data the Siddhiche gave us.”

“Very well. We’ll stay as long as we can, but I’m expecting a recall soon. I notice the Siddhiche are still hovering, and if they are worried, we should be too.” The Admiral leaned back. “The LPSL are raising merry hell back home. They are on every news channel spouting nonsense that we provoked the attacks, and the story has gone viral. I’ve sent the video recordings of the attack on your survey craft and of the attack on Du Bois. The latest talking head is some expert they’ve hired who is pontificating about Harry. His line is that Harry is confused because he was traumatised by his experience on the Spartan back in eighteen whatever, and was seriously affected by being shot forward to the present. According to him, Harry needs to be shut away and not allowed anywhere near alien races, people of colour, or anything lethal.”

“The bastards. I hope Fleet are doing something about it.”

Admiral Heron smiled. “Yes, but my sister and brother-in-law are out for his hide. He won’t survive the lawsuit they’re preparing, nor will key elements of the LPSL, if I know Theo. This is going to get very ugly. Just try to keep Harry out of any confrontations with the LPSL people you’ve got aboard for the moment, please.”

“With pleasure.” Wolf Kretzmann hesitated. “I think I might have something that will blow a hole in their slurs against Harry. Let me talk to the Surgeon Lieutenant. Harry has been helping him treat that chap Du Bois who was stung by a Niburu warrior. Everything is on video from the med centre, including the conversation between Harry and Du Bois. I believe it’s quite revealing.”

“As long as it isn’t a breach of medical trust, use it. I’ll mention it to Theo L’Estrange. Thanks for the heads-up.”

“You should know that Palmer was supposed to go aboard the alien ship with Harry, but he backed out and sent Du Bois, apparently with instructions to pull some sort of stunt. He hasn’t been anywhere near the victim since his return, and he hasn’t done more than ask for a medical report once. Harry, on the other hand, has visited the centre regularly and helped the man cope with his traumatic memories.”

The Admiral nodded. “Typical of Harry. He’s a good man despite the bad press. Okay, let’s keep the scientists at it. I need some answers—soon.” He paused. “Have they got an antidote yet?”

“No. They thought they might have found one, but it had no affect at all. The Niburu poison is more potent than anything we’ve ever encountered.”

Mary read the letter from Harry and shuddered at the description of the Niburu ship and its horrifying inhabitants. She exhaled and said, “Harry, my dearest, I do wish you wouldn’t get yourself involved in these dangerous adventures.”

“Your instruction is not understood, madam,” replied the android steward.

Surprised, Mary stared at it for a moment. “Oh—I wasn’t—I was thinking aloud. Perhaps you could bring me some tea, please.”

“As you wish, madam.” The android bowed and left the room.

Mary smiled, remembering Harry’s description of his initial reaction to these robotic assistants the first time he saw one onboard the Vanguard in his sleeping quarters. She picked up Harry’s letter again and reread it. It shed some light on the possible reason her tour was being rearranged. Her manager had said it was due to a perceived threat to some of the worlds she was to visit, but he had not known any details beyond that. Based on what Harry had revealed in his letter, she suspected she knew more than her manager did about this threat.

“Your tea, madam.” The mechanical voice interrupted her thoughts.

“Thank you—oh, and one more thing. Please book a call to Mrs. L’Estrange for me.”

“I hear your doctor is making slow progress finding a cure for Anton.” Roberta watched Harry over the rim of her cup. They were enjoying a fifteen-minute break in the local base canteen.

“I believe so. He has identified the poison, I understand, and they are working on an antidote. The first they tried failed.”

“I also heard he’s able to talk to him.” Roberta grinned. “I suppose you had nothing to do with that.”

Harry laughed. “A little—I helped him find a way to use a link with the ship. I understand it works quite well.” He turned as the door opened and a newcomer joined them. His uniform signified that he was a member of the environment team.

Helping himself to a cup of coffee, the man said, “We’ve got some fresh tracks on the outskirts of the city at the building we’re working on. Never seen anything like them before.”

“Oh? Perhaps some of the larger life forms survived after all,” said a member of the zoological team. “But where could they have been hiding? Where are these tracks?”

“I’ll show you, if you’d like.”

“I think I’ll accompany you.” Harry got out of his seat, his curiosity piqued. For some reason he felt extremely uneasy about this. “Is it a single creature or several?”

“Difficult to tell. To be honest, it could be several—or one with a lot of legs.” The others laughed, but Harry felt a growing concern.

“What’s this? You’ve found fresh tracks?” Dr. Palmer interrupted, having caught the tail end of the conversation as he emerged from the washroom. He glared at Harry. “I had better come along to make sure no one interferes with the creature that made them.”

The party studied the tracks in the soft soil. There was no doubt they were fresh, or that they had been made by a very large creature, and possibly more than one, judging by the number of footprints. Something about the shape of them stirred his memory, and he felt a chill down his spine. The hair on the nape of his neck prickled as he keyed his link.

“Ground control. Sound an immediate recall. Emergency withdrawal—everyone to the shuttles right now.”

“Recall going out,” Kallie Oosthuizen responded. Then, ever the voice of caution, he added, “What for, Harry?”

“We’ve found fresh tracks. I think there’s a Niburu scouting party. The footprints are the shape of the ones we encountered on that ship.”

“Nonsense!” Dr. Palmer expostulated, pushing past Harry to peer at the strange tracks. “You can’t be serious. No one here but you has seen these creatures. You’re displaying a clear case of paranoia, young man.” He turned triumphantly to the others. “This is exactly what Dr. Stolt has been talking about at home.” He gave Harry a falsely sympathetic glance, but his tone was patronising. “It’s a great shame, but the trauma of your childhood on that ship and the stress of adjusting to our society have reinforced your paranoia. Now you see an enemy in everything you don’t understand. Proof is, of course, in these mysterious voices you keep hearing, your so-called Siddhiche.” He smirked. “I don’t know how you pulled that stunt in the conference room. It was impressive, I’ll give you that, but unconvincing when examined rationally.”

Harry was stunned. He couldn’t believe his ears, and for a moment, he was utterly speechless at this unprovoked smear on his reputation. Obviously, nothing would deflate this man’s absolute certainty in his own infallibility.

Roberta Klonowski spoke first. “Bullsh—” She cut off the expletive when she caught Harry’s glance. “I have never heard so much absolute trash about anything from a supposed scientist. I’ve heard of Stolt. How much money was he paid to read your script? He’s no damned expert. He’s a fraud and a charlatan, like you.”

Sci’antha materialised behind the red-faced doctor. Before he could speak, she hissed, “Lieutenant Heron is right, but if you do not believe him, remain here and see for yourself. The creatures return.”

Harry followed the direction of Sci-antha’s long pointed finger, and recovered his wits. “Move!” he snapped. “You too, Doctor, or I shall have Regidur compel you to.”

The doctor’s face drained of colour as he stared wide-eyed in the direction from which Sci’antha had come. His jaw dropped and his expression was of complete horror. Already the other members of the group were turning to go, and several broke into a run, their faces ashen,.

“Look at them!” Palmer exclaimed. “They’re astonishing—incredible!” His eyes widened in terror. “Oh God, they’ve seen us. Out of my way!” Dr. Palmer shrieked as he pushed Harry aside and bolted in the opposite direction.

Harry stumbled and fell then rolled quickly onto his back and faced the advancing nightmare. “Run, Roberta!” he exclaimed, not taking his eyes off the creature. “Run for your life!”

“Not without you.” She grabbed Harry’s arm and hoisted him to his feet. “Can you run?”

Harry gasped in pain. “My ankle—I think it’s twisted.” He glanced behind them. The two creatures were closing fast. “Run for it, Roberta. Go, or they’ll have us both. Just do me a favour. When you get back to the ship—”

Something sharp struck his shoulder, and fire spread through his limbs. As suddenly as it started, it stopped, and so did he. He watched, unable to speak or move as several figures raced forward. A hailstorm of plasma bolts and missiles flashed past him. He was conscious of the fact that Roberta was also immobile at his side.

He watched helplessly as the firefight passed across his line of sight, but he could do nothing to join his comrades in the effort to withstand the enemy.
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Chapter 18

On the Brink
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Captain Kretzmann wasn’t just angry; he was livid. Word of Dr. Palmer’s confrontation with Harry had spread through the ship like wildfire, and so had the doctor’s reaction when the Niburu appeared.

“The man is absolutely beyond the bloody pale! He slanders Harry and then uses him as a shield when he soils himself at the sight of the Niburu.” He slammed his fist on the desk. “I’ll destroy him myself if I get a chance.” He made a visible effort to control his anger. When he was calmer, he said, “First, what does the surgeon say about Harry’s condition, as well as Roberta Klonowski’s? Can he do anything to help them?”

The Commander nodded. “He thinks he can counter the toxin more easily in Harry’s case than in Roberta’s.” He passed a tablet with the full assessment of the engagement. “Thanks to the fact that Lieutenant Sci’antha tore one of the creatures apart, we now have the poison sac to analyse. Rubin and Dr. Borner’s team are working flat out on it. At least we now have some solid DNA from these monstrosities.”

“Yes, yes, I see.” The Captain frowned. “But this says the DNA from these creatures isn’t a match for the DNA the Siddhiche provided. What the devil does that mean?”

“They’re not saying, but Dr. Borner thinks that the DNA the Siddhiche gave us is from the mastermind creatures that run these ships.”

“So these creatures with the stingers aren’t the Niburu?”

“It seems not, sir.”

“So we’re still in the dark, but at least we know they can be killed off. I gather between the Royals, Sci’antha and Regidur, it got a bit messy.”

“There were no survivors on the other side, sir.”

“Good. There’ll be no damned survivors if the LPSL try to defend them and my fingers are on the firing switches, I can tell you.” He paused. “We’re withdrawing everything and everyone from the planet. The Admiral wants all our equipment destroyed in situ, just in case. He’s ordered a withdrawal from this area and a rendezvous with additional Fleet units at a neutral location. He’s also issued an ultimatum to the LPSL ships. They will accompany us under control of prize crews. They will also submit to a full search for any signs of espionage activity and classified materials.” He smirked. “Apparently the Fleet Advocate Admiral has managed to obtain a warrant of seizure and search based on what we found when they tried to get that lifepod onto the Niburu ship. I understand this Doctor Stolt they’ve had on the news channels has been hit by injunctions for malpractice, fraud, and perjury to a court. I just hope the news channels have the sense to pull the garbage he’s been spouting about Harry.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it, sir. Some moron will always want to believe it—especially if it suits his particular set of prejudices.”

“Sadly, you’re right. But they better not do it in my hearing.” Wolf Kretzmann stood. “I’m going down to the med centre. Get the ball rolling on the cleanup. We’ll be leaving as soon as you’re done.”

Encased in the med unit, Harry fumed with anger. It had been building up in him from the core of his being. He hated not being in full control of himself. It brought back all the abuse he’d suffered in the Johnstone Laboratory on Pangaea. How dare that fool Palmer patronise him and insinuate that he was a candidate for a lunatic asylum.

His was forced out of his angry mindset when his thoughts were interrupted by the Beagle’s Surgeon Lieutenant.

“Harry, I know you can hear me if I speak. Can you establish your link and reply through it?”

The link seemed a little fuzzy. “Beagle, can you help me?”

“I think so, Harry.” The ship’s voice was distant and sounded as if it was underwater. “The toxin is having some effect on it, perhaps because it involves your ability to act.”

“Let me use your audio system, please. Rubin wishes to speak to me.”

“Done, Harry.” There was a pause. “Harry, I have one of the Siddhiche telling me your surgeon must examine some data they have provided.”

“Thank you. Rubin, do you hear me?”

“I hear you, old man. You sound a bit weird, like you’re gargling or something, but I can hear you okay.”

Harry felt relief. “Thanks to Beagle then. He says the Siddhiche have put something pertaining to the toxin in your data files.”

“Okay, I’ll do a search for it. Now, I need you to tell me exactly what you can and can’t do or feel. Let’s start with hearing and seeing. Can you hear me clearly? Can you see anything?”

“I can hear you clearly, but my link is affected. Beagle sounds as if he’s speaking beneath the sea. Yes, I can see, but only straight ahead—only what is directly in front of me—in this case, an extremely boring expanse of white deck head.”

“Good—that is good news. Can you feel anything?”

“Yes, I can feel any contact with my body. I can feel my heartbeat and some of my other functions, but I seem to have no ability to control anything.”

“Okay, now tell me, what did you feel as that creature hit you with its stinger?”

“It burned—it was a sort of stinging sensation that spread very quickly throughout my body, and then I could no longer move at all. The burning didn’t last very long, however.”

“That sounds about right from my analysis. Now, I’m going to leave you for a bit and look for that data package. Roberta Klonowski is in the unit next to yours, and Anton Du Bois is in the next one over. I’ll try to fit them with the cranial system so that I can let the three of you at least talk while I find the answer to this, but it will take a while. Are you going to be okay?”

Harry thought about it. “Yes, I can manage. At least I have some communication with Beagle. Is Roberta all right? She tried to help me, and her selflessness caused her to get hurt. I owe her a debt of gratitude. And how’s Anton? That damned Palmer and his friends—scum, but I know how to treat scum.”

Captain Kretzmann nodded to the surgeon Lieutenant as he entered. “That’s what I like to hear, Harry. Don’t worry, we’ll keep him nice and fresh for you so you can deal with him as soon as Rubin can get you on your feet again.”

“Thank you, sir. Something to look forward to.”

The listeners laughed. “Stupid thing to say, but I’ll say it anyway: just relax, and try to keep your link operable. It sounds a bit sick. You’ve got half the science teams on board working on the antidote. Besides, I want to see you out of there and saying hello to the dear doctor as soon as possible.”

Harry wanted to laugh. “Thank you, sir. I shall do my utmost to comply. Please tell Regidur and Sci’antha to keep their paws off him until I can deal with him myself.”

“I will, and I’d better tell the Admiral as well. He wants the doctor charged with attempted murder. Now take it easy. Perhaps the ship can play you some music.”

“Perhaps, sir, and the way the link is functioning, perhaps he’d do best to play me the Water Music from Handel.”

Outside the ward, Wolf Kretzmann turned to the surgeon. “We’re ordered to withdraw from this area. That bastard Palmer is being sent to Coventry, and only his toadies are still talking to him. I’ve told Sub-Lieutenants Regidur and Sci’antha that I can’t allow them to exercise any form of retribution, but I think they only agreed because Harry isn’t dead, and because Regidur got orders from his home world to leave it to our justice. As it is, I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes when the Admiral’s sister hears of this.” He grinned. “I’d rather face one of these Niburu!”

“I’ve heard she can be quite fierce,” said the surgeon, and they shared a laugh.

“I think she and Harry share the same family trait,” said the Captain. “So tell me, how are you progressing with the antidote?”

“It’s an incredibly complex toxin, sir. It works by blocking the cognitive part of the brain that controls movement. From the video they brought back, I’ve been able to determine that it prepares the body to be taken over by another organism. It has no effect on any of the autonomic systems—heart, breathing and so on—or on the sensory system. Just the motor control of effector muscles is blocked.” He frowned. “The worrying aspect is that it self-replicates once it’s in the victim, rather like a virus would do. I can overcome it for a short period, but then it reasserts itself.”

“Well, keep at it. We have to find a cure.” Kretzmann hesitated. “A great deal more than just these three are depending on it.”

“New orders, Lieutenant.” The construction Commander handed Ferghal a data chip. “You’re assigned to the Prinz van Oranien.” The Commander laughed at Ferghal’s puzzled expression. “She’s a mother ship to a flotilla of corvette class scouts. Congratulations, you’ll be number two to the flotilla engineer. They’ll keep you out of mischief for a bit.”

“I see, sir. When am I to join her? Where is she at present?”

“She’ll be here in three weeks. They’ve rushed her into service, and she’s got less than half of her flotillas aboard. Plus, half the people aboard are just out of training, and the rest are being recalled or scratched together from everywhere Fleet can recruit them.”

Ferghal nodded. “Is it to do with the creatures the Beagle has stirred up, sir?”

“Yes. There’s panic everywhere at home about it.” A frown creased his brow as he regarded Ferghal. “Your friend Heron must have made a few enemies with that league bunch—the LPSL. What’s he done to stir them up like that?”

Ferghal shrugged. “They don’t like me much either. That doctor they keep parading on the news circuit has some things to say about us that I’d love to ram back down his throat, but he’s really gone for Harry. I think it’s because we lived with the Canids on Lycania, and taught them how to make explosives so they could defend themselves against the Consortium. So of course now the League says we changed the direction of their culture and interfered in their development, or some such nonsense. We were just trying to save their lives and protect their culture, actually!”

“I understand—no need to explain it to me. I have common sense.” The Commander smiled. “The Admiral is taking them head on. He’s arrested all their ships and crews and brought charges of espionage against the ones that were hovering around the Beagle.” He hesitated. “What’s this I hear about some of her crew being poisoned by these creatures? It was something that causes complete paralysis, I think.”

“Aye, well sure, and that’s something else.” Ferghal frowned. “Harry’s one o’ them. If they can’t find an antidote soon, it will hit him hard. He said it’s like the stuff they used on him an’ me on Pangaea—only permanent.”

“We’ll have to hope not. We’re doing everything in our power to not let that happen. We’ll have to find a way to stop these creatures coming anywhere near us if this is how they operate.”

“Colleagues, you have in front of you all the data and information we have on these Niburu. It’s far from complete. For one thing, we don’t have a full idea of how their ships operate. For another, we really only have a hazy idea of their fire power.”

Grand Admiral MacQuillie, Commander-in-Chief of the World Treaty Organization’s Interstellar Fleet Command, glanced around the table. “We’re bringing our starships out of maintenance as fast as we can, but we’re desperately short of crews, and we don’t have time to embark on full work-ups and training. Katrina, give us a rundown on the latest, please.”

Katrina Haartman acknowledged the order. “We have six starships working up at present. Vanguard, Akron, and Ekaterinburg are doing well, though Vanguard is still not up to full strength on her complement, and neither is Akron.”

The others listened attentively as her report continued. Twelve heavy cruisers were ready to deploy, but not their escorts. As always, the need was for destroyers and frigate class ships, but there were delays in getting these back up to commissioned status and fitting them out with crews.

Katrina concluded her report by adding, “Wherever we can, we are taking key personnel from active ships and using them to build a core of experienced and trained crewmembers to stiffen the new and inexperienced ones we’re filling places with. As long as we don’t face a major onslaught for another six months, we should get there.”

Similar reports on recruiting, training, supply and the Marine numbers made for sombre listening.

Grand Admiral MacQuillie was the first to speak. “Of course, we don’t know whether this will come to a fight. We’ll be up against ships so vast they look like small moons. Our scanners can’t detect them, and we don’t know how they transit, but we do know they are fast, and they are manned by some of the ugliest and most aggressive customers I’ve ever seen. The LPSL is kicking up a storm about our arrest of their ships and crews, but that’s your problem, David.” He nodded toward the small man at the end of the table.

The Advocate Admiral smiled back. “We have certain matters under investigation and before the courts. So has Chief Justice L’Estrange, I believe.”

The Grand Admiral nodded. “James Heron tells me the Siddhiche ships are swarming in the area around his rendezvous, and they appear to be trying to contact us. Frankly, I don’t know whether to be happy about that or not. Our best option is to be prepared for any eventuality.” He stopped as a figure appeared above the table. “What the devil?”

The audio system blared a mixture of sonar clicks, insectoid buzzes and deep booming made the attendees wince. The figure turned to study them, then the voice boomed around the room. “The Niburu must be terminated. You must act swiftly, or they will overwhelm you. We will assist you.”

As swiftly as it had formed, the figure vanished.

“Where did that come from?” The Grand Admiral glared at the Admiral responsible for Fleet AI systems, uncomfortably aware the figure had resembled a teacher he’d been tormented by as a youth. “Was that a glitch? Or something else?”

The admiral concerned shook his head. “No glitch, sir.” He swallowed. The figure had resembled a figure from a folk story. “I’m not sure, but I think it’s what Admiral Heron and Kretzmann of the Beagle have reported seeing when the Siddhiche contact them.”
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Chapter 19

Distress Call
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“Sir, we’re getting distress calls from the colony at Haley 757. They’re under attack, and the indications are that it’s this new race Beagle ran into.”

“When did it start?”

“According to the messages we’re getting, about two hours ago. There was some bombardment, clearly targeted at all signal emitters on the planet, followed by a landing. Someone obviously got away in a ship, because the messages are coming from the freighter Acheron. She’s appealing for help—says she’s damaged, and something’s degrading her systems and attacking the crew.”

Admiral James Heron, Harry’s many times great nephew and former guardian, strode to his command centre. “Show me the charts and the area. How long to reach it?”

His staff leapt into action, and the great spherical display changed. The affected system flashed red. “Haley 757, new colony, around two million inhabitants, sir. They’re on the fifth planet, named New Edo.” There was a pause. “Minimum four weeks from our present location, sir.”

The Admiral’s fingers drummed his armrest. “Patch me to Fleet.”

In his med unit, Harry prayed. He was in the habit of doing this whenever he had a moment, though sometimes he wondered if God indeed listened, or even bothered with human affairs. Now he had little else to do. He felt trapped. Without his link, he had no means of communication, and since being moved to the hospital ship Aesculapius, he’d been trying to make friends with the ship. Its AI was not used to having a constant link to a human, and was cautious and a little aloof, which made it difficult to communicate.

He could do nothing voluntarily; all he could do was stare straight ahead. So far, everything they’d tried had little or no effect. The organism changed itself or increased its enzymes to negate all the agents they’d tried. At least they had moved him along with Roberta and Anton out of the normal units and placed the three of them in different appliances, which held them in a semi-seated posture. This meant he could now see the activity around him.

He’d had a visit from the Admiral and from Danny. Both had been unable to hide their distress at his situation, and that had upset him. On the other hand, it had been wonderful to see them both, even if he could only talk through the AI. He was also concerned about his beloved Mary. She was on a tour of the colony worlds, and he had no way of knowing whether she was safe or not. Would she be worried when she got no letters from him? He missed her. The last months had been a real test of his feelings for her, and he desperately wanted to see her again, but that was impossible in these conditions.

Someone moved into his field of vision.

“Good morning, Lieutenant. Welcome aboard Aesculapius. I’m MedTech Demi Petronas, and I’ve been assigned to the team tasked with getting you back up and running, sir.” The speaker was an attractive young woman a few years his senior.

Harry focused on his cyberlink. The AI could be a little skittish at times, and it always seemed reluctant to allow him access to its audio system. The way it presented his voice made it sound odd, high-pitched and rather childish. “Good morning, Med Petronas. My apologies; I still cannot respond to you properly.”

She smiled. “Don’t worry, sir, we’re working on fixing that. There’s quite a team on it in fact. I think you know some of them. Some scientists and your own surgeon Lieutenant from the Beagle came over with you.”

“How are my fellow sufferers? Are they here as well?”

“Dr. Klonowski is doing well, considering. She’s a tough lady. Goes with her profession, I guess. Mr. Du Bois is having a few problems, though.”

“I know. I am lucky; at least I have the ship’s AI to talk to. They have nothing unless they are fitted with the cranial link.”

“You’ll have to tell me what that’s like—talking to the AI, I mean. Is it friendly?”

“We don’t know each other very well yet, but when we do, I hope to enjoy as good a friendship with Aesculapius as I have had with Beagle and other ships I’ve communicated with.”

“OK, well I hope you do, because we’ll need both of you working with us if we’re going to beat this toxin.” She paused. “However, a few changes are needed now that you’re in these units. We have to get you back onto normal feeding via your stomach, and that will mean inserting a bunch of tubes down your throat to assist your breathing while the feeding tube is in place. These units will stimulate your muscles. Two purposes: one to maintain muscle tone, and the other to test responses to signals to nerve centres. The neurosurgeons need to know whether all the receptors are blocked or if just the higher ones are.”

“I understand.” He didn’t really, just as he was certain that the medics couldn’t fully understand what he felt as they did things to him.

“Good. We’ll make it as comfortable as we can.” She pulled a face. “But some of it is a bit tricky.” She smiled. “Now, I better go and visit your friends. Mr. Du Bois needs a lot of reassurance.”

“All contact has been lost with the ship Acheron and with the colony on New Edo. We have a major problem, colleagues. The last report suggested at least ten of these Niburu ships were involved in the attack.” The Commander in chief tapped the table. “One ship escaped: the Sino Asian Imperium destroyer Han Sheng. She is damaged and may be infected with that metal-eating agent Beagle reported, but she’s got the only record of the weapons these damned people deploy. Let’s hope we can get our hands on that information sooner rather than later.”

“How will we retrieve it?”

“Fortunately, our relations with their Fleet Commander are good at present. He’s agreed to share the data with us. There is, of course, a string attached. He wants to know what we know and what data we’ve got on the Niburu.”

“Seems reasonable. Presumably the Council of Ministers agreed.”

“No. Half the ministers are still smarting over the Imperium’s siding with the Consortium. The Australians put up a strong argument, and the vote ended up hung.” He grimaced. “I’ve had a word with Admiral Li. It’s not all a disaster. Both the president and the leader of the Council have authorised me to negotiate an exchange. Li has agreed to give us a share of the key bit of their record if we assist in finding their ship, which has now lost contact.”

“Given what we know of the way that agent affects a ship, that doesn’t sound good.”

“You’re right—it doesn’t sound good at all. We’ve a heavy cruiser and her escorts near the last reported location. With Li’s agreement, they’ll intercept her and make contact. All being well, they’ll be able to put Li in contact and upload the bit of the record he authorises.” He hesitated. “I’ve shared some of the information with him that we got from Beagle on the way that agent took over the surveyor craft and the ex-Consortium ship. The president and the leader of Council agreed to it.”

“What was his response?”

“He played his cards close.” He rubbed his forehead. “He’s very aware of the danger. That ship won’t be allowed to enter Earth space. I suspect one of his ships will intercept it and destroy it.”

“They’re a cold-hearted lot,” Rear Admiral Grenville remarked. “We’d at least take the crew off, I hope.”

“Different culture, Richard.” The Grand Admiral glanced down the table. “Have the scientists made any progress on the antidote to the Niburu poison?”

“Some, but we aren’t anywhere near a usable treatment yet.”

“Distress call, sir. Ship identified as the Phoenix, under charter to the League for the Protection of Sentient Life.”

“Location?”

“Haley 757, sir. They report that something attached itself to the ship, and now the ship refuses to respond to commands.”

“What the blazes were they doing there? The damn place has been quarantined since it was attacked.”

“According to the news channels, sir, they believe they can make friendly contact and assure the aliens we aren’t a threat to them.” The flag Lieutenant shrugged. “Their spokeswoman made the usual statement about us ‘raping pristine worlds’ and destroying the developing life forms. As if that weren’t bad enough, she then appealed for a ‘popular demonstration of support for their aims.’ Some people just never seem to connect with the reality of anything, sir.”

“Have we anything close enough to get them out of there?”

“Only the ships sent to find the Han Sheng, sir. They’ve just reported arrival at her predicted position. Shall I send them on to attempt a rescue?”

For a moment, the Admiral hesitated. “Yes. Order the Parramatta to detach Coolibah, but make it clear that the Phoenix is not to be retrieved, only the crew, and if there is any indication she’s already been boarded by these creatures, they’re to abort and get out of there.”

Martin Borner rubbed his bald head. “This does not make sense. The DNA from the warrior killed on Galapagos doesn’t match the data the Siddhiche gave us. The DNA in the toxin doesn’t match the DNA in the warrior, and the DNA we got from the agent attacking Surveyor Two doesn’t match anything else.”

“But this seems to be the active ingredient in the toxin, or at least these segments seem to be what controls its ability to regenerate,” his assistant remarked.

Martin studied the displayed data, and his expression changed as the realisation set in. “Yes… I see what you mean…good observation. Let’s do an analysis of that segment. There must be a way to counter it.”

Niamh was extremely angry. Not only was her beloved Harry lying helpless in the sickbay of a ship light years from home, but the damned League for the Protection of Sentient Life was using every opportunity to insinuate that it was he who had precipitated the attack on Galapagos, and by association, the latest assault on the colony world New Edo.

“Theo,” she stormed, “is there nothing we can do to stop these lies?”

“Not directly, my dear. As long as they make no definitive accusations of Harry or name him specifically, we can do nothing, and, for the rest, they have the right to air their opinion.” The chief justice shrugged. “The media, of course, love it. They know the Fleet can’t reveal everything and won’t comment on individuals or actions, so they blow these fringe groups up in importance and make them sound authoritative. You’ve encountered them; how many of these so-called journalists actually know anything other than what is on their briefing notes and question lists? Most of them don’t have the faintest grasp of the answers they’re given anyway.”

“That doesn’t excuse their behaviour! Not in the least.” She glared at her husband. “Damned vultures. What do they know about the dangers our boys face? I bet not one of them has been farther into space than the lift platforms.”

“You’re very likely right, my dear.” Theo paused. “I think I must have a word with the leader of the Fleet Council. Perhaps a dose of reality for the media pack will wean them off the LPSL and their spin doctoring.”

“Good idea, particularly that foolish woman who always interrupts the person she’s interviewing and tries to trap them into a sound bite answer on the most complex issues.” She flashed a smile. “I’d love to see her confronted with these Niburu.”

Theo grinned. “So should I. There are a few more like her I’d put on my list, though, all very highly paid and opinionated. One or two have seriously prejudiced important trials with their speculation and leading questions in interviews.” He paused. “We’d need to be careful, though, and make sure they show everything they record and not mere edits of the bits they want to spin. I seem to recall that was done to the military back in the twenty-first century and proved extremely damaging.”

Niamh considered. “I’ve half a mind to call Monty Montaigne, and see if I can get him to do something positive on the boys.”

“Better not, my dear. Besides, Monty is about to embark with his film crew. They’re going to do a documentary on the work of the LPSL – I’d say he’s not the best person to ask to cover anything on Harry at the moment.”

“Your friend Ferghal is seeking you, Harry.” The soft voice of Aesculapius broke into Harry’s misery. “He contacted Beagle, who told him you were not aboard, and directed him to find me. I expect him to contact me shortly.” The AI paused. “I have contact now. He is in my data update stream. Do you wish to communicate?”

“With Ferghal? Yes!”

“Harry, what the devil happened? They tell me you’ve been poisoned. Were you paralysed by those Niburu creatures?”

“’Tis true, that and the small matter of Palmer knocking me aside in his haste to escape, then one of the brutes hit me and Roberta with a stinger, and down I went.”

“Be damned to the man, I’ll repay him pound for pound…”

“You’ll not, my friend. Down that road lies trouble you do not want. The Admiral will deal with him. Already his own people turn their backs on him.” Harry hesitated. “I am well tended for now. The Surgeon and Martin, our genetics expert and his team, are working on an antidote. When they find it, I will deal with Palmer and his cronies—not you, not the Admiral, not our aunt. It shall be my satisfaction.”

“And I shall hold your coat, my friend.” Ferghal paused. “Is Aesculapius with the Fleet?”

“Yes, and we remain so. So too the Beagle. The Admiral keeps us close. Why do you ask?”

“Because, my friend, I am joining the Prinz van Oranien, if I can ever learn how to pronounce the name of that ship! She’s the mother ship to two corvette flotillas. She will be joining our Admiral’s fleet as soon as we have our flotillas embarked.”

“Famous! I hope I may escape the confines of this med-unit and then the Beagle so I may repay some of the distress these Niburu have caused.” Harry paused. “Light a candle for me to whichever saint you think appropriates memory, my friend. I am near out of my mind at this helplessness.”

“It shall be done, Harry. Rest easy. Damn, now I’m wanted. Thank Aesculapius for giving me a section of his data transfer.”

“It is a pleasure, Ferghal,” responded the ship. “I look forward to welcoming you again.”
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Chapter 20

Search
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The heavy cruiser Parramatta and her escort of six frigates dropped out at the extreme edge of the system that the Han Sheng was thought to have been attempting to reach.

“Scans are clear, sir. No trace of the target.”

“Damn. Anything else visible?”

“Nothing yet, Commodore.”

“Maintain vigilance. These damned Niburu can appear out of nowhere. Warn the escorts that I want maximum attention to visual scanning. Anything looks odd or out of place, I want to know immediately.” Commodore Wright turned to his Executive Officer. “If she’s not here, where could she have dropped out between here and New Edo?”

“We’re working on it, sir. There are three places she could be if we assume she didn’t suffer a failure in transit.”

The Commodore stared at the command display. “We’d better hope that hasn’t happened then. If it has, we’ll never find her.”

“Signal from Flag, sir. We’re to detach Coolibah to assist an LPSL ship that’s gotten itself disabled in the New Edo system.” The communications officer handed over a tablet.

“Hmm, so they got infected by the agent the Niburu use to take over a ship. Damned fools—we should leave them to their own damned stupidity. Get me Coolibah on the link.”

“Report from Parramatta, Admiral. No sign of the Han Sheng at her supposed location. They propose back tracking toward New Edo.”

“Show me their track.”

“The probable dropout points are here, here and here, sir.” The plot officer highlighted three systems the Fleet charts indicated as waypoints for ships transiting through the area en route to the Edo system.

“That last one is very close to the area we first encountered the Niburu. Run some predictions and flag it up to the Commodore.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Get me a channel to Grand Admiral MacQuillie. I have a bad feeling about this ship. I hope the record was transmitted to their HQ and isn’t in danger of being lost.” He paused. “What progress are the scientists making on a cure for this poison?”

“They say they’re examining a new line, sir. Something they think the Siddhiche have been trying to indicate to them, but they’re very cagey about how long it will take to get it right.” The Flag Lieutenant hesitated. “How is Harry coping, sir?”

The Admiral grimaced. “As well as he can. I suspect he’s frustrated and a little scared. I would be if I were in his position.”

“Niamh, I’m very concerned about Harry.” Mary twisted her scarf between her fingers. “You know how he hates not being in control of himself, and now he’s paralysed—at least that’s what Danny says in his latest message to me.”

“It isn’t quite the same thing, Mary, my dear, but it’s close enough.” Niamh wished she could reach out and touch the woman Harry loved, and who so evidently loved him. “Fortunately, or so James tells me, they hope to find an antidote to this toxin and have him back on his feet quickly.”

“I wish I could go to him, but they won’t allow any civil transport into that area.” Mary flashed an impish smile. “Perhaps if I talked my way onto one of the LPSL ships, I could get arrested and then talk my way onto the hospital ship Harry’s on.”

Niamh laughed. “More likely to get you into just the sort of situation that will have Harry really worried if he should hear of it, and you can be sure he would. You know him, my dear—he’ll be all over the network looking for ways to find out what’s happened.”

“I know. I just hope he hasn’t seen or heard what that dreadful man Stolt was saying about him.” Mary grimaced. “A faint hope, I suppose. In view of the emergency, my tour has been curtailed, and I’m scheduled to return home on the first available ship. Will you be in Dublin at any time? I’d love to see you.”

“If we’re not, my dear, I’ll be at Scrabo.” Niamh hesitated. “Why not come and spend some time with me there? I’d love the company.”

The medical team were well aware of the frustrations their patients faced, and arrangements had been made to ensure they had as much face-to-face daily contact as possible.

“Lieutenant Heron is coping better than the others, but he does have the advantage of being able to talk to us without the cranial caps,” said Rubin. “I’m worried about Anton, though. He’s withdrawn quite a bit and sometimes refuses to talk to us.”

“That’s not good. Have you tried linking them so they can share their thoughts?”

“Yes, Admiral. It has been helpful for Roberta and Harry to communicate, but Anton is very negative.”

“Right, we’ll have to keep an eye on him. He may be depressive. Check his brain chemistry. It could be an indication of something else this toxin does.” The Admiral turned to Martin Borner. “Your latest update suggests you’re on to something.”

Martin shifted in his seat and tapped his tablet. “Yes. We think we’ve identified the segment of the toxin genome that replicates itself. The toxin is actually an organism, not a simple chemical. It’s quite an advanced microorganism, rather like a virus. We think it prepares the infected party to be a host to something else, perhaps a sort of controller, which is most likely another organism.”

“That shifts the whole picture.” The Admiral leaned back. “Can we kill it? Or will that risk permanent damage to the patient’s nervous system?”

“We may be able to kill it another way. It blocks the victim’s ability to make voluntary movements, but a closer look suggests that it is something like a receiver. We’ve gone over the recordings Harry and his team made when they boarded that Niburu ship. Most of those creatures behave as if they are being controlled by something else. It shows in the robotic way they move. It’s as if whatever controls them is only capable of simple movements.”

The Admiral frowned. “That would make sense. Harry reported that these creatures have six legs, but they walk on four and used two as arms to carry their human victims.” His frown deepened. “Could that mean whatever acts as the control unit isn’t able to keep something upright on two legs? They also seem to work together with a sort of group mentality, similar to a colony of ants, Harry observed. We need to keep that in mind when we determine how to deal with them. He said they reminded him of worker ants focused on one task, carrying their cocoon-wrapped human victims the way ants carry bits of food and their larvae. They have that sort of hive mentality that overrides independent thought or action, but it seems even more insidious than that.”

“Do you think this Niburu thing turns them into a bunch of zombies?” Rubin had looked up some interesting reading material after a discussion with Harry. “According to some old beliefs in the Caribbean and certain parts of Africa, a shaman could, by feeding someone certain roots and presumably drugs, take complete control of that person’s actions. The legends say this process actually killed the person but kept the body alive.”

“You have a strange taste in reading, Lieutenant,” Len Myer interjected with a wry chuckle. “It certainly sounds as if it is the same sort of process, though I doubt the shamans refined it as well as these Niburu seem to have done.”

“Apologies for disturbing you, Admiral. Commodore Wright is online for you.”

James Heron was instantly awake and on his feet. “Put him onscreen in my office—I’ll be there in a second.” He strode into his office, smoothing his hair into place before looking into the screen.

“Good morning, sir,” said the Commodore. “Sorry to get you out of bed.”

“No, you’re not sorry, Jon.” The Admiral smiled. “I wouldn’t be either. Have you found them?”

“Yes, and so has something else. I’ve got the record, but the ship is disabled, and they’re in a bad way.” He grimaced. “They were boarded by some of those Niburu warriors. They killed them, but a lot of their people have been disabled.” He hesitated. “Funny thing though—they report that the people who were disabled first attempted to work with the warriors, or at least to move under their orders.”

“What? What’s happening with them now?”

“That’s just it. They’re sort of frozen, as if they’ve been parked to wait for something else. Oh, yes, and one more thing: Captain Yakashima says they weren’t moving sensibly. He’s sent me recordings. I’ll send them on. These guys behave as if they’re seriously drunk. Can’t keep their balance or walk properly at all.”

“Hmm, that gels with something the medics were saying at a briefing earlier.” Admiral Heron frowned. “That ship mustn’t be allowed to return home or to go to any colony world. These damned Niburu will track her to it. If you take the people off her, some of them may act as traces. Damn, this is going to be tricky.”

“I’ve already spoken to Captain Yakashima, sir.” Jon Wright paused. “He’s had orders from his high command. He’s quite definite. He refuses our offer of a rescue operation. All he will say is that he knows his duty, and so do his men.”

“I see.” The Admiral paused. “Very well, send us the record and the latest one from Captain Yakashima. Is there any hint the Niburu are still around?”

“We’ve not seen anything, but Yakashima is absolutely certain they’re watching.”

“I’ll leave it to you to make the decision, Jon. Don’t risk your ships if you think there’s a chance of them getting caught. Stand by them as long as you think you can help.”

“Thank you, sir. If, as I suspect, Captain Yakashima plans a suicide attack, it might be worth seeing what happens.”

“Perhaps, but play it safe. Plant some probes and let them capture the outcome.”

“We have a serious problem. The recording from the Han Sheng shows a weapon far more powerful than anything we possess. Even our most powerful weapon is a mere bow and arrow compared to what these ships deploy.” The Rear Admiral in charge of Intelligence Services keyed the display.

“Do we know how it functions?” demanded Grand Admiral MacQuillie.

“The WeapTech people think so, but we haven’t been able to make something like that work. The problem is in control and containment. Their efforts to replicate a similar weapon resulted in it tearing itself and the ship it was mounted to in pieces.”

“Our losses are mounting, and we haven’t had any real impact at stopping them. Even our stand-off particle beam projector can take on only one at a time, and they throw a cluster of small ships between the target and the weapon as soon as we attempt to use it.” The Rear Admiral rubbed a hand across his chin. “They sacrifice the smaller vessels to protect the larger ones, which, of course, promptly vanish.”

“So the only thing that we know works against them for certain is the Yakashima solution. Ram it and fail your reactor containment.” The speaker glanced around the table. “Not a popular option.”

“There is something else, though.” Richard Grenville studied his tablet. “According to the data from Beagle’s boarding party, these ships have oxygen-rich atmospheres and are surrounded by a very thin atmosphere as well.” He glanced at his colleagues. “Oxygen levels as high as this should mean these ships are on the point of self-ignition, if we can find a way to achieve that.”

The Grand Admiral smiled. “That’s worth exploring. See to it please, Yevgeni. What progress have we made on finding a way to detect them?”

“Ah, bit of a breakthrough there, sir. They have a heat signature, which means they show up if the scanners are tuned to the lower end of the infrared. Oddly, they also show up on X-ray, but in both cases, you don’t see the whole ship, just parts, which is why our scanners weren’t recognising them before.”

“Good—if we can see them, we can fight them off.” The Grand Admiral nodded. “The news is not good. Three more small colonies have been attacked and all communication lost in the last two weeks. It’s following a pattern. All of these worlds are colonised by the Consortium and not registered with the WTO. The likelihood is that they were identified by navigation information in the Jelaba Khan, the former Consortium ship they captured.” He hesitated. “If that is how they acquire information, then the next colony may be one visited by the freightliners taken at New Edo. We’re running checks on where they and any ships taken at the other sites have been.” He glanced round and added, “I’m afraid we may not have a lot of time.”

Martin leaned back in his seat, the display screens showing the material he had been studying for quite some time. He rubbed his eyes and glanced at Len Myers, the Surgeon-Admiral who had been working on the latest series of tests for the last twenty hours. “There’s a pattern here. Now we need to find a way to turn it off.”

“How long will it take, do you think?”

“Keine ahnung.” He shook his head. “Sorry, no idea—as long as it takes. We’ll begin in the morning. Now, I need some sleep, but first, I want to see how Harry’s doing.”

“I’ll walk with you,” Len said, pushing back from his workstation. “He’ll be pleased to see you, but keep your visit brief, for your sake as much as his. You need some rest.” He chuckled. “Doctor’s orders.”

“We’ve uncovered some interesting evidence in our investigation.” Theo L’Estrange placed his hat and coat in the hall cupboard and shut the front door. “It seems Dr. Stolt was, until recently, in the employ of the infamous Johnstone Research Institute, those wretched people who did all the experiments on Harry and Ferghal on Pangaea. Johnstone is now owned and controlled by IP Exploration, which is owned by another investment company that is owned by a holding company, which is a front for none other than Barcor.”

Niamh kissed his cheek as Herbert the android butler delivered a cup of Theo’s favourite tea. “Barcor? That’s the family corporation of Barclay, isn’t it? Wasn’t that the fellow who was director of security in the Consortium? And isn’t his son the one who made Harry’s life miserable at Fleet College?”

Theo grimaced. “The very same. Interestingly, he is also the major financier of none other than the LPSL—again through a web of front companies and trusts.”

Niamh’s eyes widened as she considered the possibilities. “So he could be behind these attacks on Harry?”

“There’s no direct evidence, and it would be difficult to prove, but it certainly looks like it.” Theo sipped his tea. “However, just in case that’s what’s happening, I’ve arranged a little lunch. One of those attending will be Herr Bokelmann.”

“Theo! The chairman of the Consortium himself?”

Theo smiled. “The same, but of course, the lunch is part of the overall discussions about the next implementation phase of the treaty agreement for the removal of some of the restrictive trade laws.” He sipped his tea again. “It wouldn’t do to be too obvious. Of course, I might just happen to mention that one of their members is using his position to pursue a vendetta…”

“Theo, you never fail to amaze me.” She jumped up and kissed his cheek again. “You old fox. He won’t want it exposed, and that will force him to act.” She seated herself again. “Funny thing, I like Herr Bokelmann. I wouldn’t want to be his enemy, but he struck me as a man who lived by his word.”

“Very astute, my dear. You are right, not a man to make an enemy.” He smiled. “I expect he will make his views plain in the appropriate quarters and take the action he deems necessary.”

Harry found himself staring at a faintly luminous shape. Pressure began to build in his head and behind his eyes as the misty form took a recognisable shape. He wondered if he was hallucinating; it looked exactly like his father in his regimentals, and then, as it shifted again, Captain Blackwood of the Spartan.

My mind must be going, he thought.

“We are not a part of your imagination.” The voice was audible, at least to Harry’s ears, and it brought him fully to attention. “I come to tell you we have given your friends the information they need to counter your condition.”

“Then why does it take so long? Why can you not simply give them the answers? The information you give them is not easy to interpret.”

“It has taken much time to discover a way to communicate with your species. It is not as simple as your kind think. We speak now through the entity you know as the Provider of the Canids. You must rest now. You will be restored, but the Niburu must be destroyed. None must survive.”

“That decision is not mine to make. You must find a way to communicate directly with our Admiral Heron or with Grand Admiral MacQuillie. Only they can make such decisions.”

“Harry?” Rubin Bar Jonas skidded to a stop in the doorway. “What the..?” He gazed transfixed as the ghostly figure turned to face him. “Harry, are you okay?”

“I think so. Rubin, this is … these are … the Siddhiche.”

Stunned into silence, Rubin blinked and searched for an appropriate response, and in that brief pause, the holographic image faded.

“What do they want from you?” he finally said to Harry.

“He…it…came to tell me something.” Addressing the ship, Harry said, “Aesculapius, have you the full record of this? Please show Rubin what happened.”
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Chapter 21

A Small Success
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“Contact, sir. Identified, Niburu scout. Moving port to starboard.”

“Continue tracking. Lock primary weapons to target, and bring Ramillies and Hessen online. Fire on my mark.”

“Tracking, Ramillies and Hessen ready.”

The Admiral opened his comlink. “Val, prepare to transit. Link all ships. I don’t want any slow reactions.”

Captain Valerie Petrocova acknowledged the order and turned back to her displays. Under her breath, she said, “Let’s see you dodge this, my friend.” She stabbed the firing command switch for the primary weapon.

Three streams of purplish-green light focused on an apparently empty area of space. They intersected, engulfing and illuminating a hideous ovoid shape. It briefly appeared to writhe in agony before it ignited like a small sun.

“Now, Val. Transit!” The Admiral breathed out slowly. So, the Siddhiche had been right after all. The Niburu ships were vulnerable to the concentrated fire of the primary weapons.

Harry was almost deafened by the scream—high-pitched and persistent, it seemed to be everywhere. He wanted to shut his ears or cup his hands over them, but the paralysis prohibited it.

Then, as suddenly as it began, it was gone.

“Are you all right, Lieutenant? Your heart rate monitor went off.”

Harry focused his thoughts, which took some effort because the blood was pounding in his ears, and he was very aware that his heart was racing. “I think so. Who was that screaming?”

“No one here was screaming.” The med-tech sounded puzzled and anxious. “Your heart rate increased quite dramatically, but it seems to be coming back down now. You must have dreamed it.”

“Did Roberta or Anton not react?”

The med-tech checked their monitors. “Yes, as a matter of fact, they did, or at least their vital signs were off the charts for a few moments. I haven’t asked them specifically. What did you hear?”

“A very high-pitched scream. It lasted a few seconds then stopped. It sounded as if something was in agony.” Harry hesitated. “Please, can you fit the others with their cranial caps? I must ask them what they heard and felt.”

“I’ll have to get permission. Wait a moment while I brief the Surgeon Commander.”

“So we’ve finally managed to destroy one of these ships. That’s excellent news.” The Grand Admiral looked exhausted, but he smiled. “Well done, James. Has your team of scientists come up with anything more?”

“They’re making progress. There are several threads that look promising, but they aren’t prepared to set a timescale.”

“Typical but understandable. We’re in unknown territory here. Your drone monitors have picked up several of their ships apparently searching. A pity we haven’t anything to leave behind to give them a nasty welcome.”

“Have we managed to get any information on what’s happening at New Edo and the other colonies?” Admiral Heron asked.

“We managed a fly-by at Bayer Five.” He paused. “They got recordings of a swarm of twenty or more of these damned Niburu ships around the planet, and they’re systematically stripping it of all life. We have to find a way to stop them. It’s not even a case of trying to find an accommodation with them. I’ve now got demands from those idiots in the LPSL to send out search ships to look for four of theirs that supposedly vanished while trying to make friendly contact.” He managed to say the word friendly with just enough sarcasm to convey his disdain. “Damn fools—I told them I’ll do what I can, which is nothing at this point. Our ships are stretched to the limits as it is, even with the Sino Asian Fleet assisting us, and we cannot risk diminishing our forces at each of the systems we think are at risk.”

“I agree,” said Admiral Heron. “There is far too much at stake. But it won’t be popular.” He paused. “I expect to drop out at Lycania in two days, as per your orders. The system is close to the predicted track, but may not have been on that pirate’s navigation charts. Still, it puts us in a good position to go to the support of anyone within reasonable distance.”

“Exactly. It has the added advantage of putting you in the vicinity of the Provider on that planet, who we know is closely linked to the Siddhiche. It may give them the incentive to be a little more forthcoming with information and assistance.”

Surgeon Admiral Myers joined the group gathered around Harry’s med unit. “Your friends should be online in a couple of minutes, Harry. In the meantime, can you tell us what you heard? Anything you felt?”

Harry found this meeting exceedingly tiresome. None of them seemed to understand what it was like being trapped inside your own head, and none of them ever listened to what he was trying to say no matter how clearly he explained things. He huffed an annoyed exhale and said, “I heard a terrible screaming. It was very high-pitched, and it hurt—sir.”

The Admiral stood directly in Harry’s line of sight so that Harry could see him without turning his head. “Any idea where it came from? No one else heard anything.”

“I cannot tell, sir.” Harry regretted his petulance, but five weeks of this was making him petulant. Why did they always question everything he said? “As usual, it seemed to come through my ears. Did the others hear nothing?”

“I heard it. It was terrible, like an animal in severe pain.” Roberta’s voice from the audio system overlay a similar comment from Anton.

Len glanced at the doctors and scientists clustered around the unit. “That’s unexpected, and it may not be good. Harry, Roberta, Anton, I think what you heard was us destroying one of their scouts.” He paused. “That’s the good news. What I’m not sure about is why you heard anything. It sounds as if this toxin may be linking you to these infernal ships or their occupants. That’s a serious problem, if it’s true.”

“That success of yours seems to have given us a breathing space, James.” The Fleet Council leader smiled his approval, as did the assembled Council members. They were conducting a video chat with Admiral Heron and his team.

“Thank you, sir. I’ve been following the sitcom reports. They seem to have pulled back from two of the colonies at least.”

“Correct, Admiral,” said the Council leader. “But the devastation is awful. There are very few survivors on either of them, and almost everything has been dismantled, stripped out or destroyed.”

James Heron frowned. “The briefings speak of thousands left paralysed, or to use the phrase of the popular media, zombified.” He grimaced. “I wish they’d stick to fact instead of these fantastic and fanciful headlines.”

“It has certainly caught the popular imagination,” the leader acknowledged. “Which brings me to the purpose of this conference, Admiral. We need your medical team to find the cure, and we need it now.”

“I understand, sir. However,” he indicated the several people gathered round his conference table, “I think my team are fully aware of the urgency. We are struggling to unravel a very complex organism, and we have discovered a complication.” He nodded to Martin Borner. “I had best let Dr. Borner explain.”

“Thank you.” Martin paused to gather his thoughts. “We are dealing with a parasitic organism that takes over the receptors in a specific part of the brain. We think we may have discovered a way to prevent it reproducing itself, but there are some risks. We don’t know whether simply killing it or disabling it will enable the body to recover the normal function. There is a strong possibility that it has adapted the relevant part of the nervous system to respond only to itself.”

“I see.” The leader exchanged glances with the people in his group. “How soon can we run a trial to test this theory?”

Len Myers responded to that question. “We’re planning one at present. It requires adapting the Exoskel unit we use to assist and repair function to those with serious spinal injury. We need several more days to make the necessary changes. Then we can begin a trial that will tell us whether or not the block can be bypassed. If it succeeds, we may be able to destroy the organism at the root of the cerebral block.”

James Heron interjected. “There is another complication. When we destroyed that ship, our three patients heard it scream. That suggests some sort of hive mind may connect everything infected by these organisms. If that is so, we need to discover to what extent the Niburu are able to extract information from their victims.”

Grand Admiral MacQuillie resumed the lead. “You still have Beagle and her instrumentation at your disposal, James. Make good use of her. We’re also reinforcing you. You’ll get the Ekaterinburg and more destroyers and frigates, plus some new missile weaponry we hope can penetrate the enemy hulls. It’s tipped with a powerful incendiary explosive, which should make quite an impact in their oxygen rich atmospheres.”

The leader was back in charge of the discussion. “We are depending on you, Admiral, to find the answers and solutions we need. I needn’t remind you that time is the one commodity we don’t have.”

In his med-unit, which felt more like a prison with every long day that passed, Harry had been following the news through his link to the ship’s AI, which gave him access to news channels as well as the data the science teams were working with. The discovery that the LPSL had been airing the opinion of a so-called specialist psychiatrist, who claimed that Harry was a dangerous psychopath, one likely to precipitate a war with any alien species he encountered, made him very angry. It made him even angrier that he could do nothing to counter it. They were even trotting out “expert” studies of the impact of his contact with the Canids, claiming he had corrupted their entire culture.

“Don’t allow it to disturb you, Harry,” James Heron told him.

“The Admiral is right,” Len Myers interjected. “All you’re doing is getting yourself worked up. Leave it to Theo L’Estrange. He’ll make them wish they’d not started it.”

“That is easy to say, sirs, but I lie here helpless, thanks to one of theirs, while they malign me and impugn my character. I cannot help but be angered by it.”

“We know, Harry.” James Heron hesitated. “Theo has discovered who may be behind it all and has taken steps to deal with it. Try to let it go. I will deal with Doctor Palmer in my own time, for the moment he’s actually doing some very useful work on our communications with the Siddhiche.” Harry noted with amusement the slight sneer in the Admiral’s voice when he emphasised the word doctor. “It is far better you don’t entangle yourself with that volatile man. Fleet is aware of what is being done and has taken steps to counter it.” He paused. “Ask the ship to monitor News Channels 9 to 46, and you will start to get a different picture. We chose those channels because they are watched by the sort of people the LPSL usually recruit from.”

Len chuckled and said, “I’ve seen some of it, Harry. I think they may have a credibility problem after this, and you’re likely to end up with a fan club.”

The Admiral laughed. “Adriana is already swamped with letters from young ladies who wish to meet you, and some of them propose providing you with some…ah…shall we say, home comforts. Adriana found the proposals outside of her programming.”

Despite himself, Harry was amused. “I think Mary might have a great deal to say about that, sir. I shall ask the ship to monitor the channels you mention.” He hesitated. “How much longer before you find an antidote? I do not think I can bear much more of being trapped inside my own head like this.”

The plaintive note in his voice, detectable even through the ship’s audio system, touched both Admirals. Len said, “We don’t know, Harry. You’ve seen the work Martin and his people are doing. You know what they’ve discovered and how complex it is. They’re doing everything they can, and we think they’re close to an antidote any day now. Be patient. We know it’s hell for you. Roberta and Anton are struggling as well, and they don’t have your link to the ship, so they can only see and hear what we tell them.”

“Len is right, Harry. I spoke to Martin on my way to see you, and he knows how important it is—and we have another incentive as well. Hundreds of thousands of victims on one of the colonies they abandoned when we destroyed their scout also need the antidote. Believe me, we are working round the clock, or should I say that Martin and his team are.”

“We’ve managed to track the Niburu location, colleagues.” The Grand Admiral looked strained as he addressed the Fleet Commanders through the conference link. “It looks as if they’re amassing for a major strike, but at present, we have no idea where it is likely to be.”

“How many ships are we facing?”

“There are at least fifty extremely large ones, and probably a hundred more of lesser size.” The Grand Admiral leaned back. “I don’t have to spell it out. They outnumber us by a good margin, even with the Sino-Asian Fleet in company.”

“We’ve only twenty ships equipped with the directed energy mass projector as a primary, and we know it takes several ships combined to destroy one of their smaller ships.” Admiral Heron twirled his command key between his fingers. “We need to find something else, something that weakens them significantly.”

“We have several new weapons to try, but this is like a terrier trying to take on a tiger.”

“Yes, Max, but this terrier is damned well going to have to do it.” The Grand Admiral grimaced. “Sorry, that was unfair. We do have a couple of other avenues we’re exploring. In the meantime, we’re not going to let them call the shots or dictate the agenda.” He shifted his position. “Here’s what we will do. I intend to launch strikes against their fleet. It will be a case of drop out, select target, fire on it and transit away. Secondary squadrons will be waiting for any pursuit, and will take them on in the same way. Attacks will be coordinated so that as they respond to one, a second or third squadron will launch a strike from a different angle and quadrant.”

The others murmured in agreement. One Admiral responded with a question. “Do we know whether or not they have monitors in hyperspace?”

“It appears not, but they may have other means of detecting an approach.” He paused. “One more thing on that score: all LPSL ships may be compromised in some way. We deduced this after intercepting one of them. It still had a human crew, but they were operating under the control of something else. It’s evident a number of their ships have been taken over in this manner.”

“What gave it away, sir?”

“The hull signature had been modified. Only the hyperpods and drives were still metallic. All of the information you need and the list of ships suspected of being operated in this manner is in your briefing packs.”
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Chapter 22

Frustration
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The Chairman of the Fleet Council stopped midsentence, his mouth open in astonishment as the apparition formed in the space between the podium and the crescent of Councillors. “What the devil?”

The figure turned, it’s form becoming less like a hologram, and assuming a more solid appearance. “You waste time. The Niburu will destroy you if you do not act swiftly. What is the delay?”

The Chairman blinked, the figure glaring at him had the appearance of his long dead father, a stern disciplinarian, and one of the pioneers of galactic exploration. “What do you mean …?”

Granbd Admiral MacQuillie seized the opening. “We are working on the antidote, it has needed a great deal of work to understand it, and we don’t have weapons powerful enough to destroy the Niburu ships. Nor do we have the means to detect and see them – or follow them. How do you expect us to deal with an enemy as powerful as this?”

The figure glowered at him as a murmur of assent ran round the table. “We provide as much as you are able to adapt for yourselves. Very well, you,” the figure faced the chief technical officer, “will be provided with the specifications to adapt your detection systems. You,” the figure faced the chief of construction, will be provided with a new propulsion system and you,” it faced the Weapons specialist, “will be given guidance on improving your weapons. Now you must not delay, you do not have time to waste!”

“But why are we … why aren’t you out there with our ships dealing with the Niburu?” The Chairman demanded.

“We provide all the assistance we can. You must now save yourselves.” The figure swept the chamber with its gaze, anger radiating from the appartition. “Do not waste any further time. You have none to waste!”

In the weeks since Harry, Roberta and Anton had been transferred to the hospital ship Aesculapius, he’d explored the ship’s data banks, got to know the AI, and done everything he could to remain positive and up to date. He’d even had some contact with the Provider, though that had been limited. He knew the other two were not doing any better. In fact, Anton was in a far worse state, largely because he’d been paralysed for a longer period than Roberta or Harry. Nothing the medical teams tried had done much more than allow him a few minutes of very limited movement before the poison immobilised him again.

“Evening, Lieutenant.”

Harry welcomed the distraction of the attractive med-tech’s voice, but felt a wave of embarrassment at the knowledge of what her arrival meant. “Good evening, Demi. How are Roberta and Anton?”

“Pretty good, considering. The Surgeon Commander wants to fit them up with a more permanent type of cranial sensor. The temporary ones we’ve been using are giving them a problem: the contacts are causing small wounds, and they get irritated.” She laughed. “You’re lucky you don’t need that.”

“I suppose I am,” Harry said, but he dropped into awkward silence for several minutes while she cleaned his groin and buttocks. It didn’t help that he could see her as she worked, or that she was particularly attractive. He could feel it when someone touched him, but he couldn’t move his muscles voluntarily, nor could he control his natural reactions. This was one of the many problems the medical team faced. They could feed their charges using tubes, they could use catheters to assist some functions, but one remained that required physical intervention.

Harry hated it, and it really brought home to him just how helpless he was.

She tried to joke with him to put him at ease. “It could be worse. At least you can tell me if I do it wrong.”

“Indeed, but I’d rather you did not have to do it at all.”

“Cheer up, sir. There’s some good news at least. That scientist from the Beagle, Dr. Borner—the tall, bald one—thinks he’s finally got a handle on how this organism works. They’re working on a way to modify it so that it destroys itself.”

“Good for Martin, as long as it doesn’t destroy us when he’s finished.”

“I think the Surgeon Admiral wants to be sure of that before they try it.” She finished and replaced the bed covers. “Try to get some sleep tonight, sir. Tomorrow we want to get you into a modified exercise rig. The med unit has maintained your muscle condition, so you’ll be as fit as ever when we get you back to normal, but Admiral Myers wants to get you a bit more mobile.”

Harry’s interest was piqued. “What are they going to try?”

“We’ve got a modified Exoskel unit—the type they fit to people with spinal disruptions. It’s designed to support someone with zero muscle control, so it’s fairly rigid in parts, like the spinal support and the leg and arm braces, but it will allow you to stand at least. The Admiral thinks you might be able to operate the Exoskel’s control unit with your link and move about a bit.” She moved into his view again, a smile lighting up her eyes. “At least it will allow us to check how much control you can regain of your limbs while using it.”

“Thank you for telling me. It is frustrating in the extreme being so helpless.”

“I can imagine, sir. I’ve nursed a lot of people who are quadriplegics.” She smiled down at him. “But you’re the first who talked to me through the ship’s AI.”

“I’ve had an interesting contact, James. Damned nearly scared the living daylights out of the Council. One of your Siddhiche chose to confront us in the middle of a meeting.” The Grand Admiral grimaced. “Didn’t mince words either.”

“I can imagine. How did it manifest itself?”

“Everyone present swears they saw a ghost of one of their parents.” He rubbed his eyes then removed his glasses and polished them. “I’m not sure what I saw, or who, and the voice we heard—it used the audio comms system—was indescribable.” He chuckled as he replaced his glasses. “I think the Council secretary had to go and find a change of underwear. Pompous prat looked as if he was having a coronary. The long and short of it is they are providing us with something new to combat these alien ships.”

The Exoskel unit proved to be lightweight but very complex. The web of straps, struts and supports all had to be fitted, adjusted, repositioned, and then secured to him with cuffs and belts. It took almost an hour to fit it to him and adjust all the signal emitters built into the cuffs and bracelets on his arms and legs, and to situate the harness embracing his chest and shoulders. His neck was supported by a rigid collar, which also housed the control unit.

“Right, Harry.” Len Myers’s expression was neutral as he stood in front of Harry. “Now keep in mind that the commands your brain generates to make any movement are a lot more complex than you think. So, be patient. Take it slow and easy. You’re going to have to learn from scratch with this to make even the simplest movements.” He held out his hand. “Try to extend your right hand to touch mine.”

“Very well, sir.” Harry focused. He’d found the link to the control unit as soon as the team had fitted it to him. To his dismay, both arms jerked into life. His right lashed out in a semi-circular motion causing the Admiral to step back smartly, while Harry’s left arm jerked behind him. “Damn. I beg pardon, sir.” He focused his thoughts. This time the response was a little better. His left arm remained still, but his right jerked upward, so his forearm swivelled upward at the elbow. He arrested the motion then tried to move the upper arm so that his hand edged forward.

Len accepted the hand as it stopped a little short of Harry’s target. “Good going there, Harry. Told you it wasn’t that easy.”

Relief flooded his brain and, to his surprise, he felt a tear sting and then trickle from his eye. Len Myers saw it too. Grabbing a sampling kit, he handed it to the nurse.

“Catch that. It’s the first time we’ve seen an emotive reaction. Might be an important sign that something’s changing.” He watched as the nurse captured the fluid on a sterile swab and sealed it in the sample tube. “Get it to the biology people, pronto,” said Len, and then he smiled at Harry. “Now then, Lieutenant, let’s work on getting control of this outfit.”

“I get so angry with James at times!” Niamh whacked a small stone toward the water with her stout shillelagh. “He hints at things, but won’t commit himself to answering my questions. From what he would say last night, they have found something that enables Harry to use some sort of appliance to move about.”

“But that’s wonderful!” Mary turned to face her companion. “That’s good news, isn’t it? It must mean they found something to counter the poison.”

Niamh frowned. “I thought so too, but James says they’re still unsure about something, but of course he wouldn’t say exactly what they’re worried about.” She sighed.

“Oh.” Mary stared across the lough. “I wish they’d let me go to the Fleet. I could make myself useful on the hospital ship. It’s so annoying being stuck here and not able to talk to Harry. I knew something had happened when he didn’t keep our scheduled hyperlink chat.”

Niamh slipped an arm through the younger woman’s. “I know, my dear. Let’s go to the old parish church and sit for a while.” She patted Mary’s arm. “It’s funny, you know, James and I must have read that memorial many, many times when we were young. Never did we dream we’d one day find ourselves guardians of our own ancestor, or that he’d teach us what faith really means.”

Ferghal was finding life aboard the Dutch mother ship, Prinz van Oranien, comfortable but busy. The ship was designed to carry twenty-four corvette class patrol and attack ships. These carried a small crew but a range of powerful weapons, thus enabling them to deliver a very heavy punch when needed. They were complex vessels, the smallest fighting ships to have artificial gravity. Capable of independent transit, they were extremely fast and nimble. Accommodation was limited and cramped, which made it necessary for them to operate with a larger ship to supply the essential recreation facilities and more spacious quarters. The mother ships also provided repair and maintenance facilities.

“Our second flotilla is still completing.” The Engineering Commander handed Ferghal a tablet. “They’re having some changes to their weapons fit.” He shook his head. “By the look of it the crew will have to live in EVA suits tethered to the hull. There won’t be room inside for them.”

Ferghal glanced at the tablet and whistled. “I see what you mean.” He grinned. “Whoever ends up commanding one of these is going to find out what it was like living on a man o’ war in my day. Do they really think the TechRates will be happy living in such confined quarters?”

“Three to a cabin? Yes, it’ll take a bit of adjusting for some of them, but they have to accommodate twelve TechRates, two warrant ranks and three officers plus the CO. The earlier ships had six doubles, but these have four triple berth cabins for the TechRates.” He shrugged. “They’ll adjust. Besides, they have the more luxurious accommodation here; they’ll only be using these quarters when they’re deployed.”

“Still, they’ll make a good command for someone.”

“You want one?”

Ferghal considered this then shook his head. “No, I’m happy looking after their maintenance.” He grinned. “Why give up my luxurious quarters here for this?” He indicated the small space labelled Commanding Officer’s Quarters on the deck plan. “The sleeping quarters are less than a Lieutenant enjoyed on a ’74, and the day cabin is less than half the space I have as my sleeping space on this ship.” He laughed. “I’m surely becoming soft, giving up a chance of having my own command for comfortable quarters.”

The Commander smiled. “Your chance will come, Fergie. Right now I need your abilities to get these ships into fighting condition.” He hesitated. “I have to admit, we couldn’t get some of the command and control stuff sorted out without your ability to talk to them. What do you do? Use that Irish charm of yours and con them into doing whatever you want?”

Ferghal grinned and ran his fingers through his shock of russet hair. “Somethin’ o’ the sort.”

“Hmm…well, at least you can’t charm them into bed.” The Commander winked. “Your way with the ladies will be your downfall yet. Take care—your reputation precedes you now.”

The exercise session had proved enormously frustrating, but at the same time, encouraging. At least the medics seemed to have found what they were looking for. He’d finally managed to make a few steps unaided, but it had taken almost an hour just to figure it all out. Eventually, he learned that he had to relax one set of muscles, tense another and at the same time, throw his weight to the opposite side in order to lift his foot.

Who’d have thought simply walking was so complex? Thank God Mary couldn’t see him like this. A new thought crossed his mind as he tried to quiet his tired brain. I wish I could infect these damned Niburu with their own poison. I wonder how they would like that.

“You have an interesting thought, human. It merits more study.”

Harry sensed the pressure in his head and asked, “Who are you?”

“We are the ones you call Siddhiche.”

“What do you want? Why are you here?”

“We seek a solution to an old problem. You will help us.”

“Why me?”

“Because it will mean the end of your species and others if you do not.”

“What do you mean, the end of us?”

“You know.”

The strange voice was gone as Aesculapius asked, “Would some music help, Harry? What would you like?”

With sleep now a remote possibility, Harry focused his mind. “I would like to know what the surgeons learned from my exertions. Can you show me?”

“Yes. Human locomotion is almost as complex as navigating and manoeuvring, yet you achieved it. Remarkable. You gave the Surgeon Admiral a great deal of data. He is very pleased with the results. Here is his report.”

Harry read a virtual version of it. His nervous system was still functioning as far as he understood the report. The doctors seemed to think their counter agent would work. He drifted into his dreams with the hope that they would free him from this paralysis soon. For the first time in many days, he felt hopeful.

“We need several more days to make sure the antidote is as effective as we think. Then we can try it.” Martin paused. “There is a risk.”

“What sort of risk?”

“The target organism is able to mimic certain chemicals that persuade the body’s immune system to ignore it. Our modified antidote may trigger an immune response. That is one of the things we need to test.”

Admiral Heron nodded. “How will you test this?”

“We’ll use the tissue cultures and samples we’ve taken from Harry and the other two.” Len nodded toward Martin. “Dr. Borner is working on a way to create an immunisation serum, but that is some way off yet.”

Martin rubbed his bald head, a habit of his whenever he was pondering a problem. “We’ll have the first results in about a week, and then we can try it on Harry.
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Chapter 23

The League Intervenes
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Grand Admiral MacQuillie watched the news briefing with mounting anger and disbelief from his office in Fleet headquarters based in London. “What the blazes do these fools think they’re doing? Do they really believe this garbage?”

“The popular news channels have been carrying their line for months now, sir,” said his Staff Captain. “They’ve changed the story somewhat since the early outpourings, but now they’re saying that our ‘aggressive actions’ toward the Niburu when we first met them made conflict inevitable. From somewhere they’ve got hold of the details of the weapons and tactics the Niburu use, and they’ve whipped the populace into a state of near hysteria. Now they’ve got celebs and prominent politicians demanding a ceasefire and Monty Montaigne is covering their ‘Peace Offering’ from one of the chartered liners for DigiCor.”

“Damned fools should stick to making movies and whatever it is politicians actually do on a daily basis. We’re losing ships, people and colonies to the Niburu, and these fools want us to let those creatures walk all over us. How long do they think the human race would last if we did? As it is, if those boffins don’t come up with something soon, we may find out.” The noise of whistles, voice projectors and incoherent chanting penetrated the walls of the office. “Listen to the morons. Mass bloody hysteria, that’s all it is, and the damned news media are feeding it.” He took a deep breath to calm himself. “I notice there’s been no sign of that so-called Doctor Stolt lately, the one who took so much pleasure in maligning Lieutenant Heron on all the morning talk shows.”

The Staff Captain leaned back, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “That could have something to do with Stolt’s qualifications being called into question, plus his financial interests being tied to some rather dodgy research that he probably wishes had stayed hidden. I believe there are several plagiarism suits against him, plus twenty cases of malpractice and four of libel.”

The Grand Admiral snorted. “About damned time, but he’s done the damage. I have around two hundred demands a day from all the damned fools who think the universe is all peace and harmony if only, I quote, ‘dangerous people like Lieutenant Heron were removed from positions of influence.’”

“At least Heron’s family is fighting back. They’ve brought cases against the major media groups and won an injunction demanding frontline retractions and the showing of a new programme, chock full of facts and real data, which airs the opinions of a number of renowned scientists regarding Heron’s fitness, mental and otherwise—plus, I believe, something which will embarrass the LPSL.” He paused. “It will take a while for it to penetrate the heads of the fools making the racket outside that they’ve been duped—if it ever does.”

Harry watched the preparation for his transfer to the intensive care med unit. It was extremely difficult to feel every touch, yet be unable to respond to it. Even stranger was the manner in which his body seemed to have taken on an ability to be arranged into a certain position and remain that way until it was moved again. He understood why this was necessary, though. A MedTech explained that it was much easier to lift him in that state than it would have been if his musculature were completely limp, and his body were a dead weight as it were.

“This is just a precaution, Harry. We’re pretty certain you’ll be fine, but we need to make sure, if anything does go wrong, that we have you where we can deal with it immediately. If it works as we hope, you should be back to normal pretty soon.”

“Thank you, but you’ve given me only a small bit of reassurance. You say if it works. How long will it take before we know?” He felt himself being lifted, and his view changed as he was laid in the med-unit. He winced as someone attached various sensors to him and inserted needles into his arms and ankles. “Have a care, please. I may be unable to control my body, but I can still feel pain, and that was a rather forceful jab.”

“Sorry, Harry,” said Rubin, who stepped closer to the med-unit so that he was in Harry’s line of sight. “We’re doing our best. Just be patient with us. With luck, this will work, and you won’t have to go through any more of this—unless, of course, you decide to let yourself be stung again.” Rubin was well aware of his patient’s feelings on being manhandled so intimately, as they had discussed it several times. He was also very aware of Harry’s nervousness at the prospect of yet another failure in their attempts to find a cure. He checked the intravenous connections then did the same with the sensors and finally the feeding and hygiene inserts. “Okay, that’s it for now, my friend. I’m going to seal the unit and hand you over to Dr. Borner and the Admiral.”

“The Niburu have adopted a damned good defensive strategy. Our tip and run strikes have had an impact, but their defensive formation is inflicting more damage on our people than we are on their major ships at this point.” Admiral James Heron paused. “They’ve begun a more aggressive response, so I’m calling off further strikes for now. We’re having to provide heavy escorts for everything. They’ve just about cut our ability to supply three new colonies on the periphery and, frankly, we should evacuate them, but I haven’t got the resources or the ships.”

“Word is just in that they’ve launched an assault on Solaris, the former Consortium HQ. Contact was lost with the planet at o-nine-hundred Earth Standard Time this morning. The forces there are putting up a good fight, but they’re on the back foot already. We’ve ordered an evacuation of everyone they can get out, but it’s going to be marginal.”

“I’ve been monitoring that,” said Admiral Heron. “I’ve sent one of the strike groups to assist, but I dare not reduce our forces guarding any of the other worlds, because they have scouts sniffing round them.”

“The president knows the situation, James, and so do the cabinet. We’ve done our best to get you more ships, but you know how long it takes, even when it’s a rush request.” Grand Admiral MacQuillie paused, his fingers playing a tattoo on the desk. “Our best hope is some of the new weapons we’re testing. Delivery is going to be the key problem, though, for any of it.”

“Is this the latest stuff the Siddhiche have supplied?”

“Yes and no. They supplied the idea, but Dr. Borner couldn’t divert people to develop it. We had to take it to the WeapTech team, and they’re making progress, but testing it is going to be a bit tricky.” He hesitated. “Speaking of which, how are the trials going on the antidote?”

“Slow. They’re going to try a new one today. Harry—Lieutenant Heron—is the guinea pig. Len assures me they’ve taken every precaution in case it goes wrong, but they are hopeful.” His expression was somewhat sceptical. “All I can do is pray that it will work.”

“I’m with you on that. Keep me posted as soon as you know the results.”

“I will. I’ve not told Niamh about it yet. I can’t deal with her right now.” His smile was rueful. “The war and Harry are enough, but my sister in a rage? I’d rather be supper for the Niburu!”

“Niamh, my dear, I suggest you watch the news broadcast at sixteen hundred hours.” Theo’s hologram showed his ‘courtroom face’, as Niamh called it, neutral and expressionless. “There have been some small developments of interest, I think. They will certainly make a huge difference to the smear campaign Harry has faced.”

“Really? Well, it’s about time, Theo. Oh, I know you’ve been working on it, and I know we’ve made inroads, but just this morning I was confronted by a young fool handing out pamphlets demanding Harry’s trial for, and I quote, ‘initiating a war on a sentient species.’ I called the Garda and gave him a real piece of my mind.”

“I expect that put him straight, dear.” Theo knew all too well the confrontation would have been enlightening for any audience. “I shall look forward to hearing it later.” His face relaxed into a smile. “I shall be home early, I think.”

Niamh returned the smile. “I’m glad to hear it, my love. I need your company. I’m worrying about Harry. Ferghal has written and so has Danny. Both of them say the medics are working round the clock on antidotes, but Danny says nothing has worked so far.” She frowned again. “And that young fool this morning didn’t even know Harry had been struck down saving that fool Palmer.”

Theo smiled and chuckled. “I expect he knows now. Well, don’t forget now, dear—watch the news tonight. The announcement I’m referring to will be released live first, not online.”

“Right, Harry. We’re going to start administering the counter agent we’ve developed. Don’t expect an immediate response, it’s a bit of a stealth approach. It works by seeking out the toxic organism and binding itself to it. The modified gene will prevent the organism from reproducing itself and from producing the enzymes that actually do the blocking. It may take several hours—at least, that’s how long it takes in the lab tests.”

“I understand. What should I alert you to?”

“It will help if you can tell us what you experience, how you feel, and any reactions that you’re aware of. We’ll be monitoring your vital signs, and if it looks like it’s going wrong, we have a way to arrest it.” Len Myers paused. “Are you ready?”

“Yes, Doctor.”

Len nodded to Dr. Borner. “Start the injection.”

“Here we go, Harry.” Martin tried to sound confident. “It will probably feel similar to the original sting.”

The audio link remained silent, but Len could see Harry’s heart rate increasing and, on another monitor, he saw that his patient’s body was now generating hormones, pheromones and enzymes related to pain, distress and fear. “Take it easy, Harry. Talk to us. Tell us what you’re feeling.”

“It stings. My body seems to be burning from within!”

“Yes, we can see the reaction on the monitors, but it should ease off soon.” He touched a control to administer a small dose of tranquilliser. “The burning sensation is very likely the organisms releasing their enzymes.” He made a small adjustment. “Tell me when it eases a little.”

Martin watched as the monitors relayed the reactions in Harry’s system. He adjusted the dosage and watched as various displays showed changes to the chemistry of Harry’s blood and tissue.

“The burning is lessening now, but I can feel my legs jerking, and my fingers are flexing. A muscle in my cheek is twitching as well.”

“It’s started, but much sooner than in the laboratory.” Martin adjusted the dosage again, slowing the stream of fluid to a mere drip.

“Stop the infusion altogether,” Len ordered. “Let’s see how this progresses first. Harry, the twitching may be nerve receptors clearing. I can see some nerve centres showing a response where we had none before.” He checked a monitor. “I want you to try to put pressure on the tips of the fingers of your right hand. Can you do that? There are sensor pads beneath them. Just try to press your fingertips against the pad.”

Harry concentrated all his consciousness on his fingers. At first, there was no response, but then he felt the pressure increase in his fingertips. “I think I did it. I feel I’m pressing on something softer.”

Len leaned back and mopped his forehead with his handkerchief. In front of him, the read-out showed a slight increase in the pressure on the pad beneath Harry’s hand. It barely registered, but it was there. “Harry, you’re a star! You did it. You’re going to win this round. Now, I’ll let you relax for a bit. We’ll take a little rest and then try some more exercises.”

Harry dreamed of Mary, but what started out as a wistful sweet scene of them walking hand in hand along the rolling hills of County Down rapidly turned into a nightmare. Harry watched from afar, unable to help or to warn Mary as she stumbled through a strange barren landscape, lost and afraid, calling out to him. The sky darkened, and a sense of foreboding gripped him as Mary’s eyes darted about, searching for him, calling to him, and then she began to run.

He stood paralysed and watched in desperation as she ran farther away from him. He called out, but she couldn’t hear him, and now she looked petrified of whatever pursued her. Finally his legs worked, and Harry tried to follow, to catch up to her and reassure her that all was well, and that he would never let any harm come to her, but he watched in horror as her flight took her directly toward one of the ghastly monstrosities he identified as the Niburu. Desperately he called out to her, struggling against what felt like some powerful force dragging at his arms and legs, but it was no use.

Just as it seemed the Niburu was about to seize her, a ship appeared above her and then it lifted her up to it by some unseen force. She was powerless to resist, and Harry watched stunned as her expression changed to one of peaceful submission as she accepted her fate, and that frightened him more than anything.

The Niburu that had been pursuing her turned around and looked Harry directly in the eye, and that’s when he saw that it had transformed into Dr Palmer — and he awoke bathed in sweat, his heart pounding. Disoriented, he experienced a moment of blind panic as his body refused to respond. His fixed view of the deckhead remained unchanged. Then, memories of how he came to be immobilised in the med-unit flooded back.

He linked to the hospital ship’s AI. “Aesculapius, are you there? Has something bad happened? Are we in danger?”

“Nothing has occurred. You appear to have experienced a random data recall loop. The data you replayed is corrupted, and does not reflect any recorded reality, Harry.”

“My data is corrupted?” Harry fought back the rising panic. “Has someone accessed my cyber link and planted something in my mind?”

“Negative, Harry. Beagle has told me of the attempt by a person to access your mind. He assures me the person is still unable to overcome the controls the Provider on Lycania placed to restrict what may be accessed by him.”

“For that, at least, I must be thankful, then.” The persistent beep of an alarm finally penetrated his thoughts. “What is that?”

“The monitors on your MedUnit have registered that your system is in distress.”

“Harry? Can you hear me? What is wrong, old man?” Rubin moved into Harry’s view.

“I think I had a nightmare, Rubin.” Harry paused. “I’m sorry if I have dragged you out of your berth with my bad dream.”

“Must have been one hell of a dream, Harry. Your heart rate is raised, your adrenaline levels are way up, and as for all the stress markers …” Rubin paused. “Look, I’ll have to give you something to calm everything down. Try to relax, and then we better hear what you dreamed.”

Niamh activated the holo-screen a few minutes before the nightly newscast to give herself time to pour a cup of tea and settle into a corner of the sofa. She tucked her feet under her and increased the volume when the news anchor began the broadcast.

“The League for the Protection of Sentient Life has announced the departure of their Peace Fleet today. It goes forth in the face of opposition from several world governments, and will carry its message of peace to the Niburu. A spokesman for the League said this was intended to be a declaration of the majority opinion that this war was unnecessary. It was provoked by the irresponsible actions of certain Fleet officers and fuelled by misrepresentations and misunderstandings.” The view changed to show a motley collection of ships entering transit, including at least one small passenger liner. “The League hopes that the Fleet and its allies will heed the will of the people and refrain from intervening while they win the confidence and trust of the Niburu.”

“Damned fools,” Niamh muttered. She shifted position on the sofa and moved to close out the screen when she heard a familiar name mentioned in the next report.

“In other news, just in, the chairman of Barcor, and one-time director of security for the Consortium, has died. Mr. Sean Barclay was a key player for the Consortium during the late war, but resigned his post to take charge of the family corporation. A subsidiary of Barcor, IP Investments, is a major financial supporter of the League for the Protection of Sentient Life, and the now discredited Dr. Stolt received much of his research funding from trusts managed by IP Investments and Barcor. In a statement by a spokesperson for Barcor, it is reported that a nephew of the late chairman has taken control of the company. He has declared his intention of reviewing and curtailing certain research activities as a matter of priority. Mr. Eon Barclay is reported to be opposed to further funding of the LPSL, and favours a different approach to that of his late uncle. The chairman of the Consortium, Hr. Dieter Bokelmann, conveyed the Board’s condolences to the family and offered support to the new chairman in his efforts to deal with the tragedy. The death is believed to have been the result of a major heart attack.”

Niamh leaned back in her chair, her mind in a whirl. So this is what Theo hinted at. The Barclays are still up to their old tricks. She sat up straighter when a new thought registered. She remembered how persistently Eon Barclay stalked and tormented Harry during their tenure at Fleet College, but despite such wretched behaviour, Harry saved Eon’s life during the war between the Canids and the Consortium on the planet Lycania.

She’d have to talk to Theo about this, the sooner the better.
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Chapter 24

Transfer
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Harry felt drained. He was exhausted, but at least he was out of the med unit and reclining in a hospital bed. His throat—and certain other parts of him—was still tender, and his voice was a hoarse croak due to the various tubes and inserts used to keep him alive and fit. At least he was now able to speak, to move and to walk. He turned his head and was pleased to see Roberta Klonowski awake in the next bed.

“I feel as if I’ve been twenty rounds in a bare knuckle bout with a champion,” he croaked. “How are you?”

Roberta made two attempts to get her voice above a rasp. “The same, I think.” She smiled weakly. “But I can move again. Where is Anton?”

“I think he’s still in a med-unit. He did not cope well with the situation.”

“I got pretty damned desperate myself.” Roberta stared at the bulkhead.

“As did we all, Roberta. I was not much better, even with being able to talk to the ship without the caps you wore.”

The door slid back and James Heron walked in, his smile lighting up his face. “Now that’s a sight I’ve waited far too long to see. Harry, next time you decide to take on an enemy, let me know first. I’ll make sure I leave the galaxy. Niamh has been giving me hell.” Hearing Roberta emit a little croak of laughter, James acknowledged her with a smile. “Glad to see you’re doing better, too, Roberta. We need all the intelligent scientists we can get, and you’re one of our best.”

“Thank you, sir,” Roberta said, and Harry smiled. “She is that. As to how I’m doing, don’t tell Aunt Niamh that the next time I encounter one of these creatures, I am likely to live up to the League’s image of me. I do not intend to endure this helplessness again.”

Admiral Heron smiled. “I’m glad to hear it.” To Roberta, he added, “Dr. Klonowski, I hope your recovery is as swift as the surgeons think is likely.”

“So do I, Admiral, but another day or two in these surroundings wouldn’t go amiss the way I’m feeling at the moment.”

An attractive nurse passed through the room and Harry practically lit up when she glanced at him with a smile.“ The Admiral chuckled inwardly, especially considering the reason he was visiting Harry that day. “Before I forget, a certain Irish lass has been abusing signal traffic—and the carriage rules.” He handed a thick package to Harry. “I expect you’ll want to read these. We’ve also been swamped with messages of support from your fans and admirers, offers of marriage, offers to nurse you, and other favours I won’t mention.” He paused, a smile hovering on his lips, his eyes sparkling. “I took the liberty of asking Adriana to politely refuse them. I felt it wasn’t fair to your fellow sufferers. Besides, Mary wouldn’t approve.”

Harry blushed crimson, and Roberta laughed. “Serves you right, Harry. It was self-inflicted, Admiral. He could have thrown the dear Palmer to the Niburu and run for it, but of course he didn’t.”

Len Myers joined them. “True, but without his sacrifice and yours, we probably wouldn’t have cracked this so quickly. The good news is the serum that Martin and his team have developed is now being reproduced. It will be distributed to all the colonies and the medical facilities throughout the Fleet.” Len Myers smiled at them both. “You were magnificent patients, you know. But you didn’t have a choice, I suppose.” He hesitated. “Thanks to you, though, we’ve got the means to deal with this infection.”

“Yes, well said, Len,” said the Admiral. “And I’m glad you didn’t feed Greg Palmer to the Niburu – his work on the Siddhiche messages has been invaluable in getting the antidote – but don’t tell him I said so! Roberta, you’ll be joining your team on Beagle, and so will you, Harry, but only for a passage to Copernicus 4.” He paused, his eyes giving away his pleasure. “I’m transferring you and several other officers from her to the 36th Corvette Flotilla. The latest batch of corvettes is completing there. Once you’ve worked them up, you’ll join the Prinz van Oranien as a part of her group.”

That’s Ferghal’s ship! Harry thought, but he merely looked pleased at the news.

Len stepped forward. “They’re still my patients for now, however, and by the look of them, they need some rest or we’ll have to put them back in the med-units.”

“I take the hint, Surgeon Rear Admiral.” James Heron sketched a salute. “You’re right, of course.” He winked at Harry. “I’m only the Fleet Commander, so I’ll have to wait for you to be returned to my command, Lieutenant.” He patted Harry’s shoulder. “You’ve earned a break. I’ll see you once Surgeon Admiral Bligh here lets you out of bed.”

It felt good to be back aboard the Beagle. The ship welcomed him with what Harry felt was genuine warmth. Three weeks of intense rehabilitation therapy, plus the Lacertian gene spliced into his DNA by the Johnstone researchers on Pangaea, had him back to fighting fitness. Roberta and Anton faced at least another week before they could return to full duties. Anton’s case was complicated by his adamant refusal to return to Dr. Palmer’s team, which meant the Fleet had to find a suitable assignment for him.

“Welcome back, Harry,” said the Beagle. “It’s good to know you are fully recovered. Aesculapius was surprised that you understood how to work with us so well, and now he misses your company.”

“Thank you. He was a bit aloof at first.” Harry smiled at the memory. “But we got to know each other better.”

“Your friends are in the wardroom. We are leaving for Copernicus 4 as soon as our escort signals that it’s ready.”

“Thanks, I’ll join them later. I think I’ll see the Commander first.”

“Harry, good to see you. I’m glad you’re back. You’ve received your new orders?”

“Yes, sir. The Admiral briefed me himself.” Harry hesitated. “I should congratulate you, sir. I understand you are to be Senior Flotilla Leader.”

“Yes. I’ll have the 36th and 37th Flotillas under my command.”

He reached across the desk to shake Harry’s hand.

“Congratulations to you as well, lad. You’ll have 847. She’s one of the new batch—a bit cramped, I’m told, because she’s got a lot of new weaponry tucked into her, but she’ll be yours to command.”

Harry beamed. “Yes, sir. I’ve been looking up her specifications. I think I shall enjoy this posting immensely.”

The Commander nodded. “We have quite a challenge ahead of us. These corvettes were originally intended as short haul escorts and planetary defence—then someone realised they were ideal for close combat delivery of some hefty weaponry. Working up is going to be interesting for us all, I think.”

“A good challenge, sir. These last weeks have been trying. I have no desire to repeat that experience, but I hope this new post will give us an opportunity to repay the discomforts we and others have suffered and are suffering.”

“I think you can count on that, Harry.” The Commander paused. “Dr. Palmer and some of his supporters are still aboard and will remain. They don’t seem to have changed their views a great deal. Take care how you deal with them. The hysteria back home is being manipulated by the League and one or two others who see an opportunity to run their own agendas. Let the politicians deal with them.”

Harry couldn’t help himself. He laughed. “Oh, fear not, sir, I shall be as pleasant to him as possible. My aunt has told me what she and her charities are planning. I don’t think I’d wish to be a supporter of the LPSL once they get going.”

The Commander grinned. “Good. Now, we’ve set up a planning room in the conference space. I’ll have you, Korinna, Kallie, two of the engineering people, six warrant officers and twelve of the TechRates transferring with me. The owner has decided to relieve us all, as far as possible, so we can begin the process of preparing for our new commands and roles. We’ll kick off at o-nine-hundred ship time tomorrow.” He handed Harry a tablet. “It’s damned good to see you back on your feet and back aboard with us, Harry. It’s an omen, I think.”

Harry’s cabin was exactly as he had left it; even his last, unfinished letter remained exactly as he had placed it, tucked into his writing folder. He looked up as his big Canid friend filled the doorway.

“Hello, Regidur, good to see you. Is all well with you?”

“Better, now you are returned, Leader.” The Canid made a gesture. “Your opponent remains a fool. When will you assert your station over him?”

Harry had to think about the meaning of this question. He blinked and smiled. “In my way and in my own time. That is my way.”

“You have been assigned your own command. I wish to accompany you. Sci’antha wishes this as well.”

“I’m flattered, Regidur, but that is a decision for the Admiral. Have you made this request to his staff?”

“Your ways are strange, Leader. Advise me how this is done.”

“It is not difficult, my friend. Request an interview with the Commander and tell him what you’d like to do.” He smiled. “I’m sure he will support your request and take it to the Captain who will ask the Admiral.” He smiled. “You can see why we call this the chain of command! I don’t think he will refuse you, though. Sci’antha’s people have made such requests before.”

“Then I go to the Commander.”

“If you wish, I will accompany you. I could add my request to yours.”

The Canid let out a literal bark of laughter. “I thank you, but I have faced more ferocious opponents.”

Harry had not been exactly idle during his enforced incarceration. He’d explored a number of things, even finding a way to follow what was being said about him on the news channels. His initial fury had given way to a cold, calculated desire to obtain redress. When he’d stumbled across a serious study of psychological warfare by a Chinese authority, it gave him an idea. He kept to himself the fact that he’d found a way to insert some subliminal messages into anything in which the LPSL was mentioned on the news channels. It had taken a lot of cajoling of the ship and the Provider on Lycania to achieve this, but it was done, and it seemed to be having an effect. The LPSL’s support appeared to be slipping at last.

The briefing with the Commander had taken all morning. He’d then spent the afternoon going over the crew lists with his new Coxswain, recently advanced Chief Master Warrant Willi Mann, his pilot on the visit to the Niburu ship. Then he’d spent some time going over the command specification and weapons fit. Now, having had his dinner, he sought a little relaxation in the lounge adjoining the wardroom.

The strident tones of Dr. Palmer alerted him to the scientist’s approach. Conversations stilled as all eyes turned to where Harry sat apparently engrossed in a book. Conscious of the tension in the room, he smiled to himself and reached for his glass. He carefully took a sip just as the man entered the room. With his back to the door, Harry couldn’t see the other’s expression, but he judged, from Palmer’s tone of voice, that he had not been noticed. He grinned and returned to his book. The only vacant seats were adjacent to his.

He looked up and smiled as the doctor sat heavily, still talking to his companion. “Good evening, Doctor. I was hoping to see you. You’ll be delighted to know that both Roberta and Anton should be joining us again soon. They need a little longer to recover, not having the benefit of the Lacertian gene I supposedly enjoy.”

For a moment, Palmer was speechless. He swallowed and his mouth opened and shut. “Oh. Lieutenant. I didn’t expect to see you again. I mean…”

“I’m quite resilient apparently, or so the surgeon tells me.” Harry smiled and raised his glass. “Can I get you a drink? I was about to replenish my own.” He signalled a steward. “I’ll have a refill of the mixed fruit, please. Put the doctor’s drink on my account as well. I believe you enjoy a whisky at this hour, Doctor. Your usual?”

“Er, yes. Yes, thank you. Very kind of you.” He regarded Harry suspiciously. “You’re fully recovered?”

“So the medics tell me.” Harry waited while their drinks were placed on the low table. “I am glad we have this opportunity to meet. My enforced inactivity gave me plenty of time to study several most interesting papers.” He sipped his drink. “Two written by you and some of your colleagues, and one by a Doctor Stolt. They were all fascinating, the latter especially so as it had a personal interest. I’ve not, to my knowledge, met the author, but he appears to have made a detailed study of me.” He smiled. “I found myself utterly amazed at how poorly I understood myself.”

“Yes, well, of course, he’s an acknowledged expert in his field.” Palmer shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “He’s made a number of important studies of historical figures by analysing the influences on their psyche and the reasons they adopted certain behavioural patterns.”

Harry nodded, still smiling. “So I learned. Quite remarkably, he even seems to have been able to discern that my unhappy relationship with my father drove me to sea.” He sipped again. “I fear my dear papa would be surprised to learn that.”

Missing the irony completely, Dr. Palmer relaxed. So Heron acknowledged the truth at last. “It must have been a very difficult decision.”

“Oh, on the contrary, the difficult part was persuading him I had no desire to enter the army, the law, or the church, the traditional family careers for a younger son.” Harry laughed. “My poor mama was convinced I would be the victim of shipwreck or scurvy if I did not meet a violent death at the hands of mutineers.” He paused. “She could not have imagined what befell us in the end. It was completely beyond our understanding.”

“Quite.” Dr. Palmer seemed unable to work out what Harry was leading toward.

“But enough of me. Obviously, I shall have to sort myself out and remedy the deficiencies in my character. I really found your paper on the Canid society fascinating.” Harry regarded his companion with a studied look of false admiration. “Clearly my eighteen months among them gave me not one tenth of the understanding you display in your paper.”

Around the room, the conversations lagged as Palmer responded. “Well, the study of alien civilisations is a very complex matter. We studied a wide range of recordings recovered from the Consortium base there, of course. The most valuable records were the reams of research done by their archaeologists and the xenobiological teams who studied their nomadic lifestyles. It took many months of work and analysis.”

“I should think so. I shared the paper with Regidur, as I felt sure he would find it interesting to see how you perceived his people and society. He found it fascinating and wondered which of the packs had hosted your researchers during their stay.” He turned to look Palmer directly in the eye. “How long were you or your team there, sir?”

“There? You mean on Lycania?” Palmer waved a hand dismissively. “We weren’t. There was more than enough field record and observational material on hand to assess a rather primitive society. It would have been worthwhile, but we knew that the Canids hadn’t been in prolonged contact with the Consortium’s people, and then, of course, you did such fine work among them. Your skills and the knowledge you brought to them completely changed their society, I shouldn’t wonder.”

Palmer’s obsequious tone was almost more than Harry could bear, but he maintained composure and decided to give the man enough space to trap himself in his own words. “Ah, so you have not seen the cities in those reports at first hand? Or the vast manufactories the Canids operate below the surface?”

“The cities?” Palmer huffed in veiled derision. “Clearly not the work of the Canids, according to the archaeologists.” He felt he was on safer ground here. “If you’ve read the reports, you’ll know they concluded the cities were the remains of a vanished civilisation.”

“Yes, so they did. I believe they also concluded the Canids might be the devolved remainder of a once more advanced race.” Harry took a long pull at his drink. “I noted they didn’t learn the real secret of those amazing structures.” He turned a friendly smile on the doctor. “Ever wondered about Regidur’s translation device? You might find it interesting to do so. It actually links him to the Provider, as they call the AI on Lycania, an amazing creature with which they live in a symbiotic relationship.” He set down his empty glass with a solid thud. “I’m sure Regidur would be delighted to arrange for you to visit their huge subterranean cities and manufactories. We were quite amazed to learn of them ourselves.”

“They have factories?”

“Oh yes, and a great deal more. I can commend to you visits to both Lycania and Sci’antha’s home world. I can assure you it will be most enlightening.” He stood up, his smile warm. “Now, I must beg to be excused. I have some work to prepare for my new role. In case we don’t get a chance to meet again, please accept my thanks for the insights your papers have given me. It has been absolutely fascinating reading.”

As Harry walked away, it was obvious several people had been listening to the exchange, and many were struggling to conceal their amusement. Regidur materialised at his side at the door. “You have challenged him to a trial of strength?”

Harry laughed. “No, my friend, I have thanked him for giving me the opportunity to read what he has written about your people and Sci’antha’s—and what his friends have written about me. I have called into question his credibility, or rather, I’ve allowed him to destroy it himself. He will find it difficult to restore.”
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Chapter 25

Command
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By the time Beagle reached the building dock above the planet designated as Copernicus 4—a barren airless world rich in ore and minerals—Harry’s confrontation with Dr. Palmer had become the stuff of conversation, not only within the Fleet but outside of it as well, including the news media and other researchers. When asked about it, Harry always declined to comment, saying he’d discussed the papers with the doctor, and as far as he was concerned, the matter was closed. Secretly he was rather pleased with the storm of discussion that questioned the validity of Dr. Palmer’s supposed research into the Canid and Lacertian societies, as well as a few others on distant planets.

“Gents…ladies…take a seat please.” The construction Captain waited until the assembled officers had settled. “Right, your tablets will upload and share the data I’m about to give you, so please make sure they’re in acceptance mode.” He paused. “Your ships are all scout corvettes, Mark XII, batch three. They’ve got the latest tech in scanning, and their control rooms are a miniature version of what you’d have on a starship. They’re capable of snap transit, which means they’re very agile. We’ve packed them with everything we can get into such a small hull, and as a result, your TechRates are going to be a bit cramped, as are you.”

An engineering Lieutenant near the back raised a hand.

“Yes, Lieutenant Marcus?”

“Will we have backup systems and redundancies?”

“Yes, but they are marginal. Some of your maintenance can only be done from an external access, but for this reason, you’ll always operate from a mother ship that has the facilities to draw you in and carry out any external repair and maintenance as needed.” He paused. “One thing that is completely new is the stealth system. It’s based on how the Canids’ camouflage cloak works, rather like the way the chameleons on Earth disguise themselves. We think it will give you a major advantage.”

There was a murmur of surprise and comment.

“I can assure you, though, you won’t just have to hide to protect yourself if attacked. You’re packing the biggest damned punch I’ve ever seen in such a small space. Properly handled you should be able to give a cruiser a headache.”

“Sounds as if we’re rather expendable.” The comment came from someone seated near Harry.

“No, you’re not, so put that idea out of your minds,” the Captain snapped. “These ships will provide support for larger units and to scout ahead of the fleet. The stealth capability allows you stalk an enemy and get in close. Your firepower allows you to hit hard, and your speed allows you to run like hell as soon as your hit has found its target.” He glowered around the room. “The ships in the Thirty-Sixth Flotilla have been given some extra gear. You’ll have the capability to launch penetrative missiles carrying projection warheads. These are still under test and development though, so you’ll be commissioned without them for now.” He paused. “Now then, flotilla Commanders, your briefing rooms are adjacent. Each one has the flotilla number and badge on the door. These are your briefing spaces from now until you’re worked up and ready to deploy. I suggest you take your teams to them and get to know one another properly. Familiarisation with your ships is scheduled for eleven hundred SST. Please ensure you follow the staff sent to collect you. They’ll take you to the ships.”

The Captain departed with his staff, and the flotilla Commanders were on their feet.

“Okay, Thirty-Sixth, let’s find our den before the rest of them try to steal it.” Commander Polen led the way to the exit.

The group followed their guide down several decks and into a vast building hall. Six neat ships lay in building cradles with workmen swarming over and around them. While the hulls had a sleek and rather thoroughbred appearance, the weapons were all carried forward and some externally on the long fins extending on either side above and below the hull.

“Right, folks,” the dock supervisor called out, gaining the group’s attention. “These are your babies—841 is that end, and 847 is here. The internal fit is complete, though we’re still making some minor adjustments. The chief fitter and the AI trainers are on board and will take you through the layouts and the command controls.” Noting their looks of admiration, the dock supervisor smiled and added, “They’re beauties, aren’t they? My lads reckon they’re the best ships we’ve worked on. Take care of them.”

“Thanks, Mr. Bayern, we plan to,” said the Commander. To his crew, he added, “You all know which you’re assigned to. Sci’antha, you’re joining Kallie in 846. Regidur is with Harry in 847. We’ll be operating in pairs, and it makes sense for six and seven to operate together. Right, get to know your ships. I’ll drop in on each of you in turn.”

“Mr. Heron?” The speaker held out a hand as Harry stepped from the lift onto the wide platform. “Pleased to meet you at last, sir. Lieutenant Hans Fürst. I’m the AI trainer. This is Alex Fergusson, chief fitter for this ship.”

“Thanks, I’m looking forward to getting to know this ship. She’s certainly a change from everything I’ve served on so far.” He shook hands with the Lieutenant and with the heavily built chief fitter. I must say, she looks very trim and ship-shape.” He turned and said, “Let me introduce my officers: Pack Leader Regidur, of the Canid peoples, and Lieutenant Pahlavi, my engineering specialist.”

Alex grinned at Regidur. “Ah, so you’re the gent we had to fit the special sleeping berth for, sir.” Harry smiled at the burly man’s surprised reaction when Regidur barked his reply. “Must say,” the fitter added jovially, recovering his wits, “it makes sense now I’ve met you. It looks very comfortable. Perhaps we should upgrade everyone else’s berths—might save a bit of space.”

“Don’t say that too loudly!” Hans Fürst interjected. “Someone might think of more kit they can add.” The party laughed as he led the way across the narrow bridge to the casing of the new ship.

Up close, she looked even more impressive, the graceful fore end tapering into neat curves to enclose her forward plasma projectors in their turret mounting. Aft, the hull bulged slightly behind the fins then tapered toward the drive pods, supported on yet another set of heavy fins. Entering the open airlock, the group found itself in a small open space.

“This is the Key Flat,” said Alex. “Forward is the crew mess and berths, plus a lot of weaponry. Aft is the command centre and the wardroom, with the engineering control immediately aft of that.” He looked over the heads of the others to where Harry stood framed in the open airlock’s inner hatch. “Your accommodation is on the starboard side, sir, opposite the wardroom. Access is from the gangway between the command centre and the engineering control room. We’re now on Deck Zero. The galley and the TechRates’ accommodation is below us on Deck One, with the warrants and the mess canteen on this deck. Likewise, the officers’ sleeping cabins are below the wardroom and your quarters, sir.”

Harry acknowledged this explanation with a polite nod. “We’ve seen the drawings, of course, but now it’s all starting to make sense. Is there an eco-space?”

“Not as such. There is a filtration plant, which uses a specially cultivated moss to filter the air and replenish the oxygen. I’m afraid that’s one of the things that takes up a bit of space.”

“As long as it keeps the air clean,” Reza Pahlavi joked. “I was on a ship that lost its eco-space in the last war. It wasn’t very pleasant.”

Harry laughed. “You should have smelled us after we tried to replace our atmosphere on the Leander with air from New Eden. I can still taste it.”

“I heard about that.” The AI expert grinned. “One of my friends was serving on the DGK—said it took months to clear the stench, even after everything recovered from the Leander and the planet had been taken out.”

“I shall admit only that it was far, far worse than the stench of the cesspits in London in the summer of 1801—of that I can be very sure. It even beat the stench of the cockpit on the Billy Ruffian and the Spartan.”

He chuckled at their puzzled expressions, and heard one of them murmur, “Did he say 1801?”

The tour of the ship was comprehensive, with nothing left out. There seemed to be no space in the ship not crammed with some equipment, though the crew spaces were comfortable. These were nicely finished and appointed, a few small luxuries having been included to make up for the lack of space.

“At least you’re all spared the hot bunking some of the early classes had,” the chief fitter commented as they settled round the wardroom table to go over their departmental questions.

Harry relaxed a little, allowing his companions to ask their questions and listening to the answers. He was aware of a presence in his head, something probing his cyberlink, so he focussed his thoughts on it. “Good afternoon, 847. Don’t be so shy. Beagle and my other ships have found me reasonably friendly.”

For a moment, there was no response, then a feminine voice asked, “Are you my new Captain—the man Beagle tells me understands us, and talks to other ships?”

“I am the new Commander, yes. My name is Harry. Are you content with your name, 847? Sometimes these officials have no imagination.”

“Welcome aboard, Harry. I am the next generation of artificial intelligence. My name is as it is, unless you wish to give me another. Do you mind my being able to access your thoughts like this?”

Harry hesitated. “Actually, as I have told Beagle and others, I do like a little privacy. Sometimes it’s best if my thoughts are not recorded. Perhaps we can agree on a way to work together. Has Beagle told you my tastes in music?”

“Yes, and a great deal more. I hope I may serve you as well as he has done.”

Harry frowned at this. He was uncomfortable with this concept of the ships as servants, though he knew the intelligence was merely the result of programming. “I hope we may enjoy as close a friendship as I enjoyed with Beagle. I may at times have to ask you to do things that are dangerous—possibly even deadly for us all. Are you aware of this?”

There was a pause. “Yes. It is my purpose, Harry. I must do as I am commanded while obeying the Three Laws of Robotics. I may not break those.”

“Then I am sure we will get along beautifully.” Harry became aware of someone asking a question, and noticed that the others were all looking at him as if awaiting a response.

He smiled and said, “My apologies, gentlemen, I was just getting to know our AI. She seems remarkably aware and well developed.”

Lieutenant Fürst looked surprised, but he recovered his composure. “Thank you, sir. She’s been a dream to develop.” He hesitated. “How are you able to communicate with her?”

Harry smiled. “I have a malfunctioning cyberlink—at least that’s what the experts call it—and 847 was busy trying to explore my head while we familiarised ourselves with her layout.”

“Oh, sorry about that,” Fürst said, rather flustered. “Shall I have her block that function?”

“No, I am used to it,” said Harry. “We will get along just fine. You had a question?”

“Oh, yes.” The Lieutenant smiled. “I was asking if you prefer to give spoken commands to the ship. She has the facility to receive such commands and to respond to you audibly if you prefer.”

Harry had to think about this. “Yes, if I instruct her accordingly. That would be very useful in some circumstances.” He made a note to ensure the ship didn’t broadcast his thoughts, questions, and doubts by accident.

“Great.” The AI trainer was enthusiastic. “I’ll get straight onto it.” He paused. “It’s been a real pleasure developing and training her. She’s a honey of a ship. I just know she’s going to be an absolute champ.”

Harry’s letter to Mary was full of his enthusiasm for his new command. As ever, it was accompanied by several small sketches of 847 and a little watercolour painting of the scenery on Galapagos Galapagos, endorsed with the comment that he hoped one day to return to it. He sealed the package and despatched it to the cargo office.

Leaning back in his chair, he drew out Mary’s last letter and reread it, the music of Saint-Saens piano concertos in his ears. Tomorrow they would begin the working up of these ships, right after the commissioning ceremony and a brief pep talk by the constructor Admiral. It was going to be a very busy six weeks.

At least he could be easy about Mary. She was at home in Dublin, her concert tour a success and at an end. Putting aside the letter, he prepared to turn in. He was tired, the effects of the Niburu toxin still not completely overcome, but he knew he would have no permanent after-effects, and now he just had to concentrate on his new task. He was looking forward to departing the dock. Three weeks of it had been enough, and now he had his people settled and ready, with several old shipmates among them.

Yes, it was going to be a good commission.
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Chapter 26

Flotilla in Action
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“Harry, you’re here at last.” Ferghal’s smile seemed to light up the lounge.

“It’s a good feeling, I can tell you.” Harry returned the smile. “My new quarters on 847 are comfortable, but not luxurious.” He regarded his friend. “You look well. This posting evidently suits you.”

“Aye, I’ll confess I’ve grown used to the comforts. But your fellow Commanders keep me and my people busy enough with their improvements and defects.”

“Just see my little lady always gets the best you can give her, my friend.” Harry grinned. “She’s a real beauty, Ferghal. You’ll love her.”

“What? You’ve found a new love? I’d better alert Mary—someone has to be the bearer of bad news!”

Harry laughed. “Rogue. Nothing could replace Mary.” He paused. “Though I’ll thank you not to tell 847 that. She might be jealous.” Harry grinned smugly and counted down in his head for Ferghal’s response: three, two, one….

“Your ship’s AI’s a she? You lucky dog! How’d you manage that?”

Harry just shrugged with confidence and said, “The benefits follow the reputation, I suppose.”

“Ah, well, some lads have all the luck….” Ferghal sighed dramatically and ran his hand through his hair, which seemed unrulier than usual. “So how was the transit? A good opportunity to get to know everyone, I suppose.”

“It was routine. We encountered no enemy, we kept in company and on station, and it took three weeks.” Harry grinned. “Though I confess that it was rather uncomfortable for the first two, but once we’d eaten our way through the extra stores, it became much more pleasant.” He didn’t mention that his tiny sleeping quarters had been packed with engineering spares so that he had to climb over them to reach his berth, or that a double layer of cases and cartons had overlaid the deck everywhere except the command centre.

Ferghal nodded, signalling a steward. “Ah well, at least you can enjoy the larger quarters you have at your disposal aboard the Prinz. Have you heard? We are to join our guardian at Lycania.”

“I have heard that. The Commander has called a briefing of the Thirty-Sixth and Thirty-Seventh tomorrow at o-nine-hundred.” Harry accepted the glass offered by the steward. “I think we can expect plenty of action. The Niburu are moving again.”

Ferghal took a long swig of his drink and emptied the glass. “Yes, another of the outer colonies. We are to be deployed as soon as we arrive at the rendezvous.”

“Stand by.” Harry listened to the AI as it disengaged the connections and tethers to the mother ship in preparation for propulsion. “Disengage docking locks.” He paused as the order was confirmed. The sun caught the outer surface of his ship, and he marvelled at the strange new surface coating. This had just been applied and was supposed to poison the organism the Niburu attached to a ship to capture it.

“Locks disengaged, sir.”

“Engage port thrusters. Take us clear of the docking rig, Coxswain.” Willi Mann, Chief Warrant Officer and the ship’s coxswain, acknowledged the order. “Docking locks disengaged. Port manoeuvring thrusters engaged.”

Harry watched the docking cradle slide away to port as the ship moved sideways. “Counter thrust starboard,” he ordered as the indicators showed they were now clear of the Prinz and his tethered charges. The display steadied as the movement stopped. “Engage main thrust, heading two hundred seventy degrees horizontal plane, positive angle forty degrees.”

“Main thrusters online heading two hundred seventy positive forty, as ordered.”

“Take station on 846: one thousand metres on her starboard quarter please, Swain.” Harry watched as the ship responded to the commands the coxswain entered. In his head, he was listening to these and the AI as it flashed the orders to its various components. He’d had quite a struggle convincing the ship that it should wait for the command input from the console and not simply read his thoughts and act on them. As with the Beagle, the 847 AI felt this was inefficient, and from time to time jumped the gun, simply because it could.

The ship settled into the routine of normal watch and station keeping around him. Harry glanced at where Regidur sat at his console ready to take over the watch, and he smiled. He had been enormously flattered by the Canid’s desire to serve as his weapons officer and even more surprised to learn that the coxswain had pulled strings with a very large number of people to be posted to his command. He’d known Willi for a while, having remembered him as one of the prize crew sent to bring the Twee Jonge Gezellen back when they had met again on the Beagle. His recent promotion from warrant pilot to chief warrant pilot had given him the opportunity to seek a new posting. This fleet was as much a family as the old sailing navy had been. It was a good feeling.

“On station, sir. Permission to hand over the helm?”

“Granted.” Harry turned to Regidur. “The watch is yours, Pack Leader. Conform to 846 for course and manoeuvering. We are to transit in ten minutes. Link helm to 846 to coordinate it.”

“As you command, Captain.”

He listened as the helm was relieved and Regidur acknowledged. He studied the display around him, marvelling anew at the detail it gave. This mission would be the first time all four flotillas operated together. Twenty-four small, fast and deadly ships committed to a trial strike against a new gathering of Niburu ships, as well as a test of one of the new weapons now available—it promised to be an exciting and dangerous outing, especially for the six ships of the 36th.

“The scientists have come up with an improved way to make our ships poisonous to the Niburu barnacles. The first coating works, but it degrades quite rapidly. It means we’ll be going into dock on rotation to have a new coating applied and some adjustments made to one or two of our weapons.”

There was a collective groan from the assembled officers. “I think we’ve become the test bed for every wacky idea the geeks and boffins come up with,” Kallie Oosthuizen complained. “If they try fitting anything else into my ship, we’ll have to live on the outer hull!”

“I know the feeling.” Harry nudged Ferghal in the ribs. “I’d like to know who thought they could halve the space we need for storing food ingredients so they could fit in extra electronics. I can’t even get to my sleeping cabin until we’ve eaten half of what we carry at the outset of a sweep.”

Ferghal grinned. “You Commanders aren’t supposed to sleep when on passage.” He’d heard this complaint from everyone in the room. “Besides, it’s only for a couple of weeks at a time—then you’re back in the lap of luxury here.”

“Says the man who lives in luxury all the time, and fitted the projection control unit for my ship’s screens over my bunk.” Korinna Hohenstein joined them. She grinned at Ferghal’s embarrassed laugh. “All very well for you to laugh, my friend. Come our next refit, I want it moved.”

“It’s already on my list, Korinna. We can get it done when we apply the new coating to your ship.” Ferghal stood and moaned as if suffering from back pain due to overwork. “You lot would work me to the bone if I let you.” He looked round the group, his expression mischievous. “Aye, but your engineering whippin’ boy can stand the strain. You won’t find a stronger man than this Irish lad anywhere in the galaxy!” He flexed his muscles for emphasis.

Korinna laughed out loud, and Harry bellowed, “Be gone, you rogue! You’ll get no sympathy here—not unless you tell us why this sudden rush to equip us with new weaponry.”

“Ah, now that is not for general knowledge.” Ferghal dodged the thrown cushion. “Besides, it would spoil the surprise.” He flashed a mischievous grin and ducked out the door.

“Targets identified, sir.”

Harry was instantly alert. “Bearing?” He pushed aside his thoughts on the news he’d had recently from Aunt Niamh as the display changed and the pair of Niburu ships became clear.

“Bearing thirty-five horizontal, negative angle twelve.”

“I see them.” Harry got out of his command chair and stared at the displays, his mind already calculating relative approach vectors and transit durations. “Link to the flotilla. Give them our display data.” The rest of the flotilla were waiting in hyperspace for his assessment. He glanced again at the display. “Do a sweep of the entire system. I know it’s a small mining outpost, but I expected more than just two ships.”

“No other targets in the system, sir.” The scan operator was a young TechRate, the youngest man aboard in fact. He grinned cheerfully. “P’r’aps we’ve got lucky, sir.”

Harry returned the smile. “Perhaps, though I’d not make a wager on it.” In his head, as he resumed his seat, he asked the ship, “Eight four seven, are you able to confirm there are no others?”

“There are no other Niburu here, Harry. The operator is correct.”

“Thank you. I don’t doubt him, but I have no desire to be trapped.” He mentally shook himself. “Forget I said that.”

“I will erase the conversation if that is your wish.”

“No, don’t. I’m sorry, I’m being overly cautious. Alert me if you detect any new ships or a change in those.” He hesitated. “Are our stealth screens working? Can you detect any sign that they can see us or sense us?”

“No to both your questions, Harry. They show no sign of being aware of our presence.”

This mission was a testing of the waters, according to Commander Polen. The target was a carefully chosen one, an isolated mining operation attacked by a small group of Niburu ships. It presented the perfect opportunity to test the Fleet’s new weapon, a missile packed with incendiary material that would cause tremendous damage to the target. Like the ship, it was coated with the new material that acted as a poison agent to the Niburu.

Harry, his ordeal still fresh in his mind, had to wrestle with his very real fear as he studied the target. What if the new coating failed? What if more Niburu were lying in wait? Angry with himself for feeling unsure, he pushed these doubts aside and decided he had no choice but to trust the work that had gone into outfitting the ship and her weapons. After all, Ferghal had overseen that work, and Harry knew there was no better man to trust with such exacting work.

“Coxswain, we will micro-transit to two thousand metres from the nearest one. Regidur, launch the missiles as soon as we drop out. Coxswain, as soon as the missiles are launched, I want a micro-transit to ten thousand metres to their front.” He concentrated on his link. “Eight four seven, are the co-ordinates ready?” He listened to the reply. “Pass them to the coxswain, please.” He gripped the armrests of his seat. “Ready, Swain? Good, then here we go. Comms, tell the flotilla.”

Chief Warrant Officer Mann grinned and sent his fingers dancing over his console. “Transit in three, two, one—entering transit, sir.”

The display blanked.

“Drop out in four, three, two, one—drop out!”

The display cleared, and a large section of the hideous, misshapen, ovoid of the nearest ship seemed to protrude into the control room, its details stark and clear. The second ship stood at a distance, and Harry could see the exposed hull. The sight of it sent a shiver down his spine as he saw the appendages clutching smaller vessels to its hull.

“Missiles launched.” The bark from Regidur broke the spell.

“Entering transit.”

Once more, the display blanked, and then it cleared a few seconds later to reveal that the second Niburu ship had vanished, but the first was behaving in a manner that suggested a wounded beast in its death throes. Sections of it broke away releasing huge flares. The thing writhed as if in agony. It was attempting to escape, but was wracked by internal fires and explosions. More sections were flung off as the thing made lunging turns and sudden surges forward or backward.

“Sir, its companion has returned. It’s behind us, sir.”

“Helm, transit to the system edge.” Harry’s mind was already reading off the calculations flashing through the computer. He didn’t wait for the helm.
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Chapter 27

Reinforcement
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“Great job.” The Commander could hardly contain his delight. “Harry nailed the first one, Korinna got the second, 844 got hit by a barnacle, but now we know that the poison works.” He beamed at his officers. “It’s a small beginning, but at last we have some answers.” He indicated several other officers and some civilians seated to one side. “These folk want to go over what we witnessed after the ships were hit. They’ve studied the recordings, but they want to hear your impressions.” He turned to a Captain who stood and moved to centre stage. “Your show, sir.”

“Well done, all of you. I’m Captain Pedersen, and my brief is weapons development.” He smiled. “While I’m pleased with the result you got with my missiles, my colleagues are rather more interested in several other aspects. Dr. Kennedy,” a large man in civilian dress acknowledged the introduction, “is a member of the team who developed the barnacle poison, and Dr. Istrate—he’s seated there in the back—was among those who developed the stealth system. We need your feedback on how everything performed, but perhaps most importantly, we want your impressions of how the Niburu ships responded when you hit them.”

Commander Polen looked at Harry. “You first, Harry. I think yours was probably the one we didn’t see from the start. Tell us what happened when you hit him.”

Harry hesitated, gathering his thoughts. So many impressions crowded in on him, it was difficult to sort them in order of importance or relevance. He focused his mind on what he had seen as events unfolded, and he let those recollections guide his report. “It gave the appearance of being surprised, sir. Then it began to eject parts of itself, almost as if it were writhing in agony.” He frowned at the memory. “It was terrible to see. It put me in mind of a great whale in its death throes.”

The scientists made notes on their tablets. Dr. Kennedy looked up. “Lieutenant, you say it behaved like an animal in pain?”

“That is how it appeared, Doctor, much like a whale writhing in pain after being pierced with a harpoon.”

One of the other scientists asked, “Did you hear anything, meaning, in your thoughts? I understand you heard the one the flagship destroyed while you were on the hospital ship.”

“No, I’m happy to say I’ve not heard anything like that since we were cured.” He smiled. “You may be sure I’m rather pleased about that.”

The group laughed, and another officer asked, “Was there something in the way the target responded that gave you the impression of a whale?”

“We were rather close when the missiles struck, and it sheered away. I had the impression the missiles distorted its hull as they struck.” Harry frowned. “After our micro-transit to evade any retaliation, it gave every appearance of an animal in pain, changing direction, making small surging movements and shedding sections of the outer hull, but it mostly shed parts that looked like sections of other ships.”

“Could you see any indication the incendiary warheads had ignited?”

“After an initial flare, no. The stricken ship’s companion returned, and I did not linger, as he was close behind us.” He hesitated. “I did form the impression, however, that the target was imploding, and the parts it shed were being drawn back toward it.”

The Captain nodded. “Yes, that is what the recordings show, for the first ship and the second.” He turned to Korinna Hohenstein, Commander of 844. “Lieutenant, perhaps you could tell us your impressions.”

“We had just fired our missiles, sir, when that thing attempted to attach itself to our upper fin. It locked itself to the hull, then a few minutes later, it let go and attempted to attach itself to the hull further aft.”

“Did you attempt evasive action?”

“Yes, sir. But it had us well and truly locked.” She smiled. “It didn’t like its second bite any more than the first. When it came back for thirds, we nailed it with the plasma projectors.”

“So, we know it didn’t like the taste of you, but not whether it would have been killed by the material.” Dr. Kennedy sounded disappointed.

“With respect, Doctor, I think I’m quite content to have it choose not to want to attach itself to my ship.”

Everyone laughed, and the debrief relaxed as each of the commanding officers gave his or her impressions of the kill.

“So, from what you’re telling us, when these ships are destroyed, they display animal behaviour.” Captain Pedersen glanced at his companions. “From your descriptions they shrink in size as the internal fires develop, and we’re left with a dead lump of charred organic matter when it’s over.” He glanced again at his companions. “We’ll need a sample of the remains for analysis, but I think that is a task for another group. Thank you, Commander. Your flotilla have done a magnificent job.”

“We’ve a distress call coming in. It’s one of the LPSL Peace Fleet. She’s giving a location on the edge of our patrol range.” Commander Polen maintained his calm poise. “I want 844, 5, 6 and 7 ready to go in half an hour.” He nodded to the group of officers. “It’s the liner Coniston. She reports damage to her enviro system and says she’s being stalked. There’s a salvage crew on their way to her, but there’s something else. She’s got a passenger and crew list of fifteen hundred. They will have to be taken off, or at least the passengers will.” He let that sink in. “Eight four one and the others are already diverted to the location, and the Thirty-Seventh has been recalled to respond as well.”

“Who will take the passengers off, sir?”

“We’ll have to do it. They’ll be spread between the Prinz, the Stewart and the Dragon.” He smiled. “They’ll find us a little less luxurious than they’re used to. I’m afraid you and your crews will have to live aboard your own ships while we take them to safety, though you’ll have access to the Prinz’s recreation facilities, of course.”

“That’s going to be fun,” Korinna whispered to Harry. “I’ve got the passenger list here—most of them are wealthy snobs and LPSL supporters, and there’s the DigiCor vid crew with Monty Montaigne aboard. They’ve probably had a rude awakening by now.”

Harry suppressed his laugh just in time, as the Commander was speaking again, ending the meeting, and everyone was standing to depart. Harry leaned in and murmured, “You mean I might find myself confronting people who think I have horns, cloven hooves and a tail? That will be fun.”

Korinna smiled conspiratorially as they headed for the door. “You can always hide on 847 and leave it to us to make sure they see you that way,” she quipped.

“As my reputation is already destroyed, I shouldn’t think you could make it any worse.” Harry grimaced. “Perhaps having to speak to me will give them a different view.”

Just catching up with them, Kallie overheard Harry’s remark and laughed. “Not if they see that sword you keep on your bulkhead.”

“We have contact with the Coniston, sir.”

“Good. Any sign of the Niburu?” The Commander was using 847 as his flagship, but had insisted that Harry continue to occupy his command chair.

“Negative, sir, but there is an unidentified contact on the edge of our scan range. It reads as a cruiser but doesn’t have an active transponder.”

“Show me.” The image, rather indistinct, appeared on the display. “What other indicators can you read? Is it a live ship or a hulk?”

“She reads as live, sir. At least, some of her systems are active.”

“I don’t like the sound of that. Comms, get Commander Waterhouse on link.” He turned to Harry. “Take us to the Coniston. Signal the others to follow us in. Use an approach that keeps everyone guessing.”

“Lieutenant Commander Waterhouse online, sir.”

“Michael, we have a strange ship on scan. Take 830 and 831 to do a running sweep and find out who or what it is. I’ve a bad feeling about it, so don’t attempt to close in. Run a full scan and stand off to let me know what you find.”

“Will do, sir. We have her on the extreme range of the scans. There’s definitely something odd about her.”

Harry already had the ship plotting courses and jumps. He studied the solutions then sent them to the helm. “Mr. Mann, stand by to take us in. You have the way points? Good, on my mark.” To the ComsRate he said, “Make to the Flotilla, ‘Follow my leader.’”

The ComsRate grinned and activated his signals desk. “Aye, aye, sir!” After a few swift movements of his fingers, he said, “Acknowledged, sir—846 says, ‘Let’s play tag.’”

Harry grinned. “Tell him he’s It. Ready, Swain? Link helms. On my mark: three, two, one—engage.”

Up close, the damage to the Coniston’s environmental section was obvious. There was visible damage to other parts of the hull as well.

“Looks like she’s been in a scrap,” the Commander commented. “But that’s not the sort of damage we’ve seen on other ships attacked by the Niburu.” He turned to the ComsRate. “Get me a link to her Captain.”

“Online, sir.”

“Captain Khama? This is Commander Polen. We’re to take your passengers off and all non-essential crew. Obviously, I can’t take them aboard my corvettes, so I need you to load your shuttlecraft and launch them. We’ll tow-transit them to our mother ship.”

“That will require several trips, Commander. It would be easier if your mother ship closed us and we transferred everyone directly.”

“Yes, it would, but that would also leave her vulnerable to attack. We’ll make as many trips as we need to.” The Commander glanced at a tablet the scan operator was holding. “According to my scans your ship has several Niburu barnacles attached to it. That is enough to keep our base ship well clear of you. Get your people moving please. The salvage ships will be here shortly and can deal with those parasites.”

“Some of my passengers aren’t going to be happy.”

“That’s your problem and theirs. I can’t put the Prinz at risk for the sake of their comfort. I’ll expect the first shuttles to be underway in half an hour.” He cut the link and leaned back. “Thanks for the heads-up there, Hillier. Monitor her and watch those damned Niburu barnacles. There has to be a reason they haven’t started eating her.”
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Chapter 28

Celebrity Face-Off
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Harry watched the display from his command console. “The first shuttles have launched, sir. The Coniston is registered as carrying twelve, and eight have launched so far.”

“Very good, that’s two each.” The Commander turned to the ComsRate. “Contact 841, 2, 3 and 4. Tell them, ‘Your lambs are on their way. Don’t hang about.’ And give me a link to Captain Khama.”

“Order acknowledged, sir. Ship 841 says Fido and friends obey.” He grinned. “The others have sent ‘woof, woof,’ sir.”

A snort of suppressed laughter escaped the Commander, and Harry laughed out loud as Commander Polen said, “Okay, tell them their master says ‘peep, pip, peep—get away round, and don’t stop to check any interesting smells.’”

“Aye, aye, sir.” The ComsRate’s grin almost split his face. “Captain Khama on link for you.”

“Captain, you’ve only launched eight shuttles. What’s the delay on the remaining four?”

“Commander, this is ridiculous.” The voice that replied was laconic and urbane, and definitely not the Captain’s. “There is no danger to your ship. The Niburu barnacles, as you call them, are no threat to you. We can be civilised about this, you know. If you don’t threaten them, they won’t harm you.”

“Identify yourself, please. Where is Captain Khama?”

“I am Alisdair Montaigne. I expect you’ve heard of me.”

“I certainly have, Mr. Montaigne.” The Commander grimaced and rolled his eyes. “You’re fortunate we found you, and as pleasant as it is talking to someone of your standing, I must speak to Captain Khama. We don’t have a great deal of time, and I cannot allow the Prinz to close with your ship. I’m sorry if it inconveniences you, but you’ll have to use those shuttles.”

“Commander, this is unreasonable. You surely cannot expect someone of my standing to embark on a mere shuttle without even rudimentary artificial gravity. I’m not without influence, you know. I’ve no desire to cause you a problem, but you force me to insist on speaking to your superior. He’s an acquaintance of mine, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

“In which case, Mr. Montaigne, I shall arrange for you to speak to him in person. I have absolutely no doubt Admiral Heron will confirm exactly what I’ve just said.” The Commander paused. “Now, I really must speak to Captain Khama—immediately, please.”

“Oh, very well, but I assure you, your superiors will hear of this.”

“I’m sure they will, Mr. Montaigne.” The Commander glanced at Harry, his raised eyebrow signalling an unspoken question.

Harry nodded. “Eight four seven, preserve a full record of this conversation, please. Copy it to the Prinz and to the Vengeance for the Admiral’s records.”

“Done, Harry.”

“Thank you.” Harry’s attention snapped back to the Commander as a new call came through.

“Go ahead, Michael,” said the Commander. “What have you got?”

“A very odd one, sir. The hull signature is a Sino-Asian cruiser, but she doesn’t answer any signal. She has an unusual electronic signature as well. Some of her systems seem active, others not. No indication the hull is being adapted by barnacles either, although she’s got around twenty attached.”

“Did you run a scan for the presence of a living entity, human or animal?”

“Yes. We got a life signal, but it’s not clear. In fact, it’s damned confused and doesn’t show up as anything in the databank, sir.” There was a hesitation. “They could be humans, but if so, they’re all huddled in three areas of the hull.”

“Right, launch a monitor drone and get back here. We’ve got a few celebs trying to throw their weight and influence around. I need you closer to hand in case anything develops.” He cut the link and turned to Harry. “Have they deployed the rest of those launches?”

“Just launching the last one now, sir.”

“That prat Montaigne had better be on one of them. Signal 845 and 6 to take them to the mother ship.” The Commander stretched and flexed his shoulders. “That cruiser bothers me, but I can’t put my finger on it yet. Why are her transponders down? Why is she showing life signs, but all in concentrations? Why can’t our ships’ AIs contact hers? Too many damned questions.” He glared at the command display. “The last thing I need is a bunch of narcissistic celebrities trying to throw their self-importance around.”

Harry nodded. “I agree, sir. I imagine our accommodation won’t be to their liking either.” He smiled and shrugged. “We could, of course, invite them to use our quarters here so that we can live on the Prinz.”

The Commander laughed. “Yes, I can see ‘Monty’ Montaigne’s face if we offered him Regidur’s berth.”

Disembarking from Eight Four Seven with the last of the shuttles delivered, Harry found the Prins van Oranien in a chaotic state. He edged his way through the crowd of arguing, confused and worried passengers, intrigued that they seemed to be from a wide range of social classes and ages. To one side a holovid team recorded the scene as he made for his cabin to retrieve his personal belongings so the cabin could be allocated to one of the rescued civilians.

He found his way barred by a large man dressed in a manner intended to appear casual, but obviously intended to convey status.

“Here, Lieutenant! I want to talk to the person in charge of this operation.”

The peremptory tone brought Harry up short, his path suddenly obstructed by a large man whose face looked vaguely familiar. “Were you addressing me, sir?” he asked quietly, annoyed by the man’s attitude, and before the man could reply, Harry became aware that he was now the centre of attention for some reason.

“I certainly am, young man. Do you know who I am?”

Harry smiled politely, noting the expensive clothing, carefully arranged to give the appearance of informality, the arrogant expression and the expectation that he should feel awed that someone so important should deign to speak to him.“I regret I do not have the pleasure, sir. I have just disembarked from my command and intended to retrieve my belongings so that you or another of our guests might use my cabin on this ship.” He adopted a concerned expression as the man’s face registered surprise and then annoyance. “Is there something I can assist you with?”

The man’s mouth opened and shut, and then he frowned. “I am Alisdair Montaigne, and I must insist that you, or someone else on this ghastly ship, find me and my partner some proper accommodation! The hutch that this individual—” he waved a hand toward the harassed chief steward “—tells me is all he can offer is totally inadequate!”

Harry’s eyebrows rose. “I see, sir. That is most unfortunate.” He turned to the chief steward. “Mr. van Hijsman, which cabin did you assign to this gentleman?”

The chief steward carefully composed his face. He’d come to like Harry and knew him well enough to know that his polite expression hid his anger at the rude and offensive behaviour of this troublemaker. “I’d assigned Mr. Montaigne Commander Polen’s quarters, sir.”

“I don’t care whose quarters they are,” blustered Montaigne. “They’re totally inadequate.”

Harry smiled at the man, and spoke in a patronising tone that fairly dripped with sarcasm. “I’m afraid those are the most luxurious quarters available, except for Captain Doorman’s of course, but he won’t be able to relinquish his. This is a warship, sir. We are a little cramped for space. I’d offer you the use of my cabin, but it is about a third the size of the Commander’s, and I rather think Mr. van Huijsman will have it earmarked for someone less important than yourself.”

The chief steward was now struggling to hide his smile. “I have done exactly that, Mr. Heron.”

“Heron?” spat Montaigne. “Did he address you as Heron?”

“He did.” Harry held out his hand to the man who gave every appearance of finding himself in the presence of someone or something unpleasant. “Lieutenant Nelson-Heron, Commander of Corvette 847 at present. I’m delighted to make your acquaintance, Mr. Montaigne. I trust you will be able to settle yourself comfortably despite the cramped nature of the Commander’s accommodation.”

Montaigne held out a rather limp-wristed hand and winced as Harry took it in his. “I’d no idea. You’re so young!”

“I’m frequently told so, sir.” Harry released the damp hand, resisting the urge to wipe his own. He was about to continue when he was interrupted by a rather shrill and very intense young woman who pushed herself in front of him.

“You! You’re responsible for this war!”

“I beg your pardon?”

She shook her finger in his face. “Yes, you! You never gave the Niburu a chance to show their real intentions, just as you didn’t do on Lycania and probably on Seraphis either. You can’t treat indigenous beings as inferiors wherever you meet them, you know! You’ve permanently altered their cultures—changed them for the worse, deprived them of their chance to develop their own...” Her voice trailed off as Sci’antha materialised at Harry’s side, and a moment later, Regidur loomed on the other.

Sci’antha spoke first, her sibilant speech translated by a device clipped to her uniform. “You are threatened, Navigator?”

Regidur was more forthright. “Depart, you foolish whelp. You know nothing of which you speak,” he snarled. He turned to Harry. “Why do you tolerate these undisciplined outcasts of the pack?”

Harry laid a hand on the nearest arms of both. “Pack Leader Regidur, I have explained this before. It is the human way. We disagree on many things, and yet,for the most part we are able to accommodate one another’s views and ambitions.” He smiled at the circle of faces around them. “Ladies, gentlemen, my friends, Lieutenant Sci’antha and Pack Leader Regidur, will be delighted to answer your questions about their society and cultures once we have you settled. I know you will find it most enlightening.”

Montaigne recovered quickly. “Fascinating to meet you. Lieutenant, and your companions — I hope you’ll find a moment to do an interview with me at the earliest opportunity, you as well, Lieutenant, and, er, Pack Leader.” He smiled. “What an opportunity to capture your thoughts and views on the situation for my show.”

Conscious of the hostility of the interested crowd, Harry decided on caution. “I’m sure there will be, Mr Montaigne, but for the moment, I must clear my cabin, as mist my companions, so our quarters can be made available to you. If you’ll excuse us?”

The crowd parted as Regidur moved to clear Harry’s path with Sci’antha at his side. It didn’t take long to clear his cabin, and the crowd had thinned somewhat by the time he retired to his quarters on Eight-Four-Seven.

“This is a worrying development.” Admiral Heron frowned as he considered the Commander’s report. “We’ve now identified six more ships like this. All of them have the same life signature, and their electronics and hulls appear to normal, but they don’t respond to the AI or the transponder.”

“Yes, the scientists are concerned about it, sir,” the Commander acknowledged. “They think the Niburu may be using these as some form of Trojan horse.”

“Right. Copy this and the science team’s views to all ships. I want them on high alert to any suspicious behaviour. I’ll draft a Fleet Order to back it up.”

Mary smiled as she addressed the hologram. “Harry tells me he met Monty Montaigne when they rescued him from the Coniston. Poor old Monty seems to have had some of his illusions quite shattered.”

Niamh laughed. “I should think so too. Stupid man, what did he think he was doing? I suppose it is something his agent dreamed up to keep the old fool in the popular eye. What did Harry say?”

“He introduced Montaigne and others to Regidur and Sci’antha.” She released a peal of laughter. “Oh, I wish I could have seen it. Monty almost fainted when Regidur’s translator device addressed him and asked whom he entertained. I didn’t know they were connected to the Provider on Lycania. Harry says he looked quite put out when the Provider suggested his acting was to entertain himself.”

Niamh laughed so hard that she had to wipe her eyes and take a few seconds to regain control of her voice. “Oh dear, I would’ve loved to have witnessed that encounter. Monty’s actually quite a nice person once you get past the ego and the front he puts on for the public. I shall write to Harry and let him in on some of his background. Perhaps it will help him deal with the man.”

Mary giggled. “I expect so. Better warn him about Monty’s other preferences though. I’m not sure Harry is able to deal with that when he’s the attraction.” She grinned. “There might be a revelation of the old-fashioned Harry, and that could make him even more unpopular.”

Niamh nodded. “You’re right, I’ll warn him about Monty. The old man is a bit of a lecher.”

Mary nodded. “Best coming from you, I think.” She changed the subject. “I must say, he’s a new man now he has his own command, but I think the female AI has become a rival for his affections.”

Both women laughed as they said in unison, “Men!”

Niamh added, “They never grow up, do they?”

The briefing officer was in the Admiral’s office to give him a pre-brief of the report he would deliver to the Captains and Commanders due to assemble in less than an hour. His team were already busy preparing the flag officers’ conference room for their arrival, but the Admiral always insisted on seeing the briefing beforehand. “There’s evidence the Niburu are taking over and using captured ships to lure ours into positions from which they can be attacked and captured,” said the officer to Admiral Heron. “These Trojans can be spotted, but they’re getting better at making them appear normal.”

“Have they been able to repair the transponders?” James Heron glared at the information before him.

“Yes, but not the AI linkage, and that’s crucial because it’s your best way to spot them: your AI should be instructed to inform you of any ship not responding to the normal AI uplink.” The briefing officer paused. “A second check is the rather strange signature we get when we scan for life forms.” He displayed an image on the viewing screen. “As you can see, you get this odd distribution: a large concentration here—roughly where the enviro spaces are—and here, around the living quarters and control room, and right aft near the reactors, but, interestingly, not around them.”

“I wonder why that is. Normally someone would be in there monitoring their output.” The Admiral’s staff Commander leaned forward to study the graphic.

“There’s something else. Look at the oxygen signature. One short circuit and that ship will go up like a bomb.”

“That opens up some interesting possibilities,” said the Admiral. “But where are the human crew? What is the life form we’re picking up signals on?”

“To answer both your questions, sir, we simply don’t know.” The speaker paused. “We suspect the cluster around the accommodation and command spaces may be the crew, but, if it is, they have been immobilised. We’ve found that the scan frequencies can see the Niburu ships, and the reading we get for a life form is identical to what we get from them in the enviro space and the after-control spaces. It looks as if she’s carrying a Niburu crew and is under their control.”

The Admiral leaned back in his chair. “So we could be faced with a large number of these Trojans. Have we any reports of them attacking anything?”

“Two, sir, both from reported LPSL ships. Neither of them has been in contact since the initial distress call.” He consulted his tablet. “Both reported being under attack by Fleet warships. We had nothing in either area at the time.” He grimaced. “Of course, the LPSL’s PR people have made huge capital out of it, and ignore our statements to the contrary.”

“To be expected, I suppose.” The Admiral sat upright. “Very well. Flags, see the means for IDing these Trojans is passed to all ships. Draft a Fleet Order for my signature. Under no circumstances must any ship identified in this way be allowed to join any convoy or close with any other vessels. If such a ship attempts to engage, shoot to disable. There’s a possibility we can save any human survivors, assuming we can reach them with the antidote.”

“One more day and we’re shot of these damned LPSL refugees.” Kallie slumped into a seat beside Harry and tucked into his breakfast. He glowered at the group of chattering passengers at the next table. “If I have to listen to anymore self-righteous lecturing about human aggression and ‘human disregard for unique and precious sentient species,’ I’ll bloody well feed them to the Niburu myself.”

“Had another run-in with the Peace Promotion Group?” Korinna pushed her empty plate aside. “One of them tried to get the TechRates to ‘strike a blow for peace—just down tools for five minutes.’ My leading ScanTech told her to take a walk—only I think his language was a little riper.”

Harry laughed. “I heard about that. My coxswain arrived just as he did it, and warned her she could be charged with attempting to provoke a mutiny.” He looked around the wardroom dining room. “I haven’t been buttonholed by dear Mr. Montaigne today. Perhaps he’s finally giving up on trying to persuade me to allow him to make a documentary about Ferghal, Danny and me.”

“Don’t be so sure. He’s heading this way.” Korinna scooted back her chair and stood up, her grin directed at Harry. “I’m off. Don’t bite him—he’s probably not that tasty.”

“Ah, Mr. Heron.” Montaigne practically sang his greeting.

Harry cringed and turned to acknowledge the actor as he took a seat at the head of the table.

“Mr. Montaigne. I trust you had a good night, sir.”

“Passable, thanks. One does adjust you know.” He beamed at the others. “A little discomfort in the interests of one’s cause is never a hardship.” He accepted the loaded platter the steward placed before him. “You people seem to manage pretty well, I must say. The food isn’t quite Cordon Bleu, but it’s certainly edible.”

“As you say, sir, our cooks manage pretty well with the supplies we are able to get. Considering the escalation in price at present for almost everything, I should think the Fleet budget must be stretched.”

“You know, Lieutenant, for someone of your background, you have a very astute mind. I wish you’d consent to my proposal. It could make a huge difference you know.” The man shovelled a mouthful of food into his maw and chewed energetically.

Harry kicked Kallie’s shins to silence him as he smiled and managed to say with every appearance of calm, “You may well be right, sir. However, there are perhaps a few small hurdles to overcome. At present we have a fight on our hands, not, as you’ve been kind enough to acknowledge, of my making, and secondly, as I seem to have acquired a certain notoriety in the news media, it is not the best starting point for any such initiative.”

“Nonsense, my boy. With my experience in visual presentation, I could soon change your image and show you how to woo an audience.” He beamed at Harry. “Just put yourself in my hands for a few weeks, and I’ll show you how to have them worshipping the ground you walk on.”

Harry managed a smile and fought down his annoyance at the man’s patronising ‘my boy.’ Nonetheless, he was always polite, and he somehow managed to say, “Thank you, sir. Should I have a change of mind, I shall certainly consider your offer.” He pushed his chair back. “Now I’m afraid I must beg to be excused. My ship demands my attention.”

“I love the quaint way you say that, Lieutenant.” Montaigne ’s smile was either affectionate or patronising. Harry couldn’t decide which, and he suddenly felt sorry for aging actor. “Go to your beloved ship then.”

“Thank you, sir. I don’t think you’ll be short of company. Lieutenant Oosthuizen has yet to finish eating, and several of my colleagues are already heading this way. Good day.” Harry gave a slight bow, his unconscious trademark, which made him even more attractive to the celebrity (had he known this, he never would have done it), and made his way toward the door.

“Harry.” Ferghal hurried toward him. “I was just about to look for you.”

Harry beamed. He’d been missing his friend’s company lately. “Then we’re well met. What sends you on this chase away from your beloved maintenance crew?”

Ferghal laughed. “I’ve just escaped and have permission to embark with you in 847 for your next patrol.”

“And what mischief do you escape this time?”

Ferghal grinned. “I have no idea what you’re on about.” His amorous exploits were becoming almost as legendary as his skill with microcircuits and model making.

Harry gripped his friend’s arm. “Keep your secrets then. It will be wonderful to have you aboard. Has the Commander approved it?”

“Of course,” Ferghal said, as they turned to walk together. “Truth to tell I’ll be glad to have some real spacefaring again.” He laughed. “But it has a serious purpose.” He lowered his voice. “The Siddhiche have been busy, and I am to try a modification in the drive system.”

Harry stopped, frowning. “Will this affect our scheduled sweep? What modification is this?”

“Not so loudly. This is why I sought you out. I need to put a team onto 846 and 847 immediately to install a new transit field controller. I am ordered to find you and Kallie, and send you both to see the Commander immediately.” He gripped Harry’s shoulder. “I’d best get moving. The Commander will explain all—and now I must intercept Kallie before he escapes. From the looks of it, I’d better move fast!”

The Grand Admiral stopped midsentence as the apparition formed in front of his audience. This time the figure took the form of a twenty-first century astronaut, causing the commander-in-chief to wonder what this presaged. The audio system came to life.

“You have tested the transit system. You must make haste to adapt all your ships.”

“My staff have it in hand. The modification is not as simple as you suggest for our large ships. They need much more work.”

The figure turned, apparently studying the assembled senior officers. “You must kill the Niburu. We have provided the means to do so in your system.” The figure indicated the Weapons officers. “We provide you with the data your scientists require. Do not delay. You must kill the Niburu. All of them.”

“Kill all the Niburu? We’re already destroying their ships …” Grand Admiral MacQuillie stopped as the figure faced him. “You do not kill them, you merely damage them, You must destroy them all. Kill them.” The figure vanished.

“Damned if I know what to make of that.” The C-in-C gathered his thoughts. “Right, Weapons, tell your people to find whatever we’ve been presented with this time. I expect we’ll need to get it out to Admiral Heron and the Beagle so they can figure out what the hell it is.” He paused. “Kill them all? Destroying their ships doesn’t? What the hell are we really dealing with then?”

“Can’t be as weird as the Siddiche if we can target them and track them,” remarked the Director of Comms. “I wish I knew how the Siddhiche actually do this appearing and vanishing trick – and how they are actually interfacing with my systems at all!”

“Harry, at last I can see you.” Mary smiled at Harry, and he returned the greeting. It was good to see her, and the reception was so clear in the holographic projection that it seemed like he could reach out and touch her. “It’s taken a while to be able to get clearance to make this call,” she added. “All the hypercom channels to ships are restricted at present. Did you get my last letter?”

“I did. Oh, Mary, I miss you. I’ve got another letter ready to post as soon as we touch at the handover point to offload our current crop of passengers.” He smiled and blew her a kiss. “That will have to do for now, my love. So, what have you been doing in Dublin?”

“Preparing for a new concert tour.” She saw his change of expression. “Oh, Harry, don’t worry—the tour’s in Australia. All civilian interstellar travel is restricted to essential journeys only.” She paused. “It’s so good to know you’ve recovered. Promise me you’ll take care. Those Niburu are such awful creatures. Was it difficult being so helpless?”

“It wasn’t easy.” He grimaced. “There were times I didn’t think I would keep my sanity.” His smile returned. “I should have had more faith, I suppose. Don’t worry, darling, I have no intention of letting them catch me again.” He paused. “I see the League have begun their campaigning again, but now with a new slant. They say we’ve left their Peace Fleet unprotected, and our activities have provoked the Niburu into attacking them.”

“Yes, but the League hasn’t the same following any longer. They’re finding it difficult to get funding now, and their supporters aren’t keen to volunteer for any more expeditions, even if they could get permission to leave our system.” She laughed. “Your aunt has stirred up a few hornets’ nests as well. She’s a real firebrand. She’s got all the organisations she’s patron for campaigning for you guys, and I think her people are winning the argument. Even the president’s wife is actively supporting you.”

“Oh dear, that’s probably blown my credit with the Fleet then.” Harry grinned. “I wish I could show you 847. She’s a real honey of a ship—almost as much fun as sailing my Extravagance in Belfast Lough and the Western Isles.

“Oh, Harry, you’re incorrigible. You’ll just have to bring your 847 to me then. Extravagance is very pretty, but you know I get seasick even on her moorings. I hope I won’t have the same problem with your newest ship.”

“No, my love, I know you won’t. She’s got artificial gravity and all the comforts of a liner, and you don’t get sick on those.” He smiled as his link chirped. “Duty calls, my love, and this call must be costing you a fortune. I must go now—stay safe and take care. We think some of the LPSL ships may be carrying Niburu back to Earth. They’ll be intercepted and checked, but it will give the League more ammunition to spread their lies. Just keep believing in what we’re doing.”

“I will always believe in you, Harry. Good-bye, my sweet man, and remember, I love you so much.” She blew him a kiss. “Take care…come home to me soon. I’ll be right here waiting for you.”
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Chapter 29

Special Assignment
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“There’s something new from the Siddhiche.” The Grand Admiral glanced around the table. “We’re trying to make sense of it, but as usual, it isn’t straightforward. It’s something to do with the Niburu ships. According to the science team working on the data, we have to kill the ships.”

“I thought we were doing that already.”

“Yes, but this is something different. They’ve provided us with the system they use for transit. It’s been tried on a couple of corvettes to date, and it worked. Now we have to build larger versions for the bigger ships. That’s one thing; the second and more important aspect is the weapon they want us to develop. They say it’s the only way to kill them.” He rubbed his cheek. “They keep using this term kill in relation to the ships. When we say we’re destroying them, they tell us that isn’t killing them.”

“Could be just a linguistics problem.”

“I don’t think so. From what the scientists are saying, they think destroying the ships may not completely destroy whatever controls or creates them. So all these seemingly dead ships we’ve been leaving behind may actually be harbouring the seeds for new ones.” The Commander-in-Chief rested his elbows on the table and folded his hands. “I don’t like that thought at all.”

Harry stared at the bulkheads in his cabin aboard the Prinz. “Are all the cabins like this?”

The chief steward looked uncomfortable. “No, sir. Some are bad, most have some graffiti, and one or two are just untidy, but I’m afraid yours seems to have been especially targeted.” He shook his head. “Seemed like such a decent chap—well spoken, well dressed and tidy. I’d never have thought he’d do something like this, sir.”

“Not your fault, Chief.” Harry glared at the graffiti. This had not been done in a hurry; it had taken planning and time. Around a caricature of himself the words mass murderer, cultural vandal, warmonger and destroyer were among the least offensive slogans, epithets and insults artistically painted and etched onto the bulkheads, the deckhead and every other surface.

“I’ve had the maintenance people in to see it, sir. They say it’s a strip and rebuild job for everything except the bulkheads.”

“I can see that.” Harry’s expression showed a mix of anger, contempt for the perpetrator and disgust. His link chirped.

“Heron.”

“Commander Polen. Come to my quarters, Harry. I’ve something urgent for you to do.”

“On my way, sir.” Turning to the chief steward, he ordered, “Get the videographers in here please. I want it recorded exactly as it is now.” He paused. “I think I know who will know how to use this most effectively—I hope.”

He turned to find Ferghal and Kallie in the doorway. The latter’s face was flushed with fury, but Ferghal’s showed a cold anger. He gripped Harry’s shoulder. “I’ll have my people on this immediately. We’ll have your cabin as good as new by tomorrow, or I’ll be after my lads’ hides.”

Harry returned the grip. “Thanks, my friend, but it will never be the same for me again.” He gestured at the graffiti. “What worm in the mind drives someone to do this? This person never even made themselves known to me.”

Kallie responded. “Change quarters with me. Mine escaped this sort of vandalism. I’ll take these, and you can have mine.”

“Thanks, my friend, but no. If Ferghal can get it repaired, I’ll make do. And, if it becomes too much, I’ll sleep aboard 847.” He hurried away to report to the Commander, leaving Kallie and Ferghal with the chief steward.

When Grand Admiral McQuillie appeared on the holo-screen, Admiral Heron wasted no time getting to the point. “Good morning, sir. I initiated this call to inform you that the Niburu are on the advance again. They’re using these Trojan ships and a number of the ships they captured from the League as decoys. The League ships are still human manned, or at least have humans functioning aboard them, but they’re actually carrying warriors, whose presence is masked by the human crews.” Admiral Heron felt tired, and it showed to his superior officer. He’d had little sleep in the last few weeks.

“How do you propose dealing with this?” Grand Admiral MacQuillie asked. “Have you shared it with Admiral Gorbinsky and Admiral Powers?”

“Yes. They haven’t encountered any of the League decoys yet, but I’ve alerted them to it. We’ve been forced to evacuate ten small mining operations and abandon the colony on Yangtse Five that we’d managed to recapture. Admiral Li’s ships have evacuated everyone they could save.” He paused. “It was a classic deception. First three League ships showed up, requesting docking and assistance. When that was granted, the Niburu warriors got aboard the docks and managed to isolate them before any response could be organised. Then several of the Trojan ships jumped in and started a firefight. With Li’s forces tied down dealing with that, the Niburu managed to put their people on the planet.”

“Couldn’t the ground forces deal with it?”

“Apparently not. They did manage to hold out long enough to get around two-thirds of the populace loaded and clear before two of the big base ships arrived.” He rubbed his eyes. “With Li pulling his ships back, that leaves our flank exposed. I’m pulling back to regroup and secure the next nearest colonies.”

“Very well, James.” The Grand Admiral nodded. “We fully support that. Now, I have some news for you, good news: The new transit field generators have been tested, and they are fully functional and available for use. We’re fitting them as fast as we can in the hope that will give you an edge in manoeuvring against the enemy. It’s Siddhiche tech, and it uses around one-third the power we’ve previously needed, and the transit is instant. It takes two days to fit to the larger ships, though, so we’ll be swapping them round until they’re all fitted.” He paused. “There’s something else coming up as well. The Siddhiche keep telling us we aren’t killing the Niburu, and they’ve been quite worked up about it.” He sighed heavily. “We think we’ve finally figured out what they’re talking about. It’s too sensitive to discuss or commit to signal, so I’m sending it via a special courier with some material for your scientists on the Beagle. It’ll be with you in a few weeks. I’ll relay a rendezvous for a ship from your end to collect it. Sorry I can’t take any risks with it, but you’ll see why when you get it.”

“Okay, I’ll just have to wait on it then.” The Admiral laughed suddenly. “Are we now forced to resort to the same messaging system my former ward still uses? Handwritten letters?”

The Commander-in-Chief smiled. “In this instance, yes. We can’t afford to compromise this, so we’re also encrypting it with a code that probably only your three will even recognise.”

“Take a seat, Harry.” The Commander was studying a tablet, his face in shadow. He looked up. “I hear your cabin is being repaired. Don’t worry, we know who did it, and he will be dealt with, the ungrateful little bastard.” He pushed the tablet across the desk. “I have a rather interesting task for you—an unusual one to say the least. I’m sending you on a single-ship mission. You’re to meet a courier ship from HQ at the coordinates on the tablet.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll confess that if the opportunity had arisen, I would have been hard pressed not to beat some manners into him, whoever it was.” Harry glanced at the tablet and his eyebrows rose in surprise. “This is at least six weeks out and back, sir. That’s a long haul for my ship without support.”

He regarded Harry for a moment, his face unreadable. “It will be a serious haul for such a small ship, but we don’t want to send anything larger for a number of reasons. I’m sending you because I know I can rely on you to think on your feet and because the relationship between you and your ship is unique.” He paused. “There’s another reason, which will be explained in your orders.”

“Thank you, sir. We can manage it, of course, but it will be uncomfortable, and we’ll have to carry twice the supplies we would normally ship.” His mind was already plotting where the extra stores could be placed as he calculated the needs of the crew. “An extra watch keeper would be useful as well.”

“Yes, I’ve arranged for Lieutenant O’Connor to go with you.” He smiled. “His Commander put up quite a fight, but you’ve got him.” He paused. “Now, this is for your ears only. The ship you are meeting is carrying a special signal and something for the scientists. The Grand Admiral feels it can’t be committed to the electronic message and signal system because he thinks it may have been compromised by the LPSL’s lost ships. Once you enter transit, you must not use your signal emitters at all. Maintain the normal listening watch, but do not respond to anything that is not preceded by the code on this slip.” He handed Harry a slip of paper.

Harry glanced at the paper and laughed. “Very well, sir. That should be impenetrable to anyone but me, Ferghal or perhaps Danny.”

“I thought so. That’s why the Admiral and I chose it.” He held out his hand. “Now you know it, give me the paper back. It must be destroyed.” He took it and fed it directly into an atomiser. “Right, your orders for departure are in the tablet. Get your people together and crack the whip. Your ship is being stored up as we sit here, or someone is going to get a right bollocking from me in a very short space of time.” He stood up. “We’re counting on you, Harry—you and your ship. Maximum drive there and back.” He handed over a small carefully wrapped package. “The Admiral says you may need this as well. I believe it comes from the nineteenth century, and will be familiar to you.” He smiled. “Don’t open it until you’re underway. You’ll recognise it, I’m sure.”

Harry loved the new transit capability. It wasn’t quite instantaneous, but it was so close to it that the human eye and mind couldn’t tell the difference. One moment the ship was in normal space, the next in hyperspace and the same on dropout. Even better, the scanners had no interference, so he had a near instant view of the space around the ship as soon as they dropped out of hyperspace.

“She responds beautifully. The transit is so smooth I’d not notice were it not for the change in the display in my command centre.”

“Aye.” Ferghal grinned. “This voyage is a strange one, to be sure. The Commander was a touch mysterious in givin’ me my joining orders.” He grinned. “I’m to see nothing fails and she operates at full power all the way.” He held Harry’s eye. “An’ I can see you’re not about to satisfy my curiosity either.”

Harry laughed. “No, I cannot.” He extended his hand to touch his friend’s arm. “All I ask is that you ensure our drives do not fail us. I am demanding a great deal, I know, but our voyage is vital to our cause.” He grimaced. “I can say only that we are charged with bringing information to our Admiral that they do not wish to commit to the normal communication channels. No doubt they have their reasons.”

“Well, at least your quarters will have been completely restored by our return.” Ferghal smiled. “Now, I had best go and make some checks on the drives.

“Signal, sir. It’s a visual, but it’s addressed to some ship labelled Spartan’s Ancient Mariner. Not in our lists at all.” The ComsRate frowned. “Odd looking—just pictures of flags.”

“Transfer it to my display please, Arjan.” Harry waited as the holo-image appeared. He saw the flags and grinned, addressing the Navigator. “Reza, could you go to my quarters, please. On the desk you will find a slim and rather battered volume. It has black board covers and the title Admiralty Signal Book on it. I will need it to read this signal.”

The Lieutenant was on his feet. “Something from the past? Who is this Spartan’s Ancient Mariner?”

Harry laughed. “I am. And we’ll be lost indeed if I misread this.” He studied the flags in the order they appeared on his screen. The Admiral or someone on his staff had obviously read up on how the flags were used. He began to scribble the order and the letters and numbers the flags represented on his pad.

“Your book, Captain,” Reza Pahlavi said when he returned. He glanced at Harry’s screen. “Now I’ve seen everything. You can make sense of that?”

Harry nodded, thumbing through the pages. “Oh yes, though I fear there is room for error.” He found the first group in the Code section and noted its meaning, then searched for the next. Minutes later, he had the message. “Right. Reza, alert Ferghal. We will go to action stations in five minutes and drop out at the coordinates I’ll transfer to helm. The ship we’re to meet should drop out simultaneously. She will challenge with Spartan’s Lost One, and I’ll give you the reply. I want Ferghal to keep the transit engines and controls online and hot, just in case.”

“Why all the secrecy, sir?”

“I have no idea what it is we are to collect, only that it is vital.” Harry frowned. “I believe it could not be sent in the usual manner because our communications may be compromised. That is why we are ordered to remain silent unless contacted using a rather private identification code.” He noted the time. “Go to action stations, please.” He focused his thoughts on his cyberlink. “I may need to take evasive action without waiting for the orders, 847. Monitor my thoughts, please, and link me to Ferghal.”

“Ship closed up to action stations, coxswain on the helm.”

“Stand by for drop-out.” Harry paused, listening as the ship counted down, then he ordered, “Drop out.”
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Evasion
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“Ship on scan, sir. She signals Spartan’s lost one.”

“Reply ‘Was found by Vanguard,’ if you please.” Harry watched through the ship’s sensors, looking for anything his eyes might miss. “Eight four seven, is there anything unusual here?”

“No, Harry. Laertes is behaving normally and has no anomalies.”

“Is there anything else here besides Laertes?”

“Not in range of my scanners and sensors, Harry.”

“Good.” He pulled back from the link. To the coxswain he said, “Close with them, please.”

“What are we expecting, Leader?” Regidur demanded.

“They will jettison a drone and depart as soon as we are in range. We must capture it and bring it aboard, then we head for the flagship at full power.”

“Cor, whatever it is must be dynamite to someone, sir.” The ScanRate grinned. “Never seen such cloak an’ dagger stuff before.”

“We’ll see.” Harry watched the Laertes closely. “He’s launched the drone.” The ship winked out of sight as she vanished into transit. “Close it, please, Swain.”

“How will we recover it, sir?”

“With difficulty, I think.” Harry addressed 847 using the audio. “Can you contact the drone?”

“I have contact, Harry.”

“Will it respond to our order to return to us?”

“Yes, it is programmed to do so.”

“Good. Tell it to enter our launch hangar bay.” He got out of his seat. “Regidur, as soon as the drone is aboard, take us into transit.” He heaved himself out of the command chair and made for the door.

Making his way aft, he waited at the airlock to the ship’s one and only boat hangar until the indicators told him the atmosphere had stabilised, and then he entered. It took a matter of moments to retrieve the sealed container. He returned to his cabin and secured it in the safe. When he resumed his seat in the Command Centre, 847 was in transit. The instruments showed she was running at full power, though in the grey mist of hyperspace there was no indication of movement at all.

Harry was curious as to the contents of the container, but he pushed that aside. It was not for him to know the reasons at this stage. No doubt he would learn them in due season.

“We’ve picked up a tail, sir. He’s hanging back, right on the edge of our scan range.”

Harry jerked himself awake. He’d hardly left his command chair since they’d collected the message from the Laertes. “Show me.” He opened up his cyberlink and asked the ship, “Does this contact respond to you?”

“On the display now, sir. I’ve tagged it in red.”

Harry stood and turned to see the little symbol trailing in their wake. In his ears, he heard the ship reply, “No, Harry, it does not respond to me, but it is a human ship.”

He weighed the options. If it didn’t respond to 847, it could be a ship the Niburu had captured and converted to their use. Or, it could be a human ship with some damage to its hypercom emitters. Or, it could be a tail sent to guide other enemies into a position to ambush them. He came to a conclusion. “Give me the solutions to these course changes, please.” He watched the information skim through his eyes. “Thank you. Send them to the helm.”

“Helm, alter course one hundred and twenty degrees to starboard on my mark.” Harry paused. “Now.”

The ship turned, perceptible only because the red-tagged tail changed position on the display.

“Scan, run a full power scan on him as we close. Helm, we’ll turn away on my mark.”

“The target’s changed course, sir. He’s turned away and is trying to get behind us again.”

“Thank you. Helm, one hundred and eighty degrees to port. Now!”

“Target’s trying to match course change, sir.”

“Comms, any attempt to contact us or anyone else?”

“Not on any of our frequencies, sir.”

Harry frowned. This didn’t feel right or good. He checked the ship’s sensor arrays again. Who or what was this pursuer? More important, what was 847 being driven toward? He had the ship recalculate their deviation from their destination on this heading.

“Helm, alter course again.” He hesitated, letting the ship transfer the new heading to the helm. “Alter course now. Scan, monitor the target.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” There was a lengthy pause. “Target has altered course as well, sir. He’s matching our current course and speed.”

“Thank you. It looks like we have someone interested in us.” He tried to make light of the situation. He focussed again on his cyberlink to the ship. “Let me speak directly to Ferghal, please.”

“Certainly, Harry.”

“You want me, sir?”

“Yes, Ferghal.” He collected his thoughts. “We’ve something or someone following in our wake. Have we any reserve of speed?”

“A little. I can coax about another ten percent out of the pods, but that is pushing the limits.”

“I may need it. We are still almost four days from the flagship, and I do not like the feel of this at all. He matches all my manoeuvres, and I think he is the guide for some ambush ahead. If I slow down, that will increase the time we remain exposed, but it will give us a greater reserve of speed if we must run for it. I must consider this carefully.”

“As you wish, Captain. I’ll be ready to give whatever I can.”

Harry got out of his chair. “Reza, you have the ship. I need to clear my head.” He paused at the door. “I’m going to shower and get something to eat. Call me if our shadow makes any alteration.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll call you if there’s any change.” Reza smiled. He’d come to like and admire Harry in the last months. His Commander’s habit of washing and changing when he anticipated action was something all his crew recognised as his way of being ready for anything and accepting the likelihood that it would involve many hours in his command chair.

Reza added, “Do you think we’ll have to fight?”

Harry smiled. “I hope not. He looks quite a bit bigger than we are. I’d rather lose him or outrun him, but he may have friends somewhere ahead of us. We may not be able to dodge them so easily. It’s best to be prepared, come what may.”

The shower and change of clothes revived him and gave him time to think, and he explored the star maps while he ate. When he returned to the control room, he was refreshed, alert and forming a possible plan.

“Our tail is still in place, sir. Course unchanged, ETA now seventy-eight hours, forty-two minutes.”

“Thank you, Reza.” He took his seat again. “Scan, is anything coming up ahead of us on long range?”

“Negative, sir.”

“Very well.” He drummed his fingers on the armrest. “Reza, in half an hour we’ll drop out. That will place us in the system designated Ibn Sina 787. We’ll find a place to hide and see what happens.”

“Ibn Sina?” The Lieutenant looked surprised. “I don’t think I’ve heard of it, sir.” He did a quick search on his console. He frowned. “Looks like quite a violent system—lots of asteroids and debris to dodge.”

“Exactly—plenty of things to hide between, and enough to make it difficult for anything bigger than us to find us.”

Reza grinned. “As you say, sir. What then?”

“If this works, we may lose our tail and can dodge whatever they have waiting for us.” Harry crooked an eyebrow and added in a sardonic tone, “If it doesn’t, we’ll have to find another way to discourage him.”

“Contact, sir.” The ScanRate’s tone was tense. “One ship, cruiser or larger, closing from bearing green fifteen, positive angle ten.”

“Damn. Sound action stations. Can you give me an identity?”

“No, sir. He doesn’t show as one of ours, and he’s not got an active transponder.”

Harry’s crew assumed their places. He listened to and acknowledged the changes of roles as the coxswain took the helm, Regidur armed the weapons systems and Reza activated the damage control section adjoining the engineering control. Through his cyberlink, Harry explored the star charts. If they dropped out immediately, where would they be? What new dangers would they face? He found a solution.

“How long before we’re in range?” he asked Regidur.

“Four minutes, thirty-three seconds, Leader—for his weapons. Six minutes for our own.”

Harry nodded. “Very well.” In his head, he watched the seconds tick down. “Helm. Drop out—now!” Already he was calculating a change of course and a short micro-transit. The ship dropped into a system dominated by a pair of stars and very little else except two rather large planets, each with a plethora of asteroids and small moons circling them in a series of rings.

“He’s followed us, sir. Bearing red one-thirty, negative angle fifteen. He’s turning.”

“Helm, micro-transit to the coordinates on your screen now.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” The displays showed that 847 was very close to the largest of the moons on the inner planet.

“He hasn’t followed us, sir. Seems like he’s unsure.”

Harry asked the ship, “Does he make any effort to contact you?”

“No, Harry. It is like the other one. I do not think the AI is active.”

“I think he’s spotted us, sir. He’s closing our position.”

Harry thought furiously. If he attempted to transit, it was likely they would find the other ship waiting, and this one would soon close the trap. At the same time, it was too large and powerful for Harry to make a fight of it.

“Does that ship show signs of human presence?”

“Yes, sir, but it’s not the distribution we normally see.”

Damn and double damn. So there were humans aboard, yet the ship did not appear to be under human command—or the AI was damaged in some way. “Anything else? What about other life signs?”

The ScanRate adjusted his controls. “Oxygen is a bit high. There’s some kind of large life form—or a concentration of bodies—just forward of her engineering spaces, sir.”

Harry felt the clutch of uncertainty and something else. Was this fear? He made up his mind. “Regidur, arm your incendiary missiles and prepare to fire them. Target his engineering spaces. Helm, I want to close him head-on. Target the port fin hangar launch doors.” He said a quick prayer for help. “Eight four seven, I want to make them think I will ram them, but as soon as Regidur launches the missiles, we will transit. Can you do this for me?”

“Yes, Harry.”

“Enemy will be in visual range in four minutes, sir.”

“We will move on my mark.” Harry’s palms were damp, and he clenched his fists as he waited, his eyes boring into the display around him. There! A new object came into view. At first it swung away, and he began to think it might have lost them, but then it swung back and nosed toward them, getting closer by the second. “Ready, weapons? Helm?”

“Aye, aye, sir,” said the Coxswain, and a grunt of assent came from Regidur.

“On my mark then.” He listened to the clock counting the seconds, his eyes locked on the approaching ship. “Three …two…one…now!”

The powerful little 847 leapt into life. The bigger ship turned away, some of her plasma turrets swinging round to track the hurtling corvette.

“Missiles away.”

“Transit!” Harry ticked off the seconds in his head then barked the order, “Drop out!”

The display went from the grey of hyperspace to the blackness of the system, and the ship lurched slightly as she passed close to a large asteroid.

“Target is hit, sir. Looks like she’s lost her aft end.”

“Good. Was there any indication of the other ship?”

“Yes, sir. Caught a contact, then we dropped out again.”

Damn, Harry cursed inwardly. So the second ship had no intention of aiding the one he attacked. What now? “Regidur, how many missiles do we have remaining?”

“We carry eight more incendiary and twelve of the explosive type, Leader.”

“Very well.” Harry considered this. “If we must engage again, use a mix of incendiary and explosive. I don’t know what we’re facing here. At least if we weaken him, we can escape.” He switched his attention to the ship they had just evaded. “Has she launched any lifepods?”

“Negative, sir. She’s just sitting there. There’s no change to the life signs readings either—they’re still where they were except for the bit she’s lost.”

“Very well. I think we may conclude that she’s now in Niburu hands.”

Harry checked their position. If they went to transit, the companion ship would most likely be waiting for them. There didn’t seem to be any alternative. No matter what he did now, they would have to enter hyperspace to do it, and that meant confronting the second ship. He seemed to be completely out of ideas. He closed his eyes and prayed briefly, then rubbed his hands over his eyes. At least they could hide among the densest part of the rings for a while until he could think of something.

“Helm, take us into that cluster of asteroids. Regidur, check our stealth shield please. I’m not sure it’s working. They seem able to see us.” He touched his comlink. “Ferghal, Reza, meet me in the wardroom, please. Regidur, you have the ship.”
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Pursuit
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“We have a problem. I expected the second ship to follow us in or to come to the aid of the first, but he has not, so he must be waiting for us to attempt transit.” Ferghal and Reza listened as Harry explained their predicament. “He was detected when we made the micro-transit, and likely will be expecting us and will fire as soon as we attempt escape.” He looked at his companions. “I have no fresh ideas, and I’m hoping the three of us can come up with something.”

Ferghal showed his concern and shook his head. He glanced at Reza. “What think you?”

Reza was frowning in thought. “We could transit and open fire as soon as we have him on scan, but we don’t know where he’ll be.”

Harry nodded. “It’s an idea. We may have no other alternative, but I’d prefer to evade him rather than fight.”

“Can’t we call for assistance?” said Ferghal.

Harry shook his head. “My orders are to maintain silence at all cost. We are carrying something or some message of vital importance.” He pulled a face. “It’s so sensitive that it could not be conveyed in any usual manner for fear of it falling into the wrong hands. Ours is very likely not the only copy, but I don’t know that for certain.” He met their surprised expressions. “I will break the signalling silence if I’m convinced we cannot evade our pursuers, but it will certainly attract others, and I do not wish to contemplate the outcome of that.”

Ferghal nodded. “I see your dilemma.” He frowned. “Perhaps we can entice one of the ships to search for us here. He might come to seize us if he thinks us helpless.”

“He might, but how do we make him think that?”

Ferghal had that look Harry knew so well, that meant his mind was working on a solution. “If I have your permission, I can prepare our launch as a little trap for him. I’ll give it a shell of sorts. I can change its hull signature enough to make it seem like a damaged version of ourselves.”

Harry nodded. “Yes, I think I see your intent.”

“If we give it some weapons, it could launch an attack on them when they arrive,” Reza said, catching the mood.

“A good idea.” Harry made his decision. “Then we had better begin. If we linger, others may come, as I feel sure these ships were watching for us or some other messenger.” He paused. “I like the idea of arming it, but I think we should also turn it into a fire ship of sorts. We’ll let them attempt to take it, and then allow it to destroy them.”

It took far longer to put Ferghal’s plan into action than Harry liked, but there was no help for it. To frustrate their progress even further, they had to work in EVA suits, but eventually, they built a strange-looking frame around the launch, and attached to it a shell of packaging, metal canisters and other detritus—even some small asteroids from the ring—to create a rather crude and battered replica of their own silhouette. The key was to give it the appearance and at least some of the mass of 847.

Harry studied the result with much dubiousness. “I cannot see them believing this. Even with the missiles shipped, it still doesn’t have anything like the correct mass or size.”

Ferghal shrugged. “True, but we do not see as they see. We don’t even know what they see, except that they rely on some sense that detects movement.”

Harry’s frown deepened. “You’re right. We have nothing except the launch to lose.” He leaned back in his chair. “Ferghal, I shall leave the operation of our decoy to your control.”

Ferghal nodded, his attention already on his cyberlink to the launch. “Then I shall make a feint as if to escape, but make sure the ship notices it.”

“Scan, I want you to watch for any indication of a ship dropping out.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

The minutes ticked by in silence. Harry’s mouth was dry as he watched the tiny symbol of the decoy moving steadily away from their hiding place. He closed his eyes and used his cyberlink to see what Ferghal and the launch were seeing. The damaged cruiser appeared, its orbit dangerously close to the outer ring of the planet that 847 was keeping between herself and the enemy.

Plasma bolts streaked from the cruiser, and Ferghal turned the decoy away, opening the range, careful to keep the silhouette as full as possible. Harry bit his lip. The damaged ship was using her manoeuvring engines to change position, though these didn’t seem very effective. He winced as a bright bloom burst from the other ship, then he realised she had been hit by something from the ring itself, possibly a lump of rock. As ever, the laws of motion came into play, and as the ship dropped toward the ring, several bright flares signalled additional impacts.

“Ship in drop-out, sir!” The ScanRate’s voice cracked with tension.

Harry didn’t hesitate. “Transit, 847!” he said to the ship, and then to his crew, he said, “Helm, maximum power. Scan, any contacts?”

“Yes, sir. Two, closing.”

“Human?”

“It’s giving the same signatures as the ones we’ve just left, sir.” The ScanRate looked across. “They’re not showing normal life signs, sir, and there’s no transponder contact.”

Harry thought furiously. “Eight four seven, where will we drop out if I give the order in another two minutes?”

“That would not be wise. We would be inside the shell of a recent supernova.”

“Not wise at all.” Harry agreed, and hesitated. “Very well, we have no choice but to keep running. Ferghal, what has happened to the launch?”

“The second ship captured it, but I think he’s lost interest in further pursuit. Our missiles did their work.”

“One less, at least. I wish to change course and will need that reserve speed you promised. Can you give it?”

“I’ll give whatever I can. Tell me when you need it.”

“I will.” Harry drew back from his link. “Helm, we will alter course, ninety degrees to port. On my mark.” He counted down the seconds mentally. “Now.” Through his cyberlink, he reached for Ferghal. “Give us everything you can manage, my friend.”

Admiral Heron woke as his link chirped. “Heron.”

“Sir, we’ve a report of several of those Trojan ships converging on an unknown target in hyperspace.”

“Origin of this?” The Admiral was instantly alert and pulling on his boots.

“The destroyers Danea and Dragon, sir. They picked up the contact on one and followed it, and then found more. The target these ships are chasing is just beyond hyperspace scan range.”

The Admiral pulled on his jacket as he strode to the Command Centre. He was already visualising the deployment of his patrols and forces, drawing up a possible plan for supporting the destroyers and attacking the intruders.

“Contact Strike Group Three,” he said to the Operations Officer on the link. “They’re closest to Danea’s patrol area. Order them to make for her position and pursue these Trojans.”

He entered his operations centre, his eyes seeking out the symbols showing the location of his forces in the display. He found what he was looking for, and after a quick appraisal of the task group’s ships and a calculation on his tablet, he said, “Send Task Group Four to intercept the Trojan ships at grid forty-six. If that trajectory is correct, and they don’t change course, they will pass through it.”

His staff was busy as he spoke, and the Flag Lieutenant acknowledged the orders. “Done, sir.”

“Very well.” The Admiral took his chair. “Now we wait.” He glanced at his Flag Lieutenant. “Have you had breakfast yet, Flags?” He smiled at the surprised look. “It’s a little early perhaps, but I think some coffee and something to settle it would be a good idea.”

“I’ll order some for you, sir.”

“No, I’ll do it myself.” He glanced round the command deck. “A little something won’t go amiss among the rest of you either, I suspect.” He touched his link.

“Sir, we’ve got some very faint contacts on the extreme range of our scanners. They seem to be some of ours.” The ScanRate fiddled with his settings, his faced creased in a worried frown. “I think I’m getting transponders.”

“Show me.” Harry was on his feet at the man’s shoulder. They had been running away now for almost twenty-four hours. Each new contact made the situation worse, and it was out of the question to drop out somewhere to hide. With this number of ships closing on them, he had no option but to keep running.

“There, sir. It’s right at the extreme edge of our range. They’re not closing in, just matching our course.”

“Keep watching.” Harry rubbed his eyes. The last few hours were certainly taking their toll on his reserves. “How many of these fellows have we now?”

“Three behind us, sir, one out to port and another closing in from starboard.”

Harry nodded. “Anything else?”

The ScanRate frowned. “Not sure, sir. Some contacts keep appearing and vanishing about five degrees off the starboard bow. Looks like it could be transponder traffic, but I can’t actually get anything.”

Harry spoke to the ship. “Eight four seven, what do you make of the scan on our starboard bow?”

“It may be some Fleet ships, Harry. Do you want me to contact them?

“No, only if they signal us with the right code.” Harry considered his best course of action. It could be a case of any port in a storm. He made his decision. “Helm, alter course five degrees to starboard.”

The Coxswain made the correction and reported the new course.

“The contact to starboard is now closing fast, sir.”

“Will he reach us before we can see who that fuzzy contact of yours is?”

The ScanRate grinned. “No, sir.” He ran a predictive plot. “But it’ll be darned close. I just hope the fuzzy signal is from our guys and not some more of theirs.”

“That makes two of us.” Harry asked the AI, “Can you detect any of our ships on the hypercoms? Where are they?”

“A task group is ahead of us, Harry. They have not yet detected us or our pursuers. Shall I send a contact to the leader of the group?”

Harry considered this. “Yes, contact the leader’s AI. Send it our coordinates, but do not identify yourself unless it uses the special code.”

“It is done. It is the starship Constellation and her group.” There was a pause. “Constellation demands my identity, and asks for the Spartan’s Ancient Mariner.”

“Tell him you have the Spartan’s lost one.” Harry hesitated. “See what response you get.”

A moment later, the ship said, “He replies, ‘Tell the Ancient Mariner to make more sail.’”

Harry chuckled. “Excellent. That’s the code I’ve been waiting for.”

To Lazlo, he said, “Your contact should become more visible now. It’s a Fleet task group with a starship.” Harry pushed himself out of his chair. “Regidur, we still have the drone in our hangar. Can you turn it into a bomb for me? We may be able to entice one of our pursuers to chase it and take it aboard. Maybe that will help us buy some time. Let’s hope so. We need it.”

Time dragged. The only indication of change in the grey cold of hyperspace was the faint luminescence surrounding the ship and the changing relative positions on the display. The gap between 847 and the Trojan ship closing from their starboard quarter was narrowing. It put Harry very much in mind of the slow movement toward an enemy ship during his days aboard HMS Spartan during the Napoleonic Wars. It had a leisurely feel to it, yet the outcome could be catastrophic. One never knew until the moment came.

Regidur’s bark of alert broke the silent tension. “The enemy will be in range of his projectors in another hour, Leader.”

“Thank you, Regidur. We’ll launch the drone as soon as he’s close enough.” Harry glanced at the display. At least the Fleet ships were visible now, but they were two hours away. His only hope might be the enemy attempting to catch the drone when they launched it. He wracked his brain to think of a way to make the other ship, or at least her Commander, think the drone was more important.

“Beg pardon, sir.” The ComsRate broke into his thoughts. “I been wonderin’ how you planned to make the bugger chase the drone.”

Harry gave him a surprised look. “I was wondering the same thing myself, Lyon. Do you have a suggestion?”

The man looked sheepish. “Matter of fact, sir, yes. But I ’spect you’ve thought of it already.” He held Harry’s interested gaze, then blurted, “We could get it to send homin’ signals to the Fleet and broadcast a message sayin’ it’s got the package or somethin’, sir.”

“Actually, I hadn’t thought of that,” Harry said. He brightened up. “Damn me! It’s worth a try.” He leaned forward. “What do you need to do it?”

“I can get me Oppo up to relieve me, sir, an’ it’ll take a matter of minutes to install a hand emitter programmed to send the message you want.”

“Do it. I’ll write out a message for you.” He remembered something. To the ship’s AI, he said, “Tell Constellation we are going to launch a decoy and to ignore its transmissions.” He handed the ComsRate the note. “That ought to be sufficient.”

The man read it. “Looks important, sir. Where’s it come from?”

Harry laughed. “Psalm 43, from the King James version of the Bible—not your modern translation. I hope the Rear Admiral on Constellation has a sense of humour.”

“Launch the drone.” Harry leaned back in his chair. The closing ship was now close enough to make out the larger features on her hull. “Mr. Mann, as soon as it’s clear, turn away to port ten degrees and put us on a descent of five degrees.”

“Drone away, sir.” The TechRate relayed the message from the hangar.

“Altering course, sir.” The Coxswain announced. There was a pause. “Steady on new heading, sir.”

Regidur was engrossed in his targeting system. ““Enemy has not changed direction, Leader. If we change course, it will delay his being in range by ten minutes.”

“It isn’t much, but it is a small gain, I suppose.” Harry studied the relative positions of the pursuers. None seemed to be taking his bait. He listened to the comms channel through his link. The drone was barrelling along their old course happily reciting the psalm in the tones and accents of his ComsRate. He wondered how much of it the man understood. The words sounded archaic even to his own ears now that he was used to the language of this century.
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Chapter 32

Chink in the Armour
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“Enemy in range,” announced the ScanRate. There was a pause. “He is attempting to obtain a targeting lock.”

So that part of the ship’s system is still functional, thought Harry, though the ship assured him the AI and the humans aboard were not. “Very well, Mr. Mann. I need to take direct control for a few seconds.” Harry hesitated. “I’m going to try a rather drastic manoeuvre.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Willi Mann, the Coxswain, had fallen into the same habit as everyone else, using Harry’s ancient acknowledgement. “Fair warning, sir—whoa, what just happened!” he exclaimed, as the display seemed to spin around them. The hull groaned with the strain, and in the next moment they were hurtling straight for their pursuer.

To Regidur, Harry said, “Now, Pack Leader. Let him know we have teeth as well.”

Regidur grunted a response.

The enemy ship filled the forward half of the display along with several beams of energised particles. The hull groaned again as Harry forced 847 into a vertical turn, then again as he sent her diving over the other ship’s hull into a nearly vertical plunge. Exclamations of surprise, distress and alarm broke from the crew around him as the artificial gravity struggled to compensate for the sudden violent changes in equilibrium. These were quickly stifled as the ship levelled out and raced toward the distant Fleet ships. Behind them the cruiser recovered then turned slowly in pursuit.

“We hit her, sir,” said Willi. “I think we got three of her hyperpods.”

“Hopefully that will slow him down.” Harry tried to relax his grip on the armrests. “Eight Four Seven, have you taken any damage?”

“Not from the enemy, Harry, but your manoeuvres have strained my hull and damaged my hangar bay, which could be leaking.”

“I’m sorry, old girl. I will make sure Ferghal puts his best people on the repairs for you. Now we must outrun the rest, and another is closing fast.”

“I’m doing my best speed, Harry.”

“I know, and we appreciate it.”

The ScanRate called out, “One of them has altered course to close with the drone, sir.”

Harry looked at the display. “Good—that’s one less chasing us, but not the one I hoped would chase it.” He turned to his Lieutenant. “Reza, what’s our ETA with the Fleet?”

“Fifteen minutes, sir.”

Harry did a quick calculation in his head. “And about five before the nearest of our pursuers is in range again.” He gripped the armrests tightly. “Let’s hope they can’t aim for shit!”

The quickly suppressed laughter among his crew eased the tension.

“More contacts behind us, sir.” The ScanRate’s voice cracked with strain. “They’ve just appeared.” His voice rose. “They’re firing on the Trojans, sir! They’re ours!”

Harry felt the tension ebb as the crew began to talk and laugh, the relief from the strain bursting over them like a wave.

“Silence in command!” The Coxswain’s sharp order brought a hush. He glanced toward Harry. “We aren’t out of the woods yet. Beg pardon, sir.”

“Thank you for that reminder, Mr. Mann.” Harry glanced at Regidur when he barked in satisfaction, then Harry saw why: a great flower of incandescence burst from the hangar area of the ship that retrieved the drone. “One less for the Fleet, then,” Harry murmured.

“Message from Rear Admiral, sir. ‘To Spartan’s Ancient Mariner: We’ve got you covered. Make all sail for the Vengeance.’”

“Acknowledge. Add, ‘Thank you for relieving me of these dead albatrosses.’” He sank into his command chair exhaling with relief as the release of tension flooded through him. “Mr. Pahlavi, I think we can go to defence stations now.” He smiled. “And I need a strong drink, but it will have to be tea. It is time everyone had a little refreshment.”

“Looks as if the whole Fleet is assembled.” Reza Pahlavi stared at the display as the ships fell into formation. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many starships in one place. Must be at least twelve of them here.”

Eight Four Seven had made a textbook dropout from hyperspace and was slowing her speed. The space around her was filled with ships of all types and sizes.

“You’re right.” Harry stared in fascination. “Some I do not recognise—they must be our new allies from the Imperium.”

“Request for a link, sir. It’s the Admiral.”

“Put him on my link.” Harry sat up straight as the Admiral appeared on his screen. “Good evening, sir.”

“Welcome back, Ancient Mariner. Your request that the Almighty ‘defend your cause against the ungodly’ appears to have been answered in perfect timing.” The Admiral’s smile was warm. “Proceed directly to the Beagle. She’s expecting you. My barge will be there to collect you and the part of the message that’s for my eyes only.” His face showed his pleasure. “Tell your people well done. You chaps have pulled off quite a feat.”

“Thank you, sir. I will.” Harry paused. “It was touch and go for the last part, sir.”

“So I gather.” The Admiral chuckled. “Rear Admiral Pienaar was most impressed with your manoeuvre around one of your shadows and tells me you went through and past her task group like a cat with his tail on fire. Oh yes, she asked what you meant by thanking her for relieving you of some dead albatrosses.”

“Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,’ sir. It seemed appropriate.”

Harry placed the container on the desk and was interested to see that Anton DuBois now seemed to be a member of Dr. Martin Borner’s team. Harry pushed this observation to the back of his mind and began his report.

“Captain, Dr. Borner, as you can see, the seals are intact. It is as I removed it from the delivery drone.”

Captain Kretzmann examined the seal. “Okay, Harry. Break it open for us, and let’s see what we’re supposed to do with the contents.”

Harry studied the images of the flags that formed a decorative pattern around the container’s lid. From the original signal he received, he knew that any attempt to remove the band without first touching the flags in the correct order for the removal code would result in the self-destruction of the contents. He opened his battered copy of the signal book, circa 1801, and checked the flags he needed. “I hope the people who created this got it right.” He turned the cylinder and found the first flag. He pressed the image and it immediately vanished. All good so far, he reassured himself, and rotated the container then touched the second, then a third. He paused, found the next sequence and repeated the process for another five groups, each containing a group of three flags or pennants.

To everyone’s relief, the seal expanded slightly and dropped, revealing an inset keypad. “Someone really didn’t want the contents to fall into the wrong hands,” exclaimed Captain Kretzmann. “Do you know the code for that, Harry?”

“Aye, sir.” Harry reached into his pocket and withdrew the note the Admiral’s barge had brought. “Perhaps you should enter it, sir.” He handed the note across to the Captain. “The Admiral indicates only that it is the key code once the seal is removed. I am to convey something to him from within this container once it is open. Everything else is for Dr. Borner and the science teams.”

The Captain glanced at the note. “Well, I’ll be damned.” He laughed. “Push the damned thing across and I’ll do the deed then.”

Harry obliged and waited while the Captain activated the keypad and entered his ship’s identification code and pennant number. There was a soft click followed by a hiss as the lid released and the air pressure stabilised. He removed the lid and peered into the container. “My guess is that all these vials are for your team, Martin.” He lifted the contents out and set them on his desk. “There are some data chips as well. Looks like you’re going to have a busy time ahead.” He fished out a smaller package. “And this is addressed to the Admiral.” He handed it to Harry. “Better get it to him.”

“Sit down, Harry.” Admiral Heron waved him to a seat, his expression one of pleasure. “Tell me about your mission.” The opened wallet, the protective seals lying to one side and the documents it had contained lying beneath the Admiral’s hand had taken some twenty minutes to read, though the recipient had not shared the content.

“It was routine for the most part, sir.” Harry’s face lit up with humour. “Though extremely cramped, with all the stores we had to find a place for, at first.”

The Admiral laughed. “I expect so. Presumably it improved?”

“Yes, sir, once we’d eaten our way down to the normal levels.”

The Captain chuckled at the visual image that conjured, and Harry accepted a cup of coffee from the android steward.

Harry took a sip before adding, “The method of signalling us was novel, I must say, sir. Quite took me back to the Spartan. Your idea, sir?” He smiled because he already knew the answer.

The Admiral nodded. “I thought you, Danny and Ferghal would probably be the only ones able to decipher it. We had to get Danny to compose it and to encode the seal. That was the only part I had doubts about, since we had to transmit it through the normal channels, and I couldn’t be sure it was secure.” His face registered pride. “I should have known my Ancient Mariners would be able to come up with something only they would understand. Danny had to explain the message and its origins to Flags.”

Harry’s face broke into a grin. “I expect ‘splice the mainbrace’ has little meaning now, sir.”

“True. As I understand Danny, it meant an issue of neat rum was to be made to the crew. I don’t think we’ll try that. Danny says it was a pint to each man!”

“Indeed, sir.”

“He said the mainbrace was an important piece of the rigging and only a drunken man would splice it.”

“Indeed, sir. If it parted or was shot away, we were likely to have our entire rig go over the side, leaving the ship helpless. It was always made from the strongest cable the ship could obtain, and never spliced.” Harry laughed.

The Admiral chuckled. “I can understand why. Now, tell me about the pursuit. When did you pick up your tail, and what made you suspect a trap?”

Harry gave a brief recount of how they detected the suspicious ship and figured out the peculiar manoeuvres it used to maintain distance, and the growing suspicion that they were being driven into a trap. “We tried several manoeuvres to shake him off, none successful, sir. Even when we met the second ship and it pursued us in dropout, the shadow ship remained in hyperspace awaiting some indication of success, I presume.” He frowned. “He made no effort to come to the aid of his companion, which I found exceedingly strange.”

“You created a decoy, though, and he responded to that.”

“So I thought, sir, but now I think that was a third ship.” He paused, his frown deepening. “There was something else, sir. It seemed as if these ships were able to detect us by some means unfamiliar to us. They seemed to sense where we were hiding, and came sniffing in the manner of a dog scenting its quarry.”

The Admiral’s face showed concern. “So your stealth systems weren’t in operation?”

“They were fully operational, sir. This was something more akin to an animal hunting its prey.”

Mary was delighted as the hologram formed and Harry’s handsome face came into view. “Harry, you sweet man, my own gorgeous space warrior, there you are, finally! I was just sitting here thinking of how to get a link to you when I got the advisory that there was a hyperlink request.” She leaned forward and air-kissed him. “Oh, I miss you so b-a-d. Where’ve you been? Six weeks and not a single word from you—it’s been agony!”

“I’ll have to tell you all about it when we’re together again, beautiful girl. That top looks great on you, by the way,” he added with a look of appreciation in his eyes.

“Thank you, I put it on just for you!”

“It was worth the effort.” He smiled again. “Hey, good news, I’ve been given leave while they fix a few defects on 847. I wish I could come home and be with you, but I have to spend my leave time on the Prinz.”

Mary groaned. “Why? That just sounds like more work to me. Why are they even calling it leave if you have to report for duty to another ship?”

Harry laughed. “Well, at least it won’t be as demanding as what we’ve just been through, so there’s that. I’ve been able to catch up on my letters and some painting and sketching.” His face softened. “But what about you, my love? How are things at home?”

She grinned. “You obviously made quite an impression on Monty Montaigne. He sings the praises of those ‘dashing young men and women who man the corvettes,’ and we all know he’s referring to one young man in particular. According to him, you’re fighting this war singlehanded.”

Harry chuckled. “No comment.”

Mary’s smile morphed into a look of concern. “Seriously, though, Harry, please take care of yourself. Aunt Niamh is furious with the Admiral for putting you Danny and Ferghal in the front line, as she calls it.”

“Don’t worry, sweet girl. We take all the care we can. I know Aunt Niamh wishes to have us all brought home, but this is where we must be. The Admiral is merely doing his job, and besides, he’s used to his sister’s browbeating by now.” They shared a laugh at that comment. Harry added, “I hope the cancellation of your tour has not cost you as much as I suspect it might have done.”

She laughed. “Yeah, that. My manager and agent were not very happy, but, thankfully, they had insured against disruption, so it won’t be a total loss.” She lifted her shoulders in a slight shrug. “It’s really okay. I’ve been able to take on other engagements at home, and it’s nice not having to travel all the time.” She hesitated. “I know you’re doing what you feel you must, Harry, but I share Niamh’s concerns. I wish you could all be a bit less in the thick of the fighting. Can’t you ask for a desk job for a while maybe?”

Harry’s head shake and chuckle told her all the answer she needed to that suggestion.

“I know, that would drive you crazy, and then you wouldn’t be the Harry I love and admire so much. You’re my very own sexy Ancient Mariner, and I don’t want to lose you—ever! I want you around until we’re old and pottering about the garden together.”

Mary didn’t realise that she’d just let slip her desire to spend the rest of her life with Harry, and his heart skipped at beat at this reassurance. “I’ll do my best, but we are engaged in a fight for survival, my love, despite what the LPSL think. This enemy will never surrender, and if we surrender to them, that will mean the end of our species entirely.” His link chirped. “I need to go now. Duty calls, and all that! I’m glad I found you at home. I despatched my latest letters today. I hope you’ll enjoy them. Give my love to Niamh when you see her.” He caught the briefest glimpse of her lovely eyes and smile before the hologram vanished as the link closed.

“Your command is as good as new, Captain.” Ferghal grinned as he dropped into a chair next to Harry. “She tells me you make her perform manoeuvres she was not designed for.” Ferghal’s elbow nudge was accompanied by a naughty wink. “So what’s that all about then?”

Harry laughed out loud. Ferghal was always good for comic relief, and he was relaxed enough now to enjoy it. Three weeks of enforced holiday while his beloved 847 was in the hands of the repair crews had given him time to rest, get a number of things in perspective, and catch up with all his reports, commendations for his crew, advancement orders and the myriad things a Commander has the ultimate responsibility of handling in a timely manner. One of these was the move of Reza Pahlavi to his own command.

“I had little choice but to drive her hard,” said Harry, not realizing the untended nuanced meaning behind his reply, but Ferghal didn’t miss a beat.

“Oh, I bet you did,” he added with a big grin, and accepted the glass proffered by the steward. “I will say only that it’s a miracle the drives did not part company with us, or the containment fail on the reactors.” He took a long sip. “We’ve almost had to rebuild her aft end as well as the hangar.” He eyed his friend over the rim of his glass. “You have a new launch by the way.”

“Excellent news, thank you, my friend.” Harry finished his drink and stood. “I have to see the Commander in five minutes.” He smiled. “I shall have to make my peace now with 847 as well. No doubt you’ve filled her databanks with tales of my ruthless behaviour.”

“There was no need. She already knew!”

Harry knocked at the door of the Commander’s office.

“Enter.”

“You wanted to see me, sir.”

“Yes.” The Commander looked up from his tablet. “Take a seat.” He waited until Harry had settled. “Feeling a bit rested now? Ready for the next challenge?”

Harry considered the Commander’s expression. It gave nothing away. “I think I’ve caught up on all the returns, damage reports, voyage reports, promotions and defaulters, sir.” He tried to gauge the mood. “And I got some recreational time in the swimming pool and on the fencing piste, and some sleep, and managed to get a little reading in.”

“Good, good.” The Commander nodded, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. He leaned back in his chair. “So you’re ready to deploy again. Your ship has recovered from your abuse of her hull and drives, according to the engineering crew.”

“So Ferghal tells me, sir. They wouldn’t let me watch what they were doing to her.”

The Commander laughed. “I should think not. An anxious young owner breathing down their necks while they took her apart and put her back together was the last thing they needed.” He pushed a datachip across the desk. “Your new orders. A junior officer will join you tomorrow. I think you may know him. Regidur will remain as your weapons officer, and you’ll have another Lieutenant as well.”

He paused, amusement showing in his eyes as he tried to keep a straight face. “Oh, and you might want to get some new rank markings. You’ll be acting as my second in command of the flotillas. You’ll be looking after the 36th. Korinna is taking on the 37th, replacing Michael Waterhouse. I’ll be shifting between 771, 830 and 841 when necessary.”

He stood, unable to contain his smile any longer, and held out a hand. “Congratulations, Lieutenant Commander Heron.”

Feeling slightly dazed, Harry stood and accepted the handshake. “Thank you, sir. I hope I can live up to the honour.”

“Harry, I shall be surprised if you don’t.”

He made his way back to the lounge with his mind in a whirl and stopped short in the doorway as a cheer greeted him. His friends surrounded him, and before he could protest, they lifted him and carried him around the compartment before ceremoniously depositing him in a specially decorated chair. A drink appeared in his hand, and he found himself shaking with laughter as everyone raised a glass and called out their congratulations.

It proved to be the start of a long and boisterous night.
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Chapter 33

Infection
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“Ferghal, what brings you aboard again?”

“Orders.” Ferghal’s grin creased his face. “I’m to replace Lieutenant Pahlavi as your first and engineering specialist.”

Harry beamed his pleasure. “That’s wonderful. The Commander said I was to get a replacement, but he didn’t say who. I could not ask for better.” He frowned as he remembered something else. “We’re to have a new junior as well. Do you know who he is?”

“Is that a fact, now. That would explain the youngster I found skulking. I dragged him along, thinking he might be useful.” He stepped back and stuck his head into the corridor. “The Captain will see you now, yonker.”

Harry was perplexed at Ferghal’s casual remark to the junior, but laughed in pleasure and surprise when the smiling face of Danny Gunn appeared. “Danny! By all that’s wonderful. So all the Ancient Mariners are together again.” He squeezed around the desk and Ferghal’s bulk to take Danny’s hand, noting the new Sub-Lieutenant insignia he sported on his uniform. “Congratulations, you passed the exams then.”

“Aye, sir, that I did.” He looked impish. “And escaped the flagship.”

“Then you’ll have done your chances of advancement little good. Everyone knows it’s the starship men who get the medals and the promotions!” Harry paused. “Does Aunt Niamh know?”

Danny’s face fell. “Not unless the Admiral has told her, because I’ve not done it yet.”

When Danny saw Harry and Ferghal exchange a wry glance, he clapped his hands on his face. “Aaahhh! Now I’m in for it, aren’t I? I should’ve told her, but her last letter was filled with pleadings to take care, and her hopes that I would soon find a larger ship to serve, a big enough ship to keep me safe.” He shook his head. “I dread to think her response when she discovers we are now all on one of the smallest and most active ships in the Fleet.”

“Best not tell her then!” said Ferghal, and Harry nodded his agreement.

“What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. She’ll find out when the time is right.”

“Any progress, Dr. Borner?”

“Ja. We make good progress with this. But there is a big question. The DNA it is keyed to is not the soldier creatures, nor is it the material we obtained from any of the infected ships. Dr. Palmer and his people have struggled to interpret the text that came with it.” He hesitated. “If we understand the message, this is designed to affect the DNA of the creatures that control all the others.”

Captain Kretzmann frowned. “Affect? How so?”

Martin leaned back, his face serious. “It is a type of infective agent—a plague, but it affects only one creature: the one whose DNA we know only from the files the Siddhiche give us.”

“So we are supposed to spread a dangerous infective agent? I’m pretty sure that’s against every rule in every convention on warfare.”

“In all normal circumstances, you are correct, Wolf.” The Admiral’s face was severe. “However, it appears we have no choice here.” He paused. “Several of the larger ships we thought we’d destroyed are no longer where we left them, and those that are have swarms of what appear to be eggs around them.”

Martin nodded. “Or seeds. The DNA has features that are not animal, but could be vegetable. Perhaps the fire causes them to shed seeds.” He pondered this. “That could be it,” he said. “There are plants on earth whose seeds require burning to germinate.”

The Admiral nodded. “Yes, I suppose that could be, but what would they grow in? As far as we know, there is nothing in space such a creature could attach to.” A different thought occurred to him. “Could that explain this?” He showed Martin the peculiar life signs recorded in the Trojan ships.

Martin studied it, a frown wrinkling his brow. “It could, if you’re looking at some sort of plant growing inside the ship, perhaps even two different kinds of plants.” He leaned back. “If I remember correctly, the Canid Provider that Harry speaks of—is that not an organic entity? Could this be related in some way?”

Captain Kretzmann gave a low whistle. “If that is the case, we’ll need to be very careful. If what you are saying is true, could this Provider be the origin of the Niburu? We could wind up killing the Canids’ Provider if we let this stuff loose.”

“The Captain is right,” said Martin. “There is a great risk of that.” He gathered his tablet and slid the Admiral’s back to him. “There is much more work to be done before I can give you answers.”

Admiral Heron glanced round the conference table at his commanding officers. “I’m sure I don’t have to remind you the subject of this briefing is not for discussion outside of this room—and at this stage, not even with your officers.” Admiral Heron paused to let the murmur of concern die down. “We know the Siddhiche monitor our discussions, though we don’t know how. We are deliberately trying to draw them out, as we are convinced there is something they have not told us about the Niburu, and it could be vital to our future actions. In the meantime, I will keep you up to date as and when we learn anything further.”

“The Siddhiche are demanding a hell of a lot of us. Distributing infective agents is a really bad idea. What if it mutates and infects us?”

“You’re right, Captain Haukohl. This is why we are holding back. The only thing I can say is that the scientists tell me it is a sort of organic weed killer in a sense. It has no apparent effect on animals of any species we’ve encountered, including the Canids and the Lacertians. Our major concern is that it might affect the Canid’s Provider, but the Siddhiche say it won’t.” The Admiral looked at the expressions on the faces of his senior Commanders gathered on the flagship. “It goes against the grain, I can tell you.”

“Talking of the Siddhiche, they seem to be very active again.”

“Yes, we’ve picked up several concentrations of their ships, but we don’t know whether they are watching something, waiting for something or guarding something.” The Admiral allowed himself a wry smile. “They’re the most frustrating allies anyone could possibly have.”

The others laughed, and one of them asked, “If we have to use this stuff, how do we do it?”

“We’re still working on that. It looks as if we may have to deliver it with missiles or by putting people on it to release it. Neither option is particularly attractive.”

There was a rumble of agreement.

The Admiral picked up his briefing. “We’ll have more on that later. Flags has distributed the Fleet dispositions and orders to you. For now, we will maintain our current tactics. Study the orders, and make any suggestions that come to mind. Now, I’ve asked Dr. Borner to brief us on the agent he’s working on.”

Niamh fumed. She shook the letter at Theo as he entered the living room. “I can’t believe James is allowing this! All three of our boys are now on this corvette of Harry’s. We could lose all of them at once if anything happens to it. WHY CAN’T THEY BE DEPLOYED ON A LARGE SHIP FOR ONCE?” She shouted this last bit, and her husband winced.

“I’m right here, my dear, I can hear you just fine. Please don’t get so worked up. Your blood pressure is in the healthy range by some small miracle. Let’s keep it that way.”

“Oh, you!” she fumed. “All of you men can be so maddening at times.”

Theo let slide the remark that his less than better self would make about how difficult she could be. He knew better than to open that can of worms, especially when she was worked up. He took his usual calm approach.

“James might not be aware of it, my dear. As Fleet Commander, he has his hands full. He can’t personally oversee every appointment and every posting, you know.”

“There are only the three of them, Theo. He should be able to see to it they aren’t all put in the same ship at the same time.” Her anger abated a little. “They’re the only family we have between us. Surely it’s not too much to ask he at least keep one of them aboard a starship.”

“My dear, he explained this to you once before. A ship’s size is irrelevant out there in space. In fact, they are probably safer on one of these corvettes.” He gathered up the scattered letter and sorted the pages into order. “Ah, I see this one is from Danny. Have we had one from Harry?”

“Yes.” She shuffled through the items on her table. “Here it is, and I shall have a great deal to say to him when I have a chance. His ship required several weeks in repair after his last mission, and he glosses over the cause. I learn from Danny’s letter that it was a secret mission, and Harry and Ferghal were almost trapped by the Niburu—only the arrival of the Fleet saved them.”

Theo understood the deep-seated worry and fear beneath Niamh’s anger. He felt it too sometimes.

“My dear, they are growing up and have found a niche in our society. Harry is a Commander now, and a good one from what I hear. He’ll take good care of the other two, and they of him I should think.”

“I know you’re right, but it doesn’t make it any easier. James once described Harry as sixteen going on sixty. He was right, but I can also see it the other way. Sometimes he is the little twelve-year-old who joined the Royal Navy as a Midshipman and was suddenly expected to be a man fighting off corsairs on the voyage to Australia that he talks of frequently when he lets down his guard.”

Theo nodded. “You’re right, my dear, but he’s also a very shrewd man. Did you see the interview with Alisdair Montaigne the other day? From what Montaigne was saying, after he met Harry, he had to completely revise his opinion of him. To hear him admit it was quite something.” He chuckled. “It obviously took the wind completely out of the interviewer’s sails, and I’m sure the audience were disappointed that they didn’t get their daily dose of gossip.”

The reconnaissance mission to investigate and record what was happening around a damaged Niburu ship gave Harry a chance to exercise his flotilla.

“Dropout achieved, sir,” said the Coxswain. “Everyone on station.”

Harry nodded. “Thank you, Swain.”

From his command chair, Harry watched the three-dimensional display. With 847 at the centre of a formation that fanned out on all sides, they could scan and record the widest possible area. He glanced across to where Danny had ‘the con’—the naval term that still meant someone controlling the course, speed and station keeping of the ship through the watch. Danny had come a long way from being the frightened and half-starved urchin dragged aboard HMS Spartan by an “uncle” and forced into the backbreaking labour of keeping the guns supplied with powder cartridges. Harry felt a glow of pride. The boy had certainly grown and proved himself, and was a fine musician and a capable officer.

“Contact, sir.” The ScanRate’s voice was calm. “Dead ahead at extreme range.” He adjusted his instruments. “It’s one of ’em, sir. Shows as dead, but there’s a lot of clutter around her, and that shows as live, sort of like lifepods.”

“Admiral, Dr. Borner has found the key.” Captain Kretzmann tried to keep his tone neutral. “Shall I send him across to brief you, sir?”

“I’ll send my barge. Hopefully he’ll have the answers to some of the questions I need resolved.”

“I think you’ll find that he will, and he has a couple of surprises in the pack as well. I’ll have him ready when the barge arrives, sir.”

“Good. I think you should attend as well. I’ll get Flags to send out an All Captains request so he can brief everyone at the same time.”

“I’ll be ready, sir, but we can use my launch.”

“No, better wait for the barge, Wolf.” The Admiral hesitated, a smile forming. “Besides, it’s more comfortable than your launch.”

The link disconnected, and Wolf Kretzmann turned to Martin. “Well, the boss obviously has his reasons, so we travel in luxury, it seems.”

Martin laughed. “Perhaps he wishes to make sure I cannot escape.” His expression changed. “I’ve been wondering about something. Why are we surrounded by so many frigates and fighters?”

“Ah, so you noticed.” Wolf frowned. “The Admiral is playing very safe. We’re probably the best-protected ship in the Fleet. There are very few people who know what you fellows know, and as we can’t get you to somewhere we can be absolutely certain won’t be attacked by the Niburu or some other enemy agency, we have to keep you here where we can provide the tightest possible security.” He paused. “You scientists are our best hope. Admiral Heron and the command staff agree that we can’t take any chances.”

Harry studied the scan data directly through the AI. At this distance, the debris around the dead hulk seemed to be several small ovoids, but they were not quite egg-shaped. He became aware of a new movement among them even as the ScanRate called out, “Ship dropping out, sir.”

“Thank you. Plot and track it. Can you identify him?”

“Negative, sir. Transponder isn’t functioning properly. The life signature looks like a Trojan, but it’s not like the others.”

“Record it.” He glanced at the ComsRate. “Get me the others on voice link.”

“On link, sir.”

“Are you all recording the newcomer?” He listened to the affirmations. “He looks as if—”

“Another one, sir—no, two,” said the ScanRate.

“Do you have them? Good, we are ordered not to attack first.” Harry watched the display. “Eight Four One, Eight Four Six, swing wide and try to get some imaging from either beam, please.”

“Looks like they’re collecting those pods.” Kallie’s voice cut into the link. “And there’s one of those mother ships just rising on the western edge of the planet.”

“I have him. Take care, Eight Four One. Try to scan one of those pods. I think we need to know exactly what they are.”

“Another of the mother ships just came on the scan, sir.”

“Time to go then.” Harry checked the positions of his corvettes. “Close up on me please. Reverse course and transit on my mark.”

Admiral James Heron leaned back in his chair. “So you’re suggesting that the Niburu is an entity capable of taking over a ship once it has been prepared as a host, and then it adapts the ship to its needs.”

Martin glanced at his colleagues. “That is correct, Admiral.”

“It isn’t the barnacles?”

“No. They are the agent that prepares the host by altering its molecular structure and adapting the operating systems.” Martin examined his notes in his tablet. “The ship, once it is adapted, is invaded by something else. That is the DNA the Siddhiche have supplied, and that is the organism to be targeted by the agent they wish us to create.”

One of the senior Captains leaned his elbows on the conference table. “Damned if I like the sound of this at all, sir. Why the blazes can’t the Siddhiche do this themselves?”

The Admiral straightened, a frown forming. “That’s a good question, but I suspect we aren’t going to get a straight answer to it.” He turned to Martin. “This agent they want you to create: what does it do, and how can it be delivered?”

Martin hesitated. “Technically it’s a virus. We can generate it easily enough.” He grinned as he glanced around the table. “It’s close to one found almost everywhere on Earth and probably in everyone here. Delivering it is the tricky bit. We need to get it into the ships themselves, but it’s susceptible to heat, it won’t take kindly to being exposed to space, and the only things we’ve got so far that can deliver it are missiles, mines and a few other weapons that are all unsuitable.”

“Yes, I can see that.”

Captain Curran spoke up. “Is there a way we could use some of the nanotech to deliver it?”

“Ben, that sounds as if it could be worth looking at.” The Admiral looked at Martin. “Could your agent be sealed into something that could be programmed to attach itself to an infected ship and inject this virus?”

Martin nodded. “It could, but at present we have no idea of how much is needed, or how long it takes to act. We’ll only know for certain once we’ve successfully infected one.”
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Chapter 34

Collision of Cultures
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Wolf Kretzmann deliberately kept his voice neutral as he addressed Admiral Heron via a holo-link. “Admiral, I have Dr. Palmer wanting to meet you, sir. His team think they’ve finally begun to crack the inscriptions we got on Kepler-4 and that alien derelict.”

“I see. Very well, Wolf. I’ll send my barge to collect him at fifteen-thirty SST. Any idea as to what he’s got in mind?”

“I have some of it, sir. It’s not much. Just that the graffiti from the alien ship appears to suggest the crew found themselves infected by an agent that the Niburu attached to the ship.” He paused. “Sounds exactly like the barnacles, but there’s a bit more. He’ll no doubt want to tell you himself.”

“Very good. I’d appreciate your accompanying him, please.” The Admiral allowed a flash of his feelings to show. “I have not forgotten his behaviour toward Harry, or Palmer’s association with the LPSL.” He grinned suddenly. “Come to think of it, I’ll make sure Flags and the Flag Captain are also present.”

The Admiral ended the connection, and Captain Kretzmann leaned back in his chair to think. He touched his comlink. “Dr. Palmer, please.” There was a momentary pause. “Dr. Palmer, the Admiral will send his barge to fetch us. Please be ready at the Hangar Bay at fifteen-fifteen. We’ll leave the moment it arrives.”

The Commander waited till he had everyone’s attention. “Right, then, we have a new task. That hulk we surveyed and watched while the Trojans and their escort collected the pods it shed has been moved. We’re going after another, this time with a new weapon. It’s a nasty one, but the scientists say it’s the only way.”

“Can’t get much nastier than those incendiary missiles,” Kallie remarked.

“Believe me, it can.” The Commander arched an eyebrow for emphasis. “But in this instance, I think it’s a case of using their own poison against them.” He consulted his tablet. “It’s a sort of viral agent, I think, at least that’s the way the scientists tell it. It has been genetically engineered to match the Niburu DNA code. The problem is getting it into them. That’s where we come in. We have to get in close, get missiles to penetrate into the damned ship then get out.”

“What about the pods they shed when we shoot them up? How do we deal with those?”

“Glad you asked. We’ll have an escort of strike fighters carrying a modified mine system that will scatter bomblets programmed to attach to themselves to the pods. If they’re pulled into a ship with elevated atmospheric oxygen, which we think the recovery ships have, they’ll activate and start the virus spreading there as well.”

“This germ warfare sounds damned creepy to me,” commented a junior officer, “and it’s not an honourable way to fight.”

“You’re right, it isn’t, but apparently, it’s our only option.” The Commander’s distaste showed. “I can tell you there’s been a lot of soul searching over this, and there are a lot of unknowns about it as well, but we’ve got to stop them—permanently.” He paused. “Some of you have seen the worlds they hit when we managed to recapture one or two. Now they’re pushing in again, getting closer to Earth, and we need to take that very seriously.”

“Have we any proof our signals are compromised, sir?” asked the Lieutenant in command of one of the 37th’s corvettes.

“It certainly looks that way. We know a number of ships have been intercepted after orders were transmitted on secure channels, and their routing and tasks were clearly known in advance by the enemy. Command think the Niburu must have captured ships or operators who have been persuaded to operate our systems so they can read our signals and interfere with our transmissions.” He gestured toward Harry. “The force that chased Harry’s ship was using our hypercoms system, and it was attempting to contact our ships when it was intercepted.” He hesitated. “The AI logs indicate attempts were made to corrupt or access the AIs on several ships, including Eight Four Seven. Fortunately, Harry told his AI to refuse the contact, and she told the others. I hate to think what would have happened if the enemy had succeeded.”

Dr. Palmer stood before Admiral Heron to present his research reports. “Admiral, we’ve deciphered the graffiti on the alien ship found at Galapagos. It is a warning from the survivors of an attack by a race they call the Noma or Damon.” Dr. Palmer fidgeted with his tablet. “Here is the full text. It appears, from the description of the device attached to the hull in this inscription, that the Niburu attacked them.”

Admiral Heron studied the text, his expression unreadable. “I see.” He set his tablet down and steepled his fingers. “That would seem to be confirmed by other evidence. Is there anything else in these inscriptions that we need to know about?”

Dr. Palmer shifted uncomfortably. “Yes…yes, there is. We have learned a great deal about the race that was attacked.” He hesitated. “They called themselves the Ares. One unfinished text we found—again, it appeared to be graffiti—describes the creatures that attacked us on Galapagos very accurately, and speaks of their enslaving and removing all large animals and the dominant and intelligent species.” He swallowed. “The Noma, as it refers to them, are rather rapacious predators according to this.”

“So we have learned.” The Admiral was giving nothing. “Do they say anything about the weapons they tried?”

“No.” Dr. Palmer put the tablet down. “There’s no mention of the weapons or the technology the people used.” He shrugged. “I don’t think the writer knew about them. The inscriptions seem medical in nature, and that was the key to deciphering them.”

“I see. So they tell us about the people who were wiped out, but not much about the Niburu.”

“There is one reference, but it doesn’t make a great deal of sense. We think the writer may have been confused, or perhaps we don’t quite have the translation right. It mentions a parent that exercises control of all the others in a swarm. We think the swarm refers to the way they surround the planet, as we’ve seen elsewhere, but the parent doesn’t seem to make any sense in the context of ships or the creatures we’ve seen.”

“It may just be terminology.” The Admiral frowned. “Or, it could be a reference to a flagship—a ship such as this one, perhaps.” He smiled then paused. “So it seems the inscriptions confirm that the Niburu are an extremely aggressive race.”

“That is correct, sir.” Dr. Palmer looked down at his hands to collect his thoughts before he met the Admiral’s eyes again. “It seems we may have misjudged the Niburu. I will, of course, send the translation to the LPSL with a recommendation to cease all efforts at making contact, but your current orders prevent it.”

“I’m sure we can make an exception for this. I’m afraid the restriction applies to everyone, not just yourself. Our communications may be compromised, which makes it necessary to restrict signal content. If you provide my flag Lieutenant with your text, she will ensure it is transmitted or sent to the LPSL by secure means.” The Admiral rose. “Thank you for your efforts on this. Please convey my appreciation to your staff. I should think something like this required a great deal of effort on everyone’s part.”

For a moment, Dr. Palmer stared, not sure what the Admiral was implying. “Thank you, I will. One other thing, sir, about Lieutenant Heron—”

“Thank you for inquiring into his health. Lieutenant Commander Heron is fully recovered, though I believe Mr. Du Bois is still traumatised. Dr. Klonowski is back at work.”

“Yes. I’m glad to hear it.” The doctor swallowed. “I’m sorry about what happened. It was a serious misunderstanding.”

The Admiral nodded but said nothing, and Dr. Palmer took that as his cue to depart.

Commander Polen said, “Leader 36, follow my lead. Stick to the plan we’ve agreed. Strike groups, take positions as ordered and follow us in. Good luck all.”

Harry acknowledged the order, noting where his supporting strike groups were and the positions of his flotilla. “Time to move, Swain. Follow 771.” He glanced at Regidur. “Are all our missiles ready for launch?”

The growl from Regidur confirmed his weapons’ readiness.

Danny grinned as he followed the navigation plot. He couldn’t help thinking how different this was to the more formal and much more complex flow of orders, checks and counter checks on the big ships. He had found the rather relaxed discipline tricky at first, but was settling in fast. He glanced at Harry, delighted to be serving under him again. “Target’s showing no reaction, sir.”

Harry smiled. “Good. They may not have detected us yet. Keep watching them, though.”

“The leader and his group are about to transit, sir.”

“Thank you, Swain.” Harry watched the markers for the 34th and 37th flotillas wink out on the display as they entered transit. “Ready, Swain? Helms linked, on my mark.” He counted silently in his head. “Now.”

The 36th flotilla snapped into transit. Harry counted the seconds. “Drop out!”

When the display cleared, they were between the dead planet and the huge Niburu ship currently engaging the Commander and his flotillas.

“Missiles launched,” Regidur confirmed as multiple flares streaked away from 847 and her consorts.

“Take us out of range, Swain.”

“Aye, aye, sir!”

The display blanked briefly then restored.

“Bring us round to recording position.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Danny’s hands danced across his navigation console. “Helm, bring us onto these coordinates, please.”

“Aye, aye, Mr. Gunn.” The Coxswain stifled his grin as he echoed the youth’s ancient and automatic reply.

Harry studied the giant ship for any sign of reaction or retaliation, but it gave every appearance of being undamaged, and only seemed interested in dealing with its immediate attackers. He asked the AI, “Do any of the others report any signs of damage to the enemy, 847?”

“Negative, Harry. All the missiles struck home, though.”

“Very well, we shall have to take a closer look and see what damage is visible.” He turned to Danny. “Plot in a course to take us directly underneath them, please, but wait for my order to execute it. Comms, tell the others to remain here and cover our pass.”

“Course plotted, sir.”

Harry waited for the confirmation of his signal. “Very well, take us past him, Mr. Gunn.” He watched and listened as Danny passed the course directions to the helm and brought the ship on a fast looping pass close to the underbelly of the enemy. Several of the barnacles launched toward them, but the ship’s plasma projectors dealt with them—something Regidur took particular pleasure in doing—or the barnacles were repelled by the ship’s coating.

Up close, the Niburu ship looked like a gigantic accretion of scraps and parts of all manner of things, but now there were puncture marks where the missiles struck.

“Looks like we got the bastard, sir.” The ScanRate’s remark confirmed Harry’s thoughts.

“Yes, but we don’t know whether we were effective.”

“He’s moving, sir.” The ScanRate’s voice was tense. “Trying to make a break for it by the looks of it.”

“Join the flotilla, Mr. Gunn.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Danny plotted the course and sent it to the helm. Harry looked at the scanner.

“He hasn’t shed any of those pods yet. I wonder why.”

“Perhaps the weapon has started working, sir.”

Harry nodded. “Good thinking, Danny—perhaps you’re right. We’ll see what happens next.”

He stared at the Niburu ship. Strange, he thought, it isn’t attempting to follow us or attack us. Why doesn’t it try to escape?

“ScanRate, search for any other ships,” Harry said.

“Nothing on scan except our own people, sir.”

Danny interjected. “Enemy has gone to transit, sir.”

The ScanRate reported, “He’s dropped out again, sir.” He stared at his screen. “He’s impacted something. Chunks of him have come adrift.” He adjusted his settings. “He seems to be in trouble, sir. Looks like he’s gone a bit crazy.”

“Give us a close-up on the command display, please.” Harry leaned forward in his seat, frowning as he studied the image. The Niburu ship was behaving very erratically. It made another attempt to transit, vanished briefly, then reappeared rather too close to the local sun. A few seconds later, it flared brilliantly, and the bright spark was lost from view as it plunged toward the star.

“Sit down, please.” Admiral Heron seated himself among the scientists and waited as the corvette Commanders resumed their seats. “Carry on, Commander Polen. I want to hear first-hand the result of your attack.” He nodded at the assembly. “Warts and all, please.”

“Thank you, sir.” The Commander faced his officers. “Right, Harry, your group delivered the missiles. What was the reaction?”

“Almost none, sir. We launched a total of twenty, all of them penetrated, yet the target made no visible response that we could see. Our instruments and the recorders show the punctures sealing themselves a few minutes after impact.” Harry turned to Kallie. “Your ship was the last to fire. I think you made some observations,” he prompted.

Kallie nodded, rubbing his forehead. “Yes, sir. We could see where everyone else hit it, but the hull was already completely resealed for the most part.”

Commander Polen nodded, consulting his tablet. “Right, it seems to be a sort of autonomous response to penetration on these things.” He looked up. “What happened next that you observed?”

“Nothing for several minutes,” said Harry. “It ignored my flotilla, even when I took 847 closer to inspect the damage. Then it attempted to transit. The surprise was that it dropped out of transit barely seconds later, right in an asteroid field, where it was impacted by several large ones. Its second attempt to transit failed as well, rather catastrophically, I thought.”

“Looked as if it got confused,” Korinna chipped in. “It didn’t behave in a normal manner at all. It looked disoriented.”

A rumble of agreement grew among the assembly. The Commander tapped the lectern. “One at a time, folks.” He called on the Lieutenant Commander leading the 34th Flotilla. “Mark, take us through the decoy attack. Did the target strike you as malfunctioning in any way when we attacked?”

Admiral Heron and the scientists listened as each Commander added some snippet of information or an observation to the discussion. Rigorous study of the records from the visual scanners had revealed a great deal, but now, much of what couldn’t be gauged from the video recordings was surfacing. The Admiral was intrigued by the repeated observation that the enemy ship apparently seemed impervious to being hit by the missiles loaded with the infective agent. Was this a result of the lack of critical damage at the impact sites, or something else? He made a note to ask the science teams if there was any possible explanation from their understanding of the infective agent.

Commander Polen turned to the Admiral. “That seems to be everything, sir, unless you have some specific questions.”

“Thanks, but at the moment, no—not for your people.” He glanced at the scientists. “I’ve some questions for the experts here, but I think they are better discussed separately.”

“Thank you, sir.” The Admiral caught Martin’s eye. “Anything from your side, Doctor?”

“No. Danke, Herr Admiral. But I must answer one question you make. The high level of the oxygen in these ships will cause the agent to spread very rapidly. We don’t know what the creature it affects looks like, but as it absorbs the virus, it may start to feel, in human terms, sick. That may confuse it, and then, as the infection spreads, it may have some effect on its ability to think rationally or logically, like us when we are delirious with a fever.” He glanced at his colleagues. “If the Niburu have no natural resistance to this, it could prove fatal very quickly.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” said Commander Polen. “We have a new weapon, and now we are waiting on the WTO Supreme Council for permission to deploy it fully. The trial we conducted proved it worked, but there are a number of Council governments reluctant to allow its use.” The Commander waited, and the Admiral watched the reaction to his announcement.

“If we receive the go-ahead, how effective is the delivery?” The question came from a destroyer Captain.

Admiral Heron proffered a reply. “It’s not easy to deliver.” He waited while a murmur ran through the assembled Captains, Commanders and commanding officers. “It requires getting rather closer to these Niburu ships than any of us are comfortable with. The second problem is this: our test was successful, but we still don’t know how much is needed or how long it takes effect in a smaller dose than what was used in the trial.”

“If we have to get that close to deliver it, we’ll be putting our major ships at risk.”

The Admiral waited for the stir to die down. “Yes, so the major ships will not be the delivery vehicles. Their task will be to engage the enemy and allow the smaller ships to close in.” He activated the screen above and behind him. “The primary deliverers will be corvette class vessels. They will be protected and escorted by strike craft armed with a smaller version of the delivery weapon.” He let this sink in. “It is crucial that the enemy does not realise what we are delivering until it is too late. I will, therefore, attempt to engage their full attention by deploying in a battle formation and engaging their main ships.”
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Chapter 35

Fallout
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A semi-transparent figure hovered just above the floor in front of the Grand Admiral and the leader of the Fleet Council. The figure appeared in the form of one of the historic figures in the portraits that decorated the large office, on this occasion a twentieth century Admiral of the Fleet. It seemed the Siddhiche, having no definable form of their own, randomly chose one they considered appropriate to the message they were delivering. Their use of holograms to project a recogniseable form, presumably to emphasise their concern, made communication much easier.

“You must destroy everything of the Niburu,” the ghostly visitor announced.

Grand Admiral MacQuillie exchanged a glance with the leader of the Fleet Council. “You have told us this before, but we believe in the sanctity of all life forms. You are asking us to do something that is not as easy as you seem to think, and it goes very much against everything humanity has struggled to agree on over the course of many centuries.”

“You must put aside these scruples. The Niburu will not hesitate to destroy you. Why do you hesitate to destroy them?”

“If you are so sure that they must be destroyed, and you have given us the means to do so, why have you not taken this action yourselves?”

“We have provided you the means of this destruction to save yourselves. The Niburu do not threaten us. They threaten you and all other life like you. That is why you must destroy them utterly.”

The Grand Admiral rubbed his temples. This was going nowhere, and the shimmering figure radiated annoyance. He sighed. “As I have explained, humanity has a bad record of genocide in the distant past, so we have strict laws now to prevent anything of the sort. If I must argue for this destruction with the Supreme Council of the World Treaty Organisation, then I must be able to make a convincing case, or they will refuse to authorise it.”

“You must not spare any Niburu. This Council must not be swayed by scruples. They must be brought to understand that there is no compromise. There can be no survivors among the Niburu.”

“I think there is something about the Niburu you aren’t telling us,” volleyed the Grand Admiral. “If they are so dangerous, why don’t you deal with them? Why are you using us along with the Lacertians and the Canids to do this? You’ve given us the information to create this toxic agent, but if you knew how to create it, why didn’t you do it? Furthermore, why haven’t you used it?”

“It is not necessary for you to understand this. We are not threatened by them. You are. We have given you the means to destroy them and save yourselves. The Niburu must be destroyed. See to it.” The figure vanished.

The Grand Admiral turned to the Fleet Council leader. “I’m convinced there’s something they’re hiding, but I’m damned if I know what it is. They’ve given us a lot in these last months—just the new drives are worth the hassle—but this demand to wipe out an entire species? That doesn’t sit well, and I don’t envy you trying to get the Supreme Council onboard.”

“It won’t be easy, but I’ll work something out.” The Fleet Council leader grimaced. “I’m more concerned about these Siddhiche. They say they’re our allies, but they’re not being completely open with us.”

“No, they’re not, but I have people watching it. Li has hinted that they intend to capture one of these Niburu ships and learn its secrets. That could really create a dangerous situation.”

“We’ll have to deal with that if and when it happens.” The Fleet Council leader stood. “Right, I’ll set up a meeting of the Supreme Council. Send the record of this meeting with the Siddhiche across to my office. I’ll find a way to use it to convince them.”

Harry and a group of his fellow commanders studied the schematics of the new missiles. “We think the design will be more efficient and, by penetrating further into the target, more effective in delivering the infective agent.” He indicated a long projectile inserted into the nose cone of the missile. “This is the real missile. It carries the agent in this small chamber, which is ejected by a gas propellant charge once the primary vehicle is stopped. Our trials against similar structures show that the lance travels a minimum of three times the penetration distance of the main vehicle. It has the advantage of releasing the agent in ideal conditions for it to breed and spread—clear of any heat source and the initial puncture in the hull.”

“Doesn’t that assume the propellants won’t ignite the target? Those damned ships burn for any reason.” The Commander of one of the 34th’s corvettes spoke. His ship had recently been damaged in an attack in which a massive flare erupted from his target and engulfed his ship milliseconds before he entered transit.

The briefing officer nodded. “You’re right, so these missiles use a different form of propulsion. The missile itself is inserted into a central tube. The propulsion unit is really a sort of cannon.” He grinned at Harry and Ferghal. “Something you gentlemen should be familiar with.” He let the banter die down. “The propulsion unit accelerates the missile to a point around two hundred fifty metres from the target, and then, quite literally, fires the carrier into it.”

The group clustered around the exhibit, noting its various components and asking questions.

“Let’s hope it has greater accuracy than our cannon provided,” Ferghal remarked.

“Aye,” Harry grinned. “At three hundred yards, our guns were likely to miss even a first rate. Let us hope these are better directed.”

“I think you can be certain of that.” The briefing officer was at Harry’s elbow. “The projectile here has a guidance system. It uses these gas jets to steer it and to increase velocity once it’s been fired.”

“Ah, yes. That will help, of course.” Harry frowned. “What becomes of the propulsion system after it ejects the missile?”

“We initially thought it could be recovered later, but that’s not viable, so we’ve fitted it with the bomblets the strike craft carry against the Niburu eggs. These ships have a gravitational attraction because they are so large—you guys have measured it—so the propulsion unit will be pulled toward it. Once it gets close enough, it will release its bomblets, and those should attach themselves to anything released from the mother ship.”

“Covering all the options,” Kallie remarked. “We still have to get damned close to deliver it.”

“I’m afraid so. We haven’t managed to find a way round that yet. We’ve beefed up your particle screens, and you’ll have to rely on your speed and ability to dodge into hyperspace.” He shrugged. “We’re working on it, but it’s not the only thing we’re trying to find answers to. That the communications systems are likely compromised isn’t helping either.”

“The Supreme Council is still hesitant about this weapon, James. They’ve called for assurances that it can’t be turned on us.” The Grand Admiral leaned on his table, the vista though the windows behind him revealing the cityscape. The city itself was purpose built for the WTO, and deceptive in appearance. The surface domes and towers were scattered, but most of it was below ground. “I have to say the debate got quite heated at one point. The League still has some support for its ideals, even when there is a clear threat to our own existence.”

“We’ve no choice then but to wait for their decision.”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.” The Grand Admiral paused. “I think they’ll come round, though. We’ve lost ground again in the former Consortium-controlled space, and Li has had another reverse: they’ve had to evacuate an asteroid mining operation in the system Xi Mia 2482.” He scratched his chin. “And they’re putting a lot of pressure on us to deploy the new weapon.”

“I expect so. The Imperium doesn’t always share our scruples, do they?” Admiral Heron hesitated. “I’ve received some disturbing reports that they’re planning something risky.”

“Yes, they’ve been working on a hare-brained scheme to get their hands on what they see as new technology. We tried to warn them off, but that only resulted in their refusing to discuss it further.” He grimaced. “They think we’re just trying to deprive them. Let’s just say our other ally is, to put it mildly, incandescent. At our last meeting, they made their view very clear, but I can’t confront Li without exposing my sources. We may just have to live with it and deal with the fallout.”

“That could be serious. Have they considered what could happen if they brought one of these things into Earth’s orbit—especially if it still has dormant seeds it can activate?”

“I doubt it would enter their considerations at present. They have a history of launching into hugely expensive and damaging projects, and then having to deal with the collateral damage to populations, environments and ecosystems.” He paused then asked, “Have your people tried out the new missiles yet?”

“Yes. They’re fully operational now. All we need is authorisation from the Supreme Council.”

“You’ll get it. Then it’s up to you.” The Grand Admiral leaned back, his finger hovering over the control for the communication channel. “I’ll be in touch as soon as we have anything further for you.”

Harry put aside his letter as Ferghal filled the doorway. “What new modification have you made to our drives, Mr. O’Connor?” His raised eyebrow and the twinkle in his eye belied the formality of his greeting.

“To be sure, Captain, we’ve re-arranged the hyperpods, removed the reactor, and converted her to sail and oar. I’ve built a platform for Regidur to stand ready with his new harpoons, and we hope to capture a fat Niburu whale on our next outing.”

They both burst into laughter.

“Rogue.” Harry waved his friend to a seat. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

“Ah, now we come to it.” Ferghal grinned. “I’m the messenger, sent to invite you to an evening of entertainment organised by your flotilla’s officers. We corvette jockeys have exclusive use of the flotilla wardroom for our celebrations.”

Harry returned the grin. “Of course I accept. At what hour should I present myself?”

Ferghal regarded his friend, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. Harry had obviously forgotten the significance of the date—or, as usual, had been too concerned with the affairs of his command to consider it. “At seven bells in the second dog watch, sir. We are assembling for a little something before dinner. Rig is mess undress.”

“Mess undress? Are you entertaining the Admiral as well?”

“No, sir, just you and the other COs, but it seemed appropriate to the occasion.”

“Occasion? Has someone been promoted?”

Ferghal laughed. “Not that we know of, but the Commander thought a celebration was called for, so we’ve arranged one.” It never failed to amaze him that Harry could be so blind to his own popularity. “I shall see you later, sir. I’ve my fiddle to hand, and Danny has his instruments as well.” He grinned. “We plan a true ceilligh after dinner!”

Harry entered the wardroom one minute before the appointed time to find it crowded. The moment he entered, the bell was struck seven times, and Kallie, as the current president, called, “Ladies, gentlemen, a welcome for our guest of honour, please!”

This was greeted with a burst of light-hearted banter and the opening bars of “Happy Birthday” played with gusto on the wardroom keyboard. Stopping in his tracks, Harry flushed scarlet as his fellow Commanders and officers burst into song, the accompaniment joined by the Marine bandsmen and women on various wind and woodwind instruments.

The chorus finished with three rousing cheers and a chorus of good wishes as Ferghal appeared at his elbow and steered him into the throng. “Sure, and you’d not forgotten your own birthday now, had you?” he teased.

Accepting congratulations and returning banter, he managed to say, “No, but I’d not expected to have it broadcast to the world, or to celebrate my third and twentieth in this manner.” He accepted a glass from the android steward and grinned at his friend. “Or I would have begged a mission from the Commander and kept you all away from this mischief.”

“Aye, we suspected as much, so we planned this with everyone sworn to secrecy on pain of death.” Ferghal laughed. “Regidur knows not whether to seek a fight or to indulge our madness, and Sci’antha regards us all as completely mad.”

“She’s probably right.” Harry relaxed, letting the tensions and strains of responsibility fall away for the moment. “As you know, Regidur’s people have strict social protocols, and he finds our behaviour on these occasions more than puzzling.”

Ferghal laughed as they were joined by Commander Polen, Kallie and Korinna. “I think the ceilligh we have planned for after dinner will convince him that we are lost to all civilised behaviour.”

“Admiral, sorry to disturb you, sir, but I thought you should see this immediately.”

“Thanks, Flags.” The Admiral accepted the tablet. “Take a seat while I read it.”

The Flag Lieutenant perched on the edge of one of the upholstered chairs, his eyes on his Commander’s face.

The Admiral looked up. “Has Grand Admiral MacQuillie seen this?”

“I expect so, sir. As you can see, it was copied to us and to Admiral Dewar of the North American Union. The original must have gone to the Grand Admiral.”

“Damned fools. Very well, get me a secure link to the C-in-C. This will almost certainly compromise everything. I’d better discuss with him what the Council want done about it.” He stared at the tablet again, his annoyance plain. “What the blazes do they think they’re up to? This could endanger us all.”
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Chapter 36

No Place to Hide

[image: ]

“Flags, Captain’s briefing on board in one hour, please.” James Heron pushed his tablet aside and leaned back, rubbing his eyes. “As soon as you have that in hand, get Dr. Borner ferried across. I need to ask him some very specific questions.”

“Yes, sir. Immediately. Shall I send your barge for him?”

“Yes. Do that and send an escort for it. We can’t afford to lose him now.”

The flag Lieutenant nodded. He’d already entered a series of commands into his tablet and sent them to the midshipmen tasked with managing the Admiral’s communications. “Done, sir.” He looked up. “Will this compromise our planned offensive, sir?”

“Possibly.” The Admiral sighed. “I had a feeling the Imperium would try for an advantage. Admiral Li has been hinting they believed we were holding back technology they thought we’d captured and should share.” He reached for his tablet. “Well, he thinks he’s stolen a march on us, but if the confrontation in the Supreme Council with the Siddhiche is anything to go by, they may have overreached themselves and put our entire campaign in jeopardy.”

“The Siddhiche confronted the Supreme Council, sir?”

The Admiral gave a snort of annoyance. “Confrontation is probably an understatement. At least we now have the Council’s approval to deploy the new weapon.

Harry surfaced from a deep and dream filled sleep to the insistent chirp of his link. “Heron,” he croaked, furiously trying to clear his brain of the sleep-induced fog and shove his dreams of Mary to the back of his mind.

“Morning, sir. Commander’s compliments—he’s called a briefing for all OCs in thirty minutes.”

“Thank you. I will be there.” He felt tired today, but it was the good kind of tiredness that comes from a late night with friends. He grinned at his reflection, remembering some of the attempts at dancing jigs and reels by his fellow officers. He felt a small glow of pleasure at the fact that his own feet had remembered the rhythms and the patterns so well.

The dinner had been a huge success, the surprise being the Commander’s speech, prefaced with the remark, “It isn’t every day one has the experience of celebrating someone’s four hundred and twenty-third birthday, and I must say, he doesn’t look a day over twenty-three.” Harry enjoyed the jokes at his expense, cringed at the humorous reminders of his misunderstandings and mishaps as he adapted to the twenty-third century, and blushed at the praise for his actions—especially when attention was drawn to his wearing the Distinguished Service Cross, and the account of how he’d won it.

He finished shaving and stepped into the shower. The hot water stung, but it refreshed him and drove the final vestiges of sleep from him. Two minutes before the appointed time, he stepped into the briefing room and took his seat next to Korinna. “What’s the flap?” he asked under his breath.

She turned her head. “Haven’t a clue, but I expect it’s something serious.” She nodded to where Captain Doormann had just entered with the Commander. “Especially when we’re honoured by the owner’s presence.”

“Update me on the latest word from Admiral Li’s enterprise, please.” Admiral Heron took his seat in his Command Centre. The Imperium had a different approach to a number of strategic matters, and this had caused several tricky situations since they’d become allies. The deep suspicion between the two had not helped, and probably contributed to the present situation.

“The latest intel suggests they’ve succeeded in getting an assault force onboard their target, sir. As its second hand, we’ve no confirmation of their losses, but they appear to be high. A second assault force was sent in an hour after the first, and they’ve got a third standing by.” The intelligence officer consulted his tablet. “They’re having communications problems as well. We can’t be absolutely certain, but something seems to disrupt the signal, and it appears to originate from inside the ship.”

The Admiral nodded. “If what the scientists tell me is correct, that’s a distinct possibility. Do we have an estimate of the size of the ship they’ve attacked?”

“Yes, sir, they’ve picked on one of the intermediate size.” He consulted his notes again. “It’s estimated at around fifty thousand metres diameter and sixty thousand in length.”

“Big enough, especially as we have no reliable estimate of the crew numbers on these things.” The Admiral’s frown deepened. “Have any others attempted to come to its assistance.”

“Negative, sir. Li’s people lured this one well clear of any support they could detect.” The officer shrugged. “High risk strategy, and they do seem to have sacrificed one of their ships as bait.” He paused. “I hope it was worth it.”

“I doubt it.” The Admiral tapped the table with his fingers. “Totally unacceptable in our society, but apparently permissible in theirs. Admiral Li is convinced that we have access to the Niburu technology and don’t want to share it. No one thought they’d try a stunt like this.” He stopped tapping the table. “Have they deployed the infective agent on this ship? What weapons are they using—surely nothing capable of igniting the damned thing.”

“They’re using projectile weapons and force generators, sir. The curious thing is the projectile weapons are quite ancient technology. The propellant is compressed air. At close range, though, it’s lethal, so these weapons should be very effective in this sort of operation.”

“We’ll no doubt see.” He stroked his chin. “What is the reaction among the Niburu ships we have under observation?”

“They don’t seem to be concerned, or if they are, they aren’t taking any action we can detect.”

“Very well. I want to be informed as soon as there’s any change in the enemy dispositions.” He consulted his chronometer and stood. “I’m on my way to brief the task group leaders. We’ll begin our deployment to launch our assault. This damned adventure by the Imperium could still derail the whole thing.”

“Our ships will be carrying the new missiles for this strike.” The Commander paused. “They’re designed to penetrate further than the trial version we first used. They are also carrying a larger payload of the agent.”

“What is this stuff, sir?” asked a Commander of one of the 37th’s corvettes. “We’ve all had another series of inoculations, but the word is the agent isn’t supposed to affect us.”

“That’s correct, it won’t. The inoculations are a precaution against them attempting to return the favour.” He paused. “There is a risk that the Niburu are now alerted to our new tactics, thanks to our supposed allies’ latest stunt, though the current intelligence suggests not.”

“What is happening with that capture, sir?”

“Good question. The Imperium is saying they have it captured and under their control. The reality seems to be a bit different. Contact with the boarding party is proving difficult, and they haven’t yet attempted to move it—or if they have, it hasn’t moved.” He let the group digest that. “Our assessment is they may have the crew subdued, but they haven’t been able to figure out how to operate it.”

Harry commented, “Perhaps we should be thankful for that, sir.” He glanced at his companions. “The one I boarded gave every appearance of being alive in some way. I wish we knew what the Niburu actually looked like. None of the creatures we’ve encountered from these ships matches the DNA the Siddhiche provided Dr. Borner.”

“Thanks for reminding me, Harry. You’re right—we don’t know what they look like, but, hopefully, the Imperium’s people will soon be able to tell us, assuming they are willing to share it.” He consulted his notes. “Right. We’re under orders to prepare for a major strike. As of now, all external communications are strictly on a business-only basis. The deployment and attack formations are downloading to your tablets now. Study them with your officers. We’ll meet again at fourteen hundred, and I’ll take your questions then.”

“All units take station for attack.” Harry tried to keep his voice level as he studied the tactical display. The whole thing seemed to be filled with ships, friend and foe.

“Acknowledged, sir.” The ComsRate turned. “Commander Polen for you, sir.”

“Put him on my link, please.”

“On link, sir.”

“We’re spoiled for choice, Harry. Follow me in as soon as the starships engage, and we’ll try to take out the mother ships. Coordinate your attacks so that we give each one only the recommended dose.”

“Aye, aye, sir. Rendezvous at the Prinz for reloads once we’ve delivered?”

“She’s tracking us and will manoeuvre to facilitate it. As I said at the briefing, we need to turn that around as fast as possible.” He paused to listen as another report came in. “There may be a complication. The Imperium’s attempt to capture one of the ships seems to have failed. They lost contact with the boarders, and then the ship itself managed to escape. They think it may be heading this way.”

“We’ll need to keep a sharp lookout for it then. What should we do if we make contact?”

“Treat it as hostile and dose it.”

Harry nodded. “Very well, sir. The other flotillas have deployed as per the briefing. At least we’ve each got our own operating zone.” Harry stiffened as the first flashes of weapons fire lit a section of the Fleet. “It looks as if they’re using the Trojans to open hostilities, sir.”

“Yes, it does.” A second voice could be heard making a report. “Here we go then. Good luck and good hunting—at least with beasts this size, we can’t really miss once we’re in range!”

“They’ve adopted their usual defence position, I see, sir.”

The Admiral nodded. “Yes, but I note they’re using the Trojans as a first line of attack.” He watched then made a decision. “Contact the strike flotillas and tell them not to be distracted by the Trojans. Their priority remains the mother ships and their companions.”

“Flotilla leaders confirm, sir.”

“Good.” He stared at the display intently. “Signal task groups 101 and 106 to attack the Trojans and draw them off.”

“Acknowledged, sir. Rear Admiral Kirov asks if he should save us some.”

The Admiral smiled. “Tell him he’s welcome to take a full bag. I have other game in mind.” He watched as the designated groups moved to intercept their targets. “ScanRate, monitor the group of Trojans breaking away. Negative angle fifteen, bearing sixty-five right.”

“On them, sir. They look as if they’re trying to break for the rear of task group 106.”

“Alert Admiral Hawking.”

“Acknowledged, sir. They’re on it.”

The Admiral watched the plot with a frown. The break in the enemy’s formation he was looking for simply wasn’t forthcoming. He’d hoped the assault on the Trojans would draw at least some of the Niburu screen out, making them easier to isolate and target, but the enemy had obviously learned from their previous engagements. He made his decision.

“Signal Admirals Pienaar, Chen and Dewey to launch their attack on the enemy’s right flank.” He waited for the order to be relayed and acknowledged, and watched as the designated ships changed position and adopted their attacking formations. “Very well, make to all the rest: follow the flagship. Targets in succession to starboard. I want their full attention. Deploy the primary on selected targets, but do not destroy them.”

The acknowledgments streamed in as the flagship turned. Silence descended in the Command Centre as the plot changed and the huge Niburu ships seemed to fill the dark void of space. The Admiral touched his link. “Engage your target as soon as you like, Val.”

“Yes, sir.” Captain Petrocova’s voice was calm. As the link shut down, she could be heard passing the order.

From his command chair, Harry watched the swarm of ships turn toward the enemy, and he sent a well-remembered prayer of the seafarer in danger heavenward for aid this day. Then he focussed on finding the opportunity to send his flotilla plunging into the fray, each ship already locking its weapons to its own selected target. He saw the movement of several smaller Niburu ships as they moved to support their screen engaging the fleet.

“Attention, 36th, link helms on my mark—now!” Under his breath, he added, “And may God go with us.”
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Chapter 37

Return
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“Sir, a message from Grand Admiral MacQuillie. He’s relayed information from Admiral Li.”

“Put it on my screen.” James Heron frowned. MacQuillie must have something vital to impart; he knew they were engaging the enemy. His frown deepened as he quickly read the message while keeping an eye on the battle plot. He stifled an exclamation of surprise, and read it again. “Well I’ll be damned.” He turned to the comms officer. “Relay this message to all Captains then get me the flotilla Commanders and the strike group OCs on voice link.”

“Yes, sir.” The communications team sprang into action. “The flotillas have launched their first strike, sir. Do you still want the OCs, or should we wait?”

“Get them online. This won’t take long.”

“Online, sir.”

The Admiral paused as the OCs reported in. “I’ve just received word, and you need to know this. Those ships are living entities. They are the Niburu, and the other creatures are nothing more than slaves controlled by the Niburu.” He stared at the display, gauging his words. “According to the information we’ve got, it is some sort of symbiosis. They are totally dependent on one another.” He paused. “Distasteful as it is, we’ve no choice. Do your duty.”

The Admiral listened to the responses and closed the link. He watched the darting symbols of the smaller craft and the images of the starships, cruisers and destroyers as they performed their deadly dance with the enemy.

“The corvettes have delivered their strike, sir. They’re pulling back to rearm.”

“Very good. Send in the minelayers and the second wave.”

Harry watched his flotilla dart through the gap in the Niburu screen, watchful for the signs of an attempt to intercept them. At his console, Danny gave orders to his team, and the only sign of his nervousness was the slight edge to his voice. On the other side, Regidur directed his weapons team with precision.

Something swept toward them then sheered away as the plasma projectors bathed it in incandescence.

“Enemy strike craft closing, sir.” The ScanRate’s voice was sharp.

“Thank you. Comms, call in our strike craft for support.”

Their selected target loomed ahead of them, growing in size and detail as they approached. On either side and below them, the rest of the flotilla hurtled toward their own targets.

“The target is turning, sir. Looks like he’s going to engage us.”

“Very well. Helm, keep him guessing.” Harry turned to Regidur. “How long before we can fire?”

“Three minutes, Leader.”

A bright flare flashed on the screen to port.

“Gawd.” The ScanRate’s voice was hushed. “I think they hit 842, sir. She’s gone.”

“Thank you.” Harry gripped the armrest tighter. He felt sick at the loss, and very alone in command. Quietly, he murmured a prayer as more flashes indicated weapons fire coming toward them. Mentally, he was counting down to the firing point.

“Missiles away, sir.”

“Acknowledged.” Another brilliant flash off to starboard lit the display.

“They got 779, sir.”

“Thank you.” Another crew gone. The Niburu ship was now filling the entire display. Harry noted the missile impacts, six in all. “Helm, I’m taking control.” To the ship he said, “Now, 847, as close as we dare, I want to go alongside this beast then round its nose. Are you ready?”

“Yes, Harry.”

“Then let us do it now, 847—as close as we can!”

There was a sharp intake of breath in the Command Centre as 847 skimmed the hideous surface accretion of her target and hurtled along the side of the beast.

As calmly as he could, Harry said to Regidur, his eyes fixed on the display, “We will swing across its bow. Use the plasma projectors to strike at everything that looks like a sensor of any description.” To himself he added, “Size is not everything. Even the humble bee is deadly to some.”

Regidur grunted his acknowledgement, and his team were already setting their weapons at the ready.

The ship followed the curve of the enemy hull, turning abruptly across the other ship’s snub-nosed bow as Regidur’s plasma projectors spit their radiant beams of energy. Great blooms of luminescence flowered ahead, beside and beneath them, but strangest of all, the huge ship seemed to recoil as if in pain. Then they were past it, and swarms of ugly strike craft converged on them.

“Now, Mr. Gunn—transit, if you please.” Harry waited as Danny checked his command sequence and gave the order, and then he added, “Make for our rendezvous with the flotilla.”

“The enemy is attempting to disengage, sir. A number of their large ships are in trouble by the look of it.”

The Admiral nodded. The number of Niburu ships on his display had definitely diminished compared to a few minutes earlier. “They appear to be abandoning their damaged ships.” He frowned as one took on the fluorescent glow of the start of transit, then failed and collided with another. The two wounded ships locked themselves in a grotesque dance as they blundered toward others. “Order task groups 104 and 225 to maintain contact and monitor this situation. All other groups, give general chase.” A slow smile spread across his face. “Let’s see how they like that.”

“General chase?” The Flag Lieutenant looked at his Admiral, and when he saw his expression, he grinned. “Aye, aye, sir.”

“Recall the corvette flotillas. We’ll need them when we close in on these brutes again.” The Admiral got out of his seat and gazed at the disabled Niburu ships. He could only imagine what was happening aboard them as they made increasingly erratic movements. Some of the smaller units were completely immobile. He frowned as he realised they had taken on a noticeably different appearance: the hulls were losing form and showing signs of internal collapse.

“What are our losses?” the Admiral asked.

“Five of the corvettes, sir. Three frigates damaged, and the Pyotr Ustinov has damage to her hangar bays, starboard side.”

The Admiral nodded, his expression unreadable. “And we’ve a long way to go before it’s over.”

“Yes, sir, but we’ve taken out eight of their mother ships and probably twenty or so others, including the Trojans.”

“The price is still too high.” Etched into the Admiral’s memory was the image of one of the Niburu ships apparently convulsing in its death throes. He did not want to witness that again. The Flag Lieutenant’s reference to taking out their mother ship didn’t adequately describe the manner in which their ships shrivelled and imploded as they died, or the manner in which the carcass disintegrated. Even the debris broke into smaller pieces until little more than a massive dust cloud remained.

“James, well done on your skirmish. Your tactics paid off handsomely.” The Grand Admiral beamed at the hologram in the empty Fleet Council chamber. “We’ve had another session with the Siddhiche, and they’re finally confirming our suspicions. I thought they knew a hell of a lot more about these Niburu than they were letting on.”

“I’ve been wondering about that too. How did they know so much about the Niburu DNA and the effect of the virus they’ve given us?” He scratched his cheek, his eyes following the android steward as it silently cleared the conference room table where his staff had just finished their debriefing. “So what else are they hiding? Do they know anything else?”

“They do. We haven’t got the full story, and we may never get it, but it seems the Niburu are the result of their having tinkered with the genes of a creature they thought could be modified to perform a service for other races, a bit like the Provider and the Canids. There was only one problem: their new creature was smart enough to realise it could be the master of everything else.”

“Ah. So why didn’t they deal with it themselves?”

“They thought they had. Remember that planet Beagle found that looked like it was hit by a nova? That’s where the Niburu started out. When they went rogue, the Siddhiche tried to wipe them out, but in the process harmed themselves as well. The Niburu got wind of their plans and managed to hide at least some of their forces, but whatever the Siddhiche did affected both races. Now the Siddhiche need an intermediary, such as the Lycanian Provider, to interact with anyone like us or the Canids and Lacertians, and that has kept them very busy, apparently.”

“So they created the Niburu?”

“Not entirely. They certainly started the process, but it evolved in a way they didn’t expect. Whatever they did at the Niburu home world to stop them changed the Niburu into the creature we’re now dealing with: a vicious predator that uses its symbiotes to strip worlds of every living creature it can, and then accretes into itself the technology it gains. They can’t do anything to the Siddhiche, and they can’t do anything to prevent the Niburu rampaging through the galaxy.”

“So we’re effectively pawns in someone else’s game. They made the monster, and now we have to kill it for them.” The Admiral’s anger showed. “I’m damned if I like the implications of having to commit a form of genocide on someone else’s behalf.”

“We’re not very happy about it either, but now that we’ve woken the dragon, we must kill it.”

“I think my people need to know why they are being asked to do this.”

“We’ll transfer everything to you immediately. You’re right, our people do need to know what they are fighting and why we have to take these measures.”

The officers gathered in the flotilla wardroom of the Prinz were subdued. The 36th had lost 842, and her Commander Lieutenant Nils Jensen had been popular, his officers loyal and his crew one of the best. The 35th had lost 779—a new crew, on their first real engagement, but part of the Fleet family. And the 37th had lost 833. Her commanding officer was another new hand, though his crew were longstanding members of the Fleet.

Commander Polen tapped his glass. “To our absent friends. We’ll make sure their sacrifice wasn’t in vain.” He raised his glass in salute. “To our absent friends.”

“Absent friends.” The reply was a roar of defiance.

Ferghal joined Harry for coffee in the wardroom. “It touches a little close, this does.” He clasped an arm around his old friend’s shoulder. “Nils was a good Captain, but at least his target didn’t escape, either.”

“I know it, my friend, but it makes it no easier to have lost those entrusted to my command.” Harry sipped his coffee. “They will not go unavenged. I think our enemy may be more cautious at our next encounter. They cannot fail to notice the effect our new weapon has upon them or the tactics we are using to deliver it. I fear we will find them more prepared for our attacks in future.”

“I worry about that too. We will need to have a care they do not trap us with some new defence.”

Harry nodded. “You’re right. Though I hear the Siddhiche have confided something new concerning the cloaking they and the Niburu use.” He grinned. “Perhaps my first Lieutenant can discover something of this from his friends in engineering.”

Ferghal laughed. “Now that would be abusin’ my position, but I’ll save ye the trouble, Captain. We’re to receive a new device in the mornin’ that will allow us to vanish as easily as they, and to detect them when they hide as well.”

Harry stared into his coffee. “That is good news.” He met Ferghal’s gaze. “Then there will be no place they can hide.” He took a sip and savoured the taste. He had to admit, the Fleet had good coffee. “A shame it comes to this, and perhaps a greater shame they became what they are. It is little wonder the Siddhiche have been so reluctant to reveal their part in it.”

Ferghal noted the time. “Well, that’s it for me. Back to the salt mines.”

“Or the grindstone, whichever suits you best,” Harry quipped. Ferghal was still chuckling as he departed the wardroom.

Harry sank deeper into the comfortable chair, not ready to return to duty just yet. The constant patrols, the hunting of Niburu concentrations and the adrenaline-fuelled tension of the attacks were taking their toll. Nor was it all one sided. The Niburu had been actively hunting down weaker forces and leaving a trail of destruction wherever they struck. He was exhausted and knew he was not alone. Every one of his officers and every member of the flotilla’s crews was as tired as he was. He was feeling decidedly low. The flotilla had not been entirely unscathed in these last months. They’d lost two more of their number. He looked up as Kallie and Korinna joined him.

“Harry, you look terrible. Taken a dose of the virus yourself?”

He managed a weak grin, the effort almost too much. “Not that I am aware of, Korinna, but I begin to feel the same confusion they show when we give it to them.”

“Then it’s as well we’re being taken out of the line for some rest and retraining.” She sank into the seat next to him. “Personally, I could do with about a month’s sleep!”

“Likewise.” Kallie sipped his coffee. “My flotilla needs the rest, and all our ships are in need of the refit they’re to get.” He looked exhausted. “I sure could use some R and R.” He set his coffee cup on the table. “What’s Pangaea like, Harry?”

Harry let his mind wander back to his days on that planet, not all of them pleasant, but he skipped over that part. “A bit dangerous to swim or sail in the oceans, and some of the beasts are deadly, but most of the inhabitants we met were good people, and if we’re lucky, this will give us all a chance to recoup our spirits. The Fleet maintains a luxurious resort there, with a gym, spa, golf course, and a swimming pool that even has poolside bar service.”

Korinna sighed. “It sounds like heaven after these last months. I don’t know about you fellows, but I’m finding this perpetual hunt for the Niburu and then killing them very unpleasant. I have to keep reminding myself of the horrible things they’ve done, or I’d begin to feel sorry for them.”

Harry nodded, but Kallie spoke first. “True, but you need to remember they’re not above cannibalism either. That’s effectively how they grow those enormous ships of theirs, by absorbing damaged ones and killing off the weaker members of their own race.”

“True, it is distasteful to us,” said Harry. “But consider this: when they cannot find another species to prey upon, what other means do they have to sustain themselves? They are trapped within those hulls they create. They cannot land and settle upon a planet as other species do. They were created to be the living transport for threatened species and as rescuers for species on dying worlds, but they turned predator, preying first on those they were supposed to aid, and then on every other race they encountered.” Harry frowned. “I wonder that the Siddhiche did not consider the consequences of their tampering, well-intentioned though it may have been.”

The others were silent as they pondered this, and Korinna commented, “That’s very profound, Harry. You’re probably right, though. They probably didn’t consider all the outcomes.” She shrugged. “Who does? Think of all the well-intentioned actions and ideologies throughout human history, and how some of them went catastrophically wrong.”

“This is getting far too serious for me,” said Kallie. “My brain is way too tired to comprehend all this.” He drained his cup. “About the only thing I can think about right now is floating in that resort pool with a drink in my hand!”
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Chapter 38

Breeding Groud
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“Harry’s on Pangaea.” Mary positively radiated her pleasure as she addressed Niamh in a holo-call. “They’ve been sent there for a month of rest while their ships are in refit. I wish I could join him though. He gets to lounge by a pool with a drink in his hand while I’m stuck here in freezing damp Ireland…”

“That’s good news my dear, and I’m sure he wishes you could be there with him. That would make it even more relaxing and restorative. The strain they’ve been under has been horrendous—at least, it certainly has for me!”

“He looked tired but rested when he called, if that makes sense! But Ferghal and Danny are there, and by the sound of it, they’re enjoying themselves.”

Niamh laughed. “I expect so. Up to their old games, I shouldn’t wonder.” She paused. “How are you, my dear? Did your tour of North America go well?”

“It went very well. The programme proved very popular everywhere.” Mary grinned. “There were two small protests, though, both staged by the LPSL. Apparently they were told that Harry was accompanying me on the tour.” She grimaced. “Silly idiots. I spoke to one of them, and she didn’t seem to know anything at all about the Niburu and how deadly they are. In fact, she told me I’d allowed my feelings for Harry to delude me and blind me to his violent nature.”

“I’m surprised your tour managers let the protesters get close to you, my dear. In fact I’m appalled.”

“She was properly turned out for the concert and had even paid for her seat. I offered to refund the price immediately after telling her she’d do well to check her facts before taking up a cause like this one.” She shook her head. “I can’t help wondering what drives these people. Most of them seem very intelligent, but they refuse to see anything that counters their ideology.”

“Sadly, my dear, a lot of people are like that.” Niamh laughed. “The legal profession loves them, of course. We lawyers make a fortune out of intelligent idiots.”

The month on Pangaea was all too short, but it refreshed the crew. Harry had the opportunity to renew his acquaintance with Marcus Grover, and enjoyed a meal with Stepan Glinka and his family. Glinka’s missing arm had been replaced by a bionic one, courtesy of the new bionic engineering facility located on New Caledonia.

“It works better than my real arm did!” Stepan quipped. “Though I’ll thank your friend, the big red-haired fellow, not to attempt to detach my other one.”

“I’m sure he will refrain if you do not threaten him again.” They’d had a good laugh over their memories and swapped news on the colony’s growth, the war and Harry’s future marriage plans. The parting had been amicable, with Harry carrying away a beautifully created model of his beloved 847—a gift from the now teenaged Illia, the Glinkas’ son.

The rested crews rejoined the Prinz and her ducklings, as the corvettes had been dubbed, rested and ready to do their part in the war against the Niburu.

“It’s going to be a long, long haul,” Korinna commented, reading a situation update. “There are more of these Niburu than anyone thought. Even if we destroy their major groups, we’ll have to hunt down all the survivors according to this. It could take years.”

“That is not a prospect I relish.” Harry grimaced. “The longer it takes, the more likely they are to find a counter to the agent we are using, and to our means of delivery.”

“Yes.” Kallie looked up from his tablet. “And our friends in the LPSL are now trying, with some political support, to stop the extermination of the Niburu—their words. They want us to save the species and show compassion.” He slammed the tablet onto a table. “What is it with these bastards? Are they really this bloody stupid? Or is this just so they can manipulate people?”

Harry smirked. “Perhaps we ought to offer them the opportunity to recolonize some of the worlds the Niburu have visited.” He rose from his seat and touched his forelock in a mock salute to the others. “I’m going to visit my baby and find out if she’s been treated well in my absence. I shall see you all at dinner, I hope.”

Settling into his command chair on 847, Harry relaxed into his familiar surroundings. “Good morning, 847, are you fully restored?”

“Welcome back, Harry. All my systems have been renewed, I have new drives, a new weapons system and your quarters have been improved. Did you enjoy your rest?”

“Yes, very much, thank you, 847. Are you ready for the fight again?”

“Oh yes. We all are. Even our newcomers 995 and 1002 are eager to go to work.”

“Good. Does 1002 like her new Commander?”

“She was surprised he could communicate as you do, but she’s glad to have someone so knowledgeable about her systems.” There was a hesitation. “Is Ferghal happy with her? She is very anxious to please him.”

Harry couldn’t suppress his laughter, and his watch keepers glanced in his direction, surprised at the sudden outburst so uncharacteristic of Harry. “Have you been filling her head with stories about him? He’s didn’t expect his own command, and now he’s the proudest man I know. We shall miss him, though.”

“Yes, I will miss him too. He knew just how to fix my systems and improve my performance. I hope he will visit me when I need something improved.”

“I am sure he will, and gladly. Now, we are scheduled for some exercises. There are some new people aboard, and they must get used to us. Shall we begin?”

He assembled his thoughts and said, “Mr. Gunn, take us clear of the Prinz, please.” He keyed his comlink. “Mr. Webber, drives to standby, please. We will begin manoeuvring shortly.”

“James, we have word of a new threat from our friends. The coordinates will be relayed to you within the next few minutes. It’s the largest assembly we’ve seen for months, and it looks as if they are well prepared.”

“I’ve been expecting something of the sort. I’ve got one starship in dock, but we’re otherwise up to strength. The worrying thing is they have changed tactics on defence. It’s now much more difficult for our corvettes to break through and hit them.”

“It was inevitable, I expect. Have you come up with an alternative to deal with it?”

“Yes, sir. We have the corvettes exercising the new attack formation, and I’ve some further strategies worked out to deliver a bigger punch on their defence formation.” James Heron paused. The last months had taken their toll on him as well, and he was tired. “What concerns me is the possibility that we don’t get them all. Those that escape open battle or evade our hunting parties could reappear in the future with evolved defences and possibly immunity.”

“We’re very aware of that, Admiral.” The hologram of the chairman of the Council appeared. “I’ve tasked the Grand Admiral with setting up a special group to deal with it.” He smiled. “I’m sure you will be hearing more about it soon.”

The Grand Admiral nodded. “We’ll update you on this new threat as we get more information, James. It’s all in the intel pack we’ve sent you.”

“I’ll look at it the moment it arrives, sir.”

“Good, one last item then. Admiral Li’s superiors are, shall we say, a bit upset. That ship they captured was destroyed in one of our operations. Apparently they are still labouring under the impression that their people could have tamed it and brought it back for study.”

“Really? I suppose they’ve also got flying cows then.” James smiled. “I’ve no doubt we’ll be accused of sabotage and any other breach of faith they can think of as soon as the emergency is passed and they can break off the alliance.”

“We think that’s behind this latest outburst of bad faith propaganda on their news channels, but we expected something of the sort. Just watch their activities around some of our recovered colonies, please. We expect them to try something to gain territory as soon as they can.”

Harry stared at the display. “We are back where we started. So the damage to the planet Vogon is not natural after all. Roberta said as much, and so did Sebastian.” He turned to the ScanRate. “Anything showing on our scanners?”

“Yes, sir. There are twenty-plus of their large ships and a lot of smaller ones.” He frowned, studying his screen. “And there’s something happening on the planet, sir. It’s deep down, well below ground.”

“Relay everything we’re seeing to the flagship.” Harry checked the position of 1002 some distance out to starboard. “Give me a link to Mr. O’Connor, please.”

“On link, sir.”

“Ferghal, we have something going on deep underground on the planet, too deep for our scanners. Can you use the deep scan you have and try to capture what it is?”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Ferghal gave a command to his ScanRates, and the result displayed, and said, “We have it. It reminds me of a nest of sorts. They’ve laid eggs in the caves.”

“Ah, that’s what everyone has been wondering about.” Harry checked his display. “We’ve been noticed. Time to go. Relay your scan data direct to the flagship.” He turned to Danny. “Mr. Gunn, take us back to the Fleet. Make sure 1002 is in company.”

Admiral Heron studied the data on his screen. “It looks as if they have assembled all their survivors. If this scan is reliable, we may have discovered their breeding ground as well.”

Captain Petrocova glanced up from her study of the display. “It seems so, sir. But is it the only one? It would explain why one of their mother ships appeared as soon as Beagle began her examination of the planet.”

“If there are others, we’ll have to find them and destroy them.” The Admiral stood. “All our groups are in position.” He nodded to the Flag Lieutenant. “We will commence the strike in one hour. We have the advantage this time. I want to make full use of it. I think we have their backs against the wall now. This time I want no survivors.” He nodded to the Flag Captain. “I’ll make an appropriate signal to the Fleet just before we attack. Perhaps you’d like to tell your people what we are up against and what I intend.”

Valerie Petrocova smiled. “Of course, sir, you can count on us. My people will give you everything they have.”

“I know, Val, and I appreciate it. Hopefully, we can make an end to this today. They’ve wiped out entire populations. Now we must exact the payment.”





[image: ]

Chapter 39

Back to the Beginning
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“Has my signal gone out?” The Admiral was exhausted, but so were his crews. The months they had spent driving the Niburu back had been full of hard-fought battles, each taking its toll of ships and men. Finally they had the enemy at bay. Perhaps now they could end it.

“Yes, sir. All ships acknowledge.” The comms officer hesitated. “Good message, if I may, sir. Everyone’s eager to make the brutes pay, sir.”

“As long as they don’t let their anger lead them into mistakes.” The Admiral settled himself in his command chair. “Ready?” He listened to the chorus of responses and smiled. “Then let’s get on with it. Make to all task groups: commence.”

The display revealed the battered planet the scientists had dubbed Vogon dead ahead. Immediately, the symbols of the ships appeared, those of the Fleet and the enemy, and the Niburu ships responded to the intrusion by drawing closer and forming a defensive shield around the planet.

“Looks like they really want to protect whatever they’ve got here, sir.”

“It does. So we will have to do our utmost to destroy it.” The Admiral studied the formation. “It’s going to be a tough one.” He nodded to his Flag Lieutenant. “Contact task group 220, Admiral Pienaar, and tell her to watch the north polar screen. They’ll be in a position to go over the top of her unless she can block it.”

“On it, sir.” She talked briefly to her link. “The Admiral acknowledges, sir. She’s got her destroyer screens ready to intercept any attempt.”

“As I expected.” The Admiral grinned. “No harm in checking, though. It’ll annoy her, and she’ll take it out on the enemy.” He leaned forward and stared at the display. “There’s a movement in the southern hemisphere—there, in the western quadrant.” He leaned back. “That’s our cue. Order our group to hit that area.” He touched his comlink. “We’re going in, Val. Don’t give them the chance to blink.”

Harry watched as the assembled starships began their stately advance toward the enemy. The swarms of corvettes waited, their presence cloaked using the technology provided by the Siddhiche. Their orders were to wait for the opportunity to strike deep inside the defensive shield at the great mother ships in low orbit around the planet.

He was fascinated by the flashes of purple lancing from the starships’ primary weapons countered by the strange actinic green bursts of energy from the enemy, and his artist’s eye recorded the terrible beauty of this destructive dance. Both sides appeared to be inflicting damage.

“Commander on link for you, sir.”

Harry tore his eyes away from the screen and answered his comlink. “Good day, sir. It looks like the flagship is attempting to force the enemy to respond.”

“They are. We’ve just identified the mother of all mother ships in there, Harry. When we go in, I want your flotilla to concentrate on it. Ignore everything else. Only go for that one. Here are the coordinates.”

Harry used his cyberlink to focus his attention on the area indicated by 847’s scanners. He gave a sharp intake of breath. “It’s huge! It appears the size of a medium-sized moon, but it is not a sphere, and it has those strange appendages along its length. We’ll do our best, sir.”

“I know you will, Harry. According to our signal monitors, that ship could be directing all the others. I’m assigning three more strike wings to cover you, and I’m backing that up with a squadron of minelayers.”

“Very good, sir.” Harry scribbled some notes on his pad. “I shall brief my flotilla, sir.”

“Good, I’ll leave you to it. Just make sure of that monster, and leave the rest to us.”

Harry acknowledged, cut the link and sat for a moment. “Give me a link to all the flotilla, please.”

“My friends, we have a new target. There is a giant mother ship at these coordinates.” He touched his screen and sent the information to his Commanders. “We’re to ignore everything else—unless it gets in the way, of course—and hit that one ship. She’s apparently directing all the others. She is very close to the planet surface, which is probably causing havoc to the gravitation fields and burning huge amounts of energy. I propose we go in as a close formation and swing around, beneath, and over it to strike from as many different angles as possible.”

The other Commanders acknowledged this, and Ferghal said, “That ship will be well defended, sir, but vulnerable if we can strike out its drive system. Without those, it will lose control, and then it could strike the planet.”

“You’re right. Thanks for pointing that out. This is a target of opportunity then. Launch your darts first, and if we can identify the drives, use whatever means you have to do as much damage to them as possible.”

The others confirmed their understanding just as a message flashed from the Commander.

“Then here we go. Follow me and stay in close formation.” Harry signalled Danny, and the ship began to move. “Be careful my friends—they will be desperate once they realise what we intend.”

Cutting the link, he turned to Regidur. “I will take us as close as I dare, Pack Leader. Remember the last one we passed so close to? I think we blinded many of its sensors. Perhaps we may do so again.”

The big Canid acknowledged, though his entire attention was on his weapons system and his team.

Harry touched his link. “Mr. Webber, we are closing our primary target. I may have to ask you to give me a little extra, or to transit with little warning. Have we the capacity?”

“I’ll do my best, sir. We’ve a third of our power in hand if you need it.”

“Good, I hope we won’t.”

Harry liked the new engineer. Though he wasn’t as skilled as Ferghal, he was good, and the ship responded well to him.

Harry glanced across at Danny, focussed on his navigation plot, and wanted to say something reassuring, but couldn’t without breaking the concentration around him.

Ahead, the weaving patterns of weapons fire laced the sky, illuminating the embattled ships. Behind it, the queen ship obliterated the view of the planet completely, and Harry realised there was clear space all around it. He used his cyberlink to explore 847’s sensor data. This confirmed the absence of any ships in an area at least a hundred kilometres wide around the vast ship.

“What is the gravitational effect of that ship?” he asked 847.

“Unusually high, Harry. It has a measurable atmosphere.”

“Is that why their own ships keep clear of it?”

“I do not know. My sensors suggest the atmosphere would hinder their passage, but not sufficiently to cause a problem. It is more likely they would be affected by the gravitational forces it exerts. My sensors suggest my hull will be under considerable stress when we close within firing range.”

A warning stirred in Harry’s mind. “Thank you. I needed to know that.” He withdrew from the link. “Link me to all Commanders in our flotilla.”

“On link, sir.”

“That ship has an unusually powerful gravitational field around it. The effect on our hulls will be large, and it may mean we have to fire our missiles farther out than is desirable. Take care on approach and extra care as we attempt to depart.”

Strike craft streaked past to engage several small Niburu ships attempting to intercept the leading flotillas.

“There go the glory boys,” quipped Danny.

“Let us hope they can keep the enemy off our tails.” Harry turned to the officer monitoring the defence systems. “Are our screens and stealth shields at maximum?”

“Yes, sir. Stealth screen is active. Our particle shielding is at full output.”

“Then let’s hope it is enough.” Harry leaned back, his eyes following the darting shapes around them on the display while he prayed the ancient prayer uttered by mariners in time of danger. O Eternal Lord God, who alone spreadest out the heavens and rulest the raging of the seas...

Ahead of them, the display was filled by the massive bulk of the target. He finished the prayer and gripped the armrests of his chair. “Everyone ready?”

When he received the acknowledgements, he said, “Then let us be about it. Enyer, advise the others to follow our lead. Mr. Gunn, Swain, I may take control directly if necessary.” He nodded to Danny. “Commence our attack run, if you please.” He settled himself firmly in the seat and allowed the streams of information to flow through his cyberlink.

A growl from Regidur alerted him. “They send others to attack us.”

So the Niburu can either see us or sense our approach, Harry mused. He checked the ship’s measurement of the atmosphere surrounding the target. It would have some effect if they entered, though he couldn’t be sure how much. The enemy was now filling the entire display, and it was so large that it actually created horizons as they drove straight for its surface. On all sides, streaks of brilliance lit the Command Centre as the strike craft intercepted and attacked the Niburu attempting to reach the corvettes.

Streams of plasma fire arced toward them from the surface of the target. “Evasive action, Mr. Gunn.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Danny’s fingers danced across his console, and the coxswain responded. The ship weaved and dodged between the beams then shuddered, and an alarm sounded but was quickly silenced.

“We took a hit, sir. Nothing serious, but we’ve lost some of the shielding on the forward battery.”

“Very good.” Harry turned to Regidur. “Is the forward plasma projector still operational?”

“It is, Leader.”

Another shudder, and this time the alarm sounded more urgent. It was joined a few seconds later by another, accompanied by several visual signals. Danny’s fingers were a blur as he tried to deal with everything demanding his attention. “I’ll take the con, Mr. Gunn. You deal with the damage.”

“Aye, aye, sir. We’re losing atmosphere somewhere, sir. Pressure’s dropping in engineering.”

“Damn. Get Mr. Webber and see if he can deal with it.” Harry frowned in concentration as he gave his attention to the navigation problems. The ship felt as if she was handling awkwardly. “Is there a problem with holding direction, 847?”

“No, Harry. I am being drawn off course by the gravitation effect. I am compensating, but it is getting stronger.”

“Only a little further, old girl.” He looked at Regidur. “How soon can we fire? The gravity this ship exerts is making it difficult to control our path.”

“A minute more, Leader.” The Canid glowered at his console. His seemingly clumsy hands moved delicately. “They are launched.”

The missiles streaked away from them, the bright flares of their drive units dwindling as they plunged toward their target. Harry locked himself into the AI. “Now, 847, turn to port . . . now to starboard . . . and now pull up and take us northward across this beast’s surface.”

The hull groaned in protest as the ship attempted to follow Harry’s wishes. At first, nothing happened, then slowly, the aspect changed, the nose came up, and they were racing across the jumbled landscape of the giant ship’s hull. Beneath them, the missile impacts went unnoticed amid the flashes from plasma weapons and others still unidentified by the human crews who’d seen them at work.

“The hull sensors register a rise in temperature, sir.” Danny’s voice was tight with tension. “We must be running through an atmosphere.”

“We are.” Harry watched the display for anything that might warn of an attack. “Enyer, have you contact with the rest of the flotilla?”

“Yes, sir, 1002 reports his missiles hit, 841 the same. We lost contact with 844 and 995 a few minutes ago. All the others report missile launches and strikes, sir.”

“Thank you. Tell them to disengage and rendezvous as agreed.” Harry noted that Regidur’s team had been busy. Their plasma projectors were leaving burns and craters as they tore across the enemy’s surface.

“Sir, Mr. Webber reports that his people are now in survival suits, but need to shift to EVA.”

“Tell him to do so. Ask if the drives can be maintained.”

Danny checked. “He says yes, sir.”

“Good. Swain, pull us up on my mark, positive angle 85, and give us a micro-transit. Twenty-five seconds duration.”

“Ready, sir.”

“Good.” Harry listened to the AI. “Three, two, one—now!”

The hull groaned, and there was a moment of discomfort as the artificial gravity fought to stabilise, then, with a terrific wrench, they entered transit.

“Damage, Mr. Gunn?”

“No, sir.” Danny checked his displays. “Some straining at frame 130 and the atmosphere is gone aft of Frame 97, sir, but we seem to be operational in every other respect.”

“Good. Any contact from 844 and 995?”

“Negative, sir. Nothing from either of them, but 841 reports she’s lost a hyper pod, and 843 has damage to her port fin and is manoeuvring with difficulty.”

“Very well, Enyer. Contact Commander Polen and inform him we are returning to the Prinz.”
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Chapter 40

The Last Niburu Queen
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The Niburu defence was desperate. The Fleet flagship shuddered as she took yet another damaging hit. Somewhere outside the Admiral’s Command Centre, an alarm sounded. He watched the display, intent on identifying the first sign of a collapse in the defence, but saw none.

“We’re destroying their ability to manoeuvre, sir. But even the immobilised ones keep fighting.”

“So would we if we knew we faced annihilation.” The response was harsh, and James Heron saw his Flag Lieutenant do a slight double take. “Sorry, Flags, that was unfair. Any word from the corvette flotillas?”

“No, you’re right, sir. I wasn’t thinking of it that way. Yes, I have the report here, sir.” He consulted his tablet. “The 36th was tasked with hitting the queen, which is what we’ve designated the gigantic mother ship. Their attack met with a lot of resistance, but six of the eight got through and recorded hits.” He met the Admiral’s eye. “The remaining six got away, but they’ve all taken damage and casualties, sir.”

The Admiral nodded, his expression giving nothing away. “Very well. Let me have the details later. What about the others?” He listened as the Flag Lieutenant reeled off the list of flotilla numbers and the reported strikes on their targets. Some of the reports were already being confirmed by the growing number of the larger Niburu ships no longer under control or in full operation. The exception was that single giant—it gave every appearance of being completely unaffected. “Have we been able to hit the queen again? Do we have a flotilla able to make another attempt?”

“Negative, sir. The corvettes have taken a hammering, and all of the survivors are rearming or carrying out emergency repairs.”

The Admiral’s fist pounded softly against the armrest. “I know that damned ship is the key.” He thought for a moment. Something Harry had said after their first major engagement tugged at his memory—something about the ship seeming to recoil in pain when his weapons team targeted certain features on its bow. “Get me a close-up view of one of these ships’ forward ends. There may be a way to finish this quickly.”

“A close up of the forward end, sir?” The Flag Lieutenant sounded puzzled, but the Admiral’s expression suggested this was not the moment to ask why. “Yes, sir.” She did a desperate search of the data bank and found what she was looking for. “Here’s one, sir, from our last engagement.”

The Admiral acknowledged and leaned forward to study it. His eye ran over the jumbled mass of accreted outer shell, weapons bays, sensor arrays, and— He let out an exclamation of surprise. “Flags! Look at this. Why the blazes didn’t we see this before?”

Startled, the Lieutenant joined the Admiral. “I don’t see anything. Oh my God! Sh*t! Sorry, sir. Guns, you better see this as well.”

The fleet weapons director hurried across. His eyes followed the Lieutenant’s shaky finger. “What the hell?”

“Exactly.” The Admiral’s voice was taut. “We’re still thinking of these things as ships, and we expect them to have the same external features we use.” He erupted out of his seat. “Send in the strike fighters. Identify these features to them and tell them to blind these damned ships—sorry, make that creatures.” He glared at the display, angry with himself for not realising this earlier, and even angrier for having seen only what he expected to see.

Aboard the Prinz, Harry checked on each of his flotilla crews as they disembarked. His own people were already taken care of. Bruce Webber, his engineer officer, was in the med centre receiving treatment for his burns and the effects of exposure, the latter due to not having been able to get an EVA suit completely on his body in time. Two of Harry’s other men were also in the med centre, and he was grateful they’d had no deaths aboard. He hurried over as Kallie Oosthuizen was carried from 846 by a pair of MedTechs.

“Kallie, what happened?”

“I got careless, old man. We’re lucky to be here at all.” He sighed, his voice just above a whisper. “We’d just launched the missiles when we hit that atmosphere. The damned gravity caught us badly. Then we hit something—I’m not sure what, but we lost the port fin and got a hull breach. I’ve lost four of my lads. Sorry, sir, but we’re not able to continue.” He slumped into unconsciousness.

“Pardon, sir, we need to get him to the med centre,” said one of the MedTechs to Harry. “He’s got some internal injuries and some burns.”

“Yes, yes, get him down there. I didn’t mean to delay you.” Harry felt wretched as he watched them depart. He turned to have a word with each of the men who reluctantly followed their Commander into the Prinz.

Ferghal joined him, moved by Harry’s obvious distress. “Come on, sir. Let her dead keep her for the moment. You look done in yourself. Let’s get something to refresh us while the repair lads see what they can do to patch our ships.”

Harry met his gaze and read the sympathy there. “You are right. I can do nothing for the dead, Ferghal, but I can see that they didn’t die in vain.” He straightened his shoulders. “Are the repairers busy on 847?” He caught the nod. “Good, then let us get some refreshment. Is 1002 space-worthy?”

“She is. We were lucky that others distracted the beast.”

“Then I shall consider how we may return to the fray. This battle is not yet won, my friend, nor are we out of the fight.” He strode in the direction of the wardroom with Ferghal following behind, his expression pensive.

The wardroom was quiet though crowded with the surviving officers of the four flotillas. Harry looked around, noting the missing faces rather than those present. So many absent, yet there was always the hope that their craft were simply disabled and would be recovered, their crews in good health. Knowing the ferocity of the battle they had just survived, he doubted this was a realistic hope, but it was human to continue clutching at it.

Commander Polen strode into the compartment, a large bruise above his eye, his arm in a sling and his hand bandaged. “Good, you’re all here. First, let me say well done. We were the first to use this weapon and the first to strike today. Yes, we’ve taken a beating, but we haven’t been knocked out. The enemy is fighting a losing battle and will be destroyed.” He studied their faces. “Half our ships need major repairs and are unserviceable, and we’ve lost eight.” A collective sigh surged through the room. “We still have seven in serviceable condition, and five more in another couple of hours. This is the last throw. I’m not going to order anyone back to their ships, but I will be riding the leader, and I want volunteers to man the rest.”

This statement was greeted by an uproar, as everyone demanded a place.

“Then we’ll decide by ballot. OCs, you will remain with your own commands unless you choose otherwise.”

Harry stood and joined him. “As I seem to be the only other surviving flotilla half leader, sir, I must insist on accompanying you.”

“Thanks, Harry. Do me a favour. Organise the ballot, please.”

“The tactic is working, sir. They shy away when our strike craft attack those features, which leaves them open to a missile strike.”

“Good, keep up the pressure. Any new developments on that queen ship?”

“Negative, sir. Captain Doorman of the Prinz van Oranien reports that he’s got twelve corvettes en route for another strike at her, sir. He requests support from our fighter squadrons.”

“Very well. Give them the cover they need.” The Admiral did a quick search of the pennant numbers for the corvettes, noting that it included 1002, Ferghal’s command, but not Harry’s 847. “Hopefully, they will be the coup d’ grace. Who is the flotilla leader?”

“Commander Polen, sir. He’s in 771, and his half leader is Lieutenant Commander Heron in 1002.” The Flag Lieutenant glanced at his boss. “They seem to have pulled volunteer crews for this, sir. Only four of the ships have their usual crew lists.”

The Admiral smiled. “I expect there was a bit of an argument about who got to go.”

The Admiral had guessed correctly. It had taken more than an argument to decide. In the end, the ballot decided who would fill the places left by those injured in the first assault.

Harry perched behind Ferghal’s command chair. He smiled as he took in the fact that Regidur was seated at the weapons controls. He’d had to order Danny to remain with 847, and the youth’s hurt at being excluded had been plain. But Harry knew this could be a one-way ride, and one of the Ancient Mariners at least should stay behind. “I see your weapons officer agreed to change places then.”

“Agreed may be too strong a word. Convinced it was better for his continued health would be a better description.”

“Ah, perhaps I should not enquire too closely then.”

Ferghal chuckled. “Now that would be best. Sure, you might learn that our friend has an ally, who is now controlling my drives.”

“Sci’antha is aboard as well?”

Ferghal nodded. “She is quite persuasive. Poor Karl felt he’d no choice when she explained to him the benefit of exchanging places wit’ her.” When he caught Harry’s quizzical expression, he said, “Fear not, I found both of them places aboard so they still share whatever fate holds in store for the rest of us.”

“Perhaps it’s best if we say no more about that,” said Harry. He nodded toward the display, which showed the flotilla spread out against the fluorescing grey of hyperspace. “Do you think we can finish it this time? I’m surprised our first strike had no effect.”

“Lieutenant Commander, Commander Polen on the link for you, sir.”

“Thank you. Put it on my screen.”

“Harry, an update from the flagship. Remember when you attacked that first ship and hit those arrays you thought might be scanner receivers? It turns out they are. They’re the eyes of the Niburu. That’s how they detect us. They’re all focused around the forward end, though they have other sensing organs along the hull as well. A squadron of strike fighters will lead us in this time, aiming for the eyes. We’re to follow and give it everything we’ve got—the missiles, the plasma projectors, the lot!”

“Those were its eyes? No wonder it reacted as it did when we targeted them.” Harry felt a shiver of revulsion at the thought of deliberately targeting a creature’s eyes. Then he recalled what this creature did to its prey. “Very well, sir, I’ll pass the instruction to my people.”

“You heard that, Ferghal? Good, then act upon it.” He turned to the ComsRate. “Give me a link to the rest of our group, please.”

“We will be escorted to our target by three squadrons of strike craft.” He paused, trying to find the right phrases. “They will attempt to blind it and distract it from our approach. We will concentrate on obtaining the deepest penetrations we can manage with our missiles. That means we must enter its atmosphere and gravity field. Take care, all of you. We must not fail.”

He listened to the acknowledgements then added, “I believe you have now received the data from the flagship. If you spot any feature like these, target it immediately with your projectors. Our survival may depend on it.”

“Comin’ up on the attack transit point, sir.” Ferghal’s quiet calm helped steady Harry.

“Then let us begin.”

Ferghal nodded. “Peter, link helms and set the coordinates. On Commander Heron’s mark then.”

Harry listened to the acknowledgements and wanted to say something about how much he valued each individual’s friendship and loyalty, but the words wouldn’t form without getting caught in his throat, so he said simply in a rather choked voice, “Engage the enemy.”

The display blanked then returned to the view of normal space, but now it was filled with the monstrous ship from side to side.
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Chapter 41

The Final Throw
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Ferghal let out a low whistle. “They’re throwing everything at us. Sure an’ I’ve not seen ought so desperate as this.” Ahead of the advancing corvette, a melee of strike fighters and small Niburu craft wove a deadly dance, with the score seemingly even on both sides.

“All the more reason to believe this ship holds the key.” Harry consulted his own screens. His corvettes were still more or less in formation. “The Commander’s vessels are closing now for their approach. We must attempt to get closer, I think.”

“As you wish, but we’re already having difficulty holding our present trajectory. Do you not hear the groaning of our hull?”

“I do, but even so, we must go lower.” Harry knew what he was asking and what they risked. He could hear the groaning of the hull elements, and through his link with the ship he detected the increasing temperature on the leading edges of the fins, the bows and the other protrusions on the hull.

Ferghal shrugged. “So be it then. Peter, take us down. At least this close, they cannot target us with their heavy weapons.”

As the speeding ship sank closer to the giant, the effect of its gravitational field could be felt, and the hull exhibited distinct signs of strain.

Regidur snapped, “Missiles launched.” The display showed the missiles streaking away.

“Take us clear, Mr. O’Connor.” As Harry spoke, the first missile struck home, punching an opening for itself in the tough outer shell of the target, followed by the remaining seven missiles.

Regidur announced, “All missiles penetrated the target, Leader. We have four more in reloading cycle now.”

Before anyone could reply, a giant fireball erupted where 843 had been a moment before. Harry’s ship shuddered, and alarms sounded as she was struck by something large. The impact sent her spiralling toward the looming enemy ship.

Around Harry, everyone was busy in the task of trying to prevent what seemed to be an inevitable collision. Harry felt suddenly very alone and very useless. It was not a good feeling, but he forced himself to remain still and allow his crew to do what was necessary.

Just as impact seemed inevitable, the ship steadied and climbed away, the hull clearly distorting under the strain. Harry heard a sharp crack and glanced down as the armrest of his chair came adrift in his hands. Embarrassed, he realised he’d been gripping the armrest so hard that he’d actually pulled it loose. “Are we still able to fight the ship?”

“Yes, sir.” Ferghal spared a glance at his friend. “We’ve lost a part of the lower fin and have a hull breach in the forward weapons control. What do you intend?”

Harry considered. “Contact the others and ask who has missiles remaining. That giant is still unaffected, my friend. This is not finished until it is.”

“Sir, 773, 787 and 849 report they have remaining missiles and can still fight. Though 842 says she has missiles, she cannot reload, and the remainder are unable to continue.” The ComsRate’s face was white, his lips a thin line as he spoke.

“Thank you. Give me a link to the first three.” Harry waited for the link to go live. “Join me. We have to go round again. Take station on 1002. We will attack it head on this time. Good luck.” He nodded to the ComsRate. “Give me a link to the others.” Five faces appeared on his screens. “We are going in again. If you are able, try to distract it with a feint on its underside.”

“My main drives are just about holding together, Commander,” advised the Lieutenant in command of 775. “But we’ll do our best.” He mopped a bloody cut on his scalp. We should be able to make one pass, but if anything else falls off, breaks or gets strained, we’ll need a tow home, I think.”

“We’ll make sure you get one, Mike.”

“Good luck, Boss, we’ll try and kick it in the nads for you. That should distract it a bit.”

Despite the tension, everyone laughed. “Good luck. Break off if you meet too much opposition, and make for the Prinz—or anyone big enough to allow you to save yourselves.”

He ended the link. “Very well, Mr. O’Connor. Let us get on with it.”

The Admiral watched the growing fight around the giant queen ship. “Send in the destroyer escorts to knock out some of those smaller units, and send in all the strike fighters we’ve got available. We have to give those corvettes a chance.”

“Yes, sir. They’re three down so far.” He glanced across at the Admiral. “The remaining nine are reporting they’ve delivered their first loads.”

“Then give them all the support we can.” The Admiral was on his feet. “They deserve nothing less.”

“Yes, sir.” The Flag Lieutenant was busy on his tablet. Several of the larger ships moved into close support positions, some literally blasting their way into the melee.

Harry watched his displays, his cyberlink active as he used the ship’s scanners through the AI. He could sense Ferghal working the ship through his own link and focussed on the giant ship. He had no idea what he was looking for, but hoped something would present itself as a target. They had no option but to keep trying until they succeeded. The ship lurched suddenly, and an alarm sounded.

“Hull breach.” Ferghal sounded calm. “Isolate the accommodation. Don your survival packs.”

Harry felt beneath his seat. The survival pack wasn’t there. He’d forgotten to collect one when he’d joined 1002. Silently he cursed his stupidity. Too late now, he thought with grim resolution.

“Harry, sir,” Ferghal’s voice was taut. His slip in addressing Harry by his first name was a sign of his strain. “We need to shore up and brace some of the damage or we’ll break up if we go through another encounter like the first. Can you take command of my girl? I’ll get my damage party to work.”

Harry nodded. “Yes, get to it. I have control.” He glanced at the Coxswain. “Peter, be warned—I may make commands through the AI. I sometimes forget to do it properly.”

The Coxswain grinned. “Any way you like, sir. We’ll manage.”

The hideous surface approached rapidly now, its damage and some of its features becoming plainer by the minute. In some places, it resembled a coral reef coated with fungus. In others, there appeared to be sections of alien ships accreted to it. And then there were the long, frond-like tendrils that reached out as if to intercept passing vessels. Head-on like this, the thing’s surface had the texture of some gigantic insect’s head.

Harry scanned the surface, seeking some weakness, and then he saw it: a great black dome lurking behind some strange-looking protrusions. He stared at it and felt as if he was staring into one of the pits of hell itself. Evil seemed to radiate from it in waves. He ran a quick scan of the immediate area and identified three similar features. He murmured to himself, “The eyes. Of course, they are directly linked to the brain.” He snapped upright in his chair. “Pack Leader, lock our missiles to the target I have identified on your display. The eye must be vulnerable, as it is linked to the brain. That is where we must strike.”

Regidur acknowledged, and even the translator device sounded surprised.

“Comms, get me the others.” He watched as they appeared. “We must strike the eyes—those dark domes. Lock your missiles to them and follow my lead. Link the targeting data so we each pick a different eye.” He listened to the acknowledgement and cut the link. Now he could only pray that they could get close enough to the target to prevent the beast from evading the attack or defending itself in some manner.

The gravitational field dragged them toward the huge ship. Inside the AI, Harry could feel the stress being recorded by the hull’s sensors. At least the atmosphere didn’t seem as thick in this aspect as it had been elsewhere on the giant hull. “Helm, watch our angle of approach; we don’t want to follow the missiles straight in.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

The ship shuddered again, and Harry’s ears popped. An alarm sounded, but he wasn’t listening to it; his entire focus was on the AI as it battled against the strain of approach. Distantly, he sensed the missiles leaving their racks, and immediately he sent orders to the various manoeuvring units to break them free of the deadly pull of the onrushing giant. The hull screamed in agony as metal tore loose and new breaches appeared in the outer plating. The ship shuddered in the effort to pull up and over the surface. A great appendage unfurled itself in their path, and the little ship lurched as it collided with it and lost all that remained of the lower fin and a hyperpod. The impact threw them outward and away from the monster, though hardly under control.

Harry was gasping for breath, and his hands and feet were desperately cold.

“Sir!” The voice seemed far away. “Sir, get into your survival suit. Now, sir!”

Vaguely, Harry was aware of being manhandled. He protested briefly before he lost consciousness.

“Sir.” The weapons Commander stared at the three-dimensional display. “I think that last attack did it.” He pointed to the avatars of the Niburu ships. “Look! The brute is losing direction, and so are the others.”

The Admiral followed the pointed finger. “At last.” He slammed his fist into the palm of his hand. “At last.” He sank into his command chair, his eyes riveted on the display. “The other ships seem to be confused. Ours are picking them off without resistance.”

“Yes, sir.” The Flag Lieutenant was awed as he watched. “Look, it’s trying to escape.”

“Holy sh*t!” The exclamation came from one of the Rates. Silence fell in the Command Centre as all eyes focused on the death throes of the giant ship-creature.

“It’s losing altitude.” The weapons director refocused his scanners. “Manoeuvring is obviously restricted. It needs to pull away from the planet soon.”

The Admiral watched the enemy queen as it tried to reverse its direction. “That last strike with the corvettes—they attacked its frontal area. What did they hit?”

The scan operators zoomed their scanners. “Looks like they took out three eyes and just missed a fourth, sir.”

“It’s failed to make the turn, sir. The gravity is too strong for it now. It’s going down tail first.”

They watched as it struck the surface of the planet and sent a visible shockwave away from the point of impact as the two bodies slowly disintegrated. Huge chunks of the planet, almost indistinguishable from sections of the ship itself, exploded away from the impact point, spreading outward in a deadly hail from the destruction.

Instantly alert to the danger, the Admiral ordered, “All ships: Immediate transit. Assemble on flagship at twenty AUs.”

The planet disintegrated as the huge ship ploughed into its surface.

Even at a distance, the destruction of both the giant ship and the planet was awesome to watch.

“Are all of our ships clear of it?”

“All major units, sir. Some of our strike fighters are not reporting yet, and we haven’t heard from the four corvettes. Five others, three of them seriously damaged, broke off and went into transit just before it went down.”

The Admiral watched the spreading debris. “Which ones made that final attack?”

The Flag Lieutenant glanced at his tablet. “They were led by 1002, sir. The others were 773, 787 and 849. If their trajectory is anything to go by, they went straight at it head-on. Missile launch was at less than forty kilometres.” He whistled. “The gravity must have been tearing them apart.”

“Get a full power scan of the debris field. I want to know what survives in there, and I want the information now.” The Admiral was out of his chair. He glared at the battle display. “Send in some scouts. If any of our people have survived that, I want them found and rescued. If any of theirs survived it, destroy them.”

Aboard 1002, the situation was desperate. Ferghal linked himself to the AI as the little ship tried to outrun the debris cloud hurtling outward behind it. The artificial gravity had ceased to operate, so everyone was drifting about while trying frantically to find and patch the damaged frames, services and systems. To Ferghal’s alarm, he couldn’t sense Harry.

“Helm, where is the Commander?”

“He’s out cold, sir. He didn’t have a survival suit when we lost the atmosphere. Mr. Regidur has somehow crammed him into his. Lieutenant Paulener has the con at present.”

“Good. I have a spare suit in damage control. Tell the Pack Leader to get himself and the Commander to me.” He keyed his link again. “Karl, she’ll hold together, I think. Does she still respond to command?”

“Just about, sir. I’d like to transit, but Lieutenant Sci’antha says we can’t.”

“Very well. Can we contact the fleet or the Prinz?”

“No, sir. All our external coms are down.”

Ferghal cursed in Gaelic. “I’m coming back to the Command Centre. I’ll be with you in a moment.
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Chapter 42

Requiem for the Fallen
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Harry regained consciousness, his head splitting and his body unable to move freely. He only knew that he was tightly packed into something that smelled strongly of Canid.

“Cease struggling, Leader.” The voice of Regidur in his ear startled him. “This suit is not designed to contain us both and will fail if you move against my motions.”

“Regidur? What’s going on? Why am I inside your suit?” And then, for some inexplicable reason, he felt euphoric—as if nothing in the world mattered. The situation struck him as very funny, and he laughed. “Much as I like you, sir, I am not accustomed to being this close to another man.”

“There was only one suit,” said Regidur. “Lieutenant Ferghal has another suit. We must reach him so you may have your own.”

Harry laughed again, the fog in his mind making him lightheaded. “The last time I enjoyed being this close to someone, it was with my girlfriend Mary. ” He shook his head to clear it. This induced a stab of pain that worsened his headache. “Ow—that hurt.” His senses swam again, and he floated with Regidur toward the airlock. An odd memory ran through his mind. The Canids had a rather pleasant and comforting body scent, reminding him of the hounds he’d grown up with in his childhood. Then the darkness returned.

Someone was talking to him, but he couldn’t make sense of the words. Why was he floating like this? And why was Regidur holding him so tightly?

“Easy does it. Get the Commander out of the suit first. But be quick, the atmosphere’s dropping in here.”

Harry felt himself being separated from Regidur, and then someone was pushing him into a different suit. Vaguely, he registered that it was an EVA suit. Did they want him to go outside? That didn’t seem right—not in the middle of a battle. He protested, but someone else pulled a mask over his face.

“Breathe deeply, sir. You’ve got severe oxygen depletion. We have to get some back into you as quickly as we can.”

The oxygen helped, and he managed to focus his eyes, surprised to find himself in the wardroom. “What happened?”

“We lost the atmosphere in the Command Centre, sir. Mr. Regidur managed to get both of you into his suit, though how he did that beats me. Even with it being a different shape and size, it can’t have been easy. You were out cold already, and those suits can only stretch so far.” The damage control tech was grinning. “Must have been a bit on the cosy side.”

Despite his headache, Harry laughed. “I get your meaning.” He caught sight of Regidur sealed into his survival suit. It struck him, now that his head was clearing, that it would have been impossible to double up in anyone else’s survival suit, and completely impossible in an EVA suit, even the Canid’s. “Thanks, my friend. I owe you my life.”

“It is my honour, Leader. The enemy is destroyed. What are your wishes now?”

“To get us all back to the Prinz.” Harry smiled. “Preferably with 1002.”

“The news channel is carrying a story that there has been a terrible battle.” Mary’s expression was anxious. “They say the corvette flotillas have suffered heavy losses, and many of the larger ships have been lost or very badly damaged.” She wrung her hands. “It’s so worrying. Have you heard anything?”

“No, my dear,” said Niamh. “I’ve been watching the news as well. Remember that the news channels love to present the worst possible picture. Frightened people are much more likely to remain glued to their view screens.” She made a face.

Mary nodded. “True. They always manage to present the Fleet’s actions in a bad light.” She dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “But they’ve been showing recordings of parts of the battle, and it had images of one of the corvettes being blown up. I couldn’t watch any longer.”

Niamh was silent for several seconds. “The only thing we can do now, my dear, is wait and pray.” She smiled tiredly. “I’m sure Theo will get an update as soon as one is available, and he’ll find a way to let me know if anything has happened to the boys. I will let you know the moment I hear anything at all.”

“We have contact with several ships on the leading edge of that debris field, sir. All of them are damaged, and we can’t establish comms with a number of them.”

“Can you identify them?”

“We have four, no, five corvettes, twenty-five strike craft and one frigate. The frigate reports she is unable to transit, three of the corvettes are in the same position and the other two have no comms. We have a recording from one of the strike craft of the furthest corvette.”

“Put it on my screen.”

“On screen, sir.”

The Admiral leaned forward. “That’s 1002! By God, she’s a wreck. I’m surprised they’re able to keep her going. Have we a comlink to her?”

“Negative, sir. All her comms arrays are gone.”

The Admiral leaned back. “And the others? Are they as badly damaged?”

“Looks like it, sir. The Commanders of 773 and 842 ask for assistance, sir.” He frowned. “They stress that it’s not for them, but for 1002, 787 and 849.” He turned to face the Admiral. “Madmen, the bloody lot of them. Their ships are as badly beaten up as the others.”

“Call in the Prinz and tell her to pick up her strays. In the meantime, send in some extra hands to help hold them together.” The Admiral paused, his brows knit. “Signal the third destroyer group. I want those corvettes given a close escort until they are recovered.”

The arrival aboard the Prinz was tumultuous. The survivors were treated to a hero’s welcome. They walked, staggered and limped aboard the mothership, most still in survival suits or EVA gear, and were mobbed by cheering crewmembers and officers.

“I never thought to see this port again,” Ferghal admitted, never one to mince words. “I fancied we would be a part of yon debris before anyone found us in bits and pieces!”

“We have been lucky, to be sure,” Harry agreed. He was still supported by Regidur, and now by an emotional Danny as well, all thought of dignity and being an officer gone from his thoughts. Harry’s legs were more than a little unsteady, and his hands and feet were swollen. “I know I should not be here if it were not for you, Pack Leader, or the rest of your fellows, Ferghal. I owe you all my life.”

“Rubbish, we did no more than you would have done for any of us.” Ferghal could not bring himself to think how close they had come to losing Harry. Only Regidur’s unconventional action had saved his friend. In an effort to lighten the moment, he crooked an eyebrow and said with a wry smile, “I leave you in command of her for a few minutes, and you all but destroy my ship. I take that ver’ unkindly, sir.”

“Don’t remind me. I fear you’re right.” Harry caught the gleam in Ferghal’s eye. “Rogue. A few dents and scratches—nothing more. Soon repaired.” He threw an arm around Ferghal’s shoulders. “Thank you, my friend.” Squeezing Danny’s hand, he added, “And you’ll not have to face Aunt Niamh alone, Danny. We’ve that to look forward to yet!”

The Admiral could not miss noticing the empty berths along the ungainly hull of the Prinz van Oranien as his barge approached the base ship for the corvette flotillas he was about to visit. Even the vessels in their slots showed signs of damage and hard use. On several of them, repair crews were working, their presence betrayed by the actinic flash as they made use of their tools.

He counted the empty berths he could see. Four flotillas, with six ships to a flotilla, yet more than half the docking berths were empty. He turned to his Flag Lieutenant. “These lads have done a magnificent job, but they’ve paid a hell of a price for it.”

“Yes, sir. According to the returns from Captain Doormann, the med centre is full of the people they’ve managed to recover from some of the wrecks.”

“I saw them. He also reported they’d made some very disturbing finds on one or two of the ships the Niburu boarded after they were disabled.”

“Yes, sir, I saw those as well—sickening, to say the least. I suppose they felt justified in mutilating and infecting our people with this new nerve poison of theirs.”

“Possibly.” The Admiral watched as the barge swung to approach a berth. “I only hope that Dr. Borner and his team can find an antidote for those infected with it. The victims face a slow and painful death otherwise, even if the medics can repair the mutilations.”

The berthing arms captured the barge and settled it against the Prinz’s boarding gangway with a barely noticeable bump. The Admiral stood, adjusted his jacket, and strode toward the open entry port with calm assurance.

“Theo, the news is good. At last the Fleet have destroyed these vile creatures.” Niamh shuddered. “The news channel has been full of the images from the colonies they overran. What sort of creature could do that to others?”

Theo regarded her impassively for a moment. “Humanity has a very poor record in that regard, my dear, though perhaps not quite in the same league as the Niburu. Still, we’ve not exactly covered our every endeavour in glory.”

Niamh glared at him. “Oh!” She put aside her lace-making equipment, ensuring that nothing was dislodged, and turned to face him again. “You are right, of course, but at least we don’t go about wiping every living thing from the face of a planet.”

“I acknowledge that, my dear, but we don’t always do what we should to preserve it either.” He held up a hand and smiled. “I will concede that you are right in this instance. We certainly aren’t as bad as the Niburu, and I sincerely hope we learn from it.”

She poured him another cup of tea and settled back with her own cup in hand. “I’ve had a message from James. He’s being recalled to take up a new post at Fleet Command. He says he is also bringing home a number of the more damaged ships and some of the depleted corvette flotillas.” She sipped her drink. “I wonder if that will include our boys.”

“Quite possibly. Harry’s flotilla was in the thick of the final battle, and I believe they took heavy casualties. I should think theirs will be one of those recalled.” Theo frowned as he drained his cup. “I believe a number of the smaller Niburu craft escaped, and still others need to be traced. The Fleet has formed hunting groups to find them and destroy them. It will be a long task, I think.”

The memorial service for the dead went well. The chaplains, drawn from several faiths, each conducted a part of it. This left Harry wondering how the God he had been taught to believe in viewed this, but he also recognised the fact that the dead and the living represented all faiths and none. He turned when he heard Commander Polen say, “A word in my office when you can, Harry.”

“Right away, sir.”

“Make that half an hour.” The Commander smiled. “We’ve both got people here we want to talk to first. What I have to tell you can wait.”

Puzzled but relieved that he had time to do the rounds of his skippers and crews, Harry nodded. “As you wish, sir. I would like to see as many of my people as I can while we’re all here.”

The Commander smiled and moved away. Harry turned and joined a group of master warrant officers. “Mr. Mann, gentlemen.” He realised one of the group was a woman and added, “I beg pardon, Mistress Latowski. I’m glad I find you all together, as it permits me to convey my deepest appreciation of the manner in which you have all supported your Commanders and the flotilla. It has not been an easy time for any of us.”

Willi Mann glanced at the others. “Thanks, sir. Can I say, it’s been a treat working with you. We’ll all be sorry to have to return to the big ships again.” He indicated Master Warrant Latowski. “Birget was just saying it would be great if we could stay in corvettes.”

Harry laughed. “I think we all have that wish.” He glanced around at the circle of faces. “I confess it is nice to be in a position to know each member of my crew in a manner only a small vessel permits, but I suspect our lords and masters in Fleet Command will have other ideas.”

“We’re going home, Harry—all of us.” Commander Polen pushed a data wand across the desk. “But we’re not taking our commands with us. They are to be handed over to the Canids and will form the basis of their Fleet squadron.”

“I see, sir. I shall be sorry to give up 847, but I expect it is inevitable.”

“Yes, but in your case, the parting may be temporary. You’ll be getting some leave first, of course, but the powers that be have decided your previous experience with the Canids makes you the perfect candidate to be liaison officer while they work up.”

“Ah. Well, that will be different, I suppose.” Harry laughed. “I wonder what Mary will say to honeymooning on Lycania if I can persuade her to marry me immediately?”

“You’ll have to be persuasive, I think. The truth is, Harry, it will keep you out of the way of your favourite organisation,. They’re on the warpath again, I’m afraid. Now that the danger is gone, or so they think, they’re trying to regain their position. People are already lining up to take them down, but you need to stay well out of it.”

The Beagle welcomed Harry after he disembarked the barge.

“Your friends, and some of those who gave trouble remain aboard, Harry. Are you here to travel with me?”

“Not this time, Beagle. I am here to thank Martin, Roberta and the others for their help when…” Harry paused. “Where can I find them?”

The wardroom lounge was exactly as Harry remembered it. Martin saw him enter.

“Harry, good to see you! Have you come to tell us we are to go in search of a new threat to humanity?” He glanced at Greg Palmer sitting alone to one side.

“No, Martin, not this time.” Harry grinned, his glance taking in the faces and spotting Anton DuBois talking to Roberta. “I’m ordered to Lycania again. I came to offer my thanks to all of you for your support and the work you put in.”

Everyone laughed when Martin clapped him on the shoulder and quipped, “Don’t worry, we’ll send you the bill!”

“Do that!” Harry volleyed with a grin. “I shall add it to my growing collection of debts.” He smiled as Anton moved into the group. Extending his hand, he said, “And I am instructed to offer you a position as interpreter on the liaison team I am taking with me, Anton, if you wish it.”

An expression of surprise followed by pleasure chased across the young man’s face. “Me?” He glanced at Dr. Palmer. “I accept! When do we go?”

Harry laughed, shaking Anton’s hand. “As soon as I’ve had a drink with everyone, and you’re packed and ready to join me.”
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Chapter 43

Accusations and Accolades
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Grand Admiral MacQuillie addressed the hologram of Admiral James Heron. “We’ve gone through your reports. Your observations regarding that queen ship are especially interesting. Once it was killed, you say the others became disoriented. Did they lose direction or purpose?”

“Our ships were able to pick them off fairly easily after that. The one concern I have is that some of them may have escaped. Most of them were quite small vessels, but hunting them down is going to be a difficult task.”

“Exactly, James. However, the Council want you home. We have a new post for you—after you’ve had a spell of leave, of course. I’ll have your orders for relief on their way to you after this conference. Admiral Richter will be taking command. You know Fritz, I believe.”

“Of course. I must admit, some leave will be welcome.” He rubbed his eyes with his finger and thumb. “The butcher’s bill for this conflict is appalling. Still, I suppose, if the other side had won, it would have been worse.”

“We can be certain of that. You should know that the LPSL are attempting to regain the moral high ground, and are branding us—you in particular—as war criminals.” The Grand Admiral snorted. “Somehow we are now responsible for the millions of deaths on all the colony worlds and the LPSL’s peace envoys—plus, of course, the elimination of the Niburu and their symbiotic allies. No matter how often we prove them wrong on anything, they just twist it round and come at it from a new angle. I’m afraid there’s to be a public enquiry, and you’ll be required to give evidence when you return.”

James Heron shook his head. “Unbelievable, but I expect they have some support from somewhere. If I must give evidence, I am quite prepared to do so, of course. I should think the media will love the enquiry circus, and there are bound to be those who’ll exploit it.” He laughed. “I did hear that Montaigne fellow has changed his tune a bit.”

“Yes, a bit of a surprise there, but he seems to be very keen to sing our praises for the sterling effort we made, as he put it, to rescue people from the Niburu. You’d have enjoyed his interview the other day. He talked about the brave young men who went off in their compact little ships like David ready to bring down Goliath. His time on the Prinz obviously gave him a new perspective.”

“I suppose we should be thankful. Speaking of the corvettes, their losses were very high. I attended the memorial service on the Prinz, and the other mother ships of course. I wanted to convey my personal thanks to them. Without their effort, I doubt we’d have beaten these beasts.”

“I signalled the official appreciation from Command. I think you’ve seen the copy. The Council’s attention is on the Imperium’s complaints and manoeuvrings. There’s probably going to be a problem there in future, but we’ll worry about that later.” MacQuillie leaned back and nodded into the image transmitter. “I’ll let you get on then, James. Your new orders will be on their way as soon as my clerk can get to the emitter.”

“I thought you did well at the public enquiry, James.” Theo regarded his brother-in-law over the rim of his glass. “Considering about half of the members are in the pay of the LPSL in one way or the other, that was quite a feat.”

“There were moments when I could cheerfully have strangled their main proponent.” James savoured his whiskey. “I did wonder about their agenda, though.”

“The same as always, James—slash the Fleet budget on the grounds that it is elitist, exclusive or too aggressive. Any excuse will do, as long as the funds can be diverted to other ideologically preferred budgets.”

“I suspected as much. I confess I was a little annoyed at being accused of war mongering when I responded to the question about whether or not we’d attempted to negotiate a peaceful solution.”

“I’m not surprised. In fact, I thought you showed remarkable control. Frankly, the chairman should have ruled the question out of order.”

James laughed. “He wanted to, but the news media were all over it before he could. I hope my response was aired. That may have knocked the message the damned fool was trying to push.”

“Several of the news channels are running an abridged version, which cuts out the meat of your response.” Theo looked up as Niamh joined them.

“Where are Harry and the others?”

“On their way home from Lycania. The handover took longer than we’d anticipated.”

Niamh laughed, looking out of the window at the scudding clouds and curtains of rain. “I hope the weather there was better than it is here. Mind you, he and the other two would probably be out sailing anyway.”

Theo nodded. “I suspect it also means they don’t have to deal with the various idiots still trying to buttonhole Harry with their stupid accusations.”

“Yes, but he’ll have to face them sometime.” James’s expression was stern.

Niamh sank into a chair. “Thankfully, Mary will join us at the weekend, and that will provide the perfect distraction.”

James nodded, draining his glass. “I’ll have to talk to him about this Montaigne fellow wanting him to appear on his show. Fleet have reservations about it, and laid down some restrictions for the producers, such as insisting they have a veto on the panel questions. Doesn’t mean one of the panel won’t spring an ambush, but it does set some boundaries. My concern is they have a live audience, usually carefully selected to represent whatever bias the producers want. Knowing Harry’s intolerance of fools and people who refuse to see what’s in front of them, it might not go so well.”

Theo laughed. “Yes, I can see your concern. Mind you, a dose of his plain speaking when he’s really angry might just be salutary.”

“Possibly, but it could also be very damaging later if someone decides to edit the show for rebroadcast.”

Theo set his glass on the table. “We’ll have to warn him of that, and try to prepare him as best we can.”

Much to his surprise, Harry enjoyed his time with the Canids. To his amusement, Regidur had staked a claim to 847, refusing command of a larger vessel. The Canid explained only that he wished to keep his association with the corvette that had served them so well.

“I think it runs a little deeper,” Ferghal confided, his expression full of mischief as they disembarked at Earth Station One from the transport that had brought them home. “He was reluctant to be leaving your command in the first place, and only agreed if he could keep your ship.”

“That is folly,” Harry said. “He is by far the best qualified and most experienced of their people. He should not limit himself so.” Hefting his rather heavy bag, he said, “I should have been told. I would have talked him out of such nonsense.”

“You forget, Commander, theirs is a very different society to our own.” Ferghal shrugged. “Besides, he is to be the flotilla leader in your place. In their eyes that is a high honour.”

“To be the flotilla leader is an honour, certainly.” He caught Ferghal’s expression and realised he’d misunderstood his friend. “To follow me as leader of the flotilla is plain nonsense, and I should have told him so.”

Ferghal knew his friend well enough to change the subject. “I am looking forward to a few weeks at Scrabo. I confess myself more than ready for a spell of idleness.” He glanced at his friend. “Will a certain lady be joinin’ us?”

Harry brightened, and thoughts of the Canids were driven from his mind as he recalled Mary’s promise to meet him at the old house in County Down. “She has promised to meet me there.” He caught his friend’s grin. “Rogue, you shall not steal her away from me, either.”

“Ah, we shall see. What of this talk of you appearing on the news channel with your very dear friend Montaigne? Perhaps his charms may be the more apparent to you now.” Ferghal’s laugh as he dodged Harry’s retaliation caused others in the boarding area to look their way. Some frowned, but others, correctly gauging the camaraderie, smiled as the pair continued to their transport exchanging wisecracks.

“It will not happen if I can avoid it, but it will not take place immediately in any event.” Harry’s smirk conveyed his dread. “Command are negotiating the where, when and who.” He shrugged. “No doubt I will be told in due season.”

The house on the shoulder of Scrabo, the ancient volcanic plug that squats at the head of Strangford Lough, was quiet as Harry and Ferghal finally dismounted from the transport car that had brought them home.

“It would seem we are not watched for.” Harry sounded a little disappointed.

“Our arrival is later than planned.” Ferghal pulled their luggage from the compartment and sent the vehicle on its way. “We were delayed longer than expected by your appointment with the Advocate Admiral’s adviser.”

“I know. First they give me consent to take part in this circus arranged by Mr. Montaigne when it is finalised, and then they seek to warn me to guard my tongue and my temper.”

Ferghal grinned. “Open the door, Master Harry, Captain, sir! Your luggage bears me down.” He warded off Harry’s attempt to relieve him of it, and added, “The warnings are well meant, my friend. We both know the quality and ferocity of your temper should you be provoked into losing it. Now, for the love of mercy, let us be going in.”

“Oh, very well.” Harry accepted the gentle reminder and operated the door code. He stood aside to admit his friend, but found himself being crowded forward into the house.

“Welcome home!”

Harry stopped in surprise. The next moment he was engulfed in an embrace and locked in a kiss. All the tension of the last year, all his tiredness, all his weariness fell away as he slipped his arms around the waist of his beloved Mary. Time stood still for them as Ferghal slipped quietly inside, deposited the luggage for Herbert, the android butler, and greeted Niamh and Theo as they waited for the lovers to come back down to earth.

“Sure, and anyone would be thinkin’ they’d been missin’ each other,” Ferghal quipped, and everyone chuckled.

Harry’s face was scarlet as he broke the kiss and turned to respond, still holding Mary by the waist. Catching sight of Niamh and Theo smiling at him, he suddenly felt self-conscious. “Oh, Aunt Niamh, Theo, I did not see you there.”

Theo laughed, and Niamh smiled and said, “Don’t be silly, Harry. It’s been far too long for both of you. Come into the drawing room and let’s make ourselves comfortable. Leave the baggage, Ferghal. Herbert will deal with it.”

“Yes, come on, Harry,” Mary’s gentle voice sent a warm glow through his chest. “Sit beside me and let’s hear about your activities since the last big battle.”

Feeling a bit like a schoolboy, Harry allowed himself to be led toward the comfortable sofa. Ferghal followed, marvelling at how Mary seemed to take charge with gentle strength while his friend dropped his responsibilities and rank in her presence. He had no doubts at all now that this woman would be Harry’s wife one day. Only death could prevent it.
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