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      Time had run out. They were going to kill her. Or worse, sell her to a race of beings that used humanoids like her as food, or as slaves. After a year of force servitude as a lab rat and slave, Sergeant Jackie Renée Morgan wasn’t sure which she feared more now.

      She would have gleefully murdered all of the snow-white-skin and white-haired aliens a year ago, when the Egreans, the name of the world they came from, first abducted her from Earth. Nine months ago, she would still have happily murdered most of them. However, a few had treated her with a modicum of kindness. Those she would have willingly hurt, but would now make an effort to not kill.

      A year into her captivity, she was still as resentful and angry that these people, these creatures from another world, believed they had a right to abduct beings from worlds less advanced than theirs. Surprisingly, a year of testing, experiments, and forced interactions with her jailers had dulled her rage enough that she would make an effort to not kill them as she made her escape. Which didn’t mean she wouldn’t kill, if she had to.

      Jac had gathered weapons and other items over the last month to aid in her escape from her oppressors. Something they had stupidly afforded her when they began training her as a dommy; their name for a servant or slave in training.

      Hypodermic near to hand, loaded with a drug that would immediately render someone unconscious; if used correctly, or dead if not. She again promised to not kill whoever brought her evening meal, if possible. But one way or the other, she was leaving this alien world, in a body-bag or one of their spaceships. Jac didn’t care which because she would no longer be one of their guinea pigs or slaves.

      She sat on the edge of her bed, gun tucked under the edge of her pillow, her hand resting over it. Every so often, she would wipe her clammy hand on the cushion. Jac could not afford to fail because they had already begun transferring other abductees to another location on the Egrean Science Institute’s complex. In fact, she was the only one left in the research area.

      Distant footsteps drew her attention to the locked door on the other side of her small cell. The room was more like her dorm room at Cal Tech, bed on the far side, a built-in desk to the right of the room, a small table in the center, and a loveseat and low coffee table to the left. An open archway was situated between the sofa and bed, which led to a small bathroom.

      Jac had considered making her attack from there, but some of the Egreans became nervous when they didn’t immediately see her. And considering the number of times she had attacked her captors the first weeks of her imprisonment it might be understandable. Might, if not for the fact that despite the majority of Egreans being much smaller than her, they were surprisingly very strong.

      The lock on her door clicked as someone unlocked it. Then it was ripped open and the face of one of her jailers stood framed in the open door.

      “Ditermor,” she muttered under her breath. “Good.”

      He hated her. And she despised him. If she had miscalculated the amount of drug and inadvertently killed him, then so be it. She glared as she surreptitiously wiped the moisture from her hand while inching it toward the hypodermic gun.

      “Your food, dommy,” he said in Egrean. “Yet I do not know why I bother as you will be dead in one week’s time, by order of General Tratnox.”

      Jac made no reaction to his announcement. None of them knew she now spoke and read their language fluently. And although the Egreans possessed translator technology that would allow them to easily speak to one another, Ditermor refused to use it as he deemed conversation with inferior beings beneath him.

      He strutted across the room. All four-foot-nine of him, as if he was an Egrean Warrior. She wanted to laugh but didn’t. During her first month here, the two of them had tangled numerous times, and she knew just how strong the little man was.

      He dropped a covered tray onto the table in the middle of the room. “A waste of good food. They should feed you what we give our kesians.”

      Kesians were the Egrean’s equivalent of a monkey. A four-legged creature with no hair and two short arms. They also had two, foot-long fangs and yellow eyes. In her mind they were more like a cross between a Saber tooth tiger and a hairless wolfhound, with arms. However, they were incredibly intelligent and quite trainable. Much like the police dogs she had worked with back on earth. Making the slur ridiculous on two counts. The Egreans used them similarly to Earth police and military dogs. And secondly, most of them took better care of their kesians than they did themselves.

      Unaware that she understood every word he was saying, he advanced on her, taking out a hand-held medical scanner from its pouch. Part of the nightly routine was that whoever delivered her last meal of the day, also checked her vitals. And that was what Jac was waiting for.

      He reached her and raised the scanner, waving it in front of her face then lowering it to her chest. It registered all her information and transmitted it to the main computer.

      “A waste of my… What are you…”

      She jammed the hypodermic against his neck and pulled the trigger. His grey eyes flared with rage and then rolled back in their sockets as the drug incapacitated him almost instantaneously. He dropped like a rock to the floor at her feet and she sat there, staring unemotionally, wondering if she had killed him or not.

      She continued to stare until his chest rose and fell, breaking the trance. “Too bad.”

      Jumping up, she reached under the mattress until she found the clothes she had hidden there. Dommy uniforms were a skin-tight, bright orange, one-piece jumpsuit. Not to emphasize the wearer’s physique. It was to prevent dommies from hiding things on their person. Jac wasn’t the first dommy to attempt an escape from the Science Institute. But she did plan on being the first to succeed.

      General Class and Elite Class Egreans were as a rule between five-foot to five-foot-eight. Jac was two inches taller than the tallest ones. Luckily, they tended to favor clothes that were loose fitting, especially those that worked at the Institute. Black pants or skirt and a wrap-around top that closed with something similar to Velcro on the side. Scientist and their assistants wore a brown, knee length lab coat over their clothes.

      Jac slipped into the clothes and then rushed into her bathroom. There she had hidden another part of her disguise, a white flour compound used for cooking. She moistened her face and head then patted the substance on to hide her pink skin and brown hair. There was nothing she could do about her hands or green eyes. Which was another reason she had chosen nighttime to make her escape.

      After checking her appearance in the mirror, she returned to the main room with the shackles and gag she had also stolen. Jac used them on Ditermor before picking him up and placing him on her bed. She covered him from head to toe and stepped back to inspect her work. From across the room, it looked like she was sleeping. And if the drug worked as it should, the man would sleep until tomorrow afternoon.

      “Time to go,” she whispered.

      The majority of the people who worked at the institute were gone for the day, leaving just the cleaning staff, maintenance workers, and a few guards. She had observed that General Class Egrean, who made up those groups, rarely interacted with the Elite Class Egreans, who made up the Scientist, assistants, and management of the institute. So, all she had to do, was keep her head down, and ignore anyone she came across as she made her way off the complex. It was a good plan. As far as it went. What would happen once she got off the institute’s campus, Jac didn’t know.

      By hacking into their computer system, she knew the Egrean Science Institute was on the south side of the city of Juvernex; one of the planet’s largest cities. The space port she needed to get to was just north of the central district of the city. Which meant she had to walk fifteen miles, or a little over twenty-four kilometers, the equivalent of twenty-four Egrean zortices. And according to her research, one of the most populated and party cities on the planet.

      The downtown district had more bars, clubs, eateries, and entertainment venues than Houston, Los Angeles, and New York City combined. In short, it was the Egrean’s much larger version of Las Vegas. Additionally, the space port she was going to was the third largest one on this world, with the second largest military port connected to it.

      “Head down, and act like you know what you are doing and where you are going,” she reminded herself.

      The Egrean Science Institute was a closed campus. It didn’t used to be. Unfortunately, about a year ago, the military began taking over more and more of the operation at the institute and by order of a General Tratnox, walls and fences had been erected and all entrances were now manned by guards. Civilian guards. Until next week, when the military was scheduled to assume those roles as well. Another reason she needed to make her escape now.

      Getting out of the Frantrmal Research building wasn’t very hard as there were only a couple of lab and science assistants still on duty at this time of the day. The three civilian guards were all congregated at the front of the building, near the front desk. So, Jac simply turned the other direction and exited out the rear.

      Once there, she took a second to gather her thoughts and settle her nerves. According to the map she had memorized, Building FR-337 was located near the center of the massive campus. The main gate was nineteen blocks to the north. Luckily, there was another gate about five blocks to the south. It would add to her walk to the space port as she would have to first walk around the massive perimeter of the campus.

      Turning right, she hurried to the corner of the building and checked for anyone in the area.

      She exhaled and repeated, “Head down, act like you belong here.”

      Jac had barely taken the first step when something in the shadows moved. “Going somewhere?”

      Jac jerked out the hypodermic gun and aimed it at her attacker. But the person swung a long baton used to control unruly dommies and knocked the syringe out of her hand.

      “No thank you, I saw what you did to Ditermor.”

      Jac recognized the voice. It was one of the science assistants. A woman by the name of Leanna. One of the few Egreans who had treated her with kindness. Yet Jac was not in the mood for kindness and screamed as she charged into the five-foot-six woman.

      Back on Earth, Jac’s five-foot-ten, more muscular body would have been enough to topple an adversary, regardless of their size. On Egrean, it felt like she had run headfirst into a brick wall.

      She grunted as Leanna wrapped her arms around Jac’s shoulders and then threw her into the wall. But a year of living on Egrean, and scrapping with these people had taught her a few things.

      Even before her body stopped, Jac kicked out and connected with the woman’s knee.

      “Stop, I do not… Owww!” The woman cried as she went down hard.

      Jac leaped up and began pummeling the woman in the face. Then one of Leanna’s fists slammed into Jac’s cheek and she saw stars and sparks flash before her eyes. The blow dislodged her but she quickly regained her balance and attacked again.

      “Enough!” the woman roared. She curled into a ball, placed her feet against Jac’s stomach, and kicked out, sending her flying through the air.

      Jac landed about eight feet away, the impact knocking the air from her lungs. Through watery eyes and no breath, she watched as the woman stood up and scowled down at Jac.

      “I do not…”

      Jac propelled herself off the ground toward the woman.

      “Damnit, Jac, I said stop!” Leanna yelled. “I do not want to hurt you.”

      The words startled her as they were in English and not Egrean. It shouldn’t have, as she knew the woman spoke English.

      “I won’t go back! You will have to kill me,” Jac screamed.

      “I am not taking you back inside. Nor do I want to hinder your escape.” She paused as she glared down at her. “I want to go with you.”

      “What?” Jac scoffed.

      Leanna uncoiled and took a step back, allowing Jac to get to her feet.

      “I’ve been marked for death,” Leanna replied.

      A coldness washed over Jac. She had learned about Egrean dissidents and radicals. On Earth, religious fanatics would have called them heretics. A thousand years ago, they would have been burned at the stake or hung.

      Egrean, like Earth, had long since moved past such punishments. At least until the new, more authoritarian minded leaders, like General Tratnox began taking charge of parts of the government. Legally, they still did not kill or even arrest radicals. Nevertheless, recently more and more of them were disappearing without explanation. Everyone knew who was responsible. Yet no one openly spoke of it out of fear of becoming one of the vanished.

      “You are a radical?” Jac asked.

      “I prefer Conscientious Dissident. Or Scientifically Informed Dissident.” She shrugged. “But I’ll except the simplified, Radical, if you insist.”

      Jac had suspected as much. Nonetheless, she hardened her heart as she envisioned Kitirik’s dead and lifeless body, decaying all alone in her home because of people, aliens like the woman in front of her. Her sweet kitty had been her baby. She had even taken her on a number of flights with her. But on the morning of her abduction, Jac had decided to leave Kit at home, as she was doing a post annual flight check on her small airplane.

      She hoped, and prayed, that someone had found and saved her. Unfortunately, there was no knowing how long it would have taken for the authorities, or her friends, to go by her house to look for her. Jac figured Kit had about two weeks’ worth of food, and a week of water. After that, her baby would have starved to death or died of dehydration.

      “No,” Jac grumbled.

      “No, I am not a radical? Or no, to my going with you?” Leanna asked.

      “No to going with me. I already knew – suspected that you were a radical.”

      Leanna’s face sobered. Normally a flirtatious and cheerful being, Jac had rarely been subjected to the more serious and autocratic side of the woman. Nevertheless, she had never completely forgotten that this woman was part of the race of beings that had abducted her and thousands of others from Earth and other worlds for scientific research.

      “Wrong answer, Sergeant Morgan,” Leanna said. “Because I am not giving you a…”

      Jac took advantage of her momentary distraction and attacked. The few times she had managed to overpower one of her captors, she had used what she had learned as a female police officer, facing larger and stronger male suspects own her own; she took her legs out from under her.

      Leanna hit the ground with a bang and a cry of pain. Jac followed up by wrapping her arms around the woman’s neck and applying a choke hold.

      “Enough!” Leanna snarled as she grasped Jac’s wrist in a vice-like grip and squeezed.

      Pain shot up her arm as bones and tendons crackled. “No!” Jac screamed as she lost her grip on the woman. Again, the lifeless body of her kitty flashed in her mind. “I won’t go back! You will have to kill me first!”

      Freed of the strangle hold, Leanna flipped Jac onto her stomach and pinned her arms behind her. Every indignity and injustice she had endured at the hands of these people gave her strength, yet no matter how hard she struggled, she could not dislodge the woman.

      On the verge of tears from the pain and rage coursing through her, she found she couldn’t make a sound or move as Leanna covered her mouth with her free hand.

      “Jac, stop. I do not want to hurt you.”

      She tried to roll her head but only managed to scrape her cheek against the ground.

      Leanna repeated, “And I do not want to take you back inside. I am trying to help you escape.”

      Breathing hard, Jac quit struggling.

      After a few seconds, Leanna asked, “Are you going to quit fighting me?”

      Jac nodded. Or tried to as her head was pressed into the ground.

      “I am going to remove my hand. But you need to keep quiet. Most of the staff are at the other end of the building.” She glanced up and looked around. “But I don’t know who might be milling around out here.”

      Leanna had eased up enough for Jac to actually nod this time. “Good.”

      Jac flexed her jaw then asked, “Why?”

      Leanna released her and sat back on her haunches. “I told you. I’ve been marked for death by one of General Tratnox’s minions.”

      Jac sat up cross-legged as she massaged her wrist. It wasn’t broken. Just badly bruised.

      “Again, why? Why has this underling of Tratnox marked you for death?”

      Leanna looked sheepishly away. “I might have slept with him to gain information on when the military is going to take control of the Institute. And he may have discovered what I was doing.”

      “May have?” Jac mocked.

      Leanna turned back to her. “May have. I am not absolutely sure. However, shortly after I uncovered the information on their takeover, I was nearly killed in a freak accident near my home.”

      “Accidents don’t happen on this planet?” Jac asked sarcastically before flexing her jaw to ease the soreness.

      “Sure they do,” Leanna replied with a smile. “But seven in two weeks? And before you make one of your typical mocking comments, our technology has nearly eliminated vehicle and hover craft accidents. It has also ended most construction injuries, as well as equipment failures. Yet, in the last two weeks I have been involved in two vehicle crashes, one hover craft incident, two construction accidents, one lift failure, and one accidental phaser discharge. All of them would have been fatal, if I hadn’t been on the watch for an attempt on my life by Tratnox and his people.”

      Jac stood up and waited for Leanna to do the same. “Okay, that is a lot. But why not take your concerns to the civilian authorities? As I understand it, on your world, they have operational authority over your military.”

      “Had,” Leanna said, her smile disappearing. “Tratnox has spent years moving his people into key positions of power, including our law enforcement, courts, and government. Consequently, I don’t know…”

      “Who you can trust,” Jac finished for her.

      “Correct,” Leanna replied. “And two days ago, I was warned that they were going to start targeting my family to get to me.”

      “Warned?”

      The woman’s lips kicked up a little. “Not everyone in the military agrees with what Tratnox is doing. They may be too scared to oppose him outright, but some are willing to do it covertly, as long as it doesn’t endanger themselves or their own families.”

      Jac closed her eyes. “You’re doing this to protect your family.”

      “And myself,” Leanna answered. “But you are correct. If I am not on this world, then they have no reason to target my family.”

      She fought against it, yet years of dedication to protecting others was too strong. “Alright, you can come.”

      Jac turned and headed for the corner of the building.

      Leanna grasped her shoulder to halt her. “Not that way.”

      Jac glared.

      Leanna gave her a quick once over. “Your disguise might work from a distance. As long as you can stay in the shadows. But no one is going to believe you are an Egrean if they get close to you.”

      “You have a better plan?” Jac snapped.

      The woman picked up a bundle she had drop when Jac attacked her. She held it out to Jac and she realized it was her dommy uniform.

      “Wipe off that mess on your face, put your uniform back on, and come with me to the Intake building.”

      “Why?” she asked even as she took the clothes from her.

      Leanna held up a pad similar to an iPad. “I have orders to transport five specimens to an offsite holding location.”

      “The ones they transferred last week?” Jac said as she began to change clothes.

      “Three P-3ers, and two P-43ers.”

      P-3 was the Egrean name for test subjects from Earth. The entire designation was KR-7983.P3. KR was short for Frantrmal, their name for the Milky Way Galaxy. And Earth’s solar system was the seven thousand-nine hundred-and-eighty-third one they had explored. P-43 was for a planet called Alitan, also in the Milky Way Galaxy.

      “Where are they?”

      “The Intake facility. Officially, they are awaiting transport back to their home worlds,” Leanna said.

      “Unofficially?” Jac asked, despite already knowing the answer.

      “Tratnox has ordered them terminated.”

      “And you intend to save them?” Jac asked dubiously.

      “With your help.”
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        * * *

      

      Eight zortices away, in a plush and luxury hotel, a naked humanoid man pushed a beautiful and equally nude Egrean woman off his chest and then cuddled up next to her. Unaware that all his carefully constructed plans were about to be put in danger, Captain Duval – notorious space pirate, and wanted on five worlds, including this one, – was working very, very hard to put in place the last element that he needed. Well, maybe having sex with Marernox was not such a hard job. He rather enjoyed the time he’d spent with the Egrean scientist.

      Personally, he preferred women a little bit bigger than the five-foot-tall woman. But what she didn’t have in height, she more than made up for in enthusiasm in the bed, on the floor, on the tabletops, dressers, and any other surface that was convenient.

      Marernox was one of the scientists at the Egrean Science Institute. The same organization responsible for kidnapping his great-grand father from a neighboring galaxy and a planet they called P-3. In actuality, the Egreans abducted not only his great-grandfather, but also his great-uncle and another man that was with them at the time.

      The uncle and unknown man had died on Egrean, while his ancestor had been rescued. Or nearly killed while being taken back to P-3. Kyakan was another world that was at war with the Egreans at the time. They attacked the ship his grandfather was on and he was saved by an Egrean woman, his great-grandmother. Before his great-grandfather died, he extracted a vow of honor from Duval’s grandfather, to return his and his brother’s remains to the land of their family. And before his father died, he had passed that vow onto Duval.

      For years Duval had done nothing about the vow as he had no way to return to the planet of his ancestors. Then three years ago, a possible way to fulfill his vow fell into his lap. A spaceship that could travel between this galaxy and its closest neighbor galaxy. He just had to bide his time and steal the ship. And that time was almost here. But before he could do that, he needed to retrieve his uncle’s remains.

      And that was where Marernox came in. She was head of the department that oversaw the disposal of any test subjects that died while in their care. And although his great-uncle had died two-hundred-and-sixty-years ago, his remains were still being held by the Egrean Science Institute, at an off-site location. And with her unaware help, he was going to break into the building and extricate his forefather.

      And then the hard part, stealing a ship capable of getting him and his ancestors all the way back to their own world.
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      They took what Jac thought of as an Egrean golf cart. She had no idea if these people played a game similar to golf. And these golf carts had no wheels, they hovered about six inches off the ground. But they did have a front and back seat for just four people. She and Leanna were both in the front seat with the box of weapons on the back one. Which she didn’t like at all.

      “They worked,” Leanna said, startling Jac and her trepidations.

      What worked?” she asked.

      “The enhancements,” Leanna replied.

      Jac’s fears redoubled. The Egreans had been giving her drugs to enhance her cognizant abilities. Aware that she already possessed a higher-than-normal I.Q., for a human, they wanted to see if they could give her an artificial intelligence as high as theirs. Unfortunately for her, it had worked spectacularly. Something she had had to hide from them as she had discovered her fate if they had learned just how well it had worked; death.

      The Egreans hadn’t wanted to improve the intellectual abilities of Earthlings, or any other underdeveloped planet. They needed test subjects compatible enough with their own species to see if they could enhance their own less intelligent citizens.

      Knowing what her fate would be, she had hidden the results from the scientist and used it to break into their computer systems and plan her escape. So, it startled and scared the hell out of her that this woman, this lab assistant, knew her secret.

      “I don’t know what you are talking...”

      “You don’t need to hide it from me, Jac. I’ve been your main caretaker for the last six months.” Leanna glanced at her. “How do you think I knew you were about to make your escape?  I know you have broken into our computer systems. And I know you remember everything you read, see, or hear with perfect clarity.”

      “Or have seen,” Jac muttered, still afraid to admit the full truth to anyone. Especially an Egrean.

      “You don’t need to fear me, Jac.” Leanna turned to face her and Jac could see a look in her eyes that scared her as much as the thought that this woman knew her secrets; desire.

      “I like you Jac.” Leanna laid her hand on Jac’s knee. “But I won’t act on it until we are both safe and off this planet.”

      Shit, Jac’s mind screamed. What the hell did she do about this? To distract herself and this woman, she returned to her earlier fear.

      "I'd feel a great deal better with one of the guns in my hands."

      Leanna rolled her eyes. "Jack-ie," she said slowly, "for the moment, the majority of Egreans believe you are little more than a dimwitted alien who is just slightly more intelligent than a trained kesian."

      "If that was true, you would have a muzzle on me."

      Leanna snorted. "We don't muzzle our pets, Jac. Not once they are trained."

      "I am not trained," she gritted out.

      Leanna faced her. "They don't know that. And as long as they don't, they will not be paying any attention to you."

      "Point taken," Jac reluctantly agreed.

      She surveyed the surrounding area as they crossed the science campus. It was early evening and most of the sidewalks were empty, the streets had only a few vehicles still on them. Unfortunately, the building they were headed to was on the far side of the huge campus. Giving ample opportunities for someone to become curious about an albino-white Egrean and a pink-skinned off-worlder cruising around in a utility vehicle.

      "Stop fretting," Leanna chided. "If we get stopped, I'll tell them you are assisting me with a cleanup job at the Center."

      The Center, also called the Intake Facility, was the building where all new test subjects were brought into the Science Institute. Jac now knew it was also where those that were being repatriated back to their own worlds, or sold into slavery, or as food, were also taken. And according to Leanna, more and more of those that the scientists were done testing, met the latter two fates.

      "Fine," Jac huffed. "But once we get there, I want some kind of weapon. If this thing goes sideways, I want to die with something besides empty air in my hands." She saw Leanna grimace. "What?"

      "The Center is the one building that never closes, Jac. Even at this hour, there will be a number of people on duty. Including private security officers and what you people call law enforcement officers. So, giving you a weapon is not a good idea."

      Jac glared. She already knew about the cops and guards in and around the building, it was why she had intended to go the long way around the campus. Her plan had been to blend into the Juvernex’s nightlife as just another reveler. And the loose-fitting uniform of a lab assistant might not be party clothes, but they would have allowed her to carry some kind of weapon. The dommy’s skin-tight uniform negated that too.

      She also didn't need Leanna reminding her that by forcing Jac to take her along, she had once again taken control out of her hand and given it to another. "Fine," she bit out.

      Leanna reached over and covered Jac's thigh with her hand and squeezed. Despite the deadly seriousness of the situation, and her simmering resentment, Jac felt a stirring of pleasure from the woman’s physical contact. In the beginning, Jac saw the lily-white, white-haired, and amber-eyed Egreans as unattractive and was put off by her gentle touches. She still didn't like most of them, but it was no longer because she found them unappealing. In actuality, she had come to appreciate their unique beauty. Especially the friendly and flirtatious Leanna. Any lingering aversion was linked to their having abducted her.

      What worried Jac was that her growing attraction to the woman was the result of Stockholm Syndrome and not her genuine attraction to the woman. Leanna was one of her jailers. Yet, she had also become one of the few beings Jac could talk to. Really talk to, as Leanna didn't "test" her. She asked questions because she was genuinely curious about Jac and the planet she came from.

      Jac hadn't truly understood why until a few weeks ago when they spoke of why they each choice their career paths. Jac became a cop because she got tired of seeing bullies take advantage of smaller, weaker people. Leanna had always dreamed of going to other worlds to learn about other beings.

      She dropped her gaze to Leanna's hand, still intimately resting on her thigh, recalling how many times since that night the woman had caressed her in similar ways. Back on Earth, if a woman had done such things, Jac would have known, or strongly suspected, that the lady was interested in her. Here, on this planet, she wasn’t sure how to interpret such things. Especially as the woman had never tried to take it farther than these potential flirtations. Possibly because she, too, knew that taking it too far while Jac was still a prisoner would be seen as inappropriate and rejected outright. Jac also knew that Leanna liked men as well as women and had had a number of casual partners.

      As of a few minutes ago, their relationship had drastically changed from jailer and prisoner to comrades of a sort. Shivers of warmth radiated upward, causing her heart to pick up a beat or two. Hesitantly, she inched her hand over until she covered Leanna's with her own.

      When the woman glanced over, Jac gently squeezed the top of her hand. Leanna rolled hers over and interlaced their fingers, seeming to confirm her desire to move their relationship to a new plane. "We are going to make it, Jac. We have to."

      Jac couldn't help it, she growled as she parroted her. "We have to. I can't live like this much longer."

      A distant noise drew both of their attention down the street and Leanna released Jac's hand, but not before another quick squeeze. "Try to sit there like a good and obedient dommy. I know that will be hard for you, Jac, but try, girl, try real hard. Otherwise, you are likely to get both of us thrown in jail or killed."

      The comment stung. "They don't kill people on your planet, Lee."

      Leanna's shoulders drew back. "You only call me that when you are tiffed with me. And you are right, officially we don’t execute anyone. But thanks to Tratnox and his people, accidents are occurring more often than normal."

      A chill washed over Jac. "I don’t call you Lee just when I am mad at you,” she refuted before adding. “And that gels with some of the things I found while digging around in the institute's computers. Your army, or your Space Force, has been taking over more and more of the duties your army and police force used to do. Three months ago, I found a report filed by a senior member of the regular army about a number of assassinations of supposed radicals or government officials sympathetic to their movement. They were reported as accidents similar to yours. Yet evidence contradicted those findings. They also tied those accidents to members of the elite Space Force and high-ranking officers working directly under General Tratnox. A day later, the officer who filed the report had a fatal accident and all traces of the report disappeared."

      Leanna swallowed as she looked away. "Yeah, I heard about them too. It was why I was able to avoid the ones meant for me. Yet what really scared me was that one of them involved a person’s family as well. Even if your family does not agree with you, their lives are endangered as well. And despite the political and societal differences between me and my family, I do not want to see them pay for my beliefs. It is another reason I want, no need, to get off this planet."

      Jac's brows furrowed. Considering what Leanna had told her earlier; it was a valid concern. She stared at her for a few seconds before facing forward. The three-story intake center building was coming into view.

      "Are we likely to run into any of those people at the Center?” Jac asked.

      Leanna replied. "No." She glanced over. "I hope not. Like I said, the Center is still staffed by law enforcement officers and the institute's own private security. SF soldiers and officers work there during the day, but officially, they are there as trainees, for the time being."

      Jac hesitantly asked, "That is about to change. Isn’t it?”

      Leanna nodded. "I saw a memo last week that said all operations at the research campus would be under their control by the end of Luncen." She turned to Jac. "That is in eight days."

      "Is that why you are in such a hurry to get away from here?" Jac asked.

      Her eyes clouded over, and she covered Jac's hand. "That and the fact that it also said that all non-compliant dommies needed to be terminated before that time."

      "Son-of-a-bitch," Jac said.

      "Not sure what that means, but it sounds about right."

      They rode in silence until the ground floor of the Center could be seen. "I suppose I should have asked this earlier, but just what is the plan here?"

      "A non-military cargo spaceship arrived today to unload supplies and other equipment for the institution." Leanna leaned in "The Assistant Engineer is a good friend of mine."

      Jac squinted at the woman. "How good."

      Leanna smirked. "Don't be jealous, Jac. We've had sex a few times, but it was just fun and games, nothing more."

      "I'm not –"

      "Yes, you are. And it is very sweet of you. But we Egreans don't view sex the same way your people do."

      For some reason, her comment did hurt—a little. "Not all Earthlings are so prudish, Lee."

      Leanna giggled. "You are and that is fine with me. I'll be more discriminating once we get to your world."

      Jac jerked around to face the woman. Dammed if it didn't sound like she was saying they were a couple. Or was she?"

      "Lee?"

      Leanna caressed her cheek softly. "We can talk about these feelings between us, once we are safely away from this planet."

      Shit! She was. "Lee?"

      "Yes?"

      “I’m not interested in a...”

      She didn’t know how to phrase this. It had been a few years since she’d had a long-term relationship. And from what she knew about this woman, neither had Leanna. She was a love them and leave them kind of woman.

      Luckily, she didn’t have to figure out how to say anything as Leanna slowed down. The back door to the Center was now about thirty feet away. "Later. What about this engineer of yours?"

      "He's an officer on a spacefaring transport that brings off world equipment, food, and other things to the institute for testing."

      "People?" Jac questioned.

      "No. Those are long distance, galaxy exploration ships. And now Galaxy class warships."

      "Warships?" Jac shook her head. "Never mind. That can wait for later. Go on about the man."

      Leanna's face hardened. "Like I said, Roxen is an officer, and he volunteered to work the shuttle transport from the main ship in low orbit over Egrean. They fly the cargo down to the space terminal in the middle of Juvernex. From there, it is transferred to a land cargo carrier before being brought to the institute." She leaned toward her and lowered her voice. "He, and the two working with him tonight, want to go with us to your planet."

      "What the fuck!"

      Leanna smirked. "Yeah."

      “Why?” Jac insisted “Why do they want to leave their own galaxy and follow me to a planet they have never been to or heard of.” Her brow crinkled. “Or have they?”

      “Roxen has been to your galaxy, but not your world. As to why he wants to go, you will have to ask him.”

      Jac dropped her head. "So, now I have four of you going to Earth with me."

      "Eleven," Leanna replied.

      Jac's head whipped up. "What?"

      "Eleven. Plus the specimens that are still at the Center awaiting transport to other worlds."

      Her mouth opened but no words could get past her lips. There were three Earthlings that had been transferred to the Center in the last week. Two more beings from the planet Alitan.

      "A total of nine crewmen on the Oxsefatable want to go to your planet. So, counting me, Roxen, and the nine crewmen, that makes eleven going with us."

      "And the five other specimens taken to the Center last week. That makes sixteen."

      Leanna’s forehead wrinkled. "If they are still at the Center."

      "Are you out of your mind?"

      Leanna shook her head. "No, not at all. From watching you, I know you have been secretly studying our spaceships and how to operate them. Roxen can't fly, but he is a damn good engineer. Something we are going to need."

      "You mean from spying on me," Jac grumbled.

      Leanna evaded the accusation. "Of the crew working with Roxen tonight, one of the men wanting to go with us is a nurse but nearly has his certification as a doctor. Something, I fear, we are going to need. Another is a cook. The others have various degrees of experience keeping a spaceship operational."

      Jac closed her eyes. "But can we trust them?"

      Leanna lightly tapped her shoulder. "Yes, we can, Jac. They have seen firsthand what our world is becoming due to those that have switched from peaceful exploration and scientific research to a more war-like race of beings. And they hate it as much as I do. As much as I know you do. I know there are others, but there is no way to find them without endangering my plan or risking exposing ourselves and destroying our chances of getting away from here."

      Jac shook her head as she saw no other choice and relented. "Fine, they can come with us. Where are we supposed to –"

      "There," Leanna interrupted.

      Jac peered through the dark to where she was pointing.

      "Near the Center's loading docks. We will need to help unload the transport."

      "Why?" Jac asked.

      "Because we need the space on the transport to load the cargo being shipped out on the Oxsefatable."

      "Lee!" Jac hissed.

      Leanna lowered her voice. "As I said, the Center is mainly manned by private security and disgruntled police officers, but the Space Terminal is not. It is manned by experienced soldiers. They may not be with the Space Force, but they know enough to check on how many crewmembers are coming and going." She glanced toward a ground transport being signed in through the front gate of the Center. "On the other hand, they are not going to open up the crates being loaded onto a non-military transport ship."

      "Crates?"

      Leanna cheerfully confirmed. "Crates. Empty crates. Or they will be until you and I get inside one of them."

      Jac settled back into her seat. "Nice plan. I hope."

      "Me too. Because there isn't another scheduled shipment going out until after General Tratnox and his Space Force take over the operations of the Institute.

      A cold shiver crawled up her spine. Jac had found a lot of information on Tratnox in the Institute's computers. He was ruthless and a coldblooded killer. And he was brilliant. Nearly as intelligent as the top scientists at the Institute.

      

      Fortunately, step two of their escape went off without a hitch. Roxen was an imposing man, for an Egrean, with the typical white skin and snow-white hair. And his eyes were just as grey as Leanna's, yet somehow different. As a police officer, she had seen people with his kind of eyes, killer eyes. Roxen had seen death before and had caused it.

      The two crewmen, Dosen and Ukner, helped to unload the supplies. They were smaller in stature, as Egreans went, and appeared harmless. But, most of the scientists at the Institute also seemed harmless and were anything but.

      While the four of them worked, Leanna, using her position at the Institute and the authorizations she had on her pad, went searching for the five specimens transferred to the Center last week. Jac hated allowing her out of her sight, yet there was no way to stop her without drawing unwanted attention to them.

      Just as Jac and the others began to load the supplies going out, Leanna returned, followed by a number of workers pushing five coffin-sized crates. "Commander Roxen."

      The Commander stopped and faced her. "Yes ma'am?"

      "This is the additional cargo I told you about."

      Without missing a beat, "Yes, ma'am. We have more than enough room for them."

      Leanna addressed the ten workers moving the crates to the loading dock. "Just put them with the other cargo going out and these men will get them loaded."

      A man who was not pushing one of the five crates was obviously relieved. "Are you sure you don't need any help?" There was no missing the hopefulness in his voice.

      "Commander Roxen, do you want any of the workers to remain?"

      "No. My men are trained and know how I want things loaded.”

      "Good enough," the man said and waved his workers away.

      It took another two hours to load the outgoing crates. All the while, Jac—and she suspected Leanna, as well—sweated and worried about someone stopping them. Finally, it was done and she and Leanna easily slipped unnoticed into the back of the transport before it pulled away. And as Leanna had predicted, as it left the Institute’s campus, the gate guards didn't bother to check what was going out or how many workers were in the vehicle. Why should they interrupt their mealtimes to check a low-level transport leaving a non-military facility?

      Once they were safely on the way, she asked, "The other captives?"

      "Due to go out in two days. It was easy to convince the control officer that the orders had been altered without notifying his office. It is done all the time."

      "Are they alive?" Jac asked.

      "Yes. They are in a medically-induced sleep. It's the best way to transport test subjects over long distances. And it would be safer if we keep them that way until we are on board the Oxsefatable."

      Jac snorted. "I remember." She quickly shook off the memory of waking up and then being forcibly put back to sleep. "What's next? How do we get off your planet?"

      In short order, she learned about the next phase in Leanna's plan to get her and the others onboard Roxen's ship. One of the crewmen had been an actor before becoming the equivalent of a merchant sailor on Earth. He'd also been an extremely talented makeup artist and still had his tools of that trade. Which would be much better than the flour Jac had planned on using.

      The quickest route to the Space Terminal was through the center of Juvernex. The man who would do her makeup banged on the crate to tell them that it was now safe to come out so he could ready her for the next step. When they came out, she got her first view of the city she had lived on the edge of for the last year. It was as congested and alive as she had read and reminded her of her visit to the heart of Las Vegas.

      Jac didn't need a wristwatch to know that from the time it had taken to unload and load the transport that it was now past the middle of the night. Scores of Egreans bustled about on the busy streets lined with clubs and restaurants.

      She flinched from the reminder that this was not Earth. The people weren't walking, the sidewalks moved them along like they were on horizontal escalators. Jac had seen drawings of futuristic cities with conveyances like these. If not for being kidnapped, involuntarily transported trillions of miles to a hostile planet, and kept as a science experiment, she would have loved to visit the city of Juvernex.

      As it was, her thoughts trailed off as she spotted a two- or three-story building that was all lit up. The front of the building was mostly glass with a long row of glass doors. Judging by the fact that none of the people on the moving walkways were getting off to go inside the building, it appeared to be closed. It wasn't such an unusual sight that she would have paid it more than a passing glance if not for the electronic billboards on top of the building and lining the sidewalk in front of it.

      "What the fucking hell is that?" she demanded.

      "What?" Leanna asked.

      "That!" Jac all but growled as she pointed toward the building.

      Leanna leaned over and gazed out the window beside her.

      "The Science Institute's Off World Museum."

      Jac's jaw clenched so tightly her teeth nearly cracked. "Not the building," she insisted.

      She raised her hand and pointed to the nearest billboard. "That. What the hell is that?"

      The billboard displayed pictures of a number of pink-skinned people in various states of dress. Earth period costumes. From what she could tell there was a man in a medieval knight's armor, a man in a Scottish Highlander kilt, and another man in what appeared to be a World War II pilot's uniform.

      The sign over the men's heads read, "Living Examples of Other Worlds' Fighting Men."

      The expression on Leanna's face was pure revulsion as she, too, stared unblinking at the billboards. "It is what the Institute has always done with some of the subjects once they have finished testing. Fifty years ago, they would keep one out of ten subjects for display. A hundred years ago, they only kept one of a hundred. Before that, only one out of a thousand, and usually only those that didn't survive the testing."

      Jac glanced quickly at Leanna. "Alive. It says living examples. You people are keeping live humans as museum exhibits."

      Leanna closed her eyes. "We call them, The Frozen. And not just beings from your planet. There are beings from all the undeveloped worlds we have been visiting for the last four thousand years."

      Jac stared at her. "How many?"

      Leanna wouldn’t face her. "I hate the place and only go there when required to do so for my job."

      "How many?" she asked.

      Leanna’s eyes had tears in them. "Two hundred exhibits."

      Jac grabbed her tightly by the shoulders and Leanna flinched but didn't pull away. "There are two hundred living beings in there?"

      Leanna shook her head. "No. There are currently only eighty-three viable beings in suspended animation. The rest were too fragile for the procedure or too old to survive any longer in that state."

      Jac’s hands fisted as the realization that more people like her were being held by these creatures. At the Institute she'd been the last of the Earthlings still being held and tested. In fact, several months ago, the specimens from Earth and other worlds began being shipped back to their home worlds. Or so the Institute’s official records stated.

      Jac and the five they had just liberated were the last ones currently being held. For a few days, Jac had had hope that she, too, would be going home soon. Until she had found notes that implied more sinister reasons. Notes that mysteriously disappeared as quickly as they appeared. Her police instincts told her she was about to mysteriously disappear as well. And not back to Earth.

      "How many Earthlings?" she asked.

      "Alive?"

      "Yes, goddamn it! How many fucking humans are still alive in there?"

      "Ten or twenty," Leanna said in a small voice.

      Jac grabbed the woman and made her look back. "Ten? Or twenty? Which is it?"

      Leanna swallowed. "Twelve. There are twelve beings that I know of from Earth that are still viable."

      "Son-of-a-bitch," Jac hissed. She glared out the window as the museum faded into the clutter of the city. "Are they included in General Tratnox's extermination order?" When Leanna didn't answer she turned back to the woman. "Lee?"

      She exhaled. "Yes. They will remain a part of the exhibit because they are so popular. But Tratnox intends to pull the plug—as your people say—on the chambers. The beings will be permanently…stuffed, for lack of a better description."

      "Son-of-a-bitch! Roxen!" Jac yelled.

      The man was up front with the driver and stuck his head through the doorway to the cockpit. "Yes?"

      "Pull over, we have another pickup to make before we go to the Space Terminal."
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      Leanna was livid. In the year Jac had known the woman, she had never seen her lose control or raise her voice. She was doing both now.

      "No! We are not going to save those people, Jac! Do you have any idea what General Tratnox and his people will do to us if we get caught? Torture. Death. And more torture after we are dead. No, no, no, we are not going back there to save those Earthlings."

      Jac smirked. "You're right, Lee, we're not going to save the Earthlings. We are going to free anyone who is still alive in there."

      "What? You want to save all the Frozen? Are you out of your ever-loving mind, girl?

      "Quite possibly," Jac said. "But I'm not leaving anyone here for that butcher to murder."

      "You're going to get us all killed," Leanna grumbled.

      Jac relaxed. "Is that an agreement?"

      Leanna shook her head. "Jac, you are crazy. You do realize if all eighty-three are still viable, we have gone from sixteen to ninety-six beings that we need to sneak onto the Oxsefatable."

      "Yeahhh," Jac replied carefully.

      "Roxen," she called out to the man who was in the background listening to them. "Is it possible?"

      He hesitated before saying, "Problematic, but feasible. If we don't pick up anyone else."

      Jac frowned at Leanna but spoke to him. "You and your men with me?"

      He stepped forward. "I heard what Leanna told you about hating that place. I saw them for the first time about ten years ago, just after I joined the Space Force. And I was disgusted by what I saw and what my people were doing to beings from other worlds."

      Jac sat up and recoiled. "You're in the Space Force?"

      "Not any longer. My visit to the museum sickened me and I agreed with the ban on taking beings from other worlds, whether from our galaxy or another one. And I wanted nothing to do with our military’s plan to get around the ban by going to other galaxies. I especially wanted nothing to do with the act of taking people from their world and making living displays out of them. Consequently, I resigned three years ago when I got assigned to a deep spaceship going to another galaxy. Your galaxy. I signed onto an inter-galaxy supply ship and quickly rose in rank to Senior Engineer. My captain is also a former Space Force Officer. Although, unlike me and some of my crew, he is very much in favor of the forced abduction of beings from underdeveloped worlds."

      The tension in her shoulders eased. "So, you are with us."

      Roxen stood taller. "We all are."

      "Good," she glanced at Dosen and Ukner in turn. "What is our next move?"

      "Me," Ukner replied, "I have to make you resemble one of us."

      "Then me," Dosen said. "How many specimens did you say were still viable?"

      "Eighty-three. At least that was how many were still viable the last time I heard from one of the staff responsible for the care and maintenance of the cryo-cases.”

      "I've seen the exhibits," Dosen said. “And from what I could tell, they are mobile and slightly larger than the stasis cases we already loaded from the Center. Are they?"

      Leanna nodded. "Each case has its own controls and onboard power supply, designed to maintain the case for short periods of time, while they are being moved."

      "How short?" Dosen asked.

      Her brows puckered. "Not sure. I've seen them brought to the Institute for testing or preventative maintenance. The scientist kept them off external power for as long as three days. But I've heard that they can go as long as seven to ten days, depending on the age of the onboard power supply."

      "I can work with that," Dosen said. He surveyed the crates they had loaded at the Institute. "All but those five will have to go." His hand stroked his chin as he thought or calculated. "Eighty-three plus those five is eighty-eight cases." His face pinched. "We'll need another transport. I can fit about two thirds of them in here if we are empty."

      "We might be in luck," Ukner cut in. "As we passed the museum I saw a couple of smaller transports docked at the loading ports."

      "How small?" Roxen asked.

      Ukner shrugged. "Not sure. Smaller than this one. But if we can get most of the cases on this one, I think we can get the rest on one of the ones I saw."

      Jac nodded. "Alright, that takes care of getting them to the Space Terminal." She faced Roxen. "Now, how do we get into a closed museum?"

      Leanna chuckled. "Leave that up to me."

      Jac and the others considered her questioningly.

      She held up her electronic notepad. "Same way I got the ones from the Center. As far as they know, I'm a highly respected member of the Egrean Science Institute." Her smirk laced with glee. "And I have copies of every kind of Institute's files on here. Including, transfer authorizations."

      "Seriously?" Jac asked halfheartedly.

      "Yes. And since this is the time of day most transfers are usually made, it won't seem suspicious with us showing up in the middle of the night." Her lips tightened. "Not until we start removing all the viable exhibits."

      "Leave that to me," Roxen said. "Do you know how many guards are usually on duty during the night?

      Leanna shook her head. "Two or three. The museum isn't exactly a high target location as there is nothing of value in there."

      "Just living beings," Jac grumbled.

      Leanna patted Jac's arm. "Value to most Egreans, Jac. They would not want to break into the museum and take one of the exhibits."

      “The radicals?” Jac asked.

      “They might, if they believed they could get them home, but everyone knows how hard that would be, so the museum would not see them as a threat either.”

      Jac swallowed. "Let's hope you are right." She glanced out the window. "Because I figure we have about six hours to get in there and get the…" She used Leanna’s term for the abducted beings but detested it. "…Frozen loaded on our transports."

      "For the record, I still don't like this," she held up her hand and halted Jac's retort, "but I'm on board." She glanced at the others. "The cryo-cases have their own hover mode for easy transport when they need to be moved. They are all behind protective glass, so we'll need to get into the museum's employee work area to disconnect them from their external power supplies."

      "It is a crying shame we can't just use transporters to move the things to the Oxsefatable." Jac muttered.

      "Transporters?" Roxen asked.

      Leanna snorted.

      She'd told Leanna about Earth's futuristic television show from the 1960s. "It's an Earth thing. Or more accurately, a movie thing."

      "A movie?" Dosen asked.

      She glanced at Ukner. "Shows on a big screen that actors act out for entertainment and money."

      Ukner repeated Roxen’s question. "What are transporters?"

      "In a show called Star Trek, the writers imagined a machine that could transport inanimate things and living beings through the air by way of supercomputers. They broke down whatever they needed to transport long distances into the subatomic level before moving them from one place to another and reassembling them."

      His eyes popped wide. "And it didn't kill them?"

      Dosen hit him in the back. "Dumbass, it was make-believe." He peeked at Jac. "Right?"

      She nodded. "So, pull your head out of your butt and let's get this done…with our hands."

      Her vulgar quip must have startled them as they gave her varying looks as they contemplated her.

      Finally, Roxen said, "Alright, Dosen, take us to the loading ports and back in as if you belong there." He eyed Ukner. "Make her into an Egrean while the three of us are gaining entrance to the museum." He addressed Leanna. "And for the love of all the gods, find a file that will give us access without having to kill anyone."

      

      Jac could barely breathe as Ukner used a kind of light-altering wand to change her skin from pink to snow-white, and her hair from brown to pure white. Next, he removed what bore a similarity to contact lenses from his case and used another machine to change them to a grey similar to Leanna's. Finally, he grabbed a small bag and pulled out a uniform similar to his and Dosen's.

      "Get changed and hide your garments somewhere it won't be found if we are stopped and searched."

      "Where?" she asked.

      "I don't know," he replied. He glanced down at her clothes. "But if those things are found by the Space Force, they will get all of us killed."

      Her stomach clenched. She should have thought of that herself. "Alright.”

      Jac examined the area as she headed back to the crate she and Leanna had hidden in to change her clothes. The only place to hide them was near the cockpit. So, as soon as they got the survivors loaded, she'd move her clothes to one of the cryo-cases.

      She could hear Leanna talking to someone at the back entrance, but unfortunately due to the distance, Jac couldn't understand what was being said, yet she'd heard Leanna use that official voice before. And sure enough, by the time she'd changed and stored her clothes, Roxen and the others were following Leanna through the door. She hurried to catch up to them and ducked in before the door closed.

      The only weapons they had were the two guns Leanna had had when she set Jac free. Roxen had taken one and Jac had grabbed the other. Although, in truth, none of the others had really wanted it. The majority of Egrean citizens were non-aggressive people. Only a comparable few were not. And unfortunately, that disparity was going to cost these people when General Tratnox and his army took over.

      "Which exhibit did you say you needed?"

      The lone guard was walking side-by-side with Leanna. Roxen was an arms' length behind them and Dosen and Ukner three feet behind them and spread out on either side of the hallway. Jac had nearly caught up to the group as they reached a door labeled Security.

      "The order is for two of the exhibits," Leanna said.

      The guard glanced back, "Which two?"

      "The ones in some kind of metal armor. I believe they are the oldest viable exhibits from P3 in solar system 7983 of Galaxy KR.

      The guard’s posture eased. "I like those two. We have similar specimens from other solar systems in KR. But those are the only two that are still viable. And here we are. I'll grab the access card while you give the transfer order to my supervisor."

      The man opened the door and stepped through. Leanna took a step to the side and allowed Roxen to go through the door, pulling his gun from the back of his pants as he did.

      "Lieutenant, these people are here – hey!"

      "On the ground!" Roxen yelled as he pushed the guard forward. "Both of you, on the ground, now!"

      Neither the lieutenant nor the guard made any attempt to resist. Despite working as security guards, they were like most of the Egreans, non-confrontational. Having weapons of any kind shoved into their face was not something they were used to.

      Leanna stepped forward and rushed to the lieutenant's computer console. "Password?" she ordered the woman cowering on the ground. Once she had it, she quickly pulled up a list of all two hundred exhibits. She quickly isolated the viable ones from the non-viable.

      "There are still eighty-three. Twelve from P3 and fifteen from other KR galaxy worlds. The other fifty-six are from undeveloped worlds in our own galaxy before the ban went into effect."

      "Why were they kept?" Jac asked.

      "Several groups have tried to free them. The court cases have never made it all the way through Egrean's legal system," she replied.

      Jac snorted. "That sounds just like the legal system on my world."

      "Debate the legal system on your own time," Roxen barked. "Right now we need to get moving if we are going to get these beings out of here before the museum opens in the morning."

      "Lee, do you have the access card for the exhibits?" Jac asked.

      "Where are they?" Leanna asked the lieutenant.

      "We don't have –"

      Jac poked her with the end of her gun.

      "Desk, desk, desk. The master key is in my desk, center drawer."

      "Roxen," Jac barked.

      "I got it,” Dosen said and rushed to the desk.

      "Ukner, you and Lee tie them up and make sure they can't get free," Jac ordered.

      "Ma'am," he replied.

      "Who knows the layout of the museum and where the viable exhibits are? She asked the group.

      "Me," Leanna said. "I've had to come over here a few times as a part of my duties. It's been a few months, but I doubt they have moved any of the displays since then. Your fellow Earthlings are on the top floor. The rest of the Galaxy KR exhibits are on the first floor with the ones from this galaxy on the ground floor."

      "Elevators or lifts?" she asked.

      "Public ones are located in the center of the building. But there are two larger private ones just down the hall."

      Ukner finished tying up the guard and his boss and was about to gag both of them. "Just a second, Ukner," Jac ordered.

      She knelt down in front of the lieutenant with the gun cradled in her arms. "Any other workers here tonight?"

      She shook her head slightly.

      "You sure?"

      The woman glanced at the gun and at Roxen before nodding her head.

      "Ukner," Jac called out.

      He bowed up like he wanted to strike her but shuffled off as he muttered. "I do not take orders from dommies."

      Roxen stopped him with a hand on his shoulder as he tried to pass by. "It's her show, Ukner. You knew that when you agreed to this."

      He glanced at Leanna. "I thought it was her show," his gaze briefly washed over Jac, and she saw his anger, "not her servant's."

      "Now you know," Roxen said. "Are you still with us?"

      The tightness in his face relaxed. "Yes, Commander. I'm with you."

      Jac’s instincts honed from years as a police officer rose up. He was making it clear who he was following. And it wasn’t her. She had forgotten that in the eyes of these people she was little more than a trained monkey—a kesian. The urgency of the situation meant she didn't have time to tiptoe around their tender feelings. "Lee, how many people does it take to move the cryo-cases?"

      "One. As long as you can read Egrean and can follow the directions on the control panel."

      "Okay," Jac said. "You take the key card and open the doors we need on this floor. Make sure we all know how to prepare them for transport. Dosen, grab one of the other transports parked in the back and move it into position beside ours and load the cases as we bring them to you."

      "Ma'am," he replied and took off.

      "The rest of us?" Roxen asked.

      She turned to Leanna. "You said there were fifty-six exhibits from this galaxy?"

      "Yes."

      "Are they all on this level?" she asked.

      "Most of them are. There are a few on the next floor up," Leanna replied.

      Jac nodded. "After you show us how to prepare the cases for moving, you and Ukner start on this level. Roxen, you start on the first floor, and I'll begin on the top one. Whoever finishes will begin helping the next floor down."

      Roxen saluted and hurried off. Jac could see the anger in Ukner’s eyes as he glared at her, yet he just shook his head and followed his commander.

      "Pushing it," Leanna whispered.

      Jac scowled. "I don't have time to pussyfoot around with this if we are going to get away."

      Leanna snorted. "Not sure what this "pussyfoot" is, nevertheless, I get the general idea."

      Jac laughed. "Let's go."

      Jac was sickened by what she found when she entered the Frantrmal Galaxy area of the museum. She had been to museums where life-like mannequins displayed various eras of human development. She’d even been to Madame Tussauds in London. But none of those had once been alive. They certainly weren’t living beings being kept in extended cryostasis as curiosities from around two different galaxies.

      The first display she encountered had P-3, or Earthlings, in clothes from what appeared to be the late 1950s or early 1960s. There were about a dozen men and women in the exhibition. Yet only two of them were differently displayed. The sign over them read, LIVING BEINGS FROM P-3, ONE HUNDRED YEARS AGO.

      From what she could tell, they were about forty years off on the timeline. But then again, Egrean and Earth years were slightly different.

      She noted the location of the access door and moved to the next exhibit. This one had Earthlings from early 1920s. It too had about a dozen beings, with two LIVE exhibits. The next one had cowboys and American Indians locked in an eternal battle, with none of the beings still alive.  Beside it was one with one-hundred-year-old Cossacks displayed in a fight. Again, none of them were still alive.

      Jac’s anger grew with each new exhibit and she knew she could not allow it to control her. She intended to just check for living beings in the rest of the exhibits as time was running out. Yet her eyes were caught by a beautiful auburn-haired woman in a high-waisted, Empire dress of the Regency era of England. The woman was in a cryo-case, and labeled as a LIVING EXAMPLE OF HIGHLY EDUCATED P-3 FEMALE FROM THREE HUNDRED YEARS AGO. Egrean time. Jac would guess she was from the early 1800s.

      She was displayed with two non-viable beings, labeled as having been taken with the female. One was a younger woman or girl in a maid’s uniform. The other one was a man of about thirty in a British military uniform. Both were deceased. However, further back in the display were five cryo-cases with live, or frozen, British soldiers and two Scottish Highlander warriors.

      She turned back to the woman and studied her a few more seconds than she should have. “You are beautiful. I hope we are able to save you, because I would love to sit down and have a long conversation with you about … well, everything.”

      The next hours passed in silent terror for all of them. Jac discovered that she could move four cases to the freight elevator and take them down together. Each exhibit took her about fifteen minutes to load. Another twenty minutes to move all four from there to the loading dock. She calculated that it would take about four hours to get all twelve of the Earthlings to the transport.

      Roxen was using a similar system to move the twenty-five exhibits on the first floor. She could help him get the last few and then both of them could help Leanna and Dosen with the last of the forty-six on the ground floor. If they needed it. Since they weren't hampered in using an elevator, they might finish quicker than her and Roxen.

      She had finished her second trip when Dosen and Leanna stopped her. "Ukner has disappeared."

      "What? Do you think he took off?"

      Dosen shook his head. "No. I think he's been caught."

      Jac’s stomach clenched. That would mean they were all in danger.

      "I heard a noise as I was moving this case to the dock. It sounded like a male voice, and not Ukner's. I think the lieutenant lied to us. There is another guard, and I think he has Ukner."

      "Shit, shit, shit," Jac muttered.

      "Dosen," Roxen snapped, "go to the security office and check the cameras. See if there is anyone outside waiting on us."

      "Sir," he replied and took off running.

      They stood staring at each other as they waited on his report. A long—a very long—minute later Dosen stuck his head out the open door. "No one, Commander. The streets are nearly empty."

      She sighed with relief, and was sure she heard the others do the same. "Check the interior cameras and see if you can find Ukner and whoever took him."

      "Ma'am," he replied and ducked back inside.

      "Lee, check the docks. If it is still clear, keep loading the cases onto the transports. We need to get out of here as soon as we free Ukner and get the last of them loaded."

      "Yes ma'am," she said and hurried off.

      Jac was about to head to the office when they heard Dosen from within it. "Found them. Main floor, inside the food court. One guard, or a soldier is holding Ukner with a large kitchen knife. Strangely, it seems like they are just calmly talking. Ukner appears upset but not scared."

      "Keep an eye on them," Jac yelled back. "Roxen."

      "Coming," he replied.

      "Let's try to not kill the guard if we can," Jac said.

      "Alright," he quickly agreed as he fell into step behind her. "However, my crewman is my main concern and not the man holding him prisoner."

      "Agreed."

      They quickly made it across the museum's ground floor to the front, where the restaurant and food courts were located. Two large open entryways led to the area, separated by a thirty-foot wall. "Go left," she told Roxen.

      When they were both in position, Roxen waved to her, and they moved into the food court at the same time. Jac couldn't see either man and was about to ask Roxen if he could when she saw him point to an empty bar at the rear of the courtyard. He raised his gun and pointed it at the end of the bar.

      "Ukner, you alright?" Roxen asked.

      "I'm fine, Commander. Mimert and I were just having a discussion.”

      "About?"

      "Our little journey that we are about to take," Ukner said.

      Roxen glanced at her, and she moved closer to him.

      "What about our little journey?" Jac asked.

      "He would like to go with us," he said.

      "Why?" Jac asked, surprised.

      Ukner snorted. "Same reason the rest of us want to get off this planet, ma'am."

      She and Roxen had been slowly inching forward while they were talking. The two men could now be seen. Ukner was sitting on the floor with a large pale-skinned Egrean kneeling behind him, the tip of the knife resting on Ukner's left shoulder.

      The man was wearing the same uniform as the other two museum guards, yet it fit him differently. From her research she knew about the four classes of Egreans: General, Elite, Soldier, and Warrior. The first two were all about the same build and height as Leanna, Roxen, and the others she had met. Soldier Class Egreans were more muscular, over six feet in height, and bald, as a rule. Egrean Warriors were closer to seven-foot tall, even more muscular than the soldiers, and also bald, whether they were male or female.

      This man appeared to be of the soldier class, yet not as muscular as the ones she had seen on the computer. Nevertheless, this man was dangerous, in a deadly way. Yet, the glint in his yellow eyes was one of amusement.

      "And the knife?" Jac asked.

      "My protection," Mimert answered with obvious enjoyment.

      "You don't expect us to take you serious when you are threatening one of my men, do you?" Roxen asked.

      Despite the non-menacing tone, Roxen was taking the man very earnestly.

      The guard grinned. "My new friend here told me that you were armed and used to be an officer in the Space Force."

      "I was an engineer, and we are."

      The man gave Roxen a once over. "That explains it. I am familiar with the members of the Space Force. Even their engineers were highly trained and had no problems killing. And I'd just as soon not die until I've had my say."

      The man glanced from Roxen to her. "Ukner here has been telling me why all of you want to get away from Egrean. I feel the same way."

      "You want to go to the KR Galaxy?" Roxen asked.

      He shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe not. My new friend tells me that once we are away from Egrean, you can drop me off on one of the other developed worlds, if I decide I don't want to go all the way to the KR galaxy."

      To Jac, he sounded like someone in crisis. As a CIT trained officer she knew better than challenging his delusion or what was causing his issue. For the moment she didn’t care if he really wanted to go with them or not, she just needed him to put his weapon down.

      Jac piped in. "We can drop you off with the other Frozen from your galaxy, if that is what you want."

      He nodded. "It is…maybe. Ukner's been telling me about this place you are going to, and it sounds interesting. I might like to see this new world."

      "You can come, if you release my man," Roxen said.

      Jac’s back teeth clinched. That was not his to offer. However, she understood he might be doing the same thing as her, just trying to get the man to put his weapon down. Nevertheless, she and the Commander needed to have a conversation about who was running things, later.

      Fortunately, Mimert handed the knife to Ukner.

      "Welcome aboard," Roxen said, and he and Jac moved forward. "Can we trust you?"

      "Yes," Mimert replied. "Although, I understand it is going to take a while for that to happen. But as you well know, Commander, not all of us wanted to be warriors. Our leaders decided that for us."

      Roxen gazed at the two men before holding his hand out for the knife. "I am aware of that fact, Mister Mimert. If you are serious about joining us, you can start by helping to get the rest of the viable exhibits moved to the loading dock."

      Jac glanced at Roxen but remained quiet. They could use the help because of the delay the man had caused.

      Mimert smiled and a cold chill washed over Jac. "No problem, Commander."

      Roxen handed her the knife and whispered, "I hope not."

      They followed the two men as they all walked back through the museum area. "You have doubts?"

      He glanced over his shoulder. "Lots. Yet, I know there were others like me that did not want to be a part of the Space Force."

      She stopped them. "Are you saying he was a soldier with the Space Force?"

      He glanced back. "Yes and no. From the looks of him, I suspect he was in the Program, but was eventually rejected as being unsuitable. It is the only way a young, former Soldier Class Egrean ends up as a civilian guard. So, yes, I have concerns, but I'd rather have him somewhere I can keep an eye on him." He exhaled. "And we need the help if we are going to get out of here in time."

      Jac prayed they weren't making a big mistake. “Commander, once we get through, we need to have a talk about who is in charge of this operation.”

      He glanced at her and kept walking. “No need. Leanna made it clear that you were in charge of things. But that man is used to taking orders from military officers. And at the moment, you are not a part of any military. In addition, they see you as a dommy. It will take time for them to accept you as their leader. Time, I didn’t figure we had right now.”

      He was correct, of course. “We will deal with this once we get onboard your ship, Commander Roxen.”

      She saw the corner of his lip twitch but chose to ignore it. For now.
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      They arrived at Juvernex's military gate for the Space Terminal with all eighty-three of the Frozen and five medical comatose beings from the Institute. Leanna and Roxen's original plan was for Jac and Leanna to hide in a crate big enough for the two of them until they got back on the Oxsefatable. The guard from the museum would have fit as well, barely. Unfortunately, that wouldn't have explained a second transport and a lot more cargo showing up at the terminal.

      So, they pivoted to a new plan. Leanna's magic pad had every kind of file the Science Institute utilized. And what forms she didn't have, Jac could fake with the skills she learned while hacking their computers. In quick order, Jac and Leanna crafted an excellent replica of an official order—signed by the head of the Institute—authorizing the transfer of eighty-eight discontinued specimens to an off-world site.

      Luckily, the gate guard just glanced at the forms and the back of the transports without really inspecting either. It also helped that the sun was coming up and the new day was beginning. So, the entry gate was alive with people and vehicles trying to get onto the terminal and the guard didn't want to take the time to fuss with a "standard movement order" from the revered Science Institute.

      "Where to?" Jac asked Dosen, who was operating the transport she was in.

      "We're using a transport shuttle leased by our government as most of the supplies we carry go to them or someone like the Institute, which they have a vested interest in. Which is why, unfortunately, it is parked on the military apron of the terminal."

      "Shit," she muttered.

      He rolled his eyes. "I believe we have a similar expression in Egrean. And I totally agree." He gave her a once over. "Check your make-up, ma'am. What we are doing is not that unusual, but we do not want to give the soldiers in that area any reason to suspect otherwise."

      She quickly checked everything she could see. "My skin is still snow white. How's my hair and eyes."

      Without actually checking, he answered, "Good. Now, ma'am, for my sake and that of my commander and my friend, try to act like an Egrean and not a dommy."

      She sneered. "In other words, be an arrogant asshole."

      "Yes,” he replied cheerfully. “The more entitled the better." He took a beat. "Just remember, most of our soldiers are even more arrogant, and they have the power to enforce theirs, while we do not."

      "So, be an arrogant ass, just not too much of one to one of them."

      He chuckled. "You got it. . ." His eyes narrowed. "Jac is not an Egrean name." He thought for a second before picking up his communicator, which resembled a very small cell phone. "Commander, Jartner and I will follow you to the shuttle."

      There was a short hesitation before, "Understood."

      He yelled, "Ukner."

      "I heard," the man called from the back of the transport. "Can we call her Gart."

      Dosen snorted. "No." He glanced at her. "Gart is Egrean for–"

      "A mentally ill person," Jac supplied. "I speak Egrean, remember."

      "Yes, we know," he said sunnily.

      "Asshole," she muttered halfheartedly.

      He became serious. "Here we go."

      Jac peeked through a crack and saw a low fence, guarded by two Egrean soldiers. "Where is the shuttle?"

      "Far side of the military complex. Since we're not a part of the military, we are not allowed near their hangars and buildings. But don't drop your guard as there will still be a number of soldiers milling around."

      The transport in front slowed down and made an arc as it lined up with a ship about the size of a C-130 cargo plane on Earth. Only this one did not have wings or a tail section, per say. Instead, there were long, flat engines that ran down both sides of the craft and were as wide as the main body of the spacecraft.

      "Large ship," she remarked.

      "Large enough. There are areas for the cargo handlers, forward and aft. The cockpit is topside at about the middle of the ship. Ukner and I will remain in the cargo hold while you, Leanna, Mimert, and Commander Roxen will go topside to the cockpit.

      She had a thought. "The pilot?"

      "He works for the company that owns the shuttle but shouldn't be a problem as he never leaves the cockpit area of the ship. If he does, Commander Roxen has a contingency plan in place. Everyone else involved in the loading and unloading of today's supplies were handpicked by the Commander.

      She relaxed. "Lee told me about them. I take it that they are now the ones manning your ship."

      "Primarily. Those that are not with us were not assigned to the loading dock."

      Jac watched as Roxen and his ground transport landed with its back to the aft of the cargo shuttle. He, Leanna, and the museum guard got out and headed toward the rear of the transport.

      "Shit!" she cried.

      "What?" Dosen asked.

      "Look," she said and pointed.

      A squad of eight soldiers and a sergeant of some kind were headed their way. All of them were as tall as Mimert and just as bald-headed, and they were marching right up to Roxen and the others. She grasped her weapon and reached for the door.

      "Stop!" Dosen commanded and grabbed her arm, halting her. "They're probably new soldiers and are not armed."

      "What?"

      He repeated, "They are not armed, ma'am. As new recruits or soldiers, they are here to help transfer the cargo to the shuttle."

      She squinted at the scene. "Are you sure?"

      "Yes. Commander Roxen is giving them directions."

      Sure enough, a tall, bald woman who was obviously the supervisor of the squad was listening to Roxen and nodding. She barked out a couple of orders and the soldiers headed to the back of the transport.

      "Thank God," Jac muttered.

      "Yes, ma'am. And ma'am?"

      “Yes?”

      "I would really like to not get killed tonight if I can help it."

      "So would I," she replied.

      "Good. Stop using words like, shit, thank god, fuck, and asshole. Those are not Egrean words. If one of those soldiers hears you, it is going to raise questions we do not want to answer. As a general rule, soldiers are not as smart as most Elite Egreans, but they are not stupid by any means."

      She should have realized the issue herself.

      She replied contritely, "Yeah, I can do that."

      He snarled, "That one, either. Yeah, isn't an Egrean word or phrase."

      Jac tightened her lips. "Maybe I should just keep my mouth shut."

      "A good idea, ma'am."

      She couldn't tell if he was joking or not, yet knew he was right. In the last year she had learned their language but was not completely fluent. She certainly didn't know all the nuances of their tongue.

      The three of them sat in silence as Roxen and the others quickly moved the cryo-cases from the transport to the shuttle. Finally, Roxen waved at her as one of the soldiers ran to the front of the transport and got in to move it out of the way.

      "Here we go," Dosen said and moved their transport into position.

      They got out and joined the crew members and the soldiers as they unloaded the second transport. She and Dosen had just finished loading a case onto the shuttle and was headed back toward the transport when she glanced over and saw the man who had moved the first transport walking towards them, holding a bundle in his hands, with a confused expression on his face. She almost ignored him until she remembered something.

      "Fuck!"

      "Ma'am!" Dosen snarled.

      "No, look," she replied and nodded to the soldier walking toward them.

      "What?"

      "My dommy uniform. Roxen told me to hide it, so I put it in the cockpit." She pointed. "He found it."

      "Vartg!"

      It was the Egrean equivalent of her curse word.

      "Tell Roxen," she ordered.

      He hurried off without responding. Jac rushed to the front of their vehicle and retrieved her weapon from the cockpit. She checked that it was on the lowest stun setting and not set to kill. Her rescuers were pacifist and had expressed a desire to not kill anyone. Jac hoped that the soldiers had the same reluctance, or this could go very bad, very quickly.

      The soldier with her clothes saw her and opened his mouth to warn his comrades so she fired. The shot knocked him off balance and only managed to piss him off. He threw down her clothes and began charging her. She fired again and knocked him off balance just slightly, so she fired again, and it didn't faze him in the least, just made him madder. He was almost on her when she and someone else fired at the same time. He dropped like a rock at her feet and rolled into her legs, knocking her down.

      Roxen ran up to her and dropped down on one knee. "You were told to hide those things!"

      "I did," she insisted. "How was I to know you were going to let one of them drive the transport."

      Jac was defensive. She screwed up. She had had every intention of moving them from the cockpit to one of the cryo-cases once they were on their way to the Space Terminal. But she had simply forgotten when she had been told to go in the second vehicle with Dosen and Ukner.

      "Whatever," he replied and grabbed her gun. "One is for normal Egreans and beings like you." He moved the setting to four. "This one is for Egrean soldiers and larger creatures. Five to eight is for killing."

      "And nine and ten?" she asked as she took her weapon back.

      "Egrean Warrior Class. And you had better be a good shot or you'll just anger them."

      "Warrior Class. These are…”

      “Soldier Class, not Warriors. You’ll know it when you see one of them,” he answered.

      The man at their feet was huge. Michael Jordan tall with double Dwayne Johnson's muscles. And according to Roxen, and her research, Warriors were even larger.

      "Dosen," Roxen barked.

      "Commander?"

      "Contact Furtnorex. She and the others are still in the cockpit with the shuttle pilot. Have them grab their arms and prepare to subdue the rest of these soldiers."

      "Furtnorex?" Jac asked.

      "Like me, a former Space Force soldier." He glanced at her. "Soldier Class Egrean, like him," he nodded toward the man on the ground, "who also decided to leave the Force because of a difference of opinion with Tratnox."

      She swallowed. "How many others?"

      "Two."

      She shook her head. "Five against eight. Not good odds."

      He snorted. "Two former Space Force soldiers against eight undertrained soldiers. Not a contest. Just a walk in the park."

      She sure hoped so because the other soldiers had just noticed that one of their own was down and that she and Roxen were holding weapons. Unarmed, the eight large men and women began charging right at them.

      "Aim for their chest," Roxen said. "A head shot might kill one of them and we don't want to leave any bodies behind."

      She fired and hit one of the men center mass. He staggered but did not go down.

      "Again!" Roxen shouted as he took one of them down. "Keep firing until they go down."

      Jac did and the man fell. She took aim at a woman just as three shots came from the back of the shuttle. Three more soldiers fell and two of the remaining charged the shuttle. In quick order, they also fell."

      Jac dropped back on her haunches even as Roxen stood up and began giving orders. "Furtnorex, check the perimeter. Make sure no one saw our little dust up here."

      She saluted. "Commander."

      "Dosen, Ukner, Pax, Shez, drag the soldiers to the other transport and tie them up."

      "By ourselves?" one of the men Jac didn't know asked.

      Roxen stared the man into obeying.

      "That's going to take forever, Commander."

      "It better not," he replied. "Because we need to get out of here before these people are missed."

      The man grumbled but moved to the closest downed soldier. He took one arm, another took the other, and Dosen and Ukner each took a leg and started dragging the soldier toward the first transport.

      "Good god," Jac grunted, "how much do those people weigh?"

      Roxen glanced at her. "As much as the four of them put together."

      "Seriously?"

      "Yes," he said as Furtnorex trotted back over.

      "All clear, Commander."

      "Good." He started to say something else when the tall, baldheaded woman held up her hand. "We have a small crisis, sir. I had to subdue the pilot when you asked for reinforcements."

      "Vartg!" he snarled.

      Leanna had joined them and heard him curse. "Problem?"

      "Furtnorex had to restrain the pilot. So, unless you know how to fly that thing, we are not getting out of here."

      Leanna quickly interjected. "Jac knows how to fly. She can get us out of here."

      He and Furtnorex confronted her. "You know how to fly?"

      "Yeah, I know how to fly," she replied.

      His eyes narrowed. "A spacefaring ship? You know how to fly a spacefaring ship like that one?" He pointed at the shuttle.

      "I, uh, I think so." Jac said.

      "How?" Roxen asked.

      Jac tentatively supplied. "On my planet, I'm a pilot." She didn't mention she'd only flown small aircraft. "And I've spent the last year hacking your computer systems and learning how to fly your spaceships, so I could make my escape and get back to my own world."

      "Hacking? What is hacking?" Furtnorex asked.

      Roxen didn't allow her to answer. "Computers. You think you know how to fly that," he waved at the shuttle again, "from a computer."

      She smirked. "You better hope so." She peered at each of them. "Because unless one of you can fly that thing, I'm the only chance we have of getting off this planet."

      "Vartg!" both Roxen and Furtnorex snarled.

      She grinned thinly. "Alright. The quicker we get the soldiers hidden and the rest of the cases onto the shuttle, the sooner we can get off this planet."

      "Furtnorex," Roxen ordered.

      "Commander," she replied and took off. She reached one of the downed soldiers just as she and Roxen reached another one.

      "Legs or feet?" she asked Roxen just as Furtnorex grabbed one of the other soldiers and tossed him over her shoulder.

      "Holy cow!" Jac exclaimed.

      "Yes," Roxen said. "Soldier Class."

      She glanced from Furtnorex to Mimert. They were nearly the same height, but the former museum guard was not nearly as muscular as the female soldier.

      “You said that our newest recruit was a former soldier,” Jac said,

      “Former soldier trainee. I suspect he is a washout. A trainee who failed one of the test given to them before they can move onto the next level in the program.”

      “Is that why he is smaller than…”

      “Lieutenant Furtnorex,” he finished. “Yes. It is what marks him as a washout.”

      Roxen quit talking as they passed Mimert. They dropped their load in the back of the transport and, winded, caught their breaths. She watched Furtnorex pick up a second soldier and toss them over her shoulder as if they weighed nothing.

      When Mimert went to retrieve another of the soldiers, Roxen continued. "The military tests all their candidates from the age of five until twenty. On their twentieth birthday, they face the placement test. If they fail, which is extremely rare, they are bounced out of the program and placed into the General Class. They can enlist in the military as a regular soldier or take a job in law enforcement or private security."

      "Vartg," she muttered.

      "Yes," he replied.

      Furtnorex walked past them and dropped her load. Dosen and the others staggered in with the last of the soldiers. "That's the last of them, Commander," Ukner said.

      "Aright, let’s get the final cases loaded and get out of here."

      "I was wanting to ask, Commander," Furtnorex asked.

      Roxen grimaced. "The cryo-cases."

      She raised an eyebrow.

      He nodded toward Jac. "The Admiral's idea."

      "Admiral?" both Jac and Furtnorex asked.

      "Someone's got to be in charge. And I believe you and Leanna made it clear back at the museum that that person was you."

      Jac snorted. "Why don't we table that for the time being and just get the hell out of here."

      Furtnorex chuckled. "She does sound like one, doesn't she?

      "Yes, ma'am, she does."

      "Oh, for the love of God, will you two move," Jac insisted.

      

      The last four cryos were quickly loaded and she, Roxen, and Furtnorex headed to the cockpit. The first thing she saw was a body on the floor and her heart fluttered.

      "Is he dead?" she asked.

      "No, just unconscious," Furtnorex replied before addressing one of the men Jac hadn't met yet. "Pax, get some rope and tie him up."

      "Lieutenant," Pax replied and hurried off.

      "What will you do with him?" Jac asked them.

      "For the time being, leave him on the shuttle. Once we are back onboard the Oxsefatable, we'll move him to one of the escape ships. We have a plan that will get the crew members that are not joining us off the Oxsefatable and into those ships. Hopefully, with no loss of life."

      Normally, she would agree. She had literally dedicated her life to protecting life. Unfortunately, the Egreans' tendency toward non-violence might get them killed, because General Tratnox and his soldiers certainly didn't follow that dictate.

      "Pilot," Roxen said.

      She squinted at him.

      He waved toward the flight station and raised an eyebrow.

      Jac gritted her teeth and moved to the station. It was just like a number of the ones she had seen on the computer. The palms of her hands were wet, and her heart pounded so hard she could barely concentrate on what she was doing. Not for the first time, she questioned her ability to do what she had told them she could. What she had told herself she could accomplish. Fly one of their spaceships.

      She settled into her seat and began running her hands over the various controls. They were all touchscreen and easy to manipulate. The problem was, you had to do so in the right order and at the correct time to get the thing to fly. And the two hardest things about flying any craft was taking off and landing. Or in this case, docking with the ship in orbit over Egrean.

      An intercom blared that everything was secured and that the crew was ready for takeoff.

      Jac swallowed as she continued to familiarize herself with the controls. A few minutes later Roxen's shadow fell across the control panel. She worked hard to ignore him as she continued to pass her fingers over the various controls.

      "Pilot?" he asked softly. Too softly, as far as she was concerned.

      "Yes," she finally answered.

      "We are ready for takeoff, Admiral Pilot."

      "Okaaay," she said slowly.

      He leaned down so she could see his face. "Which means what?"

      "I am getting ready to get underway, Captain."

      "Do you suppose we can do so, before the friends of the soldiers we have stacked in one of those transports come hunting for them?"

      "In a minute," she said hesitantly.

      "A what?"

      "A minute, Captain," she repeated.

      "And just how long is this minute thing?"

      She deadpanned. "The same as a leknoc."

      "Are you sure, Pilot Admiral?"

      "Fairly," she replied as she placed her fingers over the vertical lift controls and adjusted them up and down with nothing happening.

      He glanced down at the control panel. "Might I suggest that you engage the engine."

      "Engine! I knew I was forgetting something." She wasn't sure she was joking or not.

      "Vartg," he hissed as she hit the control for engines.

      Jac gazed up into his light grey, troubled eyes. "You might want to buckle up, or whatever it is you do for takeoff and landing, Commander."

      His jaw visibly tightened. "Just get this thing off the ground."

      "Sir, yes sir," she answered, and the hum of the engines came to life. "Prepare for takeoff," she called out and Leanna repeated it over the ships radio. "Pax," she ordered next, "advise Terminal Control that Shuttle N—seven—six—eight—two is ready for lift off and departure."

      "Affirmative, Admiral Pilot," he called out before repeating her takeoff order over the radio to the Control Center.

      She grumbled. "If they start calling me that, I am going to blame you."

      He grinned as he walked off.

      "Bastard," she muttered.

      He snorted. "Not sure what that is, but I understand the idea, Admiral Pilot."

      Jac shook her head and gave all her attention to flying the shuttle. After several heart-stopping minutes, they cleared the Terminal Control area and were passed off to Orbit Control.

      "Cleared to level three orbit, Admiral Pilot," Pax called out.

      Shit, they really were going to keep calling her that. "Clear, Pax. Contact the Oxsefatable and advise we are enroute to their location."

      "Affirmative, Admiral Pilot."
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        * * *

      

      When Duval and Marernox arrived at the storage building where the Science Institute kept the dead test subjects, the hair on the back of his neck bristled. His father and grandfather called it a sixth sense native to their people. A warning that something was about to go very wrong.

      The palm of his hands itched to hold a weapon, but in a public place like this, it would be extremely out of place. His anxiety also exacerbated the sweat and itching caused by the wig he was wearing to help hide his identity and race. Yet he dared not touch the thing for fear of dislodging it and someone noticing that he was not Egrean.

      Ignoring it as best he could, he concentrated on the job at hand. Not all of the specimens that died at the Institute were kept here, just the ones that could make them money by placing them on display as some kind of exhibit.

      The first sign that his instincts were spot on—again—was finding the doors wide open to the back of the Egrean Science Institute's Off World Museum. His second clue was finding two of the museum's civilian guards tied up on the floor of the security office. This was not good.

      "Stay here," he ordered Marernox. "But don't let them loose until I have my family in the transport."

      She glanced at the two guards but made sure they couldn't see her. "I don't like this, Duval. There is nothing of value here. Just hundreds of dead off-worlders. And a few in cryo-stasis."

      He checked the time before surveying the area. "Someone obviously thought differently." He pointed at the restrained guards. "And they took the time to subdue these two. It is almost midday, and someone is going to notice them when they show up for work today."

      She grabbed his hand. "The museum might not open for another hour, but the employees are usually here by now. Where are they?"

      He was wondering the same thing. Without answering, he took a code card from her and the directions to his ancestor's exhibit. "Stay here," he repeated. "And don't let them see you. Once I've got my uncle in the hover craft, I'll come back for you."

      Her face was marred by fear and terror, yet she silently reached up and kissed him. "Hurry," she begged when he pulled away.

      His uncle's preserved body, plus that of the man his great-grandfather had been taken with were on top floor. Inaccurately they were displayed locked in mortal combat, when in truth they had been blood brothers and would have fought together.

      He took a second to admire his forefather then quickly freed his corpse from the restrains that held him in place. Duval took another moment to gaze regretfully at his ancestor’s friend; wish he could return his body too. But his plan did not allow such an indulgence and he hoped they would forgive him.

      He only slowed down to wave at Marernox as he headed to the vehicle they had borrowed from the Institute. It was a small, four to five person craft with a small bed at the back for hauling things. Duval gently lowered the body into the bed of the craft and was about to head back for Marernox when he heard loud voices coming toward him.

      Duval dropped down to his haunches and peeked over the top of the bed to see who was coming. He and Marernox had talked about this scenario arising. As one of the department heads at the Institute, she often had business at the museum. If they were stopped, she was going to tell them that she was doing a spot inspection of the remains before the building was transferred to the authority of the military.

      Five Space Force military crafts pulled up to the left of him and a squadron of Soldier Class Egreans and one Warrior Class soldier got out and headed for the back entrance. Other shorter, non-Soldier Class Egreans also got out, but didn't go inside, they posted the area and had been told not to allow anyone to enter or leave the building.

      While none of the soldiers were watching, he jumped up and slipped into the back of Marernox's hover craft's bed and laid down beside his great-uncle. There was a metal-like cover for the bed, and he slowly pulled it down until it covered him and his uncle.

      He wasn't sure how long he hid there, or if his lover was going to betray him to the military. Duval rapidly created a number of explanations for his being there and for hiding in the back of his lover's craft, and just as quickly discarded each and every one of them. He was also prepared to fight to the death once he was found. Yet none of that was needed or necessary.

      A tall, baldheaded female soldier came out holding one of the uniforms from the Science Institute's dommies. An Egrean Elite Class officer joined her and barked several orders in rapid succession before turning to the female soldier. He was an Elite Class officer by the way he carried himself and by the fact he had a six-point blue star over three gold bars on his shirt collar, indicating that he was a General Second Class. And only Egrean Elite Class citizens were allowed to hold that rank in their military. The real question was, what was an Egrean Space Force general doing at the Egrean museum?

      The general and the Warrior spoke for a few minutes as he forced himself to not panic. Suddenly the general glanced his way and pointed. Duval's lungs seized up even as his heart pounded so hard he was sure they could hear it. Truthfully, it beat so loudly that he nearly missed one of the normal Egrean soldiers telling them that the hover craft belonged to a Science Institute's scientist.

      The general’s disdainful laugh caused his skin to crawl. But what he said froze Duval even more. "She's not going to need it anymore. Leave it for the authorities to find."

      "General," the soldier replied.

      Within minutes, all the soldiers piled back into their crafts and left the area. Duval waited until he could no longer hear their transports before getting out to check the area. He knew what he was going to find, even before heading back inside. His friend and lover was dead, and he fought to keep it together. Throwing up or breaking down would not do her, or him, any good right now. Despite the coldness enveloping him, he headed inside the museum hoping against hope to find her and the others alive. Yet when he reached the Security office, he found Marernox and the two museum guards dead on the floor. The general had murdered all of them. But why?
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      Jac's first sight of the Oxsefatable was stimulating. Not because it was such an all-inspiring sight or ship. Because it wasn't. According to descriptions she found, the Oxsefatable was a standard spacefaring cargo ship. In size, it might compare to one of the cargo ships she's seen coming into the Port of Houston back home. It was long and rather rectangular in shape. The huge engines resembled semicircle pimples on both sides and aft of the ship and larger ones top and bottom.

      No, it wasn't the ship itself that invoked such a reaction from her. It was the hope of finally getting away from Egrean that engendered the feeling. An emotion she ruthlessly squashed as this was only the second step in getting back home.

      "What now?" she asked.

      Roxen moved forward and stood beside her, gazing at the viewscreen at the front of the cockpit. "There are exactly twenty-two crew members onboard right now. All but five have agreed to help in your escape. Of those, seven want to go with us to your galaxy and planet."

      "Lee told me about them. What about the others? What will happen to them when we steal their ship?"

      He hesitated. "Hopefully, nothing. Once we have transferred our cargo, some of the crew helping us will initiate an engine core breach. In orbit, protocol requires all but essential engineering personnel to evacuate the ship for safety reasons. They are to maintain a safe distance from the ship in their escape pods until the ranking officer signals the all clear. Since that is currently me, it will not come."

      Jac exhaled through her mouth. "Here's to your plan working."

      "Yes, here's to it working." What she saw in his eyes caused her pause. "Of the five who have not agreed to help us, three are like Furtnorex."

      She gazed at him with furrowed brows.

      He nodded. "About a year ago, our government, encouraged by General Tratnox, ordered that any ship transporting military or governmental supplies must have a detachment of soldiers onboard."

      "Is that her position onboard the Oxsefatable?"

      "Yes and no. Furtnorex is like me, former military. But by law, citizens of her class are required to take jobs that aid or support the military or our government. Which the Oxsefatable does. And as a civilian and former soldier, she is the liaison between the civilian captain of this ship and the military members onboard."

      "Why not you? You are an officer and are also a former military," she asked.

      He tapped the top of his head. "I was not of the Soldier Class, Admiral Pilot. Hence, I still have all my hair." His jaw tightened. "And soldiers of the Soldier Class prefer to take orders from their own kind."

      She heard the resentment in his voice and couldn’t help asking, "But you were a soldier. You told me so."

      He appeared to suppress his annoyance before he answered. "You are correct. And there are tens of thousands of General and Elite Class citizens in the various branches of our military, including the Space Force. And although I was officially a military officer, I was classified as an Engineer and not a combat officer, or of the Soldier Class. Despite there being a great many non-soldier class members of the military who do fight, they are not considered as good as those specially trained to fight. Furtnorex, is of the Soldier Class and was a kirmox."

      Jac knew kirmox was the equivalent of a sergeant in the American Army. "You are worried that they may not evacuate with the others."

      "A Soldier's first duty is to the mission. And their mission is the protection of the Oxsefatable, and more importantly, its military cargo. So, yes, I am worried that they may choose to remain onboard."

      "If they do?" Jac asked.

      "We will deal with it," Furtnorex said from behind them.

      Jac swung around. "By yourself?"

      Her eyes narrowed yet Jac swore she saw a gleam in them. "I was a kirmox, with years of combat experience, Admiral Pilot. They are just soldiers, who have never faced an enemy before. They certainly have never faced an experienced Soldier in a life-or-death fight."

      Jac nodded and tried to concentrate on flying the ship and docking it with the Oxsefatable. One against five were not good odds. Especially when three on the other side were just like Furtnorex. But first things first.

      Her computer training taught Jac that docking a shuttle with a larger ship was one of the hardest maneuvers to do. It usually took years of actual training and hundreds of hours of flight time to do it flawlessly. She would have to do it on her first attempt to keep the people on the Oxsefatable from becoming suspicious of her.

      Roxen must have known how nervous she was becoming, because he leaned down and whispered, "You don't have to be perfect, Admiral Pilot. Just don't crash us into the ship. I arranged to have only crew members with us in the cargo area for this trip. Let the computer do most of the work. I may not be a pilot, but I am the lead engineer on that ship and responsible for making sure the docking system was working correctly. So, all you have to do is get us within ten pedrics of the ship and fairly lined up and the computer will do the rest.

      Pedric was Egrean for feet. And she already knew the procedure to get the computer to take over the last little bit. Yet her research showed that most supply accidents occurred when under-trained pilots failed to safely back up their shuttle and slammed into the side of the cargo ship.

      Their shuttle couldn't damage the Oxsefatable too much. Nevertheless, everyone onboard the ship would know that they had been hit by a smaller vessel and would be coming down to investigate. Additionally, the bridge crew would immediately notify the control center and they, in turn, would contact the captain directly.

      "Alright, everyone, hold onto your eye teeth. Here we go," Jac said.

      "What the vartg are eye teeth?" Pax asked.

      "Buntnex," Leanna replied. "And I suggest you grab something and hold onto it, or you're going to find yourself sitting on yours."

      Jac ignored the byplay behind her and concentrated on turning the shuttle around and getting it lined up with the docking port Roxen told her to aim for. Her first try failed as did her second one. Her third try wasn’t pretty, yet she got the aft end of the shuttle to go where she wanted, or in the general direction.

      "What the hell is taking so long?" Shez inquired from the doorway of the cockpit.

      "Shut the vartg up!" three people yelled as one.

      "We're almost there—we're almost there—we're almost. . ." She felt a slight jerk and a green light on the console began flashing. "We're there!" she hollered.

      Jac slumped back in her chair and noticed she was soaking wet from perspiration. “This was worse than my first landing,” she muttered, thinking about the first time she landed a small airplane.

      "Well done," Roxen said. "Not bad for your first time."

      Jac tried to smile but discovered she was too emotionally exhausted to even give a short wisecrack.

      "First time?" Shez cried. "Are you telling me that this was her first time to dock a–"

      "Shez!" Roxen yelled. "Go to your station and prepare to unload our cargo."

      The man muttered as he walked away. "First time. First vartgin time."

      The ship jerked as the Oxsefatable latched onto its docking clamps. She quickly shut down the engines and set all the controls to standby. "Son-of-a-bitch," she muttered and dropped her head onto the control panel.

      Roxen slapped her on the back. "Good job, Admiral Pilot."

      She didn't bother to acknowledge him as he walked off and Leanna came up and laid her hand on her shoulder. "You did great, Jac."

      She didn't move as she listened to the others file out of the cockpit and head to the cargo area. Finally, she rolled her head and gazed up at Leanna.

      "Thank you," Jac said.

      Leanna bent down and kissed her on the lips. "You're welcome."

      Jac blinked up at the woman. She was becoming more and more blatant about her interest in her. Jac wasn't sure she was ready for the apparent change in their relationship. For the longest time, she had forced herself to ignore the growing attraction between the two of them, preferring to concentrate on getting back to Earth. Fortunately, Leanna hadn’t pursued the attraction either. Until now.

      "Lee?" Jac said softly.

      "Later," Leanna replied and kissed her again.

      Jac sat in stunned silence as Leanna walked away. Damn, this could become very interesting. She shook off the confusing feelings and got up to follow them to the cargo area when Ukner came through the door and blocked her way.

      "Commander Roxen said to come see you."

      "Why?"

      He held up a small handheld mirror. "Your makeup is wearing off. And although most of the crew already know about you, we don't want to tip our hand to those that do not too soon."

      The tension in her shoulders eased, allowing her to nod. "Yes, of course."

      He grinned. "Besides, the commander said you could use a few minutes to gather yourself after docking the shuttle for the first time."

      She felt her face flush pink, causing the man to grin even bigger.

      "Was it really your first time to dock a craft with another?"

      "It was."

      "Vartg. You go, girl. I've heard that it takes years to learn how to do that properly."

      She snorted. "I've heard the same thing."

      "Come on, let’s turn you into a proper Egrean again."

      "Thank you," she replied, and they walked back to her chair at the flight console.

      As he began, he asked another question. "Is it true that you now want to be called Admiral Pilot?"

      "No!"

      “Tsk, tsk, I like it."

      She groaned.

      It only took a few minutes to turn her back into an Egrean, yet by the time she and Ukner made their way to the cargo hold of the shuttle, half of the cryo-cases were on the Oxsefatable. She caught up to Roxen as he directed a number of men and women in uniforms that resembled military garb.

      "Where are you putting them?"

      "One deck below us,” he said with a glance at her. “Including this one, there are four decks for cargo that run nearly the length of the ship. The one we are on is for receiving and unloading. It also contains the crew quarters, crew dining hall, kitchen, and crew recreation areas. Above that is the officers' area, engineering, computer center, and operational control areas. Forward of those areas are the bridge, captain's quarters, captain's dining, and officers’ meeting rooms. The top and bottom decks are ship's weaponry and shuttle bays."

      She raised an eyebrow. "Weapons?"

      "The Oxsefatable is not a military ship, nevertheless, some of the places we go are dangerous. So, it has limited armaments. The eight shuttles we carry are not armed and used primarily for transfer of smaller supplies and if needed, evacuation of the crew."

      "Are they the ones you are going to use to get the crew off the ship?"

      "Yes. The four remaining ones. The captain, bridge officers and crew that are on leave already have the other two. When the core breaches, the crew will go to their designated shuttle. The last two will stand by to evacuate the engineering crew if the breach cannot be contained."

      "When?" she asked.

      He exhaled. "As soon as we have all the cryo-cases stored below. And as soon as we have the five stasis pods from the Center in the med bay. According to Leanna, those will go critical first, if not monitored correctly."

      She took it in and asked, "Where do you want me?"

      His face lost all emotion as the soldier in him took charge. "You, me, and Furtnorex will do a sweep of the upper decks as soon as the shuttles are off."

      "Okay, why?"

      His facial muscles hardened. "Leanna said you were some kind of soldier on your planet. Is that true?"

      "Civilian police officer."

      "You carried a weapon and learned how to use it," he said.

      "Yes."

      "From the way you handled yourself back at the Terminal, I know you are fairly good with a gun," he said.

      "Expert shot, ten years running."

      He looked her up and down. "No one else on this ship is comfortable with a weapon.

      "Despite being an engineer in the military, I was required to be proficient with a number of weapons. And Furtnorex, well let's just say, there are not too many weapons she is not an expert with."

      "Point taken," she replied.

      "I don't expect any problems if we run into normal crew members."

      "You're worried about the soldiers assigned to the ship," she speculated.

      "Correct," he replied. "Furtnorex will try to use her rank and position as liaison to talk them into evacuating the ship. Unfortunately, these soldiers see her rank as a freighter lieutenant as little more than a military kirmox. Lower than one, to be frank."

      "And if she can't?" Jac asked because he didn't sound too hopeful.

      "We try to incapacitate them first."

      "Nothing personal, Commander Roxen, but I can't help but note a marked lack of confidence in your voice."

      He scowled. "Because soldiers of the Soldier Class are not known for going down easily. They tend to fight to the end."

      "Death. You mean they tend to fight to the death," she said.

      "Death before dishonor. It's their creed."

      "Yeahhhh, we have some of those on Earth as well."

      If possible, his face became even more rigid. "You know what we are in for if we run across any of them."

      It turned out, they didn't have the time Roxen thought they did. As the last of the cryo-cases were coming off the shuttle and five crew members were moving the stasis pods to the lift for the med-level they ran into one of the soldiers assigned to the Oxsefatable.

      "What is this?" the soldier demanded.

      “Transfer from the Institute," the crewman said and tried to push pass the soldier.

      The soldier used his huge, hulking body as a barrier and blocked the way to the lift. “I read the inventory list of supplies and cargo being loaded and there was no mention of stasis pods." He surveyed the loading dock, still jammed with more than two dozen cryo-cases. "Nor was there mention of cryo-cases. So, I ask you again, what is going on here."

      "Gormno Vanternex," Roxen barked as he and Furtnorex marched up to the group with Jac trailing several feet behind. "What is the meaning of this delay?"

      Vanternex glared at Roxen and Furtnorex. Jac was surprised as gormno was the equivalent of a private in the army. One of the lowest ranking soldiers. Yet he clearly believed he was superior to both Roxen and Furtnorex.

      "Kirmox Lotner sent me down to find out what the delays were. You and your party were due back an hour ago. And this," he waved at the deck filled with cryo-cases, "was not on the inventory of supplies being brought onboard."

      "Change of orders," Roxen said.

      Vanternex slowly shook his head. "No, there was not. All such changes have to go through Kirmox Lotner,"

      Hidden behind Roxen and Furtnorex, Jac had carefully pulled her weapon out and made it ready. Suddenly, Roxen called out, "Level six."

      The soldier's anger grew worse as Jac changed the setting on her gun and raised it up. Furtnorex and Roxen quickly stepped to the side and Jac fired. The beam hit the man squarely in the chest and knocked him to one knee as he simultaneously pulled his own weapon and fired repeatedly. Luckily, his shots missed her as they zipped past her head. The rage in his eyes was something she would never forget, it was pure death, to her and the two people who had just betrayed him.

      "Again," Roxen yelled as the soldier quickly regained his balance and took a direct aim at her.

      She never got a chance to fire as Leanna slammed into her and knocked her out of the way of the man's shot.

      Suddenly, Furtnorex launched herself into the air, firing repeatedly at the soldier while still airborne. When she landed, on her feet, the soldier was dead, and she was unharmed.

      "Son-of-a-bitch," Jac cried out.

      "Not sure what that means, but I agree with you," Roxen said.

      Moans and cries from behind them drew their attention and Jac twisted around to see five crew members bleeding on the ground.

      "Fuck," she hollered.

      "Vartg," Roxen yelled at the same time. "Dosen, get Doctor Askerton down here now."

      "Commander," Dosen replied and took off running.

      "Ukner, see how many and how bad," Roxen ordered.

      "Commander," the man said and raced to the closest fallen crewman.

      "Furtnorex," he hollered.

      "Commander," she yelled back.

      "Have the crew get the rest of the cases secured because we can't wait any longer. I'm notifying the engineers to start the breach. Once you’re through, join me and the Admiral Pilot. We need to get to the bridge before Lotner realizes the gormno is not coming back."

      "Commander," she replied and rushed over to relay his orders to the nearest, uninjured crew members.

      A hand brushed the hair from her face and Jac lifted her face to the concerned eyes of Leanna. "You ruined my shot."

      "I saved your life," Leanna refuted and kissed her.

      "Maybe," Jac said against her lips when the woman pulled away.

      "Maybe? Seriously?"

      Jac stretched up and kissed her back. "Alright, you saved me."

      "You're welcome," Leanna said.

      "Are you two through flirting," Roxen snarled. "Because we've got to get going."

      Leanna's weight suddenly disappeared as Furtnorex lifted her up and sat her on her feet. Roxen held his hand down to her and Jac took it and allowed him to help her to her feet.

      "Check your weapons," he ordered. "Level ten, Admiral. There is no easy way of doing this now."

      She and Furtnorex silently followed him as he raced to the lift. As the door closed, a loud siren blared, and red lights flashed. At the same time an automated warning sounded over the intercom system.

      Core breach, all personnel report to your evacuation stations. Core breach, all personnel report to your evacuation stations.

      Roxen pushed a button on the lift's control panel that read Emergency Override. "Next stop, the bridge. Be ready."

      The lift jerked to a stop and the doors opened to chaos on the bridge. People were standing in front of the door, waiting to get on and they had to push their way through them. When they did they were facing two very large, very livid men on either side of the bridge.

      "Lotner," Furtnorex yelled, "put your weapons down and evacuate the ship."

      The sergeant’s face withered in hate. He raised his weapon toward them even as Roxen yelled, "They know."

      Jac dropped to the floor and began shooting as Roxen dashed to the left and Furtnorex to the right. All five of them kept firing as others screamed and ran to get out of the way of the firefight. An eternity later the skirmish was over, and the two soldiers lay dead on the floor.

      "Jac, check the wounded," Roxen ordered as he and Furtnorex inched toward the two fallen soldiers. She saw that a number of those on the bridge were now either dead or badly wounded.

      "Shit—shit—shit," she muttered as she moved to the first body and checked for life. By the time she got to the third body, Roxen and Furtnorex were also checking the dead and injured.

      "I've got one dead and two wounded," Furtnorex said. "Both wounds are not life-threatening.”

      "Three wounded. One likely grave, the other two will survive," Roxen said.

      Jac reported, "Three dead, two wounded. One should be okay, the other I'm not sure about."

      Roxen walked over to the dead she had checked and snarled. "Vartg!"

      She felt sick to her stomach, anticipating what he was about to announce.

      "What?" Furtnorex asked as she joined him.

      "Frakmor and Jendrex," Roxen said.

      "Vartg." Furtnorex glared at Jac like she had shot them.

      She glanced between them with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. "What?"

      "Can you fly this ship? Roxen asked.

      Jac cringed inwardly but worked to hide it. "Probably. Yes, I am sure I can. Why?"

      He pointed at the dead man. "That was our pilot.” He pointed at the dead woman. "And that was our navigator. The only other pilot and navigator are in the process of evacuating the ship or are already off as they are at the same staff meeting as the captain and the rest of the bridge officers."

      "Vartg," she hissed.

      "Yes," Roxen said. "So, can you fly this thing or not, Admiral Pilot?"

      She nodded. "I'll need a few minutes," she cringed, "a few leknocs to familiarize myself with the flight controls."

      "You've got ten. Because that is how long it is going to take for those people," he waved his hand at the viewscreens around the bridge and the shuttles that could be seen leaving the ship, "to get far enough away that we are no longer blocking their transmissions. And when that happens, we had better be a long, long way away from here." He pointed toward a couple of spaceships orbiting a few miles away from them. "Because, Admiral, those are warships and not cargo ships."
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      "Course?" Jac asked.

      "The Pintnran System," Roxen replied. "It is where the cargo we were supposed to pick up was going."

      Jac nodded and pulled up the system on the computer. "There are two populated worlds in the system," she read out loud, "and three orbiting outposts." She stared at him. "Which one are we going to?"

      "None," Roxen replied. "I just want Solar System Control to think it is where we are going. They will be tracking us until we reach the edge of the solar system and engage our Fold Drive."

      According to her research, a Fold Drive was similar to a Warp Drive, if Star Trek had been real. It formed a bubble around the ship and allowed it to travel faster than the speed of light.  Jac also knew that it was nearly impossible to track a ship that was traveling at such speeds.

      "Alright, where are we really going?" she insisted.

      "Danglex's second moon," he said.

      "What?" she and Leanna cried at the same time.

      "Why?" Jac asked. Danglex was the third planet in the Egrean solar system and had a huge military presence there.

      He glanced between the two of them. "You want to leave this galaxy and return to your own, is that right?"

      "Yes."

      "Well, the Oxsefatable is a Galaxy Class ship only. To get from the Maltal Galaxy to the Frantrmal Galaxy, we will need a Galaxy Jump Class ship. Which we are not."

      Maltal was what they called their galaxy while Earthlings called it the Andromeda Galaxy. "Okay," she saw him cringe, "I mean, alright."

      "Additionally," he said deliberately, "we will need a ship that can defend itself and practically fly itself. Which the Oxsefatable cannot do."

      "I'm not sure I like where this is going," Jac said.

      "Neither do I," Leanna added.

      He confronted Leanna. "When you came to me and asked me to help you devise a plan to assist the two of you to get to another galaxy, I began researching ways to accomplish it. There are just five known races in our galaxy that can make the jump from Maltal to Frantrmal. One of them no longer makes the jumps, two are currently at war with each other and are not leaving the system."

      "Kyakan and Egrean," Leanna said.

      "And although your lover here can pass as a Kyakan, we cannot. So, that leaves two ways to get to her galaxy. We hop a ride on an Egrean science vessel headed that way. Which was my original plan. But as those ships are smaller and limited to a crew of around twenty, and with our additional cargo, we can no longer use one of them. So. . ."

      "So, we steal a larger Galaxy Jump Class ship to go ourselves," Leanna supplied.

      He pointed at her in acknowledgement. "Due to the inherent issues in making the jump, Galaxy Jump Class ships are small and limited to the number they can carry. Which meant one of them could get the three of us from this galaxy to the FR galaxy without a problem. It might still have worked with four of us. Eleven would have made it nearly impossible. So, I began researching the second option several months ago."

      "And you didn't tell me," Leanna accused.

      "Why bother you with the details until I knew it would work," he said.

      "What?" Jac interjected, "exactly what are we going to steal?”

      He glanced at Leanna then stared at her. "Leanna told me how you broke into the Institute's computer and read every file they had."

      "I did."

      He glanced at Leanna. "She said you can remember everything you see, read, or hear."

      "I can," Jac said cautiously.

      She wasn't bragging. Even before the Egreans tried to enhance her intelligence she had near total recall of everything she read. On Earth, her IQ had been above average. Now, due to the damn Egreans and their enhancements, it was higher than anyone’s on Earth.  Likely higher than most of the Egreans.

      Jac wasn’t as smart or sly as she thought. Because, unbeknownst to her, Leanna had been aware of the changes in her intellect and had hidden the fact from Jac and the others at the Institute. Which saved Jac’s life. Consequently, she was hesitant to reveal all of her abilities to anyone and wished to God Leanna would stop doing so.

      "While digging around in the computers, did you run across the research on the new Galaxy Jump Class Warships?"

      She deliberately nodded. "Your military, or more accurately, General Tratnox, wants a new class of spaceship built with two major requirements. The first is that they be warships as opposed to the current small scientific Galaxy Jump Class vessels used by not only the Egreans, but every other world currently known to make the crossing from this galaxy to mine.”

      “Correct. And as I just told you, the largest operational Galaxy Jump Class ship has a maximum compacity of twenty with a crew of ten,” Roxen said.

      “Meaning that the most any one ship can carry is about thirty souls, if they are of average size and weight. Tratnox wants to take as many as two full brigades through at one time. Or between ten to twelve thousand soldiers, including several divisions of Warrior and Soldier Class soldiers. Which are not average size, by any means.”

      “The other requirement he insisted on?” Roxen asked.

      “A ship that can be operated with a minimal crew."

      "A bridge crew of one," Roxen verified.

      "According to the records I found, they built them, however, all the prototypes failed to make the jump intact," Jac supplied.

      "Until three years ago," Roxen stated.

      "What?" Jac asked.

      He stiffened. "About three years ago, they finally got a prototype to work. It made the trip to your galaxy and back with a total crew of ten, and just two of them actually operating the ship."

      "That is not in the files I found," Jac said.

      "It wouldn't have been. Tratnox had all files relating to the ship and its trip removed from every system. Including any prior vessels or research. He and a select few in the military are the only ones that know about the program or its successes and failures."

      "How do you know about it?" Jac asked.

      "I was an engineer on that project. Not on the test flight, but on the preparations for the first galaxy jump. I resigned just before it made the trip but remained close friends with one of the engineers who made the round trip."

      "Who?" Leanna asked.

      He shook his head. "If the military found out she has passed on information to me about the ship, she would be killed immediately."

      "And you want to steal this ship?" Jac asked.

      "No. That particular ship was destroyed, and its entire crew was lost during its third test flight. It set the program back years."

      “Your friend?” she asked.

      “Transferred to another ship just before the disaster that killed everyone else,” he supplied.

      "You are about to tell us that they built another prototype." Leanna speculated.

      He nodded. "The one my friend transferred to. It was launched four weeks ago and just finished its trial runs within the galaxy." Roxen's face hardened. "They named it the Tratnox, and it is being sold to the Kyakans."

      "Why?" Jac asked. "Everything I have read and learned about your people is that you do not share your technology."

      "Normally you would be correct. And, selling the Tratnox is the wrong term. The general is trading it to the Kyakans for their help."

      Leanna’s nostrils flared and her hands fisted. "In what? What kind of help can our long-time enemy provide? They can't even build their own spaceships; they steal the technology they use from worlds that they plunder."

      Roxen couldn’t make eye contact with her. "Our worlds have been at peace for the last fifty years, Leanna. Our new enemy is Gorthron. Who just happens to be at war with the Kyakans as well."

      "The enemy of my enemy is my friend," Jac quoted.

      "No! I will never trust them. I lost an uncle and an aunt to that war. " Leanna disclosed.

      "I am sorry, Leanna. I wasn’t aware of that," Jac said softly.

      Roxen glanced at her. "Nevertheless, where Tratnox is concerned, your comment is apropos. But in the last months I have begun to suspect it is not the only reason behind the alliance."

      "You think the Kyakans have offered to help Tratnox take over our government."

      He didn't answer directly. "In turn, the general has offered to help them raid worlds outside of our galaxy. Hence the need for a large Galaxy Jump Class warship that only requires one or two trained people to operate. Most Kyakans do not have that ability."

      Silence ensued as they all thought about the ramification of what he had just revealed. Then Jac had a thought.

      "There are billions and billions of solar systems in this galaxy. Why do they need to raid mine for their resources?"

      "They have been at war with most of the known galaxy for thousands and thousands of years. Consequently, there are too many worlds that would come to the aid of another world if attacked by them. So, they have apparently decided it would be easier to go to a galaxy where they are not known and where there are no worlds to stand against them."

      "Son-of-a-bitch!" Jac snarled.

      Roxen’s brow dipped. "Admiral Pilot, you are going to have to tell me what that means as you keep saying it."

      Now wasn’t the time to discuss slurs and idioms. "We need to stop them."

      He cocked his head. "Ma'am, I am a patriot and loyal to my government. Regrettably, alone I can do nothing to stop General Tratnox and his army. Except, buy the politicians and others who are working behind the scenes to stop his plans for our world. And if the sale of the Tratnox falls through, the Kyakans will not support him in his quest to take over our government."

      "In the meantime, we can use it to get Jac back to her world," Leanna said.

      "Correct,” Roxen said. “We will need a Galaxy Jump Class warship to get across our galaxy and to hers. Two dobes with one rock."

      "Birds," Jac piped in. "We say the same thing but call them birds on my world."

      "Silly name," he replied.

      "I concur,” Jac said. “So, am I correct that this ship, the Tratnox, is at Danglex."

      "Yes and no," he said and held his hand up. "Danglex is a small planet with three moons. The military controls most of the surface of the planet. Danglex One, has a spaceship repair base located on that moon. Danglex Three has a number of testing facilities for spacefaring vessels of all kinds. And Danglex Two, where we are going, holds one of the largest stations for wrecked and salvable spaceships in ten solar systems."

      He placed his hand on her shoulder and pressed down hard. "What you are going to do, Admiral Pilot, is drop us out of Fold just outside Danglex's sensor range and afterwards hide us among the wrecked vessels and remains."

      "Son-of-a-bitch," Jac said.

      He squeezed her shoulder. "You can do it."

      With practice, she might be able to.

      "How soon?" Leanna asked.

      He patted her back. “The Kyakans are scheduled to take possession of the Tratnox within thirty days. So, at the most we have a week, maybe two."

      Jac forced her eyes to focus on the control panel. "We are approaching the edge of the solar system. Please advise the crew to prepare for jump to Fold Drive."

      Pax notified the crew over the radio system and Jac said a prayer that she got this right and didn’t kill them all. She began counting down silently. On zero, she pressed the button to create the fold bubble. It instantly formed just as the computer simulations had.

      "Ready for jump, Commander."

      "Jump, Admiral Pilot."

      She hit the button, and the ship shuddered violently. The stars outside the windows flashed then blurred as the ship slipped into folded space. Jac watched the control panel and began calling out the speed of the ship.

      "F-one, Commander. F-two, F-three, F-four, F-five."

      "Hold us there, for now, pilot. Let's get enough of a distance from Egrean that those warships will have a hard time finding us. Once it is safe, we’ll make a long sweeping turn and head back to Danglex."

      "Aye, aye, Commander," Jac said.

      "What?" he asked.

      She sighed softly. "It is Earthling for yes, Commander."

      He snorted. "We are going to have to work on your Egrean, Admiral Pilot."

      She glanced at him. "No, Commander. We are headed to my world. So, we are going to have to work on your Earthling."

      His face hardened.

      The look in his eyes was horror. Or was he about to toss up his dinner. Jac couldn't help laughing as she refocused on her control panel. That was when the reality of what she was attempting sobered her.

      She had read about the procedure he wanted her to execute. The best outcome was to do it correctly and drop back into normal light-speed just short of your target. Too early, and the enemy would detect you. And too late and your ship smashed into a planet or celestial object killing everyone on board your ship and possibly a great many on the thing you hit. It was not a recommended maneuver. Furthermore, Egrean military law made it illegal except in the most dire of battlefield situations.

      After about a half hour of flight time, Roxen told her to gradually turn the ship around and head back to Danglex. "Sir, yes sir," Jac replied and began the wide loop that would head them back the way they came.

      Because of the elongated loop and the movements of the planets, it would take them two hours to get back to where they had basically come from. She plotted the trip before telling Roxen, "Two horlex and seven leknocs to Danglex, Commander."

      "Pax," Roxen barked, "advise the crew."

      Jac exhaled deeply and pulled up in her mind everything she had ever read on this maneuver. She had about two hours to regurgitate it from memory and learn how to do it perfectly the first time. Otherwise, all these people would die because of her arrogance in believing she could escape their world and return to her own.

      No one spoke to her. Indeed, no one on the bridge said a word for the next two hours. They all knew just how dangerous the tactic was that they were about to do. That she was about to try, for the first time. At one horlex and ninety leknocs—the Egrean clock was divided into one hundred leknocs per horlex—her console began beeping at her.

      "Commander, we are seventeen leknocs out."

      "Pax, advise the crew to prepare for a sudden deceleration to light-speed."

      "Commander," Pax replied before repeating the order over the radio to the crew.

      "Admiral Pilot?" Roxen asked her.

      She shook her head. "We’ll find out in exactly fifteen leknocs, Captain Commander."

      He snorted. "I would prefer Commander Captain, Admiral."

      "I'll keep that in mind. Fourteen leknocs." She began counting down the minutes until she got to one and then started counting down dornexes—seconds—at fifty until they dropped out of the Fold Bubble.

      "–five—four—three—two—now!"

      She hit the emergency button to drop them to light-speed. The ship acted like it had hit a brick wall and Jac was sure they were dead. But the ship shuddered once violently and settled into normalcy.

      "You did it!" Roxen yelled.

      Jac took her first breath in several minutes. "You doubted me?" she asked laughingly.

      "I gave you a fifty-fifty chance of success, Admiral Pilot.

      "Seventy-thirty," Leanna called out.

      Jac snorted. "For or against?"

      "For," Leanna said.

      "Ninety-ten," Pax said. Jac faced him, and he gazed back unblinking. "Against."

      She sniffed and tried to relax. The truth was, she didn't know what percentage she'd have given herself. "Alright, Commander, where to now?"

      "Bring up Danglex Two and the salvage station."

      She hit a few keys, "Got it."

      “Place the ship in a line with the moon and Danglex. If you can hold the narrow corridor, the monitoring stations on Danglex should not be able to see our approach of the moon."

      "Shouldn't?" Jac asked.

      He raised his chin. "I am sure you recall that I retired from the military three years ago. And the last time I was at Danglex station was two years before that. So, yes, they shouldn't be able to see us approach the moon if you stay within that corridor."

      "And they called me reckless," she grumbled.

      "What is that?" Leanna asked from just behind her.

      Jac glanced over her shoulder and Leanna brushed her cheek with her fingers. "My co-workers. Some of them called me reckless because I had a tendency to rush into dangerous situations."

      "I would have called you brave and not this reckless thing." Leanna bent down and bussed a quick kiss on her lips.

      "Or crazy?" Jac reminded her. It was what the woman had called her on more than one occasion.

      "Leanna," Roxen snarled, "let her fly the ship."

      "I'm not interfering, Commander."

      "Yes, you are. And I'd just as soon not tangle with any of the warships that might be docked at Danglex station right now."

      Leanna snorted but backed off, allowing Jac to concentrate on flying the ship. The moon was about the same size as Earth's moon. But this one had a number of smaller satellite rocks or asteroids orbiting it. Additionally, there were a great many ships of every kind and size floating stationery to one side.

      "Is that the salvage station?" she asked.

      "Yes. and unlike the moon, it is in a synchronous orbit around Danglex. And getting from behind the moon into the middle of the station is going to be the most dangerous phase of this trip."

      "Doing an emergency drop from Fold to Light without running into the moon wasn't the most dangerous part?"

      He just gazed at her without humor. "As soon as you reach orbit altitude over the moon, you need to jump us over, and into the middle of those salvage ships, without hitting one of them."

      "Fuck!"

      "Yes," he replied.

      "How?"

      He leaned toward her. "Go to max sub-light-speed and then full stop." He pointed toward the viewscreen. "You will not have time to correct where you are going, so, you will need to point the Oxsefatable to where you want it to go and make sure it goes where you are aiming."

      "Son-of-a –"

      "Bitch," Leanna finished for her.

      She glanced at Leanna before pinning Roxen with a hard stare. "Any suggestions?"

      "Pick the largest cargo ship you can find and keep it between us and Danglex."

      Unblinking, she intently studied the ships she could now see on the viewfinder. Leanna took a seat next to her at the navigator's station and pulled up an enhanced view of the salvage station and a list of the ships moored there. "The Canvernal is a super class cargo ship. Unfortunately, it is on the Danglex side of the station."

      She continued to survey the screen and Jac was grateful for the help. "Here's one. The Werriton is also a super cargo ship and is on Danglex Three’s side of the station and near the space edge of the station as it is a recent arrival."

      "Where?" Jac asked her.

      Leanna pointed at the computer screen with a map of the station and its ships. Jac nodded and Leanna pointed at the forward screen and the far side of the station.

      "Can you see it?" she asked.

      Jac checked the computer screen and the viewscreen. "Yes, I've got it.”

      "Sixteen thousand pedrics," Leanna said. "Can you do it?"

      "Let’s find out. By my calculations, we need one half of a dornex at full thrust and an emergency stop," Jac said. She put one hand on the throttle and the other over the emergency stop button.

      "Pax," Roxen called out, "Advise the crew to brace for emergency stop."

      "Commander."

      Jac watched the control screen in front of her as it counted down the distance to orbit. "Ten—nine—eight—seven—six—five—four—three—two—now!”

      The ship jerked violently forward and immediately threw all of them headlong into whatever they were in front of as it slammed to a full stop.

      "You did it," Roxen yelled.

      Jac picked her head up from the control panel from where it had slammed into from the sudden stop. "Did they see us?

      "We'll know in about three leknocs. If we made it, nothing will happen."

      "And if we didn't?" Jac asked.

      "One of those warships is going to begin firing at us."

      Time crawled by. Ten minutes later Jac, and probably everyone else, relaxed a little.

      "We did it," Jac sighed.

      "No, Admiral Pilot, you did it," Leanna said.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn't an Egrean warship that watched the arrival of the Oxsefatable, it was a lone man in a small scout ship that saw them arrive at Danglex.

      After slipping away from the massacre at the Egrean museum, he had quickly made his way back to the shuttle he had waiting on him at the Juvernex Space Terminal. And he had a very hard time gaining access to his ship because someone had attacked a group of Egrean soldiers near the military zone.

      Normally, he wouldn't have bothered with the Egrean military; he didn't like them, and, well, they didn't like him. There were a number of arrest warrants out for him and his crew. Which wasn't his fault. Despite being a technologically superior race, their cargo ships were an easy target for him and his crew. And as he saw it, business was business, and they had some of the best products to sell on the black market.

      Consequently, ever since the murderous general and his cohorts had shown up at the museum, his instincts for survival were on full alert. And they were screaming at him that he needed to investigate what had happened at the space terminal before he left the planet.

      As it turned out, he hadn't had to do much investigating. He had no more than headed toward the military zone when he was stopped, and a soldier shoved an electronic pad into his face and questioned him about the people on the viewscreen.

      Duval only recognized two of the Egreans, one Elite Class Egrean and one Soldier Class Egrean. He told the guard questioning him that he'd never seen any of them before. And with years and years of practice lying to the authorities all over the galaxy, they believed him and told him to get out of the area as quickly as he could. Which he did.

      His destination didn't change. He was headed to the outer planet of Danglex. What had changed was his need to get there as quickly as possible. Because the man the soldier asked about was known to Duval quite well. Commander Roxen was an engineer on a space freighter called the Oxsefatable. He wasn't sure if the man knew who he was, but they did business on a number of planets with the same people.

      The other person they asked about was a former Egrean Space Force sergeant by the name of Sergeant Furtnorex. The two of them had crossed paths—and weapons fire—on more than one occasion a few years back. She was a formidable rival. He also knew something few others knew; she hated the Egrean military, especially its primary leader, and now wanted nothing to do with them. Roxen, he learned through extremely discrete sources, also disliked the Egrean military.

      Duval hadn't known the female Egrean the soldier showed him on the viewscreen that was with Roxen and Furtnorex. Yet he saw something the military, and law enforcement hadn't. The woman was not Egrean. He wasn't sure what planet she came from, but he was sure she wasn't an Egrean. She was using a skin-altering makeup to modify her appearance. Duval knew this because he was currently using a similar technology and procedure to hide his own identity from the authorities. It was nearly impossible to detect unless you knew what to look for.

      Curious yet unable to remain on Egrean, he had sent several of his crew back to investigate. What they found was intriguing and disturbing in the extreme. The Egrean civil authorities were hunting for a scientific test specimen that had escaped the Science Institute after murdering several scientists. The military authorities, on the other hand, were now searching for a group of radicals that had broken into the Egrean Science Museum and murdered another scientist and a number of guards.

      The second report was a blatant lie. So, adding two and one together, Duval came up with the only conclusion possible; the woman was the murderous P-3 escapee. And his former adversaries were the supposed radicals and murderous insurrectionists.

      He didn't know if the authorities—civilian or military—had linked the two together, but he could. The logical deduction was that his old foes were trying to help the P-3 test subject get back to her own world. It wasn't unheard of in his chosen career field to help abducted beings get back to their planets, within this galaxy. Sometimes for a price. Sometimes just because they wanted to.

      Helping one get back to their home world in another galaxy was a novel and an intriguing idea. Two things Duval loved to explore. It also meant they would need a Galaxy Jump Class ship. Something he likewise needed and had been attempting to secure for years. And at the moment, there was only one in the solar system that was vulnerable. Consequently, he believed that they were headed to the same location as he was, to steal the ship from the Egreans.

      Duval needed to get there before them. And as he didn't have a plan to actually steal the ship—yet, he would find a place near it and wait. He was sure they would create some kind of distraction to get on the ship. And that would be his chance to slip in and steal it out from under all of them. He might even offer to take the P-3er back to her galaxy. He was going there anyway to return his family’s remains to their own land.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 7

          

        

      

    

    
      There were no cheers or "attaboys” or “attagirls." No toast to a job well done. Leanna's "you did it," was as close as anyone on the bridge came to congratulating her on doing something that most Egrean pilots wouldn't dare to try. And she hadn't done just one of those impossible maneuvers, she'd accomplished it twice in a row.

      Jac chided herself silently that she hadn't done them for the accolades, she'd done them to help all of them escape and not get killed by the Egrean military. Still, it would have been nice if one of them had said, "A job well done, Ms. Morgan."

      The speaker on the console blared to life and startled her out of her forlorn musings. "Are you through trying to shake this ship to pieces?"

      Jac glanced up at Leanna, questioningly. "Doctor Askerton. Actually, Nurse Askerton, but we all call him Doc as he is just short of being one."

      "Yes, Doc," Roxen answered over the intercom.

      "Good, get your buntnex down to medical."

      "Why?" Roxen asked.

      "Because, Commander Roxen, all that shaking and slamming around damaged the stasis pods entrusted to me. And Shez is in cargo bay two with some of those cryo-cases you left down there. He is reporting that some of them were also damaged and are now failing."

      "Vartg!" Roxen snarled. "I'm on my way."

      Jac scrambled to her feet. "Those people are my responsibility, so, I'm coming too."

      "Me too," Leanna said. "I've assisted the scientists when they worked on both the stasis pods and the cryo-cases." She rushed to the lift with Jac on her heels.

      "Fine." Roxen joined them and hit the button for the floor below them. "Pax, you have the bridge. Contact me immediately if you see any movement in or around the station."

      The door closed on his, "Commander."

      Medical bay was just one floor down and took less than a heartbeat to get there. Or her body got there, her heart felt like it was still trying to catch up. The door opened with her discreetly clinging to a railing for support.

      Leanna was out the door and running and Roxen had taken three steps when he must have realized she hadn't moved. "You coming?"

      "That thing is very fast." She felt instantly stupid.

      He squinted at her. "Yes, it is."

      "I didn't notice the first time we used it," she said defensively. They were going into a fight, and the speed of an elevator was not on her mind.

      He gazed at her questioningly and waited.

      "Coming, Commander," she said and walked toward him.

      They trotted down a long hallway and made three turns before they reached a room labeled Medical Bay. When they entered the room, they found two Egreans Jac didn't know explaining to Leanna that three of the stasis pods were damaged in the emergency stops. The occupants had already been removed and were now being revived. The other two pods hadn't been damaged but were not functioning correctly and if they didn't remove the patients soon, they would lose them.

      As soon as the man, the doctor, got through talking, Leanna had moved to one of the occupied pods and began checking the control panel. After a second or two, she gasped and backed away.

      "Commander, these pods are not malfunctioning, they were intentionally set to terminate the specimens inside them after being loaded onto a transport. The institute did not want these individuals to survive."

      "Get them out," Jac ordered.

      "Doctor," Leanna commanded.

      "Nurse Dotnon," the doctor said, "help her remove the patients and get them to a med-bed." He turned to her and Roxen. "You two get the other one out."

      Once the two people—a man and a woman—were on beds akin to hospital gurneys, the doctor asked without breaking his concentration on the patient, "Any of you have medical training?"

      "I do," Leanna said.

      "Emergency first aid only," Jac replied.

      "None," Roxen said.

      "You two just became nurses," he glanced up at Roxen, "You, get the hell out of here and do whatever it is you are supposed to be doing."

      "No!" Leanna yelled and she rushed on. "Commander, I need to check the cryo-cases. You help here while I see how much damage was done down there."

      Roxen nodded. "Go. Send Ukner up. He's had more than the standard emergency medical training."

      "I might need him if the cryos are failing."

      "Most of the crew have had basic emergency medical training. They'll have to do until Doc gets through here."

      "Commander," she replied and took off.

      "Where do you want me?" Jac asked.

      "Stay there and do everything Nurse Dotnon tells you to do. Commander, take that patient and follow my lead," Doc ordered.

      For the next hour, they all worked to slowly bring the five people out of their medically induced comas. Finally, the one the doctor had been working on when they arrived opened his eyes and mumbled a couple of incoherent words.

      "You are going to be fine," he told the man in Egrean. But the patient thrashed around on the bed.

      The doctor waved her over. "You, what's your name?"

      "Jackie Morgan. Jac, for short," she answered.

      He nodded. "Commander Roxen told us you are from KR-P3."

      "I am," she replied.

      "This creature is also from your planet. Tell him he is safe and that he needs to lay still if he wants to get well."

      Jac was not sure what part of Earth he was from or if he spoke English or understood it. The man was white and appeared to be in his mid to late twenties. He had blue eyes and brown hair that was just over his ears. Considering how long he had been in captivity, he had had very short hair when he was taken. His clothes were of no use placing his origins as he was wearing a standard dommy uniform.

      Thanks to her hacking, she was aware of a dozen Earthlings that had been abducted at about the same time as she had. The abductions had been from all around the globe—Russia, England, China, Mexico, Canada, and the United States. She also knew that five of those people had perished due to the "test run” on them. Which ones, she didn't know because the Egreans saw all Earthlings as the same and only listed their numerical designation as having expired and no longer viable.

      She stared into the man's wild eyes and spoke as steadily as she could. "Calm down, calm down. These people are not going to hurt you. They are trying to help. You have just been brought out of a medically induced coma and are still very weak. You need to relax and regain your strength. Do you understand me?"

      His eyes were still crazed and bloodshot, yet he stopped flailing about on the bed.

      "Good, good," Jac said. "I know I don't appear to be human, but I am also from Earth." She pointed at her white face. "This is just makeup so I could blend in and escape our captors."

      He glanced at the doctor.

      "Yes, he is an Egrean. Those are the people who abducted us. But this one," she waved her hand towards the others in the room, "and these others are trying to help us escape and get back to our own world."

      His brows puckered.

      "I know, it is hard to believe after what you have been through. But I swear to you that it is true. They are trying to help us."

      His body relaxed after a few seconds, yet she could tell he did not believe her.

      "My name is Jackie Renée Morgan. Jac for short. Sergeant Jac Morgan with the Houston Police Department, in Texas." She remembered she didn't know his nationality or if he knew where Houston or Texas was. "That is in the United States of America."

      The corner of his lip kicked up ever-so-slightly. She had apparently amused him.

      "What is your name and where are you from?" she asked.

      He examined her face and hesitated so long she didn't think he understood her or just wasn't going to answer.

      "Da—Davis," he got out in a choked voice. "Lieutenant Davis Slutter, United States Navy."

      "Welcome aboard the Oxsefatable, Lieutenant. That is the name of the ship we stole to make our escape. We are currently hiding from our abductors." She pointed to the other beds. "We were able to rescue five of you when we escaped and are trying to revive them. Do you know any of the others that were with you?"

      He rolled his head back and forth slightly, muttering, "Separate."

      Jac nodded. Most specimens were kept separated for testing purposes as the Egreans didn't want their experiments contaminated by contact with other test subjects.

      His eyes drifted closed and his body went limp. "Doc?" Jac called out anxiously.

      Askerton laid his hand over the man's heart. "He's asleep. It is going to take a while for the drugs to completely clear out of his system. For now, the best thing for him, for all of them, is sleep."

      Jac had to repeat what she had just done two more times. Once to a Lieutenant John Wayne McNeal, with the United States Air Force. The last Earthling was a woman from Mexico City by the name of Professor Gonzalez. From what Jac could tell, she was closer in age to herself than the other two Earthlings.

      The other two Milky Way beings were from a different planet and she could not actually communicate with them, yet her reassuring voice seemed to calm them down. Something she learned as a CIT certified officer. In appearances they were very similar to Earthlings, yet there were subtle differences, like bright blue eyes that were larger than human’s. They also had small flaps that covered the interior part of their ears. Indeed, if you weren't looking closely, you would miss them.

      Doctor Askerton had assured her that once they were fully awake, they would be able to communicate with them by way of translators that worked with every known species in both galaxies. He just hadn’t been prepared for the catastrophic failure of the cases and didn’t have a translator at hand.

      Exhausted, she wanted to sit down and drink an entire ice-cold beer. Then she wanted to go to sleep for a day or two. Unfortunately, she couldn't. There were still eighty-three beings that needed saving.

      "Any chance I can get a beer on our way to the cargo hold?" she half-heartedly asked as she and Roxen headed to the nearest lift and ran into Leanna as she headed back to the medical bay.

      "A what?" he asked.

      "Juter," Leanna said.

      Jac peeked at her. The woman did know her better than she liked. Which shouldn’t surprise her. Their relationship had evolved over time as the alien jailer had questioned her about every aspect of her life on Earth. At some point Jac subconsciously—eventually consciously—realized the woman’s questions were not a part of her job, but an earnest curiosity about Jac and her home.

      One of their favorite pastimes was exploring the different things the two worlds had in common. Like Juter, an Egrean's version of a drink made from fermented grain. She hadn't had a chance to try one yet, given she had been a test subject and all, but she'd try anything right now if it would help to take the edge off her exhaustion.

      "Juter," Jac repeated. "Can I get one?"

      "I'll see to it, once we finish in the cargo hold. As a rule, they are not allowed onboard a short hop transport like the Oxsefatable. But every time we make port, certain crewmembers find a way to get some onboard."

      She glanced at Leanna. "Another similarity. Navies the world, or galaxy over, are all the same."

      They arrived at the first holding bay to an eerie silence. Ukner must have been warned they were coming as he was standing at the door with a pensive scowl on his face.

      "What is it?" Roxen asked.

      He glanced at Leanna, and she gave the report. "We lost three, Commander. One in this bay and two in the next one over. The only one that didn't sustain any losses was cargo bay five, where the first of the cryos where placed. The one manned with trained cargo handlers. They were able to secure the loads before the emergency stops occurred."

      Roxen confronted the crewman. "Two horlex, Ukner. That should have been more than enough time to secure all the cases," Roxen accused.

      His chin dropped. "We—I didn't know we were going to be making two emergency stops, Commander."

      Roxen’s nostrils flared in anger. He inhaled deeply before placing his hands on his hips, and dropped his head. "You are not an officer, Ukner. Ensuring that all cargo is fully secured is the duty of the Cargo Master, and we left him behind on Egrean."

      There was regret in his voice, "I should have⁠—"

      "No," Roxen said, "I am the officer in charge and should have checked on the cargo and I didn't. The fault lies with me, not you or the other crew members. These deaths are mine to bear, not yours."

      Ukner didn't reply, just hung his head lower.

      "Which ones?" Jac asked.

      Ukner held up a display pad. "Two from our galaxy, P-3674 and another from P-2298. And one from galaxy FR, P-47."

      "None from FR, P-3," she said.

      "No, ma'am. Those were in bay five," he replied.

      Jac might not know any of the people that had been taken from her planet, but having not lost one was a relief. Still, they were all her responsibility. All the Frozen were, no matter what galaxy, planet, or time period they came from.

      "Alright," Roxen said. "You reported that some of the cases were failing. How many?"

      He swallowed reflexively. "All of them, Commander."

      Roxen's brows snapped together. "What? How?"

      Leanna's face was harsh, and her eyes were red with suppressed anger. "The power packs have been altered in every one of those cases. They used to be able to provide a week’s worth of power. Now, the most is one day."

      "Why?" Jac asked.

      "I see Tratnox's hand in this. He wanted them all terminated and knew that many at the Science Institute opposed the unnecessary killing of so many specimens. It wouldn't have been that hard for him to have someone alter the power packs so they would not support the life forms long enough to transport them to a safe location."

      Jac already hated the man she had never met. The hatred was quickly turning into rage. "What now?" she asked no one in particular.

      "Can they be plugged in?" Roxen asked Ukner.

      He shrugged. "A few at a time, in each of the bays." He waved his hand toward the interior of the bay. "This was designed to transport cargo, Commander. We simply do not have the power resources down here to provide power to so many things at one time. Given time, and the equipment to work with, we could rig something up." He lowered his voice. "But as I understand it, we are not going to be on this ship long enough to do so."

      "Vartg! Get Askerton and Dotnon down here. We’ll start with the most critical and begin reviving the Frozen."

      "Now?" Ukner asked.

      "We have no choice." He peered around the bay. "It might be better this way. My original plan accounted for ten to twelve conscious beings and a few cryo-cases. Now we are talking about stealing a warship, and moving eighty cryos onto it. That would have been remarkably harder."

      "Fate," Jac said.

      Roxen squinted at her questioningly. "Not sure what that is, but if it means it is better this way, I agree."

      "Close enough," Jac replied.

      Roxen challenged Leanna. "You are our expert on these things. So, how do we go about waking up the occupants?"

      Leanna was clearly troubled. "I'm not an expert on cryo-cases, Commander Roxen. The closest I come is having assisted in the maintenance and upkeep of them a few times."

      He smiled sarcastically and placed his hand on her shoulder. "That, sweetheart, makes you our in-house expert."

      Jac couldn't tell if Leanna was about to hit him or throw up on him. She suspected that her friend didn't know which she wanted to do, either.

      "You sent for us," Dr. Askerton said when he arrived.

      Roxen quickly explained what was going on and what they needed to do. He listened quietly before asking Leanna, "What do we need to bring them out of suspended animation?"

      Leanna glanced wildly between the Doctor and Roxen. "I…I don't –"

      "You need to have a defibrillator on standby," Jac provided. "Additionally, doctor, you and your nurse need a basic understanding of each species’ biology. Which you can find by tapping into the Science Institute's computer system. I suggest you go over the medical background of any race or species you are not familiar with. From what I remember, most have very comparable internal biology. The workings of the heart and other vital organs work relatively similar for most humanoid species, even though their placements may vary from planet to planet, from species to species."

      Roxen and Askerton were watching her like she had lost her mind. Leanna, on the other hand, appeared to be relieved and amused. "I told you she has a remarkable intellect. She remembers everything she reads, hears, or sees."

      "And you have read about the biology of other races of beings?" Askerton asked, skeptically.

      Without turning to him, Leanna said almost absentmindedly, "Did I forget to mention she can absorb information faster than the fastest Institute computer can download it?"

      "No, you didn't," Roxen said crossly.

      Jac's blood ran cold. As a prisoner, one of her fears was that the Institute's scientists would discover just how successful their experiment had been and would have terminated her because of it. She had the same fear about these people as well and wished Leanna would stop sharing these little tidbits about her with others.

      The doctor didn't question Leanna's claim nor Jac's instructions. He asked instead, "Just how am I supposed to tap into the Science Institute's computer system from out here?"

      Leanna's chest puffed out. "Jac can hack into any computer, from anywhere."

      “Lee,” Jac warned softly. One Leanna totally ignored.

      "Hack?" Askerton asked.

      "Tap into," Roxen supplied. "It's a P-3 word."

      Three hours later, Roxen and his crew had set up a number of operating style areas within one of the cargo bays that held the cryo-cases. They began with the most critical of the cases. And luckily they were all beings from Egrean's own galaxy. Which meant that Dr. Askerton already had a basic understanding of their biology from his days at medical school.

      Leanna, Jac, Dr. Askerton, and Nurse Dotnon worked in concert throughout the night, reviving each individual from their long-term hibernation. By the tenth cryo-case, they had the procedure down to an art, a well-oiled clock.

      They would take them out of the cryo-state, shock the ones whose heart did not begin beating normally on its own. Once they were able to breathe normally, they were given a sedative to put them into a light sleep. From there, a number of the crew members would move them to one of the unoccupied cargo bays, where temporary beds had been set up for them. At Furtnorex's suggestion, they posted guards inside and outside each of those bays as there was no telling how the Frozen would react once they completely woke up.

      The last to be revived were the Frozen from Earth. Jac took a few minutes to study each one as the crew moved the twelve cryo-cases into the surgical area. This closer inspection was more disturbing than the cursorily one at the museum as it made each of them real to her. Personal.

      Jac lingered over one of the last ones they brought in. She was the beautiful redheaded, regency woman she had admired at the museum. Her high-waisted dress and jewelry suggested that she was from money. Which meant she might be English nobility. Or not. Either way, Jac was grateful she one of the ones that had survived.

      Tearing herself away from the woman, she studied all of the Earth’s frozen once more and realized something, they were mostly military. And consequently, they were mostly men. Recalling the Frozen from other worlds, she realized they too were mostly military. Yet the other worlds apparently didn't have the same restriction Earth had had on female soldiers as there were several females among them. Which made her wonder if her being a police officer was the reason she had been taken.

      Jac’s musings were interrupted when a crewmember called out, “Weapon.”

      "It’s a bayonet," she said to herself as she took it. It had come from one of the British soldiers that had just been revived.

      They had removed all weapons from the Frozen. Remembering her own awakening, they were going to be very, very angry and ready to fight anyone that was near them and did not appear human. Jac certainly had been as she had not been given the mind-wiping drugs that were supposedly administered to specimens that were actually returned to their own worlds.

      "That is the last one," a crewman said as he and another crew member moved the final cryo-cases into the operation area.

      "Thank God," Jac said to herself. Or so she thought.

      "Yes, thank the gods," Askerton said.

      Thirty minutes later they were on their way to the dormitory. "I'm going by the med bay to check on my other patients," the doctor said. "Afterward, I am headed to bed for the rest of the day. Call me if you need me.”

      Jac placed her hand on his arm. "Thank you, Dr. Askerton, Nurse Dotnon."

      "You are welcome, Admiral Pilot," he replied.

      She flinched. Apparently, he had heard what Roxen kept calling her and she was just too tired to correct him.

      "And you?" Dotnon asked.

      "I asked Ukner to set up one of the beds outside the bay with the people from my planet. I'd like to be close for when they wake up."

      She nodded. "Sleep well, Admiral."
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      Jac didn't want to wake up. She'd worked overtime yesterday. And she'd had a very long week thanks to a new lieutenant that didn't know his ass from a hole in the ground, much less a thing about law enforcement or being a street level police officer.

      The man had a college education and an uncle on the command staff of the department. It was the only reason he had even made it through the police academy. At least that was what she'd been told by a number of officers who had gone through the academy with him. Whether it was true or not, his meteoric rise in rank was—in most officers' opinion—due to his familial connections within the police department. He certainly hadn't advanced due to his intellect or ability as a patrol officer.

      A loud noise startled her halfway awake, and she groaned. It grew to a crescendo then abruptly ended.

      "Thank God," she mumbled and snuggled deeper into her blankets. "Five more minutes. Just five more minutes," she prayed silently and was drifting back to sleep.

      Something very heavy and metallic hit the wall of her apartment, and too near her head for her to ignore any longer. She threw off the blankets and forced the sleep from her eyes and glanced around her bedroom. Only it wasn't her bedroom. Nor was she in her apartment.

      Jac stared forlornly at the long, grey metal walls running more than fifty yards on either side of her. She was in a hallway. A corridor. She closed her eyes, and a single tear slipped past her eyelids. She was on a fucking ship. A spaceship that was in a galaxy far away from her home, her apartment, and her bedroom.

      "Admiral, thank the gods you are awake," a male voice said in Egrean from just a few feet away. His use of the foreign language wiped away any lingering disorientation due to her exhausted sleep.

      She opened her eyes to a man she had never seen before. "You are?" she asked.

      "Ostner, ma'am. I'm one of the guards Commander Roxen set on the Frozen beings kept in bay seven."

      Jac sat up and threw her legs over the edge of the cot that had been set up outside the bay. The one holding the abductees from Earth. She regarded Ostner and another Egrean standing nervously in front of a large, metal door. Both men were armed with phaser-type long guns. And from the way they were holding them, they had little experience in using them.

      "You are not soldiers," Jac stated the obvious.

      "No ma'am. I'm a cargo handler first class, and Jutternox is a cook's assistant second class."

      She wiped the sleep from her eyes and stood up. "Any military training at all?"

      "Just the basic defense training in the event we are boarded by nortians."

      "Pirates,” Jac muttered. “Another thing that is universal."

      "Ma'am?" the man squeaked.

      "Nothing," she said and waved the man off. She listened to the noise coming through the door and realized why she thought she was back on Earth. The angry voices were mostly English. She also heard a few words in French and a number of colorful ones in a language she didn't know off the top of her head.

      Ostner blurted out the obvious. "They woke up. The Frozen woke up and they are very, very angry."

      Jac remembered when she woke up the first time, she'd been confused and fighting mad. And that was nothing to the second time she woke up and discovered she was some kind of test subject for a bunch of over-intelligent and sadistic jerks.

      "Anyone still inside with them?" she asked, "Egrean guards?"

      He quickly shook his head. "Jutternox was, but we are not trained for such things, Admiral Pilot."

      Son-of-a-bitch, they were trying to make her the boss. And she wasn't. Not really. She just wanted to get home. And hopefully get as many of her fellow humans home as well.

      Jac squelched her irritation over being made a leader of these people and concentrated on the issue at hand. "Who all is in there? Any other species?

      "No, the commander had us separate them by solar system as best we could. There are other beings from your galaxy, but Leanna told us to not put them in with your race."

      "Thank God for small favors," she muttered.

      Something heavy hit the door, and a muffled male voice demanded to see someone in charge.

      Another crewman she didn't know came around the corner and ran down the corridor to them. He was holding a very small gun or hypodermic needle. The man went straight to Ostner and raised the gun up in front of him. Ostner dutifully tilted his head to the side. The new man pressed the end against Ostner's jaw, just below his ear, and pulled the trigger.

      Jac didn't hear anything, yet from the way Ostner reacted knew the gun—hypodermic shot—had placed something under the man's skin. She was about to ask what they were doing when Ostner flexed his jaw and spoke.

      "Testing, Testing. Is the translator correctly set to your language, Admiral Pilot?"

      Jac was startled and her heart skipped a beat. It was the first time she had heard someone other than Leanna speak English in more than a year. Discounting the muffled voices on the other side of the locked door.

      "Yes," she replied in Egrean.

      Ostner shook his head and raised his finger up to the spot near his ear. "Again, Admiral. And in your native language, if you please."

      She knew about the Egrean translators but had never seen one in action because by the time she learned about them she spoke their language nearly as fluently as they did.

      Ostner circled his finger in an indication for her to keep going.

      "Testing, testing. Can you understand what I am saying."

      He gave her a single nod.

      She glanced at the other two and both said, "Loud and clear, Admiral."

      "I'm not—oh, never mind." She would have to have a long talk with Roxen about his damn nickname. Before it went too far. "What's your name?" she asked the new man.

      "Muxner, Admiral Pilot. Engineer third class."

      She sighed. "Not a soldier."

      "No, Admiral. I just finished my apprentice as an Engineering Hand. I was promoted to Engineering Third Class just before we departed Egrean the last time. Not this time, but when we left before this…this. . ."

      "Escape," she supplied.

      "Yes, this escape, Admiral."

      "Okay, three minimally trained guards and a police sergeant to control ten livid and highly trained soldiers. And two very pissed off women. We need more men."

      Ostner recoiled slightly. “There aren't more men, Admiral. The other Frozens are waking up as well. And they are just as angry as the ones inside here."

      "Fuck!" she grumbled.

      She raised her hands and inspected her arms, the makeup Ukner had applied had worn off during her nap, so she looked like a human being again. "Set your weapons to the lowest setting," she ordered them. "But be ready to crank them up a notch or two if needed."

      "Admiral," all three said in unison.

      "I'll go first. Muxner, you open the door and be prepared to close it on my orders."

      "Admiral," he replied.

      "Ostner, Jutternox, follow me in and keep your weapons on anyone who becomes too aggressive." She pinned each with a hard stare. "Do not get jumpy and fire without my orders. When we go through that door, I am going to pop off a couple of blasts to get their attention. None of these people have ever seen a phaser weapon and are not going to understand what they can do until they experience them. So, be prepared. We are, more than likely, going to have to stun a couple of them so they will understand."

      They all nodded as they stared at her with something between awe, hero worship, and terror. She's seen the same thing countless times on the faces of brand-new rookies, making their first building search for armed suspects.

      "Ready?"

      Their eyes widened.

      "Muxner, on three. One—two—three!"

      He hit the electronic lock and threw the door open wide enough for Jac to squeeze through. She felt, more than saw, Ostner and Jutternox push the door wider, just enough for them to flank her.

      The first person she confronted was a white male in his mid to late twenties about twenty yards from the door. He was wearing what might be a flight suit and had crewcut brownish hair and outraged brown eyes. And he was holding a long piece of metal she suspected came from the destroyed beds behind him.

      As soon as he saw her, he charged toward her. She'd planned on firing the first round into the ground. The murderous rage emanating from him caused her to react from instinct. A blast from her gun struck him center mass and immediately knocked him back five yards. He was alive but dazed.

      Her two comrades nearly simultaneously fired off blasts as well. One harmlessly hit the floor three feet to her right. The other one, just as ineffectively, hit the ceiling over her head.

      She swung around on the guards, "Really?"

      "Sorry, Admiral," Jutternox replied sheepishly.

      She glanced at Ostner. "Wasn't me, Admiral.”

      Muxner was backing up and fumbling with his rifle. "Sorry, Admiral."

      "Son-of-a-bitch," she whispered. "Don't shoot me in the back. Keep your weapons pointed down field, toward them." She turned back around and added, "At their feet unless they do something stupid."

      In the split second it had taken the man who was charging her to fly backwards and hit the ground, she had seen terror and shock on the faces of the other eleven people in the room. For the moment, they were not a threat. Nevertheless, once the initial surprise wore off, they could be.

      Another white male, also dressed in a flight suit, rushed over to his downed companion to check on him. He was younger and she saw single gold bars on his suit, marking him as a second lieutenant. She also noticed that the man he was tending to had two silver bars, making him a captain.

      "Your captain is alright, Lieutenant. These are phaser rifles—ray guns to use a word you might understand—and for the moment, mine is set to stun and not kill."

      He glanced at the men on either side of her. "And theirs?"

      "Not your concern, Lieutenant. I am the only one you need to be worried about."

      He scowled at her and helped the captain sit up, who was eyeing her guardedly.

      "I heard them call you Admiral. Are you the one responsible for our capture?"

      Jac glanced down, having forgotten that she was basically wearing a uniform. A civilian freighter’s uniform, without insignia on it. But to these people it would still appear to be a military uniform, just like the ones her companions were wearing.

      Clarifying her rank was not a good idea at the moment. "I am not the one who kidnapped you, Lieutenant. I, too, was snatched by the same people who abducted you and your captain. The same people who captured all of these people."

      The captain stood up on unsteady legs and dusted himself off.  He glanced at Jac and the three Egreans behind her with unsuppressed hate. "Yet you wear the same uniform and stand with them," the captain said. "And they call you Admiral. In my book, that makes you our enemy and as bad as the ones who took us."

      "I understand your confusion, Captain. .?"

      "Payne. United States Army."

      She straightened her back, not quite coming to attention, but close. "The uniform is borrowed, Captain. I used it to get away from my, from our abductors.”

      He didn’t look like he believed her. None of them did. So, she tried a different tactic.

      “Jac Morgan. Sergeant of Police, Houston, Texas Police Department—2020." She saw his confusion and clarified. "The year I was taken, Captain Payne. Two thousand and twenty."

      He recoiled with disbelief. He shook his head. "No, that can't be possible."

      "What year do you think it is?" she asked.

      The lieutenant answered for the captain. "1965."

      Jac shook her head slowly as someone in the back called out, "1804."

      The captain and lieutenant turned toward the unknown speaker. Jac tried to find the speaker just as another voice said, "No, it is one thousand, seven hundred, and forty-five." The voice was very Scottish and barely understandable.

      "You're all wrong, its 1930."

      "Those were the years you were taken," she said to the group. "You've all been in a…a kind of deep sleep since then."

      "We would be dead, if we had been asleep that long," an angry voice yelled. "You're lying!"

      "Am I?" Jac held up her phaser rifle. "Any of you ever seen a weapon that fires bolts of light before?" She nodded to her backup. "Any of you ever see beings like the ones behind me."

      "Sure. Once," the captain said. "They’re albinos."

      "Similar in appearance, Captain. But albinos of Earth tend to have blue eyes. These people have yellow or grey eyes. And there are other subtle differences as well."

      "Are you telling us that they are aliens from another world?" the captain asked with a sneer in his voice.

      She shook her head. "Not here, Captain Payne. Here, we are the aliens from another world. Moreover, we are all aliens from a different galaxy.  We—all of us—are from a galaxy trillions of miles away.  Some of you know that our galaxy is called the Milky Way. This one, this is the Andromeda Galaxy, in our language."

      "Bullshit!" the captain snarled.

      "Theoretically, it is possible, Captain," a woman said from the back of the group of ten people behind the captain and lieutenant. She had a very cultured British accent.

      The beautiful redhead that Jac had admired earlier stepped forward and her heart did a little pitter-patter. She was even more gorgeous alive than she had been as a popsicle. "Astronomers and scientists from my time, 1815 England, have speculated about life on other planets. I know for a fact that they do, as people like these," she pointed to the men behind Jac, "spent more than a year testing my intelligence and questioning me about our world."

      She slowly viewed the others in the room. "I see men here from what on Earth would have been the eighth or ninth century. Knights of our country's past. And I see Highlanders in the dress of their country from," she squinted at the Scots, "the mid-1700s." She confronted two men in military dress uniforms. "And those are English military uniforms from a few years ago. I believe I heard you say 1804. Am I right?"

      The man who had spoken nodded even as another British officer refuted with, “No, milady, it is the year of our Lord, one thousand-seven-hundred-and-forty-eight.”

      The redhead leaned to the side and acknowledged the soldier.  She then faced the American captain and lieutenant. "I am familiar with almost every military uniform of my era, and I have never seen the likes of what you two are wearing. And as I heard you tell Admiral Morgan you believe it is 1965, I'd say there is more than a good chance she is telling us the truth." She walked forward until she was even with the two men. "And I strongly recommend that we listen to what the admiral, or sergeant, has to say."

      "Who the hell do you think you –"

      Jac cut the captain off with a blast into the ceiling. She did not have time for the antiquated machismo of the 1960s.

      "You will not speak to anyone in that manner, Captain Payne. I realize that in your time it was acceptable, but in mine, we have had women run to be the President of the United States, we have female Generals in charge of the Army, Navy, Marines, Air Force, and Coast Guard. We have women governors, mayors, and chiefs of police departments, including my own." She took a step forward and he had the good sense to take one back.

      "Additionally, we have women who now serve in every branch of our armed forces and several in front line positions, including as fighter pilots. And they fight and die just as their male counterparts. So, I strongly suggest that you stow that male superior attitude of yours and not allow it out again. Do I make myself clear, Captain Payne?"

      He was glaring and she could tell he wanted to argue. But the door behind her flew wider and Jutternox took a hasty step to the side. Without turning around, she felt the presence of someone very large coming up behind her. And judging by the startled expressions on the men and women in front of her, it could be only one person.

      "Let me introduce you to the head of our security, Lieutenant Furtnorex."

      "Blimey! That's the biggest woman I've ever seen," one of the English soldiers said.

      "She's bald," someone else said out loud.

      One of the Scots replied, "There be Highlander lassies that be as big. But, ye is right, I ain't never seen one with na a hair on her head afor."

      Furtnorex stepped up beside Jac, cradling a rifle in her arms.  "Glad you could join us," Jac said quietly.

      "Sorry, Admiral, I was down in one of the other bays. These are not the only Frozen that are waking up."

      "Acknowledged, Lieutenant. I'm headed down to address them as soon as I am finished here." She gave the captain a final glance before slowly scanning all the Earthlings. They were all staring at Furtnorex as if she were from another world, which she obviously was.

      "Lieutenant Furtnorex is an Egrean. The same as these men with me. But she is part of what they call the Soldier Class of Egreans. Men and women who are just like her and are trained as soldiers from the time they are five years old."

      "And the others? The other three men with you? Are they also Soldier Class Egreans?" The woman in the high-waisted dress asked.

      "What is your name?" Jac asked the beautiful woman.

      "Lady Sara Campbell, Admiral Morgan," the woman replied and dipped a curtsy to her.

      Jac couldn’t help it, she smiled. "Lady Sara. I like that. And no, Sara, the man to my right is of the Egrean Elite Class. And the other two are part of the Egrean General Class. But all of them can and do serve in the Egrean military. That is the world who abducted us."

      "Classes?" the only other woman in the group asked. "Is that like the caste system in India?"

      "No," she hastily replied before reconsidering, "and yes. There are four Classes in Egrean society. But theirs is based on intellect and fighting ability. The first two have numerous degrees within them, similar to educational degrees like bachelor, Master, Doctorate, and so forth. The Soldier Class has two."

      Furtnorex took over. "There are two basic classes within the Soldier Class. The first is the Soldier Class, like me. The next is the Warrior Class. And just like the General and Elite Classes, there exist degrees within each class."

      "Warrior Class?” one of the men in armor asked.

      Furtnorex faced him full on. "They make me seem as small and puny as these three appear next to me."

      "Blimey!" one of them said.

      Furtnorex raised a brow. "Not sure what that means, but yes, I believe so."

      Jac asked, "Are there any other questions?"

      Lady Sara held her hand up. "One. How is it we can understand them now? When the captain and others tried to speak to that man there, we couldn't understand a word they said."

      She pointed to a red spot on Furtnorex's cheek. "She and the others have now had what is called a universal translator implanted near their ear. The device takes what you say and changes it into their language for them, and in turn takes what they say and changes it into whatever language you speak." She nodded to them in turn. "English, French, Spanish, even Gaelic if needed."

      "How?" the lady asked.

      Jac sighed. "That is way too complicated for me to go into right now. Just know, all the people who will be helping you from now on will have one of them implanted similarly so they can understand what you need. And if you will allow it, they will do the same for you so each of you can understand each other and their orders, and without the annoying momentary delay."

      "So, are we your prisoners?" Captain Payne asked.

      "No," she replied forlornly. "But, for the safety of everyone on board, including you, neither are you free to walk around the ship right now. And as I do not have the manpower to guard each and every one of you, you will have to stay locked in this room for the time being."

      "For how long?" one of the nineteenth century soldiers asked.

      "I don't know. But not too long. We are currently working on plans to transfer all of you to a ship that can get us back to our own world.

      "What's wrong with this one?" the captain insisted.

      "This is a short voyage ship only. For us to get home we will need a long voyage ship."

      "And why should we believe you?" he asked.

      "No reason at all, Captain Payne. Aside from the fact that I and my friends here rescued you, at risk to our own lives. And if that is not enough for you, Captain, at the moment, you simply have no other choice in the matter."

      Years of working some of the most violent areas of Houston told her that the man wanted to hit her. So, she made a tactical retreat.

      "Lieutenant," she said and headed for the door. Once everyone was through, she looked back at the man. "And Captain, I am not posting any guards inside with you. But be assured, they will be watching. So, I suggest all of you be on your best behaviors."

      With that she exited and Ostner locked the door.

      "Admiral?" Furtnorex said.

      "Yes?"

      "We do not have cameras inside the cargo bays."

      Jac smirked. "You and I know that, but they don't."

      Furtnorex’s eyes crinkled in amusement. The warrior might be starting to like Jac.

      They headed toward the next bay down when her escort spoke. "Admiral –"

      "I am not an Admiral, Lieutenant Furtnorex. I am, or I was, a sergeant. A police sergeant. Or on your world, a civilian law enforcement sergeant. Roxen, Commander Roxen started all this Admiral and Admiral Pilot thing as a joke. Nothing more."

      The lieutenant stopped walking and so they all did. "It is not a joke, Admiral," she said solemnly. She held her hand up as Jac started to argue. "Both Leanna and Commander Roxen have explained to all of us how you are smarter, more intelligent than our brightest scientists, and know more about our own ships than our most experienced captain or admiral in our fleets. You are a trained law enforcement officer and trained in tactical situations. I may have real-time practical experience in battles, as well as the commander, but that does not take away from what you bring to us as our commander in chief, our Admiral. And so, by mutual agreement, and Commander Roxen's orders, you are now, Admiral Jac Morgan. Our leader."

      "What?" Jac exclaimed.

      "Admiral," the lieutenant waved at the cargo bays, "the majority of these people are primarily military. According to Leanna, that was by design. Why? That you will have to ask her about. But the simple truth is, the majority of the eighty Frozen are military. Those that are not are intellectuals, such as scientists, teachers, or government officials. Four of the five we have in the med bay are current military. Two of those are from your world and your time as they were taken on the same expedition you were taken on. None of those beings are going to listen to a non-military leader. So, we all need for you to lead us. It is just that simple."

      Jac was flabbergasted and unable to speak for a full minute. Suddenly, the truth of everything the lieutenant had said hit her with the force of a brick wall slamming into her face.

      "Son-of-a-bitch!"

      Furtnorex snorted. "I might understand what you are saying now, but I still do not know what that phrase you keep saying means. But I suspect I totally agree with you, Admiral."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Jac stewed over what Roxen, Leanna, and Furtnorex had decided in her absence. How dare they make her their leader. According to the lieutenant, the other members of the crew had agreed to it. But she blamed her three new friends for proposing it. Especially Leanna.

      On paper it might make sense. In the practical world, she wasn’t so sure. Additionally, she didn't want the responsibility for all these people. On top of all that, Jac had been a hands-on type of police officer, not an administrator. Admirals and police chiefs sat in offices somewhere and didn’t get their hands dirty. And that just wasn’t who she was.

      She had finished talking to all the Frozen and had had similar conversations with the men and women who had been taken with her. Ironically, the two soldiers from her own era had been harder to convince than the men and women from a hundred or more years ago. Probably because they had grown up with Star Wars and Star Trek and seen hundreds of space movies.

      Luckily, thanks in part to Furtnorex’s presence and undeniable alien appearance, and their own recent memories of being taken and held at the Egrean Science Institute, they had been convinced she was telling the truth. The last bit of convincing might have occurred when Jac and Furtnorex escorted them to cargo bay seven to the other Earthlings. Or meeting medieval knights, Scottish warriors, British nineteenth century soldiers, and military pilots from sixty years ago, might, just might, have convinced them that it was all some kind of elaborate ruse, and decided to placate her.

      Now she was on her way to the bridge to have her long-awaited confrontation with Commander Roxen and his co-conspirator, her back-stabbing friend, Lee. When the door opened, she saw her targets standing near the flight control station, deep in conversation.

      "Good, you are both here," she said by way of greeting.

      "Admiral, I am glad you are through with the Frozen. We need to go over our plans for taking the Tratnox."

      "We need to wait for Lieutenant Furtnorex," Leanna said.

      The other lift's doors whooshed open, and the lieutenant stepped off. "No need to wait, I am here."

      "Good," Roxen said, nodding toward the captain’s briefing room. "Shall we? I'd liked to go over what we have come up with so far with you."

      "Hold your fucking horse, Commander Roxen. I have something I want to say first."

      "Thank you," Leanna supplied. "You are welcome, Jac."

      She so wanted to slap her friend. "No, I do not want to thank the three of you for making me your fucking leader."

      Roxen’s eyes were deadly serious. "War is hell. And I suspect you have a similar saying on your world, so you understand my meaning. Nor does it wait for any man or woman, Admiral. And right now, you can complain and gripe about what we decided in your absence, but the decision has been made. You are the most qualified among us to serve as the leader of this group. Whether you like it or not. Additionally, and in mine and the others’ opinion, this is your mission, Admiral. Getting you back to the Frantrmal Galaxy with as many of your fellow FR beings as possible."

      She couldn’t reply as the truth settled into her bones. "Fuck!" she snarled. "And just for the record, Commander, I don't like it."

      His lips twitched slightly. "Shall we," he repeated and nodded toward the briefing room again.

      "Yeah, let's get this started."

      They filed into the room and sat down at an oblong table, with Jac at the head.

      "Alright, Commander, this is your plan. Let's hear what you have so far," Jac ordered.

      He sat up straighter. "The Tratnox is currently docked at Danglex Three, in the spacecraft proving area just off the moon. It is currently manned by a small detachment of soldiers and engineers. The final shake-down cruise is scheduled in two weeks. After which, it is to be handed over to the Kyakans."

      "Is this a detachment of Soldier Class Egreans or just regular military soldiers?" Jac asked.

      He flipped around a computer screen. "Thanks to what you taught Leanna, we were able to hack into their roster. Most of the soldiers are regular military and the First Officer for the final shakedown is a Commander First Class, Griffnox."

      She heard a note in his voice she didn't like. "You know this man."

      "I do. We served together before I retired. So did Lieutenant Furtnorex. Although, at the time she was Sergeant Furtnorex."

      Jac turned to her. "He was my commanding officer."

      "Soldier Class?" Jac asked.

      She shook her head. "No, Warrior Class."

      "Son-of-a –"

      "Bitch," all three said for her.

      "Yes, we know,” Leanna said.

      Jac chuckled. "Any other Warrior Class Egreans on that boat?"

      "Boat?" Roxen asked.

      "Ship. Vessel. Any more of these warriors on the damn spaceship?"

      "No. Normally he has a full platoon of warriors and soldiers. One squad of crack Warrior Class Egreans, consisting of five to eight warriors. Another squad of Soldier Class Egreans usually ten to twelve. The rest of the platoon would normally be made up of General Class Egreans with a small attachment of Elite Class officers, engineers, medics, and at least one Intelligence Officer."

      Jac tilted her head lightly to the side questioningly. "You said, no, and then gave us what he normally has. Just how many does he have with him on the Tratnox now?"

      "According to the roster that is on file, only one of the medics and a squad of engineers, and six officers; two pilots, a navigator, and three communications specialists. All of them on temporary assignment until the Tratnox is released to the Kyakan crew that is currently being trained in another location."

      Jac squinted at him. "I can't help but notice a certain doubt in your voice about the validity of the filed roster."

      "It is because Warrior Class Officers of his rank never go anywhere without their personal guards. The aforementioned squad of Warrior Class soldiers," Furtnorex supplied.

      Jac inhaled deeply. "And if the roster doesn't list his guards, and he is traveling with them. . ."

      Roxen pulled a face. "What else is not being shown on the official roster."

      Jac mulled the information over. "I can hack the computer system and see if there is anything suspicious. Unfortunately, from what you told me about General Tratnox, he doesn't trust computers and has been primarily using written or in-person orders for the last three years."

      Roxen nodded. "He was always distrusting of our government and especially those connected with the Science Institute. So, it makes sense he would not want any changes to what the Institute has ordered or authorized being placed into a system that they have access to."

      "Alright. How do we find out who is actually on the ship?" Jac asked.

      Dispassionately, he said, "We board the Tratnox, Admiral."

      A glint in his eyes suggested he was about to say something sarcastic. "Commander First Class Griffnox is just that. A first officer on a military ship. While you, Admiral Jartner, are a military fleet officer, doing a final inspection of the Tratnox before it’s transfer to the new owners."

      "Are you out of your ever-loving mind?" Jac shrieked. It wasn’t sarcastic, it was insane.

      "Not at all," Leanna assured her. "Ukner can make you look like a Egrean. And with Sergeant First Class Furtnorex as your personal guard and Commander Roxen as your engineering specialist, no one would question our unscheduled inspection of the ship."

      “Sergeant Furtnorex?” she asked.

      “A military Sergeant First Class would be seen as higher ranking than a Civilian Freighter Lieutenant.” Roxen supplied. “Additionally, Commander Griffnox served with Sergeant Furtnorex and might question her promotion from military sergeant to military lieutenant so soon after returning to the service after a short three-year retirement.”

      She glanced from one to the other and saw something she did not like. "What the hell are you not telling me?"

      Roxen swallowed. "To be convincing we need to board with a full squad of soldiers."

      "Four to eight soldiers. We have that many. Including one other former Soldier Class crewman."

      "Not Mimert. He cannot be a part of this," Furtnorex said emphatically.

      "Why? In appearance, he’s just like you," Jac said.

      She could tell she had insulted the lieutenant and didn't know why. Furtnorex didn't leave her in the dark for long.

      "He looks nothing like me. Mimert is a washout, and he reeks of it. And trust me on this, true Soldier Class Egreans, and especially Warrior Class soldiers, would spot Mimert as a washout from a mile away. And there is no way an officer, much less a full fleet admiral, would have one on their personal guard detail.”

      She couldn't see the difference but quickly agreed to smooth things over. "Alright, we’ll use the others from the crew."

      Roxen slowly shook his head. "No, we need men and women who know how to act like soldiers. The men and women that we have are not soldiers. And no one, especially Warrior Class Soldiers are going to believe even for a few seconds that men like Ostner, Jutternox, Muxner, and Pax are anything but what they are. And they are the best non-soldier soldiers we have."

      "What the hell are you three suggesting?" she asked carefully.

      "There are trained soldiers in our cargo bays, Admiral. And some of them can be made to resemble Egrean as easily as Ukner made you into one of us."

      "Oh, hell no!" Jac cried. "You can't seriously be suggesting that I ask one hundred, and two hundred, and even thousand-year-old soldiers to fight with us?"

      "We are indeed suggesting that very thing, Admiral," Roxen said.

      She shook her head wildly. "It can't be done! They might be soldiers—from hundreds of years ago—but they don't have the knowledge or ability to go up against people with highly developed intellects, much less soldiers with near genius IQs."

      "IQs? " Furtnorex asked.

      "P-3's way of measuring a person's intellect," Leanna supplied.

      "Oh," Furtnorex replied, "she means BRI."

      Leanna nodded. "Same thing. And do I need to remind you, Jac, that you have studied and memorized everything about our world and our history. Your people are not less intelligent than us, they are just ten thousand years behind us in development and education. Once we were as the people on your world are now. Our higher intelligence is not the product of bigger or better brains. It is the result of years and years of selectively educating all our people in a higher, and much earlier form of education. You, yourself, told me, that people of your world from one hundred, two hundred, or a thousand years ago would see you and others of your time as geniuses. But that you're not really smarter than them, you've just had the advantage of higher education at an earlier and earlier stage of your growth."

      "What has that got to do with turning the people in the cargo bays into Egrean soldiers?" Jac insisted.

      Leanna laid her hand on Jac's arm and this time it did not invoke warmth and longing, it chilled her to the bone. "Jac, we do not have to raise the level of their intellect to do this. We," she waved at the others in the room, "only need to teach them how to act like Egreans. Once that is accomplished, we just need them to be what they already are, soldiers."

      Jac sat back in her chair abruptly. "Son-of-a-bitch!"

      Roxen pressed. "Then you agree with our plan."

      "Fuck you, Commander. Fuck all of you." She slammed her fist down on the table. "Son-of-a-bitch. What the hell have I gotten myself into here?"

      Leanna grasped her hand and interlaced their fingers. "Freedom, Jac. Freedom for yourself and for all those people down in the cargo bays."

      Jac gazed at their joined fingers. "If this works. Otherwise, I've just murdered every one of us."

      Leanna squeezed her hand. "Admiral, you, and those beings in the cargo bays were going to be murdered by General Tratnox's orders anyway. So, if you are going to die, you might as well do it trying to get back home."

      Jac snorted. "Good argument." The very argument she had used about her own escape, when she thought she would be doing it by herself. Now, taking the lives of the Frozen and the Egreans who were helping into her hands and endangering all of them, that was another thing.

      Leanna patted her hand. "It will work, Jac. It has to."

      She shook her head. "Oh, hell. I'm going to have to go talk to them again."

      "The sooner the better, Admiral," Roxen said. "We only have just over a week to train them."

      "Train them?" Jac asked.

      Furtnorex stood up. "They are soldiers, Admiral. But even soldiers need training on how to attack an enemy. And they will need to know how to act like Egreans, which isn't that hard."

      Jac’s lips tightened. "Yeah, just act like a bunch of assholes. Which they already are."

      They all chuckled, breaking the tension that had built up in the room.

      The lieutenant's eyes appeared to twinkle. "True, Admiral. But there are a few mannerisms they will need to perfect if they are going to fool real Egreans"

      "Alright, what exactly is your plan?"

      

      The next two hours crawled by as the four of them hashed out a plan of attack and several options if the first one went awry, which battle plans tended to do once the enemy was engaged. And that was the easy part. Now she had to recruit a dozen or so very angry and uncooperative soldiers into helping in a plan that more than likely would get all of them killed.

      She would start with her own people. Not that she thought they would be easier to convince. She just wanted to have this first attempt in her own language without the use of a translator. For most of them. There were four men in the Earth bay that would need to use a translator to fully understand what she was about to propose to them.

      She arrived at bay seven and asked the guard if there had been any problems with the Earthlings. There hadn't been, so she prepared herself and told him to call for backup if he heard any loud noises. With that she unlocked the door and opened it enough to squeeze through.

      What she found were the twelve people gathered in small groups about the bay. The twentieth century Americans were the largest group. The Scottish men were huddled on one side of the bay while the English soldiers were doing the same on the other side. The two medieval knights were at the back, sitting on the floor near each other but didn't appear to be talking to one another. And just inside the door sat the two women, a nineteenth century lady and a modern 1930s woman, engrossed in a deep and cheery conversation when Jac stepped through the door.

      They all stopped what they were doing and stared at her. "Can I have your attention?" she announced loudly.

      "You have it," Captain Payne called out.

      "What can we do for you, Admiral Morgan?" Lady Sara asked at the same time.

      "I need to talk to all of you," she announced. "And I'd appreciate it if I didn't have to yell the entire time. Could you all gather in one spot?" She repeated the request in French and in what little Gaelic she remembered.

      "Why?" Captain Payne snarled.

      "Do you want to get home, Captain?"

      He refused to answer, but Lady Sara, in the sweetest and most sarcastic voice Jac ever heard said, "Yes you do, Captain. So, why don't you be a good boy and come over here so the rest of us can get back to our homes."

      Jac could tell he wanted to berate the woman, but the others around him began moving toward the front of the bay and Jac. Lady Sara and the other woman, Betty Hooper, stood up and faced Jac. When the men arrived, a few tried to push them to the rear of the gathering group, but neither Lady Sara nor Betty Hooper had any intentions of being moved.

      At one point, one of the British soldiers reached out to grab Betty and pull her backward when Jac and the two women glared him in to releasing her.

      "Touch them, and you will answer to me," Jac told him quietly.

      He slowly withdrew his hand and took a half a step back from the women.

      "Okay, we are here. What is this about?" Payne asked, a notable quiver of annoyance in his voice.

      Jac ignored him and located the French and Norman Knights. She held up the hypodermic shot with the translators she had brought along and explained in French to them that if they allowed her to place something near their ear, they would be able to understand what she was about to say to the rest of the group at the same time. They both hesitated but complied with her request.

      "Can you understand me?" she asked in English. They both flinched as if the translator stung them.

      "Oui," they said, and it came out as yes.

      "Good, good."

      She glanced at each of her audience’s faces. Some were angry, some confused, and a few curious. "How do I put this in terms all of you will be able to understand?"

      "Just spit it out," Payne barked.

      "Easier said than done, Captain. You are from a time when airplanes existed, and rockets ships were starting to explore the space around our planet." She waved at the men behind him. "Two of the men here may have seen or heard of hot air balloons. While the rest of the men here have never seen or dreamt of the idea of man leaving the surface of the Earth. Yet all of you, I presume from my own experiences, remember being taken up in a craft you had never seen before, and coming face to face with creatures you never knew existed. Is that correct?"

      Most everyone nodded.

      "For those of you that have never imagined flying like a bird or leaving the world you had known your whole life, I can only say that all of us are now on one of those specks of light in the sky we call stars. It is hundreds of trillions of miles away from our homes. In short, we are all a very, very long way away from our homes."

      Jac was having trouble reading the multitude of expressions on their faces as what she was saying settled in at various degrees among them.

      "For the moment, where we are is not the important issue or what I want to talk to you about. How we get home is."

      One of the big Highlanders pushed his way forward. "And jist how do we do that, lassie?"

      She gazed up into his blue eyes. "To put it in the simplest of terms …" She waited expectantly for an introduction, and he caught on quickly.

      "Laine MacKechnie, ma'am. Of the MacKechnie clan."

      She nodded. "Laine MacKechnie, to put it in the simplest of terms, we are currently on a…a boat. A ship. A ship that is in space." He frowned, so she verified. "Very, very, very high in the sky, Laine. And although this ship can get us partway to our homes, it cannot get us all the way there as it is not built for such a long journey."

      "Aye," he said. "I get that we need a bigger ship to get us home."

      "Not bigger, just built for making the long journey."

      "Aye," he replied.

      "And where do we get this better built," Lady Sara started and glanced around, "ship to get us all the way back to our homes?"

      Jac replied. "As it happens, we are currently…docked near a…a shipyard that builds all kinds of ships. My second-in-command knows of a ship that can, in fact, get all of us all the way home."

      "Why do I hear a big but in there?" Captain Payne said.

      Her lips tightened. "The ship is called the Tratnox and has just finished its trial runs. It is…seaworthy and ready to fly."

      "Again, I hear a but in there," Payne persisted. "What are you not telling us, Admiral Morgan?"

      She heaved a sigh and plunged in. "The Tratnox is not currently manned by its crew. But," she got in ahead of Payne's retort, "she is manned by a number of soldiers. We are not sure how many and are hoping to take her without a fight."

      "Aye, but ye needs to be prepared if one comes. Is that the way of it, lassie?"

      "Don't you have a troop of soldiers on this ship," one of the British soldiers asked.

      "Your name?" Jac asked.

      "Lieutenant Morrison Crowl, ma'am. Eighty-seventh foot."

      "Lieutenant Crowl. The Oxsefatable, the ship we are currently on, has a small detachment of soldiers. But she is a cargo ship, not a warship. The Tratnox is a warship. What is called a Galaxy Class Jump Warship. The kind we need to get home."

      She kept emphasizing the part about getting home to drive in the need for collaboration and teamwork among them.

      "Stop pussyfooting around the subject, Admiral," Payne said less heated. "We are all soldiers here." He glanced at the women. "Well, most of us are. What do you need from us?"

      "I have about one week to turn as many of you as are willing into Egrean soldiers. Or to make it so you can convince an unknown number of Egrean soldiers and their commander that you are an elite squad of Egreans attached to my command."

      "Ye is wantin' to sneak onboard their ship and take it 'afor they know it," Laine said.

      She spoke through clenched teeth. "If we can." She made eye contact with each person before continuing. "Because if we have to fight our way onboard, Laine MacKechnie, there is a chance a lot of us are going to die. And if that happens, there is an even better chance that none of us will ever see our homes again."
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      Jac had learned a long time ago that facing the unknown was the hardest thing to do. It was the basis of a lot of prejudice and hatred on Earth. She was battling that as she headed to the other cargo bays, currently housing the rest of the Frozen. The crew of the Oxsefatable had tried to separate the beings by galaxy, solar system, or planet. Unfortunately, these beings came from worlds they were not familiar with. Their efforts were farther compounded by the fact they also came from worlds or times that did not know about space travel.

      She decided to confront those beings first, figuring that they would be the hardest to convince, addressing the humans from her own time last, as they would be the easiest. Jac first stopped and spoke to Humnor Vanic and Wender Benkcie from the planet Alitan within the Milky Way Galaxy. She didn't know if astronomers on Earth had given their solar system a name yet, so she used the one they used, the Alitan Solar System. Humnor was a fighter pilot with a small country on the planet. While Wender was similar to a university professor on Earth. She lived and worked in a country that was currently at war with Humnor's. Both had readily agreed to help, but as a soldier, only Humnor fit the mission criteria.

      In appearance, Alitans were nearly identical to Earthlings, yet there were enough differences that they had been housed separately from the Earthlings of her time. In fact, both the Alitans and Earthlings had been housed in crew quarters instead of one of the cargo bays the Frozen had been placed in.

      Despite her initial misgivings about speaking to the Frozen from different worlds and times, her talk with them had not gone any harder than it had with the Frozen of Earth. Relieved and filled with confidence, she headed for her last meeting with her fellow abductees.

      "There is no way in hell we are buying into this fantasy," Navy Lieutenant Davis Slutter said. "All this," he waved his hand wildly about, "is some kind of movie set. Those people are just actors wearing stage makeup. And that giant you showed us is just another actor in prosthetics and a silicone mask."

      She confronted Air Force Lieutenant John McNeal. "You believe the same thing?"

      "It is a lot more believable than being abducted by aliens from another world, another galaxy."

      She glanced from one to the other. "And the last year? All the tests and experiments run on you by white-skinned, white-haired people who did not speak English or any known language on Earth?"

      "Torture, not experiments," Slutter insisted. "And the only questions those people asked me were about the strength of our military and our readiness for war."

      Jac blinked at him. "Soooo, you believe you have been abducted by what, a foreign power and that they are trying to trick you into giving out vital information on our military?"

      His face contorted with fury.

      She snorted. "And I guess that makes me a Russian or North Korean spy."

      "Chinese. Iranian. Who knows. You might even be working for our own government and trying to see if we'll reveal secrets about our military," the lieutenant said.

      "Seriously? For over a year, dozens of little albino men and women in lab coats have tortured you and Lieutenant McNeal and you think they are fucking Russians?" She glanced from one to the other. "Good God almighty, they drew a damn blank when they abducted you two. And all this time I thought the men and women who flew our fighter jets were smarter than the average American."

      "Helicopter," McNeal muttered.

      "What?"

      "The V-22 Osprey," he replied.

      "Osprey?"

      "I don't fly a fighter. I fly the V-22 Osprey," he clarified.

      "Are you kidding me? No, never mind. I can see you're not trying to make a joke." She shook her head. "Don't believe me, or do. I don't give a damn. I have a job to do. In the meantime, you two are free to explore this ship to your heart's content. With an armed escort, of course, as I can't have you trying to sabotage anything. Go wherever you like as we are on a spaceship in outer space, and you can't just hop off the thing. Examine whatever you want to. Just do not try to interfere with the men and women running the ship, or with the men and women who will be training with me and those under my command."

      "Does that include me, Admiral Morgan?"

      Jac located the speaker. It was the Hispanic woman. She had forgotten she was there thanks to the two aggravating pilots. Professor Martha Diana Gonzalez was a very petite and beautiful woman with midnight black hair and dark brown eyes.

      "Of course, Professor. Explore all you want. With them or by yourself."

      "Thank you, Admiral."

      "According to her, she is not an Admiral, she is just a fucking civilian police sergeant."

      Jac sneered. "And according to you, I am just a fucking Russian spy."

      The Lieutenant stared defiantly back.

      "I don't have time for this," she snapped. "Lieutenant Furtnorex!"

      She stepped through the door. "Admiral?"

      "Did you hear my orders?"

      "Affirmative, Admiral. I will immediately assign each of your fellow Earthlings an armed guide."

      "Thank you," she replied. "Once you have, meet me in the Captain's Ready Room."

      "Admiral."

      Jac reached the door when Professor Gonzalez called out. "Just for the record, Admiral Morgan, I do believe you. My torturers never asked me a single question about the strength of the Mexican Army or Air Force."

      Jac smile at the woman. "Do you remember what they did ask you?"

      "The current level of the educational system in my country and around the world. They wanted to know which countries produced the brightest minds. Admiral, in my opinion they seemed to be trying to gauge where we are at in comparison with them at a similar time, over ten thousand years ago."

      "That jives with what I found in their Science Institute's computer system," Jac answered. "Have a good day, Professor." She gave the two pilots a quick once over and left.

      "How many were you able to recruit?" Roxen asked as soon as she walked through the door of the briefing room.

      "Thirty-three volunteered to help. Well, actually about fifty of the Frozen offered to help, but only thirty-three were soldiers and could be made to look enough like an Egrean to pass, according to Ukner."

      "No amount of makeup is going to disguise some of the races down there," Ukner offered.

      Jac sighed. "I am afraid that only about half of them can be made ready to assault the Tratnox in the time we have to train and get them ready."

      Roxen snorted. "But you are hoping you are wrong."

      She allowed herself to chuckle. "You are getting to know me pretty well, Commander Roxen."

      He sobered. "Where do we start?"

      She heaved a sigh. "With introductions. I've ordered two of the unoccupied bays cleared of any cargo that might be in them. We will use one as a dormitory for our new recruits. I want them to get used to each other. Which I suspect will be the hardest thing for them to learn. The other bay we will use as a schoolroom and training facility."

      He nodded. "What else?

      Jac exhaled. "We throw the doors open to all the bays currently housing the Frozen."

      "What? Why?" he asked.

      "We need these people to trust us. And caged people will not, cannot, trust their jailers. And we are not their jailers, Commander Roxen, we are trying to be their saviors."

      He mulled that over and shrugged. "I am not sure I totally agree with you, Admiral. But I do see your point. I'll make sure everyone has a working translator implanted and have the doors opened and the Frozen told where they can and cannot go."

      Jac held his gaze. "Everywhere, Commander. They may go anywhere they want and inspect anything they desire. You may restrict how many may enter certain areas, like the bridge, but we need these people—these beings—to trust us. And while we are on the subject of trust and respect. We need to stop referring to them as The Frozen. It makes them sound like a bunch of popsicles we picked up on the side of the road. They are the rescued. Or abductees."

      His lips twitched. "I am not sure what a popsicle is, but I get the point, Admiral. I shall go advise the rest of the crew."

      She took a step before adding. "Oh, and my fellow P-3 abductees, the two soldiers refused to join our little boarding party." She held her index finger up and corrected. "Actually, I never got far enough in our conversation to ask them to join us. They are convinced that this is all some kind of ruse to trick them into giving up their military secrets. I have already released them from their quarters but had Furtnorex set a guard on the two soldiers and the non-military female that was with them."

      "Why?" he asked. "Not the setting free part. Why the guards?"

      She snorted. "I don't trust them to not do something stupid. Like trying to take over the ship. I don't believe for a second they could accomplish a takeover; yet they could cause damage to the ship, and we cannot afford that right now."

      Roxen grunted a reply. "Understood, Admiral."

      "Have the men tell our new recruits to gather in cargo bay twelve at sixteen hundred—sixteen turns. That will give them three hours to explore the ship and their new quarters. I want you, Lieutenant Furtnorex, Mimert, Dr. Askerton, and Ukner there when I address them."

      "Why Mimert?" he asked.

      "Despite his being a 'washout', he has military training and knowledge we will need to impart to those going on this raid."

      "I am not sure we can trust him," Roxen said. "And I know Furtnorex will not like having to work with someone like him."

      She frowned. "This sounds like more than just a professional rivalry."

      He heaved. "For the most part Egreans have long done away with any bigotry and hatred of others on our own planet. Nevertheless, there still exists one that has lasted for thousands of years. It has gotten better among the general population but is still very much alive among the branches of our military and those that serve or have served."

      "Washouts," she supplied.

      "Yes, Admiral. Soldiers like Furtnorex are not going to want to work with someone like Mimert."

      "Is this something she will not be able to get past?"

      "No," he replied immediately "Not if you so order it."

      She glanced around. "We need his help, Commander. We also, according to you, need to decide if we can trust this man, since he has requested to go with us to my planet. And we cannot do that if we keep him at arm's length." She thought for a minute. "Tell Lieutenant Furtnorex to use him as she sees fit, and to evaluate his abilities to serve as one of our crew."

      His lips tightened. "Admiral," he replied and pushed past her to follow her orders.

      "Damn! I've got two men convinced I am a fucking spy and another who may or may not cause a mutiny onboard my ship. What a lovely day in the park."

      

      Moving day took thirty-six hours. Not that the rescued had so much to move, but because all of them wanted to explore the Oxsefatable first. And Jac allowed it as long as the new recruits showed up in cargo bay twelve, the largest of the bays, for orientation and training. And they did, promptly after first meal and when told to report there.

      On the third day, as the recruits were arriving for the next phase of instructions, Lieutenants Slutter and McNeal walked through the door with determination etched on their faces. They had been given the flight suits they had been taken in and were now wearing. She had been expecting them as their guard-guides had given her regular reports on where they went, what they saw. And to whom they spoke. At one point, Davis Slutter jerked on a Bendenite's tail and got knocked on his ass as a result.

      That had happened on day one. During the days that followed, the two American pilots had spoken to nearly every abductee. Including the two Alitans that had been taken at the same time as them. Apparently, Lt. McNeal recalled the pilot from Alitan when they had been abducted.

      Jac had left the guards in place for the two men. Professor Gonzalez's guide had been removed after the first eight hours. She was ecstatic to be on the alien spaceship and having the freedom to explore it at her leisure. Jac didn't need her guide to report what the woman was doing. Martha Gonzalez sought Jac out at every opportunity to tell her what new discovery she had found. She had also found two fellow explorers to team up with. She, Betty Hooper, and Lady Sara had become inseparable friends in the course of a single day. Consequently, when you saw one, you saw them all.

      "Can I help you two, Lieutenant Slutter?" she asked as the two pilots marched up to her.

      His arrogant demeanor slipped. "We…we've been exploring your ship, Admiral Morgan. And we have spoken to your crew and to those that were also abducted from their worlds. Including from Earth over the last millennium."

      "And?" She refused to make it easy for him.

      "They," he nodded toward the men and women gathering on the deck of the cargo bay, "have told us what you are attempting to do." He swallowed. "Take a ship that can get all of us home from a superior and better trained force."

      "Possibly a superior force, Lieutenant. At the moment we don't know what kind of resistance we will be facing."

      He came to attention and Lieutenant McNeal did as well. "We have been told you have recruited soldiers, fighting men and women from every world that is represented here. We would like to volunteer to join your group."

      Furtnorex had walked up as he spoke. She inspected him from head to toe and also Lieutenant McNeal. "You can, Captain. The lieutenant can't go with us to the Tratnox."

      "Why?" McNeal asked.

      Instead of answering, she hollered, "Ostner, Ukner, Dr. Askerton, report."

      The three men hurried over and stood at attention in front of them. Furtnorex pointed at the three men. "Egreans are, as a rule, their height. In your language, five-foot to five-foot-eight. Soldier Class Egreans, like myself, are between six-foot and six-foot-five. And we all have no hair and larger bone structures than the general population. Warrior Class Egreans are between six-foot-five and seven-foot-five, with the majority being around seven-foot and a few being closer to eight-foot. And their bone structure is even more pronounced than mine."

      She advised Slutter, "Disguised as a General Class Egrean, your height will not be noticed." He was around five-foot-eight. She measured McNeal with her eyes, who was about six-foot-three. "He is too tall for most non-enhanced Egreans and too skinny to be of the Soldier Class. Even with a silicone mask, there is no way to hide his apathetic arms and legs, and he would stand out and draw too much attention to the group."

      McNeal was obviously disappointed while Slutter appeared pleased. "It's lieutenant, Lieutenant Furtnorex. I am a Navy lieutenant."

      Furtnorex glared as she glanced down at the insignia on the man's shoulder. "You have two white bars on your uniform. Admiral Morgan said two bars is a captain in your army." She glanced at McNeal. "She also said one yellow bar is for lieutenant second class. Is this not right, Admiral?"

      Before Jac could answer, Slutter replied. "I'm in the Navy and I am a Navy Lieutenant. Which is the equivalent to a captain in the Army."

      Furtnorex raised an eyebrow. "Why? That makes no sense. In our military all branches wear the same insignia. It makes more sense, so from now on you are a Captain." She addressed McNeal. "You, you are also now a Captain. Change your insignia and report back for further instructions."

      McNeal now appeared pleased while Slutter was mad again. "Why is a lieutenant giving us orders?" Slutter asked.

      "Major," Furtnorex replied. "The Admiral promoted me to Major. And I need two experienced officers knowledgeable about more modern tactical warfare than the women and men of more than a hundred years ago will know."

      "Like what?" McNeal asked.

      "Phaser weapons, hand-to-hand combat, battlefield communications, tactical egress, and aerial support."

      Slutter offered. "I don't know a damn thing about phaser weapons, but what I saw the other day, I know I can learn the platform very quickly. As for aerial support, that is my bread and butter."

      Furtnorex gave him a quick once over. "These ships don't fly primarily in a planetary atmosphere, Captain. They fly in the vacuum of space. And there is no gravity or g-forces where we are going. Nonetheless, flying one of these ships presents a number of other issues you will have to learn and overcome, in a very short time."

      "No problem. I always wanted to be an astronaut," Slutter said.

      "Captain McNeal?"

      He shrugged. "I'm game. Bring on the space vehicles."

      Jac was pleased and feeling vindicated. When she told the others she believed that the two American fighter pilots would join them, Leanna and Roxen had been dubious. Furtnorex had agreed with her, muttering that they were warriors and would fight. She hoped so, as she needed allies from her own world and her time, and now she had them.

      

      The rest of the week passed in a flurry of activities and preparations. As Roxen said, the men and women going on the mission didn't need to be Egreans, they just needed to have an appearance like one, and be what they were, well-trained soldiers.

      Most of those going had fired some kind of weapon before. So, teaching them how phaser rifles and hand pistols worked was not a problem. Charging and changing the power packs in the middle of a firefight was a lot more difficult and something they simply did not have time to teach. So, all the soldiers would be going into battle with a single power pact that would be fully charged and ready to go. If they used that up they would be dead. Truthfully, if they ran into that kind of firefight, more than likely, they would all be dead anyway.

      Death almost visited Jac and the three men chosen to fly the shuttles that would take them to the Tratnox. It was while they were practicing the maneuver they would have to use to get in place—the jump and stop tactic she'd used to the salvage yard undetected. The good thing was that they were not jumping toward an abandoned, stationary ship during their practice runs. The bad thing was that she was trying to teach pilots how to do something they had never done before and more importantly, didn't have her enhanced cognitive ability due to an Egrean experiment.

      She spent the better part of a day teaching the maneuver to Captains Slutter, McNeal, and Humnor from Alitan. As military pilots, they possessed the skill set to do something against the normal design of a ship. In the beginning she believed that Slutter and Humnor would be the best choice for the mission. Yet, Humnor did not possess the lighting fast reaction the maneuver required. So, against Furtnorex's wishes, she had to tap the two Earthlings as their pilots for the mission.

      The day of the takeover arrived with solemn silence from the entire crew and those rescued. Everyone knew that this was their one and only chance to be free or get back to their homes.

      They boarded three shuttles at zero five hundred hours. Jac was to fly the ship to the Tratnox and Humnor would fly it back if they succeeded. Other than them, only Furtnorex, Roxen, and Mitchel McMichen, the Highlander taken in 1745 and who just happened to be six-foot-ten, were on shuttle one. With Ukner's makeup and Dr. Askerton silicone facial prosthetics, the Scottish giant was a credible Soldier Class Egrean.

      Shuttle two was commanded and flown by Captain Slutter with half of their troops, and shuttle three was commanded by Dr. Askerton and flown by Captain McNeal with the other half of their troops. McNeal had been made up to look like an Egrean, from a distance. He was under strict orders to not stand up as it would blow his disguise if he did so.

      In all, twenty-four of them would assault the Tratnox in what Jac prayed would be a bloodless takeover. She, Leanna, Roxen, and Furtnorex had drafted what they hoped were convincing orders for a final spot inspection of the ship before its transfer to their former enemy, the Kyakans.

      Hours before the assault, a Galaxy Class Warship arrived at Danglex One for repairs and updates to its systems. Jac hoped it was a sign that luck was on their side and not the end of their quest.

      "All shuttles, on my mark," Jac said and wiped the wetness from her hands. "Three—two—one—jump!"

      The soul-jarring second it took to jump from Danglex Two to One was the longest of Jac's life. All three shuttles stopped exactly where they planned, just above the gravitational pull of the moon. Slutter's ship was closer to hers than she would have liked but the important thing was, none of them had slammed into the moon, or each other.

      "Well done pilots," she called to the other two shuttles over their encrypted short range radio system. "Ox one, we're in place."

      Jac fisted her hands and then forced them to relax as she, and the others, waited. The plan called for the Oxsefatable to watch the radio waves for any sign that they had been detected by the monitoring station on the planet or by one of the warships in orbit over it. She was not too concerned with the ships docked at Danglex One as they were usually unmanned or had limited crew members onboard during maintenance and repair procedures.

      "Freedom One, you are clear to proceed," the Oxsefatable advised and Jac exhaled with relief. "Freedom Two, Freedom Three, the Admiral's shuttle is proceeding to the Tratnox.”

      “Only Egreans are to communicate over the radios from this point on," Jac advised the other two shuttles.

      Earthlings were piloting all three ships. And although the translators they had had implanted were excellent at translating English into Egrean, a trained communications officer would be able to detect its usage. So, only her and the Egrean crew members on the other shuttles would now use the radio. Once onboard the Tratnox, only Jac and the other Egreans in their party would speak.

      They made a wide arc around the moon, coming out near the repair stations and the warships docked there. As soon as they came in view of the ships orbiting between the three moons and the planet, Roxen called the Tratnox and advised that Fleet Admiral Jartner was requesting permission to board for an unscheduled inspection.

      "Standby," the voice on the other end said hesitantly, "I will need to clear this with First Officer Griffnox."

      "They sound very young," Furtnorex said. "Which is a good thing."

      Jac and the others continued their approach as they awaited authorization or phaser fire from the three warships orbiting the moon.

      "Tratnox to Admiral Jartner shuttle, authorization to land two of your shuttles in the main docking bay."

      "Tratnox," Jac replied, "we have three shuttles in the Admiral's escort."

      "Our apologies, due to preparations to depart Danglex, we have only two landing areas available at this time."

      "Vartg." Roxen said to the group. “Let's hope the other landing areas are not occupied by troop transports."

      Jac replied over the radio. "Clear, Tratnox. Admiral's shuttle and escort one will land as authorized. Once unloaded, escort one will take off and escort two will land."

      “Request approved,” the control officer replied.

      She swung around to Furtnorex. "Tell Askerton to unload as quickly as possible so Freedom three can take their place. I want all our troops on board that ship before we confront this Griffnox."

      "Admiral," she replied and immediately repeated the orders over their encrypted system to the other shuttles.

      "I strongly recommend that you stay onboard our shuttle until all the troops are assembled," Furtnorex said. "It won't be strange as most Egrean generals and admirals thrive on all the pomp-and-ceremony."

      “You mean, hide until I have enough back up to show my face," Jac accused. "Not my style."

      "Style or not," Roxen said, "it will be safer for all concerned if we have sufficient numbers to deal with any threat we run into on that deck. As the Admiral, you are the one whomever they send as an envoy will insist on talking to. If they hear the slightest mistake in your pronunciation of one of our words, and question the authenticity of your identity, all hell will break loose. And if that happens, I want all our troops onboard that ship and not hanging out in space where they can be blown to bits."

      She grunted. "I meant it is not normally my style. And I may not like it, but I understand the need."

      "On behalf of myself and my soldiers, we thank you for your restraint."

      "Just get it done, Commander. The quicker we take this ship, the sooner we can get all our people onboard and get the hell out of here."

      "Admiral," he replied.

      As the pilot, Jac had to focus all her attention on landing the shuttle in the midst of a very crowded, and unfamiliar landing bay. Once they were down, she sat as the others disembarked and began forming lines just outside their shuttle. From her position in the cockpit area, she saw Freedom Two land and, after an eternity, relaunch.  It moved to about a hundred yards behind the Tratnox as Freedom Three moved into position and landed. She could hear the troops gathering outside the door and anxiously waited for Roxen to summon her.
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      Roxen didn't like what he was seeing. A line of twenty soldiers, led by three Soldier Class officers and sergeants, were taking up positions on the far side of the docking bay. Commander First Class Griffnox, the Tratnox's current ranking officer, was nowhere to be seen.

      He was not surprised that the soldiers were armed. An honorary detail would be armed. While in space port, none of them would usually be allowed to carry arms, unless they were expecting trouble. So, either Griffnox was about to give Admiral Jartner full honors, or they were about to engage the invader. Which, only time would tell.

      The last of their fake Egrean soldiers had finally disembarked and as trained, had formed up on the landing bay’s deck.

      "Attention," he barked, and his troops obeyed.

      He mentally prepared for whatever came and marched to the shuttle's door and took up his position. As soon as he did, the Tratnox's officer yelled, "Honors!"

      The ships soldiers came to attention and as per protocol, they marched into place at the end of the Oxsefatable's line of soldiers.

      "Thank the gods," he silently muttered. It wasn't to be a fight on the landing bay deck.

      He waited for the last of the ship’s soldiers to get into position, and as military etiquette sometimes allowed, the receiving ship's ranking officer entered the bay and marched to the far end of the forty soldiers.

      Encouraged, Roxen called out, "Fleet Admiral Jartner requests permission to board the Tratnox."

      "Permission granted," Commander First Class Griffnox called back.

      "Admiral, the troop is assembled and awaiting your inspection."

      The first to appear was Major Furtnorex, in her old Sergeant First Class uniform. She stopped at the entrance to the ship and surveyed the line of soldiers. When she finished, she stared straight ahead and called out, "All ready, Admiral."

      So far, everything had been done in accordance with normal military protocol. Unfortunately, they had arrived at the first possible bump in their plan. From this point there were two ways a visiting admiral would enter a ship not under their command.

      The first was with her personal guard one pace to their left and three paces behind. The other was with the personal guard three paces directly in front of the admiral. The first announced a casual or friendly visit. The second, an unfriendly one. And since they had notified Tratnox that this was merely a final inspection, taking a non-friendly posture was going to cause concern among the Tratnox's officers.

      They had talked about it at length and decided this was the best and safest option. Both procedures required that once the visiting admiral reached the center of their escort, the receiving honor guard took three paces backward. This allowed the visiting superior officer's detachment of soldiers to move with them down the line to the receiving officer.

      Effectively, it meant that if a fight broke out, the Oxsefatable's soldiers and the Tratnox's would be face-to-face when the fighting started. And that, just might, give Roxen and his motley crew of Egrean and off-world soldiers a fighting chance.

      When Furtnorex and the admiral reached the center of their line, the Tratnox’s sergeant barked, "Face!" and all their soldiers took three quick steps back.

      "Forward," Furtnorex ordered.

      They all moved toward the awaiting senior officer until every soldier was opposite one from the ship's detachment.

      Roxen fell into step beside Furtnorex as they continued down the line to the ship's ranking officer. When they got to him, Roxen snapped a salute.

      "Commander Roxen," he announced.

      Commander First Class Griffnox returned the salute before locking eyes with him. "Roxen?" His brow wrinkled. "I heard that you retired three years ago. Am I mistaken? Or have you reactivated your commission?"

      "The latter, Commander Griffnox," he replied.

      Griffnox glanced down at Furtnorex. "Sergeant, I heard the same about you. Have you followed your commander back into the service?"

      Without a single facial expression, "I have, Commander."

      The man wasn’t happy with their replies. Fortunately, they had planned for just such an occurrence. He was about to give the order to attack when Griffnox took a quick step to the side and gazed straight at the Earthling behind them.

      "Welcome aboard, Admiral Morgan." His brows crinkled again. "Quite a promotion, from sergeant to admiral. I am sure I will enjoy hearing how you made that jump so quickly."

      He said all this in a voice that carried to just the three of them. Commander Griffnox faced Roxen again and continued in the same low tone. "I suspect you are about to order your soldiers to attack mine. I can assure you there is no need for bloodshed. I just want a chance to talk to your…admiral."

      "Why?" Roxen asked.

      Griffnox snorted. "You may kill me and this detachment, but in the end, I have more soldiers than you do. So, once again, I strongly suggest that we finish with the honors so we can dismiss the troops. Then, if you don't like what I have to say, we can get on with killing of each other."

      When he had known Commander Griffnox years ago, he had always been a fair and honest man, for a Warrior. Even for a soldier. Roxen nodded slightly and took a step back.

      "Commander Griffnox, I present to you and your ship, Fleet Admiral Jartner."

      Roxen moved to the left and Furtnorex moved to the right. Jac Morgan—who had listened to their covert conversation—took three steps forward and returned Griffnox's salute.

      "Commander Griffnox, I formally request permission to come aboard your ship."

      "Permission granted, Fleet Admiral Jartner." He faced his troops. "Company, attention." The ship's soldiers snap to attention. "You are dismissed."

      The Tratnox's lieutenant acknowledged the order and marched his soldiers toward the exit.

      "Until I hear what you have to say, I hope you don't mind if I keep a small squad of soldiers with me," Morgan told Commander Griffnox."

      Roxen was glad she had, as he was about to make the same request, but as an order.

      He glanced at the troops still in formation. "No problem, Admiral. Shall we adjourn to the Captain's Ready Room?"

      Morgan nodded and Roxen replied, "Lead on Commander Griffnox."

      He, Furtnorex, Morgan, the big Earthling, the Earth captain, and two other Maltal Galaxy rescues followed the ship’s commander up to the bridge and to the Captain's Ready Room. When they arrived, Roxen ordered the Earthlings and the Maltalans to post the room.

      "No one comes in without mine or the Admiral's authorization.

      "Aye, aye, Commander," the Earth captain replied.

      “Just Commander," Roxen hissed. "We don't use that word."

      "Sorry," the captain said.

      Roxen shook his head. "Most soldiers don't use that one, either."

      The captain opened his mouth and Roxen cut him off. "Just post the damn room. No one in."

      "Commander," one of the Maltalans replied.

      Once the door was closed, Roxen glanced at Morgan and Furtnorex, before gazing intently at his old comrade in arms. "Alright, what is it you wanted to say?"
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        * * *

      

      Jac felt like she was about to jump out of her skin. She had since they had left the Oxsefatable. And she had damn near fainted when the nearly eight-foot-tall, yellow-eyed warrior leaned over and pinned her with his deadly stare. Ironically, the only coherent thought in her mind was, Roxen had understated the size of Warrior Class Egreans when he had described them to her at the space terminal.

      Yet, Commander Griffnox’s voice was surprisingly soft and humorous when he spoke quietly to her, letting her know in no uncertain terms that he was aware of who she was and where she had come from. It should have scared her to death. Instead, it quieted her fears for the first time in days.

      "You killed the laboratory assistant that worked with you?" the giant asked. He phrased it as a question but made it sound like an accusation. So, Jac wasn't sure if he was asking or telling her that she had killed Leanna.

      "No." She started to tell him that Leanna had helped her escape, but she wasn't sure whose side he was on. "She is still alive.”

      He walked over to a desk in the room and picked up an electronic pad the size of an iPad. He flipped through something on it as he walked back over to her and held up the screen. "I realize you cannot read this, but it is a bulletin on you, one Jackie Renée Morgan, off-worlder and test subject at the Egrean Science Institute. It says here that you drugged and killed the lab assistant that came to feed you two weeks ago.” He recited the next part verbatim. “The specimen disposed of the body in an unknown location before escaping the area.”

      They had meshed Ditermor’s drugging and Leanna’s disappearance into one incident. And although Ditermor had been alive when she left him, she didn’t know for sure if he had succumbed to the drug she had given him. Nevertheless, she was going to proceed as if he had survived and the dead lab assistant they were talking about was Leanna and not Ditermor.

      She also didn't need him to tell her what it said, she could read it for herself. But other than Leanna, no one at the Institute knew she could speak Egrean, much less read and write in it. He likely thought she was using one of the implanted translators to speak to him now.

      "I did not kill Leanna," she said emphatically.

      He studied both her and Roxen. "She speaks Egrean. Nearly perfectly, but the way she pronounces the assistant's name, it is not quite right." He peered at Jac frankly, "You two are lovers."

      Damn, she had used the personal punctuation. Egrean was like a number of languages on Earth, the way you said a name depended on the personal or impersonal relationship of the two people. She hesitated a fraction of a second as they had not become lovers, yet they had kissed and she was fairly sure that if they lived through this, they very well could be. "No," Jac shook her head, "we are not lovers."

      His smile tightened "Not yet, however, you want to.”

      Jac flinched inwardly. Both Roxen and Furtnorex had warned her how perceptive Warrior Class Egreans were. Lying to them was extremely hard to do.

      “So, this lab assistant helped you escape. Good. Now," he confronted Roxen, "what are you doing on my ship?"

      Roxen flinched. "Ask the admiral. She's the one in charge."

      He turned back to her. “So, you really are an admiral?"

      Jac glared at Roxen and Furtnorex. "It appears that I am.”

      He nodded. "Good enough for me, Admiral. So, tell me, why are you on my ship?"

      She debated how to proceed and decided on a direct approach. "We—I—need your ship to get me and the other rescues back to our home worlds."

      "Others?" he asked. "What others?"

      Jac narrowed her eyes at him. "The other abductees that we freed."

      His brow crinkled. "There has been no mention of other test subjects escaping the Institute."

      "Seriously?" She held her hand out for the pad.

      His eyes narrowed. “Can you read Egrean?”

      She glared. “Commander,” she said, and raised her hand for the pad.

      “I take that as a yes,” he said and handed it over.

      She quickly scanned the military dispatches that were on it about her. When she finished, she handed it to Roxen.

      "He's right, there is nothing about the others we freed."

      Roxen perused the pad while pacing the room. After three loops he stopped and gazed at her. "They may not know they are missing or that they have been freed."

      "What? How?"

      "Think about it, Admiral. You and Leanna drafted realistic orders to transfer the specimens at the Departure Center. And although the museum saw us take the exhibits, there have been Egrean radicals for years threatening to save the still living exhibits before they perished. All of the ones that freed them were Egreans." He paused. "Or looked like Egreans to the two remaining guards.

      “As for Mimert. He is a washout and not truly trusted by most people. Consequently, they may think he helped the radicals or just ran off as a coward. So, law enforcement is still hunting for the Egrean criminals that took the viables from the museum."

      "The guards at the Space Terminal?" Jac asked.

      "What Soldier Class Egrean is going to consider the idea that a puny off-worlder bested them in a fight. They, too, only saw Egreans." His mouth kicked up. "Tiny General Class and possibly Elite Class Egreans. They never saw Furtnorex when she began firing. That fact will be disgraceful enough as it is."

      "Maybe," Griffnox said. "And very probable. Nevertheless, that assumption is not going to hold for much longer. Especially, if you are truly here to take over this ship."

      "We are," Jac replied, then asked. "Now tell us, why are you standing here talking to us and not trying to have us arrested?"

      He gazed at her for so long she shifted twice on her feet. Finally, he waved toward a long table. "Sit, Admiral. Please."

      Jac hesitated. She glanced at the other two and they all sat down.

      "First of all, I know nothing about you or the world you came from,” Griffnox said. “All I do know is what is in the dispatches on your escape from the institute. And according to it, you come from the Frantrmal Galaxy. They don't say what world or solar system you are from, and I doubt I would know even if I was told. However, I have been to your galaxy. Three times now. And on this ship. Or more accurately, I have been to the Jump Gate on the edge of your galaxy."

      "The test runs," Jac said.

      He nodded. "You are well informed, Admiral. Yes, on the three test jumps that this ship made over the last year. Not as the captain or even the Exec. I was head of the detachment of soldiers assigned to the mission."

      "Jumps?" she asked.

      "Do you know how our people, and other worlds, get from this galaxy to yours?"

      "No," she replied, and he glanced at the others who also said, "no."

      Roxen put in, "We know it takes a Galaxy Jump Class ship to make the journey. The details of such jumps are a very closely held military secret, so we do not know exactly how such great distances are covered in one's lifetime."

      "To start with, the technology to make these trips is not ours. We, as well as others who have advanced enough to build the ships needed to make the trip, are allowed to use what are called Jump Gates. Hence, the need for a Jump Class Ship. These gates were built by a race of beings from yet another galaxy. They do not mind us using the gates; on the other hand, they will not share the exact technology on how they work."

      "Time-folding travel, I would imagine," Jac said.

      Griffnox stared at her in shock.

      "Admiral Morgan knows everything the scientists on our world know. And from what I've been told, she also possesses the knowledge of any of the worlds we have appropriated technology from."

      He huffed as if he wasn’t sure to believe him. "You will have to explain this to me when we have more time, Admiral."

      Still uncomfortable with sharing her abilities, she remained quiet. He took the hint and continued.

      "Due to the extreme forces at work within the artificial wormhole created by the Gate, only small, specially reenforce ships, equipped with the most advanced navigation systems, can make the jump. We have possessed that knowledge for about five hundred years or so. Before that, we were guests of other worlds that had built ships that could make the jump. Our military, and other more aggressive worlds have long wanted to take larger warships through the gate. Not possible, until now. The Tratnox is by far the largest ship to ever make the jump and survive."

      Jac supplied. "First ship did not survive, Commander Griffnox. It made three successful trips and was destroyed during the fourth."

      The corner of his mouth kicked up. "I will not ask how you came by that information, Admiral. Those tests were closely guarded by the military."

      "I have my uses," she replied.

      "Obviously," he said.

      "Go on," she ordered.

      He sighed. "There were concerns from the very beginning with the first prototype. Unstable engine performances, cracks in the superstructure of the ship, crew members who died as a result of improperly shielded areas of the ship. It should never have made that last jump. Engineers told the military that it could not survive another jump, and they ordered the captain to make it anyway."

      "And have those concerns been addressed with this ship, Commander Griffnox?" she asked.

      He stared straight into her eyes and a chill slithered up her spine. "Unfortunately, yes, Admiral. They have all been addressed and resolved."

      "Why, unfortunately?" she asked.

      "Do you know what is about to happen to this ship, Admiral Morgan?"

      She returned his unflinching gaze. "It is being sold to your former enemy, the Kyakans."

      "Do you know why?"

      "To buy their help when your General Tratnox takes over your planet's government."

      "You really are well informed, Admiral. Do you also know why General Tratnox and the military want to remove a government that has worked for our people for thousands of years?"

      Jac hesitated as she had never shared what she had discovered during her research of the Egrean people and their world. Not even with Leanna. "Your world is dying, Commander Griffnox. At best, your people and your world have less than a hundred years before they will all die or have to abandon your planet for another one."

      "Vartg!" Roxen hollered. "What are you talking about?"

      She recoiled from the indignation and outrage from Roxen and Furtnorex. "Your planet is dying. Or, more to the point, it has run out of all of its natural resources. It, quite simply, can no longer support your people."

      "You're lying," Roxen said heatedly. "Our scientists will find a way to overcome this. They always have. They solved world pollution, world hunger, the shortage of drinkable water, and many other issues that threatened our way of life."

      Jac was heart sick. "They tried, and thought they had succeeded, again. But their solutions destabilized your planet’s core, poisoned your world’s oceans, killing the majority of the aquatic life forms. They are working to reverse those things, but there are those that believe the damage cannot be fixed.”

      “They could not have –”

      “Kept that from your people,” Jac finished for him. “They did. Or they have managed to hide it from the majority of Egreans.”

      Roxen’s troubled gaze scanned the floor as he appeared to absorb the information. “They still have time.”

      “Maybe. But that does not change the fact that after tens of thousands of years of consuming your natural resources for everything, and not making any efforts to replenish them, Egrean has quite simply used them up. Coupled with the huge growth in your population, there is no way to sustain your civilization.”

      “Recycling,” he argued less heatedly.

      “Being done,” Jac replied. “Unfortunately, that will only go so far. Without a huge reduction in your population…”

      "Which brings us back to our current crisis," Griffnox cut in. Everyone turned to him. "Two hundred years ago, leaders in our military attempted to overthrow our peaceful government in favor of a more authoritarian government run by them. They wanted to emulate our enemies, the Kyakans and other warlike worlds we were at war with. Worlds that deal with shortages in resources through wars with other worlds, and over population through selective breeding.”

      “They kill those that they believe are weak, sick, or different from their idea of the perfect being,” Jac supplied.

      Griffnox nodded. “For the most part, the revolt was covered up and purged from our history. Consequently, the majority of our world is not even aware of it. Only those, like those accused of being extremists, acknowledge that it happened.”

      “Such cover ups are not restricted to Egrean, Commander. It happened on my world too. Not a worldwide coup and cover up, but on a smaller scale,” Jac said.

      “Obviously, the coup failed. The leaders that did not die during the uprising were condemned to death. Ironically, they were some of the last official executions carried out by our government. Lower ranking members of the rebellion were jailed and forced to sign an oath to the Egrean republic. As part of the coverup, before they could be released from prison, they had to swear to never talk about the insurrection. Yet that vow did not stop the children of the insurrectionists from talking about it in dark corners. Tratnox’s father was one of those that went to jail. And despite the oath he signed, he and his son stayed true to the ideas that created the rebellion. Now Tratnox wants to resurrect the rebellion and wants total power over our people. He dreams of an authoritarian government, with him as the supreme leader."

      Roxen shook his head. "And just how is his becoming the supreme leader going to save our planet?"

      "The Kyakans destroyed their own world thousands of years ago. They survive by raiding others for their resources and taking them back to theirs. We, and a number of other solar systems, have banded together to stop them from doing this anymore,” he turned and gazed at Jac before adding,” within our own galaxy. Which is why both the Kyakans and General Tratnox want to go to your galaxy, Admiral. There, there is no resistance to their plundering unprotected worlds there."

      "Son-of-a-bitch!" Jac said. Griffnox was confused, the other two were resigned to her human curse. "From what I could find from the computers, the Kyakans do not possess the intelligence on their own to build a jump ship. They have stolen nearly everything they use to raid others."

      Griffnox heaved. "An oversimplification, and not completely true. What you found had a strong Egrean bias to it. Nevertheless, their inability to build their own jump class ships is accurate. And that brings us back to the alliance forged between the Kyakans and General Tratnox. Because despite being the head of our military, General Tratnox does not have the troops to take over the government by himself. Too many of our troops would refuse to attack their own government. Right now, there are over a thousand warships somewhere out there, past where they can be detected, waiting for proof that General Tratnox is going to honor his agreement to turn this ship over to them. And two-thirds of those ships belong to the Kyakans."

      “You are talking about a civil war,” Roxen said. “Another rebellion, like the last one.”

      “No, not like the last one, Commander,” Griffnox said. “Tratnox has placed loyal people in key positions within our government. When the time is right, he will move to save our people from the ecological and political disasters created by so-called corrupt politicians. He will represent the Kyakans as our only true allies and friends, who have come to help us to save ourselves. With his people in those key positions, there would be little to stop his complete takeover of our government. And with the combined power of his loyal troops and the Kyakan military, even our own army would be no match for him.”

      "You know all this and have done nothing to stop him," Roxen accused.

      He snorted. "Do what? I am one man. One soldier nearly at the end of his life. No one would believe me if I told them that their decorated and much-honored general was planning to take over the government."

      She and the others mulled over what he had told them. But Jac saw something the others hadn't. "You have a plan to stop him. Don't you."

      His shoulders fell slightly. "Stop him. No. Delay him until others in our military and in our government have time to put in place a defense against him, yes."

      "How?" Roxen asked, sounding hopeful.

      "I am examining ways to destroy this ship or make it so it cannot be turned over to the Kyakans during the last test run in three days' time."

      "Examining ways," Jac said. "That suggest that you haven't found a way to do so yet?"

      "I haven’t, but I will."

      Jac smirked. "How about we help you. Not in destroying this ship, but in keeping it out of the hands of General Tratnox and the Kyakans."

      "You are here to steal this ship."

      She raised her chin. "We are here to steal your ship, Commander Griffnox."

      He sobered. "Where are you taking it?"

      "P-3 in the Frantrmal Galaxy. My home," she replied.

      He nodded. "And the others you told me about. Are you taking them to your planet as well?"

      "Some. Those that came from my world. While those that were taken from planets within your own Galaxy will be taken to a planet or space port where they can get ships back to their homes. And anyone that wants to see my home or my galaxy, they can come with us to the FR Galaxy."

      He mulled that over before asking, "Does that include me?"

      Her brow wrinkled. "What? You want to go to my galaxy?"

      He sat back in his chair. "I would, Admiral. I'd like to see this planet of yours before I die. To see any other world or galaxy I am not attacking before I die."

      Jac sat forward. "Are you sick, Commander Griffnox?"

      "Just dying, Admiral. We all are. Some of us just sooner than others."

      Jac was confused and it must have shown on her face.

      "Commander Roxen, what is the life expectancy of an Elite Class Egrean?"

      "Three hundred years, give or take a few years."

      "And that of a General Class Egrean?"

      "The same," he replied.

      Griffnox faced Furtnorex. "And what is the normal life expectancy of a Soldier Class Egrean, Sergeant?"

      Her face clouded over. "It is major now, Commander. And the answer is, one hundred-and-fifty-years."

      Griffnox nodded then turned to Jac. "Half that of a normal Egrean. And do you know what the life expectancy of a Warrior Class Egrean is, Admiral Morgan? Well, it is sixty to eighty years, if we are lucky and don't die in battle. And if we can no longer perform our duties as Warriors, we are given an honorable death by our superiors. In other words, we are killed when we are of no further use to our leaders."

      Jac swallowed. "I was aware of the different lifespans of your people."

      "Do you know why we have such different life expectancy?"

      She nodded. "The genetic altering drugs your people give you to enhance your bodies."

      He huffed indignantly. "The drugs forced on us as children, Admiral. They shorten our lives, rob us of our hair, and prevent us from having children of our own."

      "According to what I found on your computer systems, you all volunteer to become Soldier Class, and later, Warrior Class soldiers."

      "Volunteer? We are taken from our families at the age of five years, drugged and groomed to become soldiers until we reach our twentieth year of life, when we are forced to take a test that decides if we live or return to our families in disgrace. And if we pass that test, on our twenty-eighth year, we are given another battery of tests to see if we can be Warriors. We are never asked if we want this honor. It is just done to us."

      "I knew some of that," Jac said.

      He snorted. "In your studies of our people, did you learn about our history."

      She shook her head. Jac had been fixated on finding information that would aide her escape and had ignored what she saw as unimportant to that goal.

      "A thousand years ago, we were all like them." He pointed at Roxen. “General, Elite, and Soldier Classes were determined by intellect and how well you did on the battlefield.”

      “What changed?”

      “We began to explore the solar system and our galaxy. As we did, we met warlike races that wanted to dominate us or destroy us. Eventually, our scientists found ways to enhance our ability to defeat our enemies. And the Soldier Class and Warrior Class evolved. We became bigger and stronger, and yes, even smarter than other Egreans. And we were revered. Families begged to have their sons and daughters made into the great and powerful soldiers."

      His brow wrinkled. "And wars came, and wars ended. But we remained to protect our people. Our numbers dwindled over time. Yet the drugs and enhancements grew. Eventually, the drugs simply stop having an effect on our bodies and minds, and when that happens, some of us begin to think for ourselves again. Or we are given an honorable death by our leaders."

      He sat forward again. "I have just passed my fiftieth year, Admiral. And my mind is no longer clouded by the drugs they once gave me. So, yes, I would like to see your world before I die. And more importantly, I would like to live a life that I freely choose for myself before that day comes."
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      Leanna hated this. She wasn't a fighter; she was a scientist. An anthropologist. Yet she had always had a more rebellious nature than most of the people around her. Her mother told her so on numerous occasions while growing up. Her father had tried to beat it out of her countless times. And her three brothers and two sisters had ostracized her because of it. In her mind and soul, she was a peace loving radical not a fighter or a soldier. Especially a soldier.

      Yet here she was, sitting on the bridge of the Oxsefatable, as a soldier, waiting for the coded signal that would tell them the Tratnox had been successful taken. Leanna was in a fighting mood.

      The last thing Pax had received over the radio was, "Ox One, we're in place." And that was more than an hour ago. One hour and twenty-three minutes, by Jac's accounting. One horlex and fifteen dornexes by Egrean time. Either way, it was an eternity when you sat, waiting to learn if the people you cared about were dead or alive. Not to mention that if they were dead, she and everyone on the Oxsefatable were going to be dead as well.

      She glanced around at the bridge crew and the Earthling, Sara Campbell. They were all anxiously waiting for the signal that things had gone as planned. Or the gods forbid, the warning that things had gone horribly wrong.

      "Lieutenant Leanna," Pax called out.

      She cringed. Jac had insisted that if they, especially her, could make Jac into an admiral, she could make Leanna into a lieutenant second class. Which she had accepted but hated.

      "What is it?"

      "I am monitoring all communications, as ordered. And I just picked up an encrypted message sent to Danglex."

      "Vartg!" she muttered. "Any way, of knowing what it said?"

      He shook his head. "No, Lieutenant. However, the signal strength indicates that it either came from us, or the Tratnox."

      "Are you sure?" she asked.

      "Yes, ma'am. We are the only two manned ships this far out. Unless one of the derelicts has a crew we hadn't detected."

      Uncertainty paralyzed her as she tried to decide what to do.

      "We should contact the admiral and warn them," Ukner said.

      "No!" Sara cried. "That could put them in danger."

      Leanna shook her head. "She's right, we cannot make contact until we are sure our people are –"

      "Ox," the speaker squawked, "Hope is free. I repeat, hope is free."

      The success code. "Pax, three clicks. Hurry, send the received code."

      Pax keyed the radio three times in quick succession.

      "Pax, you and Ukner remain on the bridge and notify me over the ship's com as soon as they are in range with the short-range radio."

      "Lieutenant," they both replied.

      "Sara, check the upper decks and make sure there are no stragglers. We need to transfer everyone to the shuttles as soon as they get back here."

      "Yes, ma'am," Sara said and popped a near perfect salute.

      "I'll check the lower decks and the dormitories and meet you in the docking bay."

      Her heart was about to burst from her chest as she rushed to the lift, all but ran through the halls, checking every room as she went. They did it. They took the Tratnox. The terrifying question was how many were killed in the fight. And more importantly, were Jac and Roxen still alive. She needed both of them to still be unharmed. Leanna wanted everyone to be alright. But she needed Jac and Roxen to be alive the most.

      Fifteen minutes later, she and Sara were in the docking bay with all of the remaining rescued and the Oxsefatable's crew, save Pax and Ukner, who were still at their station on the bridge. Her handheld communicator blared to life and startled her even though she had been hoping and waiting for it to go off.

      "Freedom Two to Ox One, we are approaching docking port one. Have the first ten ready for immediate boarding."

      Each shuttle could carry ten passengers plus the flight crew. To move all the passengers and crew to the Tratnox, it would take seven and a half flights, or three trips using all three of the shuttles. What she didn't know was if all three of the shuttles were still functional.

      "Freedom Three, Ox One, approaching docking port two. Have the next ten standing by at portal two."

      She sighed deeply. That was two of them, apparently undamaged.

      "Freedom One, Ox One, we will be docking port one as soon as F-Two is clear."

      She closed her eyes. "Thank the gods." It meant all three shuttles had survived the assault on the warship. Unfortunately, she still didn't know if Jac and Roxen were alright. If the plan went as hoped, the boarding party, including Jac, would remain on the Tratnox while the three pilots would begin the evacuation of the Oxsefatable. So, until she actually boarded the shuttle and could ask the pilot how things went, she wouldn't know if her former lover and her future one were still alive and unharmed.

      "Is everyone alright?" Sara asked.

      "The shuttles are but I still do not know about the soldiers," Leanna replied. Or their leaders, she silently added. The doors to docking port one opened and she pushed Sara to the front of the line of people. "Go, tell the admiral about the encrypted message we picked up."

      She could see the woman wanted to argue, so, she shoved her toward the door. "Go, tell them about the message."

      "Alright," Sara replied and rushed through the door.

      Just as the last of the passengers were boarding shuttle two, the doors for shuttle three opened and people started rushing to get on board. Leanna stepped through the door for the first shuttle and hollered toward the Earthling pilot, Slutter.

      “The admiral?”

      “Alive. No injuries. We took the ship without a single shot being fired.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief and asked, "How long?"

      "Ten there, five to unload, and another fifteen to get back here and redock."

      An hour to get everyone off the Oxsefatable. She didn't know why, but Leanna knew they were running out of time. She found Sara.

      "Find the admiral as quickly as you can, Sara."

      "I will," she replied.

      As soon as the first two shuttles were off, Leanna rushed to the ships coms and called the bridge. "Any more messages?"

      "No, lieutenant."

      His words did not reassure her. "Tell Ukner to keep a close eye for any movement from those warships."

      "Lieutenant," he replied.

      “Vartg, vartg, vartg," she muttered.

      The last of the shuttles docked and quickly loaded its passengers. Now there was nothing to do but wait and pray. In what seemed like forever, her handheld communicator crackled, announcing that they were back to pick up the next group of survivors and crew.

      "Hurry, hurry," she urged. Time was running out.

      Finally, the second group were gone and Leanna and the remaining fifteen people, or thirteen as Pax and Ukner were still on the bridge, waited in tense silence.

      She walked over to the intercom and called up the bridge. "Any more messages?"

      "No, Lieutenant," Pax replied.

      "Can you see the Tratnox and the shuttles?"

      Ukner replied, "We can now, they have been moving closer to us so this last trip should not take as long."

      "Thank the gods," she said quietly. "As soon as you see the shuttles heading back towards us, get down here."

      "Lieutenant," they both replied.

      Eight minutes later, the intercom blared, "They are enroute and we are headed down."

      She didn't bother to reply as she hoped they had already abandoned the bridge and were headed her way.

      Two of the shuttles docked at almost the same time and their doors opened just as Pax ran through the door into the docking bay. Leanna was about to ask where Ukner was when Pax answered the unasked question.

      "Ukner said he saw something and wanted to check it out. He will be right down."

      "Go," she urged him. "I'll wait for Ukner with the last shuttle."

      "Lieutenant," he replied and boarded the shuttle. Its doors were closing as Ukner came tearing into the docking bay, screaming at the top of his lungs.

      "Warships! Warships! Coming from outside the solar system. They are headed straight for us and the Tratnox!"

      "Vartg! Get on the shuttle!"

      He raced passed her and she followed, slamming the button to seal the door as she did. "Go, go, go. There are warships headed our way. Warn the admiral and the other shuttle!"
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        * * *

      

      Jac was going crazy. As the elected leader of their group, and more importantly, as Egrean Fleet Admiral Jartner, tasked with overseeing the transfer of the Tratnox’s crew, she had to remain onboard. Ironically, it was Commander Griffnox who suggested disembarking the detachment of soldiers while the Rescued and the Oxsefatable crew boarded the vessel.

      Just as ironic, and somewhat suspicious, was that according to Griffnox, the majority of his own officers and crew would likely agree to join Jac in keeping the ship out of the hands of the Kyakans. As he had hand-picked them for this last trial run, Jac allowed him to determine who left with the soldiers and who stayed onboard the ship.

      After drafting official looking orders to that effect, none of the officers or soldiers ordered to disembark questioned them. Hell, they accepted them with relief as no one wanted to be part of a dammed crew. Which was how most of them saw the final trial run of the Tratnox.

      She hated being left behind yet understood why she had had to stay. Because not only was she overseeing the transfer of personnel, she was the most experienced pilot on the ship. Actually, until the Oxsefatable’s pilot arrived, she was currently the only pilot on the Tratnox. So, Jac was once again the de facto pilot of the ship she was on.

      And if worrying about the transfer of all the people wasn't enough, she had to deal with two very angry Egreans. Both were giving her periodical disdainful glances. Roxen and Furtnorex might eventually forgive Jac for her silence on the forthcoming fate of their planet. On the other hand, she suspected that it would take a lot longer to forgive Leanna for not telling them sooner. Especially Roxen, because the two of them had been lovers for nearly a year. Off-and-on, according to Leanna. Yet Jac could tell from the way he had reacted to the news that he felt betrayed.

      The doors to the lift whooshed open to the angry voice of a woman.

      "I told you to get out of my way. I have an urgent message for Admiral Morgan from Lieutenant Leanna."

      One of the newly trained, Egrean soldiers from the Oxsefatable was standing defiantly in front of the slightly shorter woman yet seemed diminished by her regal bearing. "Only officers are allowed on the bridge, dommy."

      The woman's spine went rigid, and she appeared to grow a foot taller. "My name is Lady Sara Campbell. I do not know who this…this Dommy is for which you speak of, but I can assure you, my good man, that is not me!"

      The crewman's back was to Jac, yet she saw him stand taller, too. "No Frozen are allowed on the –"

      "Crewman!" Jac snarled. Jac well remembered the prejudice she had endured at the hands of most of the Egreans. They saw all off-worlders from undeveloped planets as inferiors and not worthy of their respect.

      He twisted to address her while holding his hand out to keep Sara where she was. "Ad⁠—"

      He never finished his address to her as Lady Sara Campbell, nineteenth century proper English lady, belted him in the side of his head, nearly knocking him out. She lifted the hem of her skirt and daintily skirted around the prostrate man.

      "Admiral Morgan, I have an urgent message from Lieutenant Leanna."

      Jac was trying to not laugh at the indignant expression on the downed Egrean's face. "What is it, Lady Sara?"

      "They detected something they called an…an encrypted message, coming from our ship or this one."

      "What!" Jac cried, instantly sobered by the message.

      Sara misunderstood and repeated, "They heard something they called an encrypted message. The man who heard it, said it had to come from here or from the Oxsefatable."

      Jac jerked around to face the communications officer, "Lieutenant Zard?"

      He was very young, for an Egrean, and obviously overwhelmed by all that was going on. "Checking, Admiral, checking." He flipped through a number of things on his control panel and looked back at her. "Nothing, Admiral. I'm not seeing any unusual communications at this time."

      "Captain Griffnox?" Jac asked.

      "It could have come from Danglex Two. Just routine communications that the communications officer of the Oxsefatable mistook as an encrypted message."

      "How likely is that?" she questioned.

      He shrugged. "I do not know the crew of the Oxsefatable. So, I do not know how competent they are at their jobs."

      She reviewed what she knew of the officers left behind. Pax was filling in as the Oxsefatable's communications officer. She worried her lip for a second before turning back to the Tratnox's communication officer.

      "Zard, monitor for any communications from this area."

      "Admiral," he replied.

      Laterno, the Tratnox's Operations and Tracking officer, called out, "The last two shuttles are docking with the cargo vessel, Commander Griffnox."

      "Pilot, set our course for Pintnran System." There was urgency in Griffnox's voice despite his earlier reassurance.

      "Aye, aye, Captain," Jac replied distractedly.

      "Commander or Commander First Class Griffnox. I am not the captain of this ship. And what is this, 'aye, aye' thing?"

      "Earthling for yes," Roxen replied.

      Jac ignored the distain she heard in his voice and addressed Griffnox's comment. "Commander, you are the closest thing we have to a ship's captain. And knowing this group as I do now, I can assure you that you are, indeed, the new captain of the Tratnox."

      The man peered at her in the same way Roxen and Furtnorex had been. He was about to argue, and she was coming up with a retort when the speaker barked to life.

      "Warships, warships, warships! Unknown number of warships approaching from outside the solar system." The warning came from one of the Oxsefatable’s shuttles and not the Operations' Officer on Tratnox's bridge.

      "Laterno!" Griffnox yelled.

      The very young and inexperienced operations and tracking officer cried back, "Stand by, Commander. I've been monitoring the warships in orbit around—vartg." He whirled around, and if possible, his white complexion was paler. "Warships, Commander. They just dropped out of Fold one hundred zortices outside the solar system. And they are headed straight for us, Commander, and are closing at battle speed."

      "How many?" Jac yelled at the same time Griffnox called for Battle Stations.

      He regarded his screen and hollered out, "Three, Admiral. No, now there are four, now five, now seven warships." He looked up. "Admiral, three of the ships are Kyakan warships."

      "Son-of-a-bitch! How long?"

      "Five minutes," Laterno called out. He leaned toward the screen and corrected, "The lead ship is veering off and headed toward Danglex."

      Griffnox speculated, "They are moving into position to cut off any escape route."

      "How long until the others reach us, Laterno?"

      "Six or seven minutes, Admiral."

      "Captain, I am told that this ship has some of the most powerful weapons in the Egrean Fleet. Is that so?"

      "It is, Admiral. But fending off seven warships while landing shuttles is not a good idea as we cannot engage the shields during landing operations. It would be better if we abandon the last two shuttles and make our fight out there," he said and pointed toward the advancing ships.

      Sara, who had moved to a position behind her, grasped her shoulder in panic.

      "No! We leave no one behind. Do what you can until we have recovered the last of the shuttles.”

      "Admiral. Tratmor, engage our shields as soon as those shuttles are within the shield zone."

      "Captain!" Laterno yelled. "The lead ships are firing!"

      "Brace, brace, brace!" Griffnox hollered.

      No one moved as they waited to be hit.

      "Captain, they are not firing on us, they are firing at the last two shuttles."

      "No!" Jac screamed and stared at the viewscreen as a number of missiles and phaser blasts streaked toward the Oxsefatable and the two shuttles.

      In an instant, the Oxsefatable imploded and then exploded as both missiles and phaser fire hit it. The blast was so intense that it obscured the viewscreen for several seconds. Sara screamed and tried to move so she could see the screen better. Jac had to push her aside so she had a clear view of the devastation.

      "The shuttles? The shuttles? Were they hit?" she asked as calmly as she could.

      "Stand by," Laterno replied. "Stand by. The screen is still –"

      Horror filled his eyes. "One of the shuttles was hit and is coming apart. The other took a hit but is still moving towards us."

      "Shit!" She yelled. "Captain, fire at those ships. Keep them from destroying that shuttle." She glanced at Sara. "You told me that you volunteered at the Veteran's hospital in London."

      She nodded, tight-lipped.

      "Go, they may need medical attention when they land," Jac ordered.

      "Right, Admiral," she replied and took off running toward the lift.

      Jac examined her screen. "Tratmor, target the lead ship and fire!"

      "Firing," the officer called back.

      Laterno called out at the same time, "Shuttle is within the zone, shields are up, Captain."

      "Roxen," Griffnox barked.

      "On it, Captain," he replied and took off running.

      He turned to Jac. "They told me you are the best vartgin pilot they have ever seen. Were they correct?"

      "I can fly," she replied.

      He nodded. "Find us a route past those ships."

      "Aye, aye, Captain,” She examined the display of the solar system and the ships within it. "Captain, I've got one, but you are not going to like it."

      "Why?" he asked.

      "It will take us back into the solar system and past Egrean."

      "That route will take us right past all the warships in orbit around Egrean and Danglex?" he said.

      She shrugged. "At the moment, they are not moving or shooting at us. If we can get through the solar system before they realize what we are doing, we can go to Fold as soon as we reach the other end of the system."

      His jaw tightened. "Plot it, pilot."

      "Aye, aye, Captain."

      "Captain, Admiral, two of the ships are moving to block that route," Laterno warned.

      "How long?" Jac asked.

      "Two, three minutes tops."

      "The shuttle?" She asked.

      "Landing now," Tratmor advised.

      "Target those two ships and fire. Captain, you target the Werriton and fire at the same time. Hopefully they'll think the scuttled salvage ship was us and will give us the needed second we will need to get away."

      "Admiral," they both said.

      They all anxiously waited until Laterno hollered, "Target locked!"

      "Fire!" Jac yelled and counted to one and punched the sub-light accelerator button. A bright light enveloped them as the abandoned super cargo ship exploded. They jumped into motion and two more lesser bright lights flashed as the two ships attempting to block them took direct hits to their engines.

      The Tratnox jerked to the right and again to the left as two shots from the warships hit them.

      "Laterno?” Jac barked.

      "Two hits, Admiral. One to our loading bay, one to the fighter deck. No serious damage."

      "Injuries?"

      "Unknown, Admiral. I will check."

      "No!" she commanded. "I need you to keep an eye on the ships chasing us. Captain, keep an eye on the warships around Egrean. I need to know if any of them get underway and move to block us."

      "Admiral," they both replied.

      She didn't know who they lost in the shuttle that exploded but hoped, prayed it wasn't Leanna.

      "Approaching Egrean, Admiral, and no movement from the ships orbiting there," Griffnox advised.

      She nodded. "I am going to light-speed as soon as we pass Egrean," she replied.

      "Not advised," Griffnox warned. "It is not safe to use light drive within a solar system."

      "No choice, Captain. We need to get as far away from those warships as we can."

      "We could slam into –"

      "I am well aware of the dangers, Captain Griffnox. I have plotted a path that will keep us clear of any celestial or Egrean-made objects."

      "There are a lot of them," he remarked.

      "Noted and tracked, Captain," she said, trying to reassure him and herself.

      "They're firing," Laterno warned.

      "Stand by, stand by, stand…" They passed Egrean and she hit the Light-speed button. "Jumping, now!"

      The ship jerked violently and jumped to light-speed ten. "Four minutes to Fold. Laterno, advise the crew and passengers to prepare for jump to Fold Speed. Captain Griffnox, you and Tratmor keep those damn warships off our ass for four more minutes."

      "Admiral," they all replied.

      From her research, Jac knew the danger of going to Fold too close to planets or other objects: they tended to get caught in the Fold Bubble as well. Even parts of a planet's atmosphere. Consequently, no one jumped to Fold Speed while within a solar system or near other objects, including other spaceships.

      "Clear of all planetary and solar bodies," Laterno ticked off.

      "Stand by," Jac responded. "Fold in five—four—three—two—jump!"

      "I detected one other Fold Bubble forming before we jumped, Admiral," Laterno warned.

      "Changing course," she replied.

      The danger to changing course while in Fold was making the bubble unsteady and destroying the ship. It was highly recommended to not make the maneuver.

      "Slow and steady, slow and steady," she chanted.

      According to the computer, it was the only way to do it, if a pilot was crazy enough to try to change course inside a bubble. Thankfully, she only needed to make very, very small change in course to achieve a huge change in direction.

      "On course," she finally announced.

      Jac, and she was sure, the rest of the bridge crew sighed with relief.

      "Please don't do that again," Captain Griffnox said.

      She forced as much positivity into her voice as she could. "I'll try. Laterno, any sign of pursuit?"

      He flipped through a number of screens on his console. "None, Admiral.”

      "Captain Griffnox, permission to set the controls to auto-pilot."

      "Granted. Volernorex, relieve the admiral," Griffnox ordered.

      "Captain," he replied and walked over to Jac. "Admiral, I relieve you."

      "I stand relieved. The ship is yours." Jac got up from the control console and nearly collapsed. When she regained her balance, she glanced at Roxen and Griffnox. "We need to see who we lost,” she swallowed, “and how much damage was done to our ship.”

      "Lieutenant Laterno, the bridge is yours," Griffnox ordered.

      "Captain," the man replied.

      Jac glanced at the young Operations and Tracking officer. He was trying to be confident but couldn’t quite hide his anxiety at being left in control of the ship. Everyone had to stand their first watch alone, she reminded herself and concentrated on what needed to be done.

      The three of them hurried from the bridge toward the rear of the ship. As they got near the docking bay, they ran into some of the Tratnox's crew that had asked to go with them. They were working to repair an electrical panel that had been damaged during the fight.

      "Petron," Griffnox called out. "How bad is it?"

      "Blown circuits and relays, Commander. Shields took the worse of the hits," the woman replied.

      "How long?" Griffnox asked.

      "Backups took over. About an hour to gets this one operational again," the engineer said.

      "Any other damage?" Griffnox asked.

      "Fighter bay one took a hit. We will not be launching anything from there until I've had a chance to thoroughly examine it."

      "Keep me informed," Griffnox said.

      He started to walk off but stopped and heaved a heavy sigh. "By the way, this is Admiral Jac Morgan. And this is now her command, and she has decided to promote me to ship's captain."

      Without pausing in her work, she snorted. "About time, if you ask me."

      "I didn't ask you," he replied.

      She chuckled softly as she continued to work.

      When they finally arrived at the docking bay, they saw the two surviving small shuttles. One was untouched, the other was smoking and had burn marks to the end of the craft.

      The first person Jac saw was Leanna. "Lee!"

      The woman spun around and let out a loud whoop before running straight into Jac's arms. "Thank the gods, they told me you were alright. But I just couldn't relax until I saw you." Leanna grasped Jac's face with both hands and locked her lips on hers.

      When Leanna ended the kiss, Jac held on and pressed her forehead to hers. "I didn't know…I didn't know…" She couldn't finish the fear.

      "I am alright, Jac," Leanna assured her.

      Jac nodded and took a beat to absorb the answered prayer. "Who did we lose?"

      Leanna took a step back and forced a sober face. "We lost your Captain McNeal, four of the rescued, and two of the Oxsefatable's crew."

      Jac tried to press on. “The…the…”

      She couldn’t get it out. As a police officer she had seen a fellow officer, a friend die in the line-of-duty. As a sergeant, she had lost another one. Those losses devastated her. Yet, this felt hundreds of times worse. She hadn’t known Lieutenant McNeal very long, but his death was a blow to her very soul. Added to his loss was those she hadn’t yet had a chance to get to know. The vision of the shuttle exploding replayed in her mind in a surreal loop. But this was real. All too real. People were dying and it was her responsibility, her decisions that were the cause.

      Jac swallowed the log in her throat. Others would die if she did not force herself to move forward. "The list,” she finally got out.

      "I'm working on it. The only ones I know for sure are your Captain McNeal and Pax. And I know that McNeal was the only P-3 on the shuttle."

      Jac closed her eyes tightly to hold in the tear that was threatening to escape. Once she was sure she had her emotions back under control she advised Leanna. "We are going to the fighter deck to check on the damage there. Get me the list as soon as you have it, Lieutenant Leanna."

      "Admiral," Leanna replied and hurried back to the others gathered on the deck.

      Jac continued. "Captain, we need to find quarters for all these people."

      "I'll take care of it. How many new crew members do we have?"

      "With the loss of the eleven on the shuttle, seventy-six. How many of your crew remained on board?"

      "Thirteen, including the bridge officers," he answered.

      She nodded. "So, I now have a crew of ninety souls."

      "Affirmative, Admiral."

      "Or for now, Captain. Most of the Maltal rescued will be dropped off at the first safe planet or space station we come across."

      "And how many are going onto the Frantrmal Galaxy?" he asked.

      She corrected him. "Milky Way. We call it the Milky Way Galaxy. And I don't know yet. Some of the Maltals have said they might like to go with us. I'll have Lieutenant Leanna get a more accurate count now that we are safely on the Tratnox."

      Jac’s lips puckered as if from a bad taste of something. "Tratnox. This ship was named after General Tratnox."

      He nodded. "It was."

      "I do not fancy flying around on a ship named after one of the people who abducted me and now wants to murder me. And I suspect, none of those people," she waved at the rescued, "will enjoy it, either."

      Griffnox raised his chin. "Admiral, I have never liked flying around, as you put it, on a ship named after General Tratnox, either. What would you like to name the ship?"

      She thought for a moment before suggesting. "On my world there are many languages that are spoken. One is called French. My mother’s language. It is what my people call the language of love and freedom. So, I would like to rename the ship Hope. Or in French, Espérer. From now on, this ship will be known as the U.S.S. Espérer."

      "U.S.S.?" he asked.

      Jac grinned. The United Space Ship."

      Griffnox nodded and reached over and tapped the bulkhead of the ship, "I rename you, the USS Espérer."

      The small, insignificant gest made Jac smile. It was a start. “Shall we see how much damage was done to our new ship?”
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      Duval had been impressed. From what his spies could discover, the Oxsefatable, an aging space freighter, had been stolen after unloading military supplies at Egrean. The captain, most of the more experienced officers, and the more senior crew members had been on leave while awaiting a new cargo. Roxen, a senior engineering officer, had apparently commandeered the ship with the remaining ten to twelve crew members.

      His spies also discovered why the P-3er and Roxen had broken into the Science Institute's Off World Museum. They had stolen all the viable exhibits. It wasn't exactly the same reason he had, yet he suspected it was for the same purpose. They were going to return the remains—or in their case, the living beings—to their home worlds.

      Sitting a sector away from Danglex with his small fleet of three refurbished warships, he had no idea if Roxen had awakened the frozen beings. Although, from the reports he was getting from the scouts he had watching the Oxsefatable since its arrival at Danglex Two's salvage station, he suspected that they had revived at least a few of them.

      Duval was also extremely impressed with whomever they had piloting the freighter. They had pulled off a maneuver only a couple of pilots in the entire galaxy could accomplish, not once but twice in quick succession, a jump and an emergency stop. Moreover, he only knew of three others to successfully perform the maneuver without slamming into another ship or celestial body, and he was one of them.

      His admiration for the unknown pilot grew as he and his crew covertly watched shuttles from the freighter practice the very same ploy over and over until they had the maneuver down pat. He knew about the lessons as the unknown pilot that was teaching the others how to do the tactic had flown their shuttles nearly out to where he and his ships were hiding to practice. With their sensors they could tell that four different beings were piloting the shuttles, always accompanied by the same teacher. In the end, only three of the student pilots managed to master the maneuver safely.

      Duval didn't need to know why the pilot was teaching the procedure to others. The Tratnox was moored at Danglex Three, awaiting its last and final test run. He also knew they would have to make their move soon as the ship was scheduled to be given to the new owners, the Kyakans, in less than a week.

      For now, he sat on the bridge of his ship, the Wyandot, trying—unsuccessfully—to relax by reading a book he'd picked up on one of their last raids. Waiting for something to happen was one of the things he hated about his job.

      "Father," his daughter called.

      "What, Même," he replied without looking up from his book.

      Même, or Marie Antoinette, was the love of his life and his only other reason for living. Her mother had been another P-3 rescue. He had saved her after being sold into slavery by the damned Egreans. Duval had fallen in love with the irreverent black-haired, blue-eyed woman.  But as fate would have it, Joyce Marie Tackman had died shortly after giving birth to the girl. And he had been devastated by the loss and had devoted his every breath to their daughter since that day.

      "Chulser just picked up a coded message coming from the ship you have us watching."

      He put his book down and addressed his seventeen-year-old daughter. "Has he decoded it yet?"

      "Just about," Chulser replied. He was a former Kyakan Army officer and one of Duval's most trusted officers.

      He got up, headed to the communications station, and leaned over to view the monitor.

      "Two messages, Captain. Both encrypted. The first was in Egrean. Sent from the freighter to the Tratnox, warning of an impending armed attack. The second one was a long-range communication directed at the fleet we passed six sectors away. And Captain, it was in Kyakan, telling them that the Tratnox had been boarded and compromised by twenty, or more, heavily armed pirates pretending to be an Egrean Admiral and her escort."

      "Damn!" he snarled.

      "Daddy," Même chided.

      "Sorry, baby," he replied before ordering. "Sound general quarters. Advise the Kyamar and Oblelrisk to prepare for battle."

      "Sir, yes sir," the crew replied.

      "Tracking."

      "Captain," the officer answered.

      "I want to know the moment the Egrean or Kyakan ships begin to move.”

      "Sir, yes sir," the woman replied.

      He headed back to the chair and had just sat down when Luchron advised, "Captain there is movement from four Egrean and three Kyakan ships. They've all gone to light-speed on a direct route to Danglex Two.

      "Pilot," Duval yelled. "From that distance, I estimate that they will drop out of light-jump in about two minutes. Depending on how far out they drop, we'll have about five minutes to get in behind them."

      "Captain?" the pilot asked.

      "We cannot allow them to retake that ship. It is imperative that we give the Tratnox time to get away. Luchron, order the Kyamar and Oblelrisk to pick a target and harries them with a jump and shoot attack tactic. But tell them to wait until the Wyandot jumps to begin the attack. I do not want any of our ships to engage those warships with a prolonged attack. Get in and get out. No more than three volleys. Is that understood?"

      "Sir, yes sir," the officer replied.

      "Fire Control, prepare for quick fire and retreat. We don't need to disable those ships; we just want their attention off the Tratnox long enough for them to get away."

      "Without getting ourselves blown to pieces in the process," the officer replied.

      "Yeah, let's try to not get destroyed in the process," he replied then yelled. "Même!"

      "I'm in my chair and have the restraints secured, daddy. Go kick their butts."

      "Même," he warned.

      "What? You say it all the time."

      "I'm a –" He shook his head. It was hard not to see her as a little girl anymore. "Never mind. Just stay out of the way." Oh how he loved that girl.

      "Tracking?" he barked.

      "Hold, hold, hold… They just dropped out of light-jump, Captain."

      "Pilot, count to five and jump us to within firing range of the nearest warship. As soon as we fire, get us the hell out of there."

      "Sir," he answered and started counting.

      When they came out of light-jump, they were facing a Kyakan warship that was moving to prevent the Tratnox from escaping past the approaching fleet. "Fire!" he yelled, and they blasted the engines of the ship. "Jump!"

      They maneuvered to a new position and repeated the attack on the trailing ship. "Once more," he called as the pilot moved them to a new position.

      "Captain!" Luchron yelled. "The Tratnox is moving, but she is headed into the solar system, not away from it."

      "Damn!" he snorted. "Smart, but damn. Pilot, change your course. Get in behind whatever ships turn to follow the Tratnox. Comm, tell the Oblelrisk to follow us. And tell the Kyamar to fire one more round, hesitate long enough for the remaining ships to get a lock on them before jumping to light."

      "Sir," the Communications Officer replied.

      "Pilot?"

      "Got them, Captain. Do you want to close with them?"

      "No, stay back until the Tratnox makes its move. I suspect whoever the captain of that ship is, will wait until they reach safe distance on the far side of the system before going to Fold."

      "Captain," the pilot replied.

      "Fire Control," Duval called out, "Target the engines of the nearest ship to the Tratnox. I want to fire just as the Tratnox reaches the safe barrier line."

      "Comm, tell the Oblelrisk to do the same to the other ship following them."

      "Pilot, as soon as we fire, punch it. I want to be in the next sector by the time our phasers hit those ships."

      Luchron commented, "We're going to lose the Tratnox, Captain."

      "Maybe, Luch. Maybe not. There are only a few places they can go. And I have spies on all of them."

      "Captain!" Luchron yelled. "The Tratnox jumped to light-speed as they passed Egrean. And Egrean and Kyakan warships appear to be about to follow.

      "Damn!" Duval snarled.

      The pilot glanced at him yet knew why he was cursing. Jumping to light-speed while inside a solar system was extremely dangerous.

      "Pilot?" Duval asked.

      He shook his head. "Not advisable at this point. When we reach Egrean, we can follow them and catch up as we are slightly faster. Assuming that all three stay on the same course. If we don't hit something, and if they don't change course, we should catch them about the time the Tratnox reaches the safe barrier Fold line."

      "Fire Control," Duval called out, "prepare for rapid firing as soon as we catch them. Luch, don't lose them. Pilot don't hit anything."

      "Yes, Captain," they all three replied.

      What they were about to do was extremely hard. Firing phasers while still in light-speed was iffy at best. Only the very best could actually hit something that way. Luckily, he had just such a person on the bridge of his ship.

      The pilot called out, "Light in five—four—three—two—jump."

      Tracking shouted, "I've got them, Captain. We are closing."

      "Pilot, stay on this course." Duval ordered

      "Oblelrisk has also jumped and is in our wake," Tracking advised.

      "Comm, advise them to target the Egrean ship. We've got the Kyakan one. Tell them to fire and go to Fold at the barrier. "

      "Captain," they answered and broadcast the message as ordered.

      The pilot advised, "Coming up on the barrier in ten—nine—eight—seven⁠—"

      "Finger on the trigger," Duval ordered.

      "—six—five—four—three—two—one—now!"

      "Fire!" Duval ordered.

      Duval saw the two warships appear on his screen just as bright red phasers beams zipped toward them.

      "Tratnox has gone to Fold," Tracking yelled.

      "Pilot, get us away from those ships and jump to Fold as soon as we are at safe distance."

      "Captain," they replied.

      Duval’s hands fisted as they sped away from the warships. He ruthlessly squished the need to take the flight controls himself.

      Finally, Luchron called out, "Kyakan warship engines hit. The Oblelrisk missed their target. Nevertheless, the Egreans are breaking off their pursuit of the Tratnox and turning away.”

      "Fold in four—three—two—one—jump!" the pilot called out.

      "Luchron?" Duval asked.

      "Fold bubble forming . . ." She turned to him. "The Oblelrisk has gone to Fold, Captain. I detect no other Fold bubble formations."

      "Thank you," he replied and flopped back in his chair.

      He heard his daughter's footsteps coming up behind him. She laid her small hand on his shoulder, and he covered it with his. After giving it a gentle squeeze, he scolded, "What are you doing out of your chair, sweetheart?"

      She grinned at him. "I am not a child, father.” She added a third syllable to father, which she did when she wanted to irritate him. “And, daddy, you did good.”

      “You’re being a smartass, girl,” he scolded.

      She kissed his cheek. “Just like my daddy.”

      "Behave. And thank you, Même. Now go back to your station and help Luchron search for any pursuing ships."

      She bent and pecked him on his cheek again. "Yes, Captain Daddy."

      Duval watched her sashay back to the tracking station and couldn't help smiling. Yet, it didn't last. He had lost the Tratnox, and he needed that ship.

      If Roxen, his old enemy and friend was in charge of the ship, he had an idea where it might go. Unfortunately, he didn't know Roxen that well, which was whom he was assuming had taken charge of the ship. Although, considering what the new Captain of the Tratnox had just done, he had doubts that Roxen was in charge. The man was an engineer and not a pilot or captain.

      Finding out where they were taking the ship was his highest priority. His next was finding out who in the hell was in charge. Duval wanted to shake their hand for the way they handled their escape. And find a way to take the ship away from them.
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        * * *

      

      It took nearly five hours for Jac and Griffnox to assess the damage to the Espérer. None was critical, yet they would need to find a safe place to stop for a day or so to complete some of the repairs on the outside of the ship.

      By the time she reached her quarters, she was bone tired and barely able to walk, much less think. Indeed, her only thought when she walked through the door of her assigned room was that it was rather bigger and nicer than she had been expecting.

      She stumbled across the room and was about to collapse on a nice-looking sofa when a voice from the shadows startled her. She whipped around and drew her pistol.

      "Don't shoot, it's me," the shadow said as it moved into the light.

      Jac was so tired that she didn't recognize Leanna's voice at first. When she did, she'd completely forgotten that the woman had wanted to talk to her. Instead, her mind went to the dozens of hints and flat-out sexual advances the woman had made toward her since helping her to escape.

      "Not now, Lee." Jac collapsed onto the sofa and shook her head. "About all I am up for right now is a goodnight kiss. I am tired, Lee. So damn tired, I can barely keep my eyes open much less engage in sex."

      Leanna's eyes widened. "You think I am here to have sex with you?” She placed her hand to her breast and grinned. “How sweet."

      Jac melted against the back of the sofa. "If you’re not, what the hell are you doing in my room?"

      She leered. "I like the idea. And any other time, I would take you up on the offer." Her smile fell. "In the meanwhile, there is something extremely urgent we need to discuss."

      Jac closed her eyes and let her head drop backward. "Oh, for the love of God, Lee. If it isn't an emergency, I beg you to save it for later. I have got to get a couple of hours of sleep."

      "Does the welfare of everyone onboard your ship count as an emergency?"

      Jac opened one of her eyes and lifted her head just enough to bring Leanna into view. "What?"

      She followed her with her gaze as Leanna walked over and sat beside her. Her friend laid her hand on Jac's leg. "We have a traitor on board the Tratnox. I mean, the Espérer."

      Jac sat up. "What are you talking about?"

      "The message,” Leanna said cautiously. “The encrypted message Pax heard just before those warships showed up."

      Jac's squinted at the woman. "Griffnox said –"

      "Griffnox might be the traitor, Jac. Or he might be in collusion with them."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "I was on the bridge of the Oxsefatable when Pax heard the encrypted message. To me it sounded like a bunch of unintelligible gibberish. But it was a strong signal. And it was coming from either the Oxsefatable or the Tratnox." She grabbed Jac's hand. And there were two of them, Jac. So, one could have come from the Oxsefatable and the other could have come from this ship."

      Jac shook her head out of denial, or maybe exhaustion, she wasn't sure which. "Griffnox said it came from the Danglex Station."

      "Look at me," Leanna insisted. When Jac did, she continued. "Jac, Admiral, the Danglex Base is a non-military station. It is operated and manned by civilian personnel only. They would have no reason to send an encrypted message to anyone. More importantly, they would not have the ability to do so. And Commander Griffnox would be well aware of that fact."

      "Fuck!" Jac hissed. "He lied to me."

      "Yes, he lied to you," Leanna replied. "He could have sent the message from the bridge and covered it up."

      Her mind whirled. "No, I was on the bridge when the message was sent, and he was nowhere near the communications' console."

      "He could have ordered someone else to send the message."

      Jac tried to recall the moment Sara burst onto the bridge and told them about the encrypted message. "The communication's officer was a junior officer by the name of Zard. I wrote off his missing the message to his being young and inexperienced." She refocused on Leanna. "Griffnox shrugged it off as a mistake by the crew on the Oxsefatable. A few minutes later we got the warning about the warships, and I forgot about the message."

      "Pax might not have been a communication's officer, nevertheless, he'd worked on cargo ships in a number of positions for more than a hundred years. He was a very competent comms officer, Jac."

      Her guilt over the man's death washed over her. She had been trying not to dwell on the crushing loss of eleven lives that depended on her. But it was extremely hard. "I wish to God we could talk to him."

      "We cannot, Jac. But we can talk to Griffnox and Mimert."

      Jac was tired, so it took a second or two to register what she said. "Mimert? Why do you want to talk to him?"

      "He was on the Oxsefatable. And I know Roxen doesn't trust him. Besides, he's a former soldier. Just like Griffnox."

      Jac thought for a second. "Mimert was never a soldier, he is a washout."

      "No one trusts him. I don't trust him. And I don't trust Griffnox, either."

      That stumped Jac. "Why?" She shook her head. "Why don't you trust Griffnox?"

      "He is Warrior Class. And Warrior Class soldiers never stop being soldiers, Jac. They are groomed from the age of five to be two things: a warrior and unwaveringly loyal to their superiors. That is all they are until the day they die. That is all they know how to be. Every Egrean knows that. They will die before betraying that code of theirs. So, no, I do not trust a warrior who says he no longer wants to be a soldier."

      Jac hadn't wanted to trust Griffnox either, but she had talked to Roxen, and he had given her a shorten version of what Griffnox had shared with him and Furtnorex. They trusted the new captain of the Espérer. And she trusted them.

      "Roxen and Furtnorex trust –"

      "I am not sure I totally trust Furtnorex…or Roxen, either, Jac. Soldiers don't stop being soldiers. Not in my experience."

      "When we escaped the Institute, you told me I could trust Roxen," Jac argued.

      "We can, to a point," Leanna said.

      Jac frowned. "You are not a trusting person, Lee. Are you?"

      "Life has taught me to be wary of most people. Especially with important things."

      Jac covered her hand where it lay against her thigh. "Your childhood wasn't easy. Was it?"

      "My father was, as you say, a bastard. So, no, he taught me that the only person I could really count on was myself."

      Jac cocked her head to the side as she recalled one particular long, late-night conversation between the two of them. Leanna had been trying to gain Jac’s trust, and she suspected friendship. They had talked about their families, and Leanna had disclosed things about her childhood she supposedly had never shared with anyone else. It had tainted her view of others, including her own race.

      "Yet, you trust me."

      Leanna laid her hand on top of hers. "That is different, because you are different. And for some reason, I know I can trust you."

      They sat in companionable silence, gazing at everything and nothing at all at the same time. Finally, Jac broke the silence.

      "You don't trust them, and you think one, or more of them, betrayed us to the Egrean military."

      "I do," Leanna said quickly.

      "So, what do you want me to do about it?"

      "You, nothing for the time being. Me, I am going to get Griffnox in bed and then slip him a truth drug so I can question him."

      "What? You can't do that!"

      "I can assure you that I can. We did it all the time to the subjects at the Institute. The drug isn't dangerous. And it should work just fine on Griffnox. Although, we never used it on someone his size before, so I may have to double or triple the dose."

      Jac sat up and jerked her hand away. "Are you serious? She frowned, shaking her head. “Not the drug. I mean, yeah, the drug. But sleeping with the man? No.”

      Leanna's brow crinkled. "I am not going to sleep with the man, Jac. I am going to have sex with him. Which will lower his alertness enough to slip the drug to him."

      "Damnit, Lee, that is what I am talking about. You can't have sex with a man you just met. A man you don't even like or trust."

      "Sure, I can," Leanna insisted. "I do it all the time." Her face lit up. "Oh, 'sleep with him' is one of those P-3 idioms you are so fond of using. I'll have to remember that one."

      "Damnit, Lee!" Jac jumped up from the sofa. She marched to the middle of the room before whirling around to face her friend. "You can't go around having sex with every man and woman you meet."

      "I don't do that. I just do it when I need information or a favor. Or to find out if I can trust someone, like Roxen."

      Jac could tell she was genuinely confused by her rebuke. "That is the only reason you go to bed with someone?" Jac shook her head. "Have sex with someone?"

      "No, of course not. I like to have sex with people I like as well."

      Jac was flabbergasted. "Everyone you like?"

      Leanna tightened her lips. "No. Just the ones I like and find attractive. Like you."

      "Son-of-a-bitch," Jac muttered. How in the world did she respond to something like that?

      "I do not want you sleeping—having sex—with that man," Jac insisted.

      "We have to find out who betrayed us," Leanna retorted.

      Jac advanced on the aggravating woman. "We will. But we are not going to do it through sex."

      "So, what, are you going to do? Ask him if he betrayed us?" Leanna demanded with a sneer.

      "Maybe. I am certainly not going to bed with him."

      "Not your type?" Leanna scoffed.

      Jac glared. "I don't sleep with men, Lee. You know that."

      "Yes, I know. However, I do. And I am telling you that he is not just going to tell you if he betrayed us or not. Not without some kind of incentive."

      Jac held her hands up. "Drugs and sex. My God, this is beginning to sound like a bad movie." She crossed back to her and grabbed her shoulders. "Lee, I forbid you to do this."

      Leanna's eyes narrowed with anger.

      "I am ordering you to stay away from him, Lieutenant."

      Leanna's jaw clenched. "I am not a soldier, Jac. I am a civilian scientist."

      Jac had heard this argument before. She leaned in and kissed her. When she pulled back, she replied, "You are now."

      Jac saw a relaxation of her facial muscles. "What is that phrase you used to use on me all the time? Oh, right," she grinned overly brightly, "fuck you."

      Jac also eased up a little. "First time you ever got it right."

      They gazed into each other's eyes for an eternity. "Oh, alright, Jac," Leanna grumbled. "I'll do it your way. For now."

      "Gee, thanks, Lee." Jac pulled her toward her and kissed her passionately.

      When they separated Leanna beamed mischievously up at Jac. "You do know what this means, don't you?"

      Jac returned the grin. "Nooo, what?" she replied breathlessly.

      Leanna kissed her quickly on the nose. "I'm primed and ready to go and have nooowhere to expend all this pent-up tension."

      "Nowhere?" Jac teased.

      "I don't want to take advantage of you, Admiral. After all, you did say you were so tired you couldn't keep your eyes open."

      Jac snickered. "I need to take the edge off my day. And you need to release all that sexual tension. I'd say we can work something out."
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      Laying naked beside a sleeping Leanna, Jac felt more relaxed than she had in more than a year. Relaxed and content. Sex was just what she needed. Well, that and a couple of hours of sleep.

      But the weight of her new responsibilities woke her up. And now all she could think about was the fact that someone on the Espérer had betrayed them. But who? Lee was convinced it was either Griffnox or Mimert, maybe both of them. Jac wasn't so sure.

      Mimert reminded her of a used car salesman, oily and untrustworthy. But a traitor? Somehow, she didn't think he had the nerve to do something like that. Griffnox on the other hand had the backbone, the know-how, and the cunning to pull off sending an encrypted message right in front of her without being caught. And for that reason, she had her doubts. A man like that would just arrest her and Roxen and blown the shuttles and the Oxsefatable to pieces on his own. The Espérer certainly had the firepower to do so.

      The question was, if it hadn't been one of those two, then who had betrayed them? If they had been betrayed. No one knew what was in the encrypted messages. For all they knew, it might have just been someone's laundry list.

      Her head was beginning to hurt and her mind as cloudy as it had been before she had taken the nap. Before they went any further, they—she—needed to know the truth. But how to discover it? Jac feared that Lee was right, just asking Griffnox and Mimert was not an option.

      A soft scratching on her door interrupted her musings. She peered at the door, wondering if she had imagined the sound when it came again. Rolling over, she stood up and was reaching for her clothes when she heard a man's impatient voice.

      "Enough of this."

      A woman's angry retort was partially obscured by a loud banging on the door.

      "I'll get it," Leanna mumbled as she quickly rolled out of bed and scurried over to the door.

      It took Jac a second to realize what about to happen. Both of them were stark naked and Leanna was about to open the door to whoever was banging on it. "Lee, no!"

      Undeterred by her cry, Leanna flung the door open and placed her left hand on the edge of the doorframe and stared defiantly at their visitors. Jac grabbed the top sheet and wrapped it around herself like a toga.

      "What do you two want?" Leanna asked exceedingly sweetly.

      There was no answer, so Jac moved toward the door and quickly saw an amused Lady Sara standing there. She also discovered a very shocked Captain Payne. But before Jac could form a coherent thought, Sara looked around the naked woman and gave Jac a very bright smile.

      "Admiral, Captain Payne wanted to be a part of our discussion," Sara said.

      "What discussion?" Jac asked, distracted by the naked backside of her recent lover.

      "Oh!" Lee gave Jac a quick peek over her shoulder. "Sara wanted to be included in discovering the you-know-what."

      “For the love of God, Lee, let them in and go put some damn clothes on."

      Leanna waved them in and asked. "Why?"

      Jac sighed in despair. "Because I asked you to."

      Leanna shrugged. "If you insist." She sashayed back to the bed and slowly slipped her shirt back on. "How's this?" she asked.

      Jac snarled. "Fine." She slammed the door after the invaders were inside her room. "They want to be involved in the what?"

      "Not they, her," Leanna said and sat on the bed they had just left.

      Before Jac could repeat the question, Sara jumped in. "It is they, now, Lee. Captain Payne wants to help find the traitors as well."

      "What the hell!" Jac snapped.

      "Oh, for the love of all the gods, Jac." She pointed at Sara. "She was on the bridge when the encrypted message was sent. It is why I had her come tell you about it. And that man—I don't know him as he hasn't seen fit to introduce himself yet—was on the shuttle when I told Sara to come warn you about the message. And I assume, he somehow came to the same conclusion we did, that there is a traitor or two among us."

      Leanna batted her eyelashes at the captain. "Is that about the size of it…" She cocked her head to the side and waited.

      "Captain Payne. Captain John Payne." He filled in.

      "Thank you, Captain Payne. Is that about the size of it?"

      "Yes," he replied.

      Leanna beamed. "See Jac, that was easy. Lady Sara, Captain Payne, and I want to help you find the people who tipped off the Egrean military about us." Her brows crinkled and she exclaimed, "Oh, Roxen wanted to know when you were awake and ready to discuss this."

      She held up a finger as she used her communicator to call the commander. "Rox, she's awake."

      There was a muffled reply before Leanna disconnected.

      "Sara, dear, would you please open the door? Rox is just outside."

      "Sure." Sara moved to the door. She held it open and glanced into the hallway. "He's not—oh, there he is." A few moments later the commander came through the door and stopped dead in his tracks.

      "What are they doing here?" he demanded.

      "They are going to help find the traitor," Leanna supplied.

      He frowned at her and the newcomers.

      "Are you four quite through?" Jac asked. "No! Don't answer that. I've had enough of this.

      "You," she pointed at John, "on the sofa. “You." She waved Roxen toward the bed. “And no hanky-panky,” she added when she recalled they had once been lovers.

      While she waited for everyone to get settled, she rubbed her forehead. "Why the hell couldn't one of you show up with some damn coffee?"

      “What?” Roxen asked.

      "A dark brown drink similar to muka,” Leanna supplied, “I can ask Urdxon to bring a pot to your quarters.”

      "Maybe later," Jac said. Despite what Leanna had said, muka did not taste like coffee. But it did have a lot of something similar to caffeine in it. She just didn’t know if she could abide it at the moment.

      She gave them another minute to get settled. Once they were, she requested, "Let's review what we know."

      Leanna popped off with, "Griffnox and Mimert betrayed us to the military."

      Jac chided. "That is conjecture, Lee, not fact. I need to examine what we actually know. Facts, not just speculations."

      Roxen sat forward. "It could have been anyone on either the Tratnox or Oxsefatable that sent those messages." He grabbed Leanna’s thigh and squeezed to shut her up. "I examined the communication's log as best I could without raising suspicions. There appeared to have been an encrypted message sent from the Tratnox to an unknown recipient just before the warships dropped out of Fold. And there was also an encrypted message received a few minutes before that message went out. It was not sent from any of the stations on the bridge. As for where the first message came from, there is no way to know for sure who sent it."

      He questioned Leanna. "You were on the bridge of the Oxsefatable and saw no one sending the message."

      She shook her head.

      "At that time, Mimert was still on board and could have sent it. As could any of the other sixty-six still on board."

      "Sixty-six" Sara asked.

      Roxen nodded. "The remaining sixty Frozen, I mean, rescued. And the eight members of my crew that were still on board and not on the bridge at the time."

      "I still say it was Mimert," Leanna grumbled.

      "He gets my vote, as well," Roxen said. "But that is speculation, and the Admiral asked for facts." He shook his head. "And right now, there is no more evidence pointing to him than there is to any of the others."

      "You think one of us could have sent the message?" Sara asked.

      "No," Jac answered immediately. "The only one of the rescued onboard who could have known how to send a message like that is the Alitan Professor, Wender Benkcie. And I can't think of any reason why she would have sent it."

      "She'll need to be questioned," Roxen said. "Furthermore, everyone who was onboard the Oxsefatable at the time will need to be questioned."

      "And the Tratnox crew?" Jac asked. "Who is going to question them? They are all Egrean military. They are not going to willingly submit to questioning by civilians."

      Roxen raised an eyebrow. "None of us are civilians, Admiral Morgan. We might not be in the Egrean military, however, as you pointed out, all of us for the foreseeable future are now in your military."

      "And you think that will be enough," she asked.

      He sighed. "As ironic as this is going to sound, Admiral, Egreans are very loyal beings. We tend to take an oath or vow very seriously. Until we are given a reason to break that vow, that is. Such as our leader planning an armed coup of our government."

      "Are you suggesting that everyone onboard the Espérer take an oath of allegiance to me?"

      He came to full attention. "You. Or your military. Or even your planet's government. It just has to be something they can believe in and agree to defend with their lives."

      "Son-of-a-bitch," she hissed. "My planet doesn't have a single government like yours. We have hundreds of them. And a few of them are still at war with each other."

      "It doesn't have to be real, Admiral," he said.

      She spun around and nearly shrieked. "Lie to them! You want me to lie to them?"

      He shrugged. "Or create something that we can build from this moment forward. A government of some kind that represents all the people of your world and galaxy, and of those from this one."

      Her mind spun and hurt. A silly thought popped into her head and was dismissed. Yet it came back even stronger. "What the hell,” she muttered, glancing at John. “I believe the year after you were abducted, a man by the name of Gene Roddenberry created a television show called Star Trek. So, it is likely you never heard of it. But it was a television show about a group of people from hundreds of worlds banding together to explore space and protect one another. They called their group, their organization, The Federation. It wasn't a novel idea. Our own country, when it first formed, banded people from other parts of our new land into a federation. The same was true in other places around our world."

      "A Federation," Roxen said. "We have beings from a number of worlds on this vessel. Making them all a part of this Federation might bring us all together. And if my crew and the crew of the Tratnox swear loyalty to it and you as its first leader, they will allow you to question them about the encrypted message."

      "Griffnox?" Jac asked.

      He glanced at Leanna. "I know there are those among us that do not trust him because he is Warrior Class. Yet, I know his pain. He is not the first Warrior Class soldier, or for that matter, Soldier Class Egrean, I have known who wanted out of the life they were trapped in."

      "You speak of Furtnorex," Sara said.

      His lips tightened. "Among others. But she has expressed sentiments similar to those of Griffnox's about not being given a choice in becoming a Soldier Class Egrean."

      Jac glanced from one to the other. They were all gazing at her with such hope and expectations.

      "Oh, what the hell." She raised her right hand and made the sign of the cross. "I, Admiral Jackie Renée Morgan, of the planet Earth, within the Milky Way Galaxy, and of the United States of America, and the City of Houston Texas, and formerly an impressed citizen of the planet Egrean, within the Andromeda Galaxy, create and decree that from this moment on, the planets and peoples of the Milky Way Galaxy and the Andromeda Galaxy, also known as the Maltal Galaxy, are hereby united in the cause to protect and guard its members from all dangers and enemies. And all those who of their own freewill choose to join with us shall henceforth be known as citizens of The United Federation of Galactic Planets." She glanced around the room. "All those who wish to join, raise your right hand and say, yes."

      They glanced at one another before facing her. All of them stood up and came to attention. Each one raised their hand and replied, "Yes."

      Jac scanned the faces that were watching her with varying degrees of hope and indulgence. She wasn't sure if the eerie feeling coursing through her right now was from fear, hope, or just lunacy at what she and these people were doing.

      "You do realize that if this thing catches on, no one is going to believe it was conceptualized in the bedroom of an Earth police sergeant turned rebel leader of a motley crew of Egreans and sixty defrosted time-traveling Earthlings and beings from other planets."

      John Payne chuckled. "If the history books can be believed, Admiral, our country was conceived and brought to life in the back rooms of a couple of pubs. I'd say that this is a step up from that."

      With a nod and shrug, Jac said, “I see your point.” She forced herself to focus on the real problem at hand. "What now? What is our next step?"

      "Furtnorex," Roxen said. "We need her to agree with this, and to help us with the investigation."

      She was about to tell him to bring the Egrean sergeant, now civilian freighter major, to her room. But just as she opened her mouth to give the order, Leanna shifted her legs and exposed herself to the group. Something Jac was sure the woman knew had happened, and didn't care the least about. And as poor Captain Payne was losing a battle to not glance at her long, shapely legs, Jac made her first executive decision as the leader of the newly formed Federation.

      "Bring her to the Captain's Briefing room. We'll move this meeting to a more formal location."

      Sara popped off the sofa and strolled over to her. She smiled as she stroked Jac's shoulder. "Good idea, Admiral. It will give you a chance to change out of your toga and into something, shall we say, a bit more concealing."

      Jac glanced down and realized she had been holding this entire meeting in nothing but a bedsheet. And one of her legs was just as exposed as Leanna's.

      "Oh, for the love of god," Jac muttered.

      Sara leered sweetly. "Think nothing of it, Jac. I, for one, have thoroughly enjoyed the view."

      Jac watched the woman waltz out the door, leaving her in a state of befuddlement. Roxen, and Payne followed, with parting "Admirals.”

      "Hmmm," Leanna said from the bed. "It appears I have some competition for your affections."

      Jac slowly turned to the woman in disbelief. Leanna shrugged. "Don't worry about it, love. I keep telling you, we Egreans don't view sex the same way you Earthlings do."

      "All of you?" she asked.

      Leanna shrugged. "Maybe, maybe not. I certainly don't. I like sex, Jac. To me it is fun and something to do when I am bored, happy, sad, stressed, or just, as you said last night, needing to take the edge off."

      Jac’s stomach churned as she listened to Leanna’s casual and somewhat flipped description of her view on sex. Not that she thought their relationship would turn into something more. Or hoped that it would. The meteoric changes in their friendship hadn’t allowed such considerations. Especially in the midst of escaping and not getting killed. But hearing echoes of what her last three lovers had said about their relationship did not sit well with Jac. She had hoped that the next partner she found would be different, and not a continuation of her past love life.

      "I think that is very sad, Lee." Jac didn’t know if she was talking about Leanna’s attitude or her own feelings about the subject.

      Leanna shrugged. "Maybe so, but it is who I am. And at the moment, I don't see any reason to change."

      Jac wanted so desperately to say something to her. But what? So, instead she said, "Let's get dressed. I have an entire ship to swear in and to question."

      When they reached the bridge, Jac's communicator beeped. "Morgan," she answered.

      "Admiral, this is Roxen. Griffnox’s whereabouts is currently unknown. However, what is known is that he has been busy while you were resting."

      "Busy doing what?" she asked.

      The doors to the lift number two opened before he could reply and someone else answered her question.

      "He's been tearing the ship apart, hunting for whoever sent the message to the fleet. And I found him," Griffnox said and pushed an Egrean man toward them.

      "Commander,” Jac cautiously informed Roxen, “Captain Griffnox and Major Furtnorex are here on the bridge. And they are both armed and holding a man at gunpoint."

      There was a long pause then he asked, "Are you alright, Admiral?"

      "We don't appear to be in any danger at the moment, Commander. But would you and Captain Payne mind reporting to the bridge with an armed detail while we work this out."

      "We'll be right there," Roxen responded.

      Jac faced the man standing between her and Griffnox. "Who is this man?" she asked.

      "Engineering First Class, Lieutenant Second Class Solternex. He is—or was—one of the thirteen officers and crewmen that asked to go with us to your world."

      She took a step toward the man.

      "Why?" she simply asked.

      He glared defiantly back.

      The doors behind her whooshed open and she heard a number of people entering the bridge.

      "Roxen?" she asked.

      "Admiral," he replied.

      She glanced over her shoulder and saw him, Captain Payne, and four Earthlings, armed, standing behind her.

      "Escort this man to the briefing room.”

      "Admiral," he answered, moving around her, and grasping the man by his arm. One of the other Earthlings, the huge Scotsman, followed and grabbed the man by his other arm.

      As they pulled him toward the briefing room, she addressed Payne. "Captain, post the room. I do not want anyone in or out without my personal permission.”

      "Admiral Morgan," he replied and pointed to the other three guards, who quickly took up positions on either side of the door.

      Jac faced Griffnox and Furtnorex. "Would you two be so good as to join me in the briefing room?" It was stated as a question, yet no one mistook it for one.

      As they walked toward the room, she called out as she followed them, "Payne, Roxen, Lee, join us."

      Once they were inside and the door closed, she ordered, "Payne, post that door."

      "Admiral," he replied and took up a position directly in front of the door.

      "Alright." She glanced from Griffnox to Furtnorex. "Report."

      "After Lieutenant Leanna's warning about the encrypted message and the attack on the ship, I began investigating its origins. I could not discover who sent the message from the Oxsefatable. However, what I was able to discover was the station that relayed it to the fleet. I pulled the records and videos and discovered that Lieutenant Solternex was the officer signed into the console at the time. I asked the major to accompany me when I confronted and questioned the lieutenant." He paused and glared at the man. "He confessed. Said he never wanted to betray his oath, he just said he did so as a way to discover our intentions."

      "At the time, you told me that you thought the Oxsefatable crew were inexperienced and likely mistook something else as an encrypted message."

      "I lied," he replied. "I didn't want anyone on the bridge becoming aware of my true interest until I had a chance to investigate the matter myself."

      His explanation made sense, so she just nodded.

      Furtnorex chimed in. "Lieutenant Solternex has aspirations of being an officer on a combat ship and hoped by delivering a band of traitors to the military, he would get a better duty assignment on his next ship."

      "He volunteered all that?" Jac asked.

      Griffnox's face clouded over. "I did not ask, Admiral. He wasn't given a choice as to whether or not he wished to answer our questions."

      She walked up to the man. "Is this true?"

      He refused to meet her eyes.

      "Is it?" she growled, and he jerked and tried to get away from Furtnorex.

      He was still angry, yet he no longer had the confident arrogance of a moment before.

      "Yes. You are all going to die when General Tratnox finds you."

      She took a step back and without turning away from the lieutenant, asked, "Does this ship have a brig? A jail of some kind?"

      "It does," Griffnox replied.

      "Have one of your crew members show the guards outside the door where it is. When you are through, Captain Griffnox, I need to talk to you and the major about how things will move forward from this point on."

      He nodded and affirmed her orders with his usual, "Admiral."

      Yet as soon as Solternex and the unarmed crewman were outside her door, she heard an altercation and a phaser go off. She and Griffnox rushed to the door and found the guard standing over Solternex’s dead body, still clutching the guard’s pistol.

      “He grabbed the weapon before I could stop him,” the guard supplied.

      “He didn’t want to go to jail,” Griffnox said emotionlessly.

      She suspected the man would have met the same fate, rather by his hand or Griffnox’s. Jac really needed to have a frank discussion with them about how she wanted things to go from this point forward. And the first step was to get them to agree to join her and this new organization.

      Fourteen minutes later, they had two more members to the budding Federation.
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        * * *

      

      Millions of miles away, Duval was longing for a few hours of rest. Unfortunately, he couldn't as General Tratnox—or one of his warships—was doing everything in their power to destroy him and his small fleet of aging space warships. After helping the Tratnox get away one of the Egrean warship had continued to pursue the Oblelrisk. So, when Duval had arrived at the predetermined rendezvous location, it was to find a pitched battle ongoing between his two other ships, the Kyamar and Oblelrisk, and the much more powerful Egrean warship.

      "Battle stations!" Duval ordered. "Launch the fighters."

      The Egrean warship was a Galaxy Class Battleship. It did not have fighter craft on board but surpassed all three of Duval's ships in firepower. However, one of its weaknesses was the ability to target and hit much smaller and faster fighter craft.

      "Luchron, advise Claudmore to have her fighters harry the battleship by getting in close and go after the bridge."

      "Sir!" she called out and relayed the order.

      "Paulett, get me in behind that ship. Kes, target their engines, lets slow them down so they won't be able to follow us again."

      "Captain," they replied in unison.

      The Wyandot began taking fire as soon as they drew close to the battle. With its more powerful weapons, Duval's ship would not be able to take very many direct hits before their shields gave way.

      "Kes, fire as soon as we are close enough."

      "Sir, in one—two—three—firing! Direct hit, Captain. They still have five other main engines. But the damage will keep them from going to Fold."

      "Understood. Target some of their maneuvering engines. Make it harder for them to maneuver and fight."

      "Captain," she answered. "Firing."

      Luchron advised, "Claud and her fighters are away, Captain. And the Kyamar's shields are failing, they won't be able to take another direct hit."

      He stood up and leaned over the pilot. "Paul, put us between that ship and the Kyamar."

      "Sir," she answered and moved the Wyandot toward the Kyamar.

      "Captain," Luchron called. "Our shields are down to sixty percent. We are only going to be able to take a couple of shots before we lose them."

      "Chulser, can they go to light?" he asked.

      "No sir, they cannot. They only have sub-light-speed available."

      "Tell them to get out of the hot zone. If they can't save the Kyamar, scuttle the ship and use the fighters and shuttles to get to the next rendezvous location."

      "Sir, yes sir," he replied.

      "Keser, is the Oblelrisk still in the fight?" Duval asked.

      "Yes sir, they are. And their shields are still up."

      "Target their forward weapons array. Chulser, tell the Oblelrisk to do the same thing. As soon as the Kyamar is safely away we'll peel off in the opposite direction, and hopefully they will follow us and not them."

      "Firing," Keserton advised.

      "Oblelrisk is answering, sir," Claudmore announced. "Targeting enemy’s forward weapons array."

      "Luch, I need to know the second the Kyamar is at a safe distance."

      "Captain," she answered.

      The battle lasted another eternity as the three ships exchanged fire. "Sheilds at forty percent. "Oblelrisk are down to twenty percent, sir."

      "Chulser, signal the Oblelrisk to jump."

      "Yes sir," he answered before advising, "Kyamar is out of range of their weapons."

      He barked out orders. "Keser, put one more round into their forward weapons array. "Paulett, as soon as he fires, jump us to sub-light-speed."

      "Sir," she acknowledged.

      "Luch, I need to know if they turn to follow us or go after the Kyamar."

      "Sir, yes sir," she answered.

      "Firing," Keserton yelled.

      "Jumping to sub-light," Paulettron said.

      "Luch?" Duval inquired.

      "Standby, standby, stand—they are pursuing us, Captain."

      "How long until they breach the Fold safe barrier?"

      She studied her screen for a long second. "Kes must have done better than we originally thought, Captain. They are only using three of their six engines. Estimate we have about ten minutes before they catch us at this speed."

      He slightly relaxed as he gave the pilot her orders. "Paulett, as soon as that ship gets within fifty miles of the safe barrier, jump us to Fold. We need to pull them as far away from the Kyamar and Oblelrisk as we can."

      "Then what?" she asked.

      "Hopefully, our other ships were able to put enough distance from the battle to not be detected, and that the Egreans do not circle back to reengage with the Kyamar. If luck held them in her arms, we repair the damage to our sister ships, and then figure out where they have taken my new damn ship."
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      Two hours. That was how long it took Jac, and the others, to gather the crews of the Oxsefatable and the Tratnox and explain the new Federation to them. What took the longest was detailing the oath part.

      Roxen led the discussion with the Egreans from the Oxsefatable. And an hour later, Griffnox did the same thing with the Tratnox group. All nineteen liked the idea of forming an independent governing entity. Especially when they were told they did not have to give up their Egrean citizenship to join, but did have to swear an allegiance to the new Federation of Galactic Planets and their leaders.

      Speaking with the non-crew members—the rescued—took several more hours as Jac wanted to break up each group into their respective galaxies and planets. As the de facto leader of the group and newly elected head of the new Federation, it was her responsibility to explain what they were trying to do and what she and the other leaders wanted or needed from them. With the loss of those on the shuttle that was destroyed, there now remained sixty-five beings that had been Egrean test subjects, with sixty of them having spent years as museum exhibits.

      All four of the remaining Earthlings and Alitans that had been taken at the same time as Jac, readily agreed with the promise that they could withdraw from the Federation once they reached their own worlds.

      Of the forty-five Andromeda Galaxy beings, only two asked to join the Federation and go with them to the Milky Way Galaxy. The other forty-three wished to be dropped off at the first planet or station so that they could find ships going back to their worlds. All fifteen of the past non-Earthlings taken from the Milky Way Galaxy agreed to join the Federation with the same stipulation that the four more recent abductees had asked for, that they be allowed to withdraw once they reached their own worlds.

      In the end, the new Federation had seventy-two charter members. And the Federation's first warship had forty-three nonmember passengers they had to protect. All on a ship the size of an aircraft carrier, with a complement of twenty hyper-light-speed fighter crafts, ten sub-light-speed shuttle crafts, four auxiliary light-speed crafts, and four fold-speed capable scout crafts.

      A spacefaring warship that was normally manned and operated by twelve hundred well-trained Egrean soldiers and officers. A spaceship designed as a multitask, tactical warship, with not only the fighter squadron onboard, but with the ability to carry into battle anywhere in the Andromeda or Milky Way Galaxy more than five thousand battle-ready Egrean soldiers, Soldier Class Egreans, and Warrior Class soldiers.

      The newly christened Espérer, the flagship and only ship of the new Federation, was manned by one admiral from Earth, a Warrior Class captain, a Soldier Class officer, and a handful of Elite and General Class Egreans and beings from three different worlds that primarily just wanted to get home.

      "A hell of a start," Jac told the others once the last person was sworn in as a Federation citizen.

      "And now?" Sara asked.

      Griffnox's face lost any friendliness it had had during the swearing in ceremonies. "We find the last traitor."

      "That's not going to be easy," Roxen said. "You were able to use your ship's records and recordings to find your traitor. The Oxsefatable was destroyed, along with any evidence as to the person's identity."

      "How well do you know them?" Sara asked.

      He snorted. "Before the attack, I would have sworn none of them would have betrayed us." He shrugged. "Now, now I am not sure who I can trust. And I hate that."

      Griffnox nodded. "Just as I did. An officer needs to have complete trust in the men and women under his command. Without it, there is chaos and disorganization. And that will kill an army quicker than the most powerful weapons."

      "What do you need?" Jac asked Roxen.

      Leanna piped in before he could answer. "I have truth drugs."

      Jac ignored her.

      Roxen shook his head thoughtfully. "No, that would destroy the respect of the unguilty, and we would lose all of them."

      Leanna shrugged. "Just a suggestion."

      "A bad one," Jac hissed.

      Her lower lip puckered out a fraction and Jac was sure the woman was about to stick her tongue out at her. "Lee," she warned.

      "Whatever," she replied and flipped around. "I have duties to attend to, Admiral."

      "Lieutenant, you forgot to salute your admiral," Griffnox called after her.

      Leanna stuck her hand up in the air and waved. "The admiral hasn't told us how Federation soldiers are supposed to salute, Captain Griffnox."

      They all watched her sashay down the corridor with varied emotions. "She would have been brought up on charges of disrespect in the Egrean military," Griffnox all but growled.

      Jac laughed without humor. "Another thing we are going to have to create, Captain. For now, let's concentrate on finding the traitor."

      "Right away, Admiral." He raised his fist to the center of his chest, with the thumb against his heart. Jac thought the Egrean salute was too similar to the old Nazi and Roman salute to be comfortable for her and the other Earthlings.

      She answered it with a typical American army salute. "Captain, carry on."

      He was a few feet away when she halted him with a question. "How are the repairs going?"

      "Those that can be completed while at speed are done. Unfortunately, Commander Roxen and my own engineers all agree that we need to drop out of Fold to do the ones to the outer hull."

      "Can they be done in space if we stop?"

      "Possibly," he replied. "My engineer is requesting that we find a station or planet with repair facilities in case they cannot."

      “Our engineer,” Jac corrected. “We are all one crew now, Captain.”

      He grimaced. “Sorry. Our chief engineer requested we find a place to stop so he can finish the work.”

      "Is there one along our current route?"

      "No. The closest safe spaceship repair facility is orbiting a planet called Jup."

      "Egrean?" she asked.

      "No, the planet is unaffiliated with any particular world or government. It operates as a trading port and is a neutral planet. There are a number of factions that claim control over parts of the planet. Luckily, the repair station is off planet and controlled by a coalition of those groups as a profitable business co-op for the good of all. We can dock near the station for free, as long as we do not actually use any of their equipment."

      "And if we do?" Jac asked.

      His eyes narrowed to slits. "They charge dearly, Admiral. And at the moment, our Federation is without any monetary resources."

      "No kidding,” she grumbled. “Are we going to need to use their equipment, Captain Griffnox?"

      He shook his head. "We shouldn't. In order to make the test runs through the Jump Gates, the Tratnox—the Espérer—was stocked with everything we might need to repair the ship on our own anywhere. We just need someplace where an Egrean or Kyakan ship won't stumble across us while we are vulnerable to attack."

      Jac worried her lower lip while she thought. "They don't go to this Jup?" she asked.

      "The consortiums do not like either the Egreans or the Kyakans. Nor do they like the Gorthronians, our current enemy. And the combined forces of the consortiums are currently stronger than any one of those worlds. Consequently, none of them spend much time there. Not in government or military ships."

      Her brows drew together. “Two of those worlds now have an alliance.”

      “Pending alliance,” Griffnox replied.

      She snorted. “Pending on capturing me and this ship.”

      He considered her comment. “I don’t believe they will chance a confrontation with Jup or anyone that might weaken or expose their own unsanctioned alliance.”

      It made sense, and she hoped he was right. "But you have been there?"

      His facial muscles hardened. "Not as a Warrior or representative of my government. I…I have… friends who live on Jup."

      His answer felt cryptic and evasive, and she didn't like it. But for the time being, she would let it go. "Okay," he was confused by the unfamiliar word, so she substituted, "alright, Captain. Have the pilot set course for this Jup."

      "Admiral," he replied and made an awkward attempt to imitate her salute.

      "We'll have to work on that," she muttered as he disappeared.

      

      In order to make major changes in destinations, the ship had to drop out of Fold, input the calculations, and then jump back into Fold-speed. Griffnox ordered all hands to battle stations during the short drop to light-speed as one of the Egrean or Kyakan warships might have been able to detect them at that speed.

      Jac observed the call to battle stations with a great deal of trepidation and concern. No one, not the old Tratnox crew, nor the Oxsefatable crew, and most certainly not any of the rescued knew what to do during the call to action. This was not a fighting ship. It was nothing more than an oversized drone for the Egreans and Kyakans to use for target practice.

      She shouldn't have been surprised, with the exception of Roxen and Furtnorex, none of the Oxsefatable’s crew had been soldiers. As for the old Tratnox crew, only Griffnox himself was a seasoned soldier. The other thirteen were either young—by Egrean measures—and still untried bridge officers, or non-combat troops, such as fighter launch crews, engineering, food preparation, and a medic.

      Those were just a few of the jobs the Egrean soldiers, or rather, the enlisted crew members preformed. The sad and horrifying reality was that, other than the Frozen and current abductees, the Espérer did not have any trained and seasoned warriors onboard. In a one-on-one fight with either the Egrean military or the warrior race Kyakans, they were going to lose.

      Even their chosen leader was not a trained soldier. Jac had been a civilian police officer and sergeant. Thanks to the Egrean scientists, she possessed the knowledge of hundreds of years of Egrean military doctrine and tactics. She could even recall every little thing she had ever read or heard about Earth military tactics. But did all that non-practical knowledge make a military leader? Did it truly qualify her as an admiral, or an officer of any rank, in any army or military service? The simple answer was, hell no, it did not.

      Yet here she was. The leader of a fledgling organization, and responsible for the lives of all those that had just pledged their loyalty and trust in her.

      "Son-of-a-bitch, what a tangle," she muttered.

      "What was that?" one of the new crewwomen asked as she walked past Jac.

      "Nothing," Jac replied. The inquisitive expression on the Egrean woman's face prompted her to ask. "What is your name?"

      The woman came to attention and placed her fist in the middle of her chest in the Egrean salute. "Soldier First Class Chartonze, Admiral."

      Jac responded with an Earth one. "And your duties, soldier?"

      Her back straightened. "Fighter Launch Control, Admiral. I am responsible for making sure the fighters are fueled and fully armed."

      Jac nodded. "Thank you for your diligence and service. And thank you for your loyalty to the new Federation."

      If possible, her back grew another inch with pride. "My pleasure, Admiral."

      "Carry on, soldier," Jac said.

      "Admiral," Chartonze replied and popped another Egrean salute. Jac once again returned it with an Earth one.

      As the woman briskly walked off, Jac had two thoughts. One profound, and the other not so weighty. She needed to institute a new and uniform salute for all Federation members. And the second one was, the Espérer had a Fighter Launch Control crew, but no Fighter pilots. One of those issues needed to be addressed immediately.

      Not wanting to interfere with Griffnox's hunt for the traitor, she wandered the ship, talking to the crew and officers, and more importantly, finding out what each and every one of them did on the ship. She also spent time talking to all those of the rescued that had indicated that they wanted a continuing part on the ship and in the new Federation.

      Of the fifty-five that would remain with the ship once the Andromeda Galaxy beings departed, there were nineteen officers and twenty-three crew members. Five officers were barely trained bridge officers, not including the captain. What remained were twelve beings self-identifying as passengers, hitching a ride back to their home worlds or closest space station.

      During her tour of the ship she recorded nine combat troops, four fighter pilots—if they could be trained to fly the Egrean fighters, just one crewwoman to work on the flight deck, seven general ship's operations personnel, and three medical staff officers. She had no idea what the ten people she hadn't talked to did onboard the ship, but it didn't matter.

      The Espérer's normal operations crew of twelve-hundred officers and crew was now reduced to forty-two. According to Roxen and Griffnox, the Espérer was designed so that in emergency situations, the ship could be piloted back to a home port by just one person, if they knew all the ins-and-outs of the ship. And right now, there were just two of those on board, Roxen and Griffnox. Three, if she counted herself. Which she didn't because she hadn't had a chance to read over the operational manual for the ship.

      In short, they needed a larger crew if they were going to survive any contact with the Egrean or Kyakan military.

      Jac got very little sleep during the night, thinking and rethinking about the manning shortage onboard the Espérer. At zero eight hundred hours the next morning, she entered the bridge to find Griffnox and Roxen already there.

      "Gentlemen," she said by way of greeting.

      Griffnox glanced at Leanna, who shrugged.

      Sara answered his unspoken question from the other side of the bridge. "It's a general and polite Earth greeting."

      His mouth tightened. "Not on Egrean. It would be seen as an insult.”

      “Why?” Sara asked.

      “One addresses the highest-ranking person in the room,” he supplied.

      Sara lifted her shoulders, giving them a very upper English haughty glare. “Yet, Captain Griffnox, we are not on Egrean. Additionally, we are trying to get to Earth, and we are led by an Earthling. Consequently –”

      “Lady Sara,” Jac said gently. She’d had a similar conversation with Roxen already, and this was not the time for a lesson on proper etiquette. Earth or Egrean.

      “Admiral,” she answered.

      Returning to business. “Report.”

      Griffnox was staring down at the floor, apparently considering what Sara had said. Nevertheless, he answered her request. "We are an hour out from Jup's repair station, and once we are within their protected zone, we'll be dropping down to light-speed."

      "How long?"

      "About forty-five minutes," he replied.

      "Good," she replied. "We can finish with yesterday's business in your ready room, Captain."

      "Admiral."

      "Commander, would you join me and the captain?" she ordered.

      "Admiral Morgan?" Sara asked.

      Jac nodded. "Yes, you and Lieutenant Leanna as well."

      They all filed into the room and Roxen closed the door.

      Jac asked the group generally, "Commander Furtnorex?"

      "With the troops on the grand deck, Admiral. She wanted to prepare them in case we run into any trouble at the Jup station," Griffnox reported.

      She sighed. "Good. I was going to suggest it. I am glad you beat me to the punch."

      "Punch? Beat you to the punch?" Griffnox asked.

      "That you anticipated the need, Captain."

      "Another Earth thing. You'll get used to her," Leanna said.

      "I seriously doubt that," he grumbled.

      Jac was worried. The warrior was struggling with all the unexpected changes. But that was also a conversation for later. " Commander Roxen. Any luck finding your traitor?"

      He shook his head. "No, ma'am. We questioned every member of my crew and could not identify the possible traitor."

      "Any chance that none of them betrayed us?" she asked.

      He glanced at Griffnox. "There is a possibility that an Egrean or Kyakan shuttle was in the salvage station and was too small for either of our ships to have detected it."

      Jac narrowed her eyes at him. "You sound doubtful of that possibility, Captain."

      He exhaled and stood taller. "Both the Tratnox and Oxsefatable have, or had, the ability to detect such a ship." His shoulder dropped a fraction. "Yet, both ships were being manned by inexperienced bridge crews at the time. They could have missed a small ship, if it was piloted by an experienced officer."

      "You don't like that possibility," she observed.

      "I don't like not knowing, Admiral," he replied.

      "Nor do I, Captain Griffnox. Nor do I."

      They all fell silent for several heartbeats before Jac moved on to what had kept her awake most of the night. "Captain, I spent most of my time after I left you yesterday talking to our crew. In short, there are damn few of them to operate a ship this big. We cannot defend ourselves with so few soldiers and fighter pilots onboard. I know what you and Commander Roxen have told me about being able to operate the Espérer with a majorly reduced crew. But can we really take this ship all the way to your Galaxy Jump Gate with just a crew of forty-two?"

      He came to attention. "In my opinion, Admiral, no."

      She mumbled a number of curses to herself and faced the two officers. "What do we do about that, Captain?"

      "Commander Roxen and I have been discussing that very thing, Admiral. And there is another reason I suggested Jup as a place to repair the outer hull of the ship."

      "Oh?"

      He inhaled deeply. "I…I know people who have made Jup their home."

      Her brow wrinkled.

      Roxen cut in. "Sanctuary, Admiral. Jup is a kind of sanctuary for former soldiers and…and –"

      "Deserters," Griffnox filled in. "Jup is a safe place for those that no longer wish to fight for their respective worlds. Those that have tired of the fighting, or just no longer agree with their governments.  Jup, and other worlds like it, offer a safe haven for those that want to get away from their militaries."

      She glanced between the two of them. "I assume, since you deemed to make me the overall commander of this group, that you were eventually going to talk to me about this decision you two made without me.” Despite being phrased as one, her comment wasn’t a question, and they knew it.

      “My apologies, Admiral Morgan. I meant no disrespect,” Griffnox said, his back straight as a lance and his eyes on the wall behind her. “I…I have no excuse for my failure.”

      Roxen’s posture was similar to Griffnox’s. “Nor I.”

      “It will not happen again,” Griffnox offered.

      Their contrition was real and born of years of military training and tradition. Her anger came from memories of having had male officers, both of equal and lower rank, taking over a crime scene because she was a female sergeant. Jac had learned to come down hard on those that attempted to take operational control from her. In this instant, she suspected it wasn’t her gender, but her being an Earthling or dommy in their eyes.

      “See that you don’t,” she replied and hurried to move pass the uncomfortable moment. “You want to fill our ranks with retired soldiers and deserters."

      Roxen relaxed and shrugged. "Yes. Many of these men and women are excellent fighters and pilots. They just don't wish to fight for a government they now see as corrupt."

      "Son-of-a-bitch," she grumbled and walked over and sat down. "We might very well have one traitor onboard our ship, and now you want to fill it up with possible traitors and deserters."

      Jac could tell Griffnox was really struggling with what he saw as a major misstep in military protocol. Nevertheless, he attempted to interject humor into his voice. "Admiral Morgan," he waved his hand at the others in the room, "we are all traitors and deserters of one sort or another. This entire ship is already manned by just such people."

      She gazed up at him in silence before snorting. "Well, hell's bells. I guess we are. So, what’s this plan you two came up with?"

      "When we get to Jup’s station, our engineers will repair the outer hull, while he and I go down to the planet to talk to as many of our friends as we can." He hesitated. "I also need to talk to a former Galaxy Jump Gate capable ship's captain that I know."

      "Why?" she asked.

      "To see if he knows where the Jump Gate might be at this time."

      "What?" She straightened to the edge of her seat. "I thought you knew where this thing was at."

      He shook his head. "Only Galaxy Jump Gate ship captains and certain upper ranking admirals know the exact location of the Jump Gate."

      "Why?"

      He shrugged. "Higher than top secret designation, for one. For another, the Gate is constantly moving, to keep pace with the movements of the galaxy and solar systems. It is not a fixed location in space, Admiral. It moves with the rotation of the galaxy and in concert with the movements and rotation of your Milky Way Galaxy. And it is hidden behind a massive cloaking screen, so only those who know where it is can find it. Consequently, we need to find someone that has the most recent coordinates in order to find the first Gate."

      She absorbed the information. "And you know someone, a captain, that has these coordinates?"

      He hesitated before replying. "Maybe. He's been retired for about ten years, but he keeps up with these things."

      "I am going to sound like a fucking parrot, but once again, why?"

      He either missed her sarcasm or chose to ignore it. "It is how he has made a living since retiring. He sells information to other…" he hesitated while looking for a politically correct way to finish, "…captains."

      “Captains? Really?”

      He lifted his shoulders slightly.

      “Whatever,” she huffed. “As you have pointed out, Captain Griffnox, the Federation is currently flat broke."

      “Flat broke?” he asked slowly.

      “Without monetary resources.”

      Her quip finally made him relax again as he winked at her. "Flat broke. No problem. I have other things to trade, Admiral. I think I can get him to share the location with me."

      “Such as?” Her first thought was her. Her second one was the ship itself.

      His eyes twinkled with amusement. “Not you, Admiral. We need you if this is going to work. And I am not going to trade anything from the ship, we will need every weapon and system that is onboard the Espérer if we are going to survive.”

      “Then –”

      “Information. To these people, information is more valuable than any currency or weapon we might possess.”

      “Information on me?” she asked.

      He grinned. “No, Admiral. Nor anything on this ship or our destination.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “On the Egrean, and Kyakan militaries. As a former officer, I possess valuable information that people who are trying to avoid capture by one of those governments want.”

      She relaxed. Even on Earth, such information was more valuable than gold. "Okay, alright, whatever. Just get it done, Captain Griffnox."

      He nodded. "Admiral."

      Jac was fascinated by what she saw when they arrived at Jup's repair station. In some ways it resembled the Danglex salvage and repair stations. But when they had been there, all she had on her mind was getting away from there alive. Now that the threat was somewhat diminished, she actually took the time to appreciate what she was seeing.

      There were all kinds and sizes of spaceships hanging out in space for untold miles around the planet. Roxen pointed out the repair station on the monitors. It was too far to see with the naked eye, but with the aid of the ship’s sensors it was as clear as if it were just outside the window. If the Espérer had windows. It didn't. It just had cameras all over the exterior of the ship that transmitted images to window-like screens on the interior. Most of those couldn't be zoomed enough to see the station. Or the planet Jup. Consequently, only Jac and those on the bridge could see either the planet or the repair station.

      Which was why she allowed any of the crew or passengers that wanted to see them have access to the bridge. None of the crew wanted, or needed, to see the planet as most of them had been here before. On the other hand, most of the passengers did want to see the planet. Especially, those that had been abducted from this galaxy. Because, if the Jup authority granted them sanctuary, most of them would be disembarking here so they could catch rides back to their home worlds.

      "You should have gone with them," Leanna argued, for the second time.

      "Like I and Griffnox have said, I do not know these people. And they don't know me." She glanced around the bridge with a sliver of apprehension trying to emerge, again. "And who would fly the ship if an Egrean or Kyakan warship shows up here? You?"

      Leanna nearly growled. "He shouldn't have taken all of the bridge officers with him."

      Jac sighed. "He didn't. He took the pilot and the weapons officers."

      Leanna grumbled. "Yes, because they also know people on the planet that might agree to join us."

      Sara interjected, "And because they know what kind of people we will need."

      Leanna playfully stuck her tongue out at Sara.

      Jac ignored the byplay. "You two need training on bridge operations. And while sitting idly in port for repairs and hopefully re-manning, it is a good time to acquaint you with the various stations up here."

      Leanna walked over to the nearest console and sat down. "I already know how to use a communications array."

      Jac smiled indulgently back at her. "The Communication's Officer does more than talk to people, Lee. They are also responsible for a number of other functions, as well. And I want all my officers proficient with each and every station on this bridge in case of an emergency."

      "That is not how the Egrean military does things," Leanna griped.

      "This isn't the Egrean military, Lee. It is the Federation. And that is how we do things."

      "You mean, you. That is how you do things," Leanna grumbled.

      "Stop bitching,” at Leanna’s furrowing brow, she edified, “complaining. Stop complaining, Lee. You people elected me as your leader. And at the moment, I am the Federation and the Federation's manual."

      Sara had sat down at the flight console. "I'll begin writing down these rules for the Federation."

      The tension in Jac’s neck eased. "Lieutenant Campbell, you just got yourself a new job. As of this moment, you are the official Federation historian."

      "Great!" Sara said, and Jac thought she actually meant it. "For now, how about coming over here and showing me how to fly this thing?"

      "Right away." Jac instructed Lieutenant Zard. "Teach her everything she needs to know about your duties. Whether she wants to learn them or not."

      "Admiral," he replied.

      "And when you get through, I want both of you at the flight station. When I said everyone, I meant everyone, Lieutenant Zard. From now on, everyone on this bridge will become experts at every job on it. No more compartmentalization. Is that understood?"

      "Admiral," he replied, and she saw either respect or gratitude in his eyes. Maybe both.

      The next eight hours passed by in a blur of activity and learning. Jac worried that being a product of the nineteenth century's women's educational system, which was basically non-existing, that Sara would have a hard time grasping the advanced intricates of operating a spaceship. Ironically, she was able to grasp how things worked better and quicker than Leanna. Truthfully, she understood how to operate the various stations nearly as quickly as Lieutenant Zard and Lieutenant Laterno.

      The only uncomfortable moment came when Leanna rotated to the Fire Control Station. As a pacifist, she did not like studying how to kill others. Yet, she reluctantly agreed to learn because, as she said, she was a part of the Federation, a part of the Espérer's crew, and now responsible for ensuring the lives of everyone on the ship and under her command. Jac wondered just how many of the other non-former military Egreans would feel the same way. A fight was coming. She was sure of it. And she couldn't afford the uncertainty of people who would hesitate during a fight for their lives.

      Something else to keep her awake at night. That dark realization was countered by a message from Jup that the consortium’s liaison had agreed to grant the Andromeda Rescues sanctuary and promised to help them find transportation back to their home worlds. Jac was glad for them, and relieved. At least she had been able to repatriate a few people. Now to get the rest of them home.

      That night, as she had expected, Jac got very little sleep. By zero four hundred hours, she was dressed and on her second cup of Egrean coffee for the day. She was trying to decide whether to get a third cup or head to the bridge when her intercom crackled to life.

      "Admiral," Lieutenant Zard intoned.

      "Yes?"

      "The captain's shuttle is enroute back to the ship from the planet."

      "How long?" she asked.

      "Twenty minutes."

      "I'll meet them in the shuttle bay." she said and headed for her door.

      She hoped to God they had found some people that wanted to join them and their new Federation. Because if they hadn't, Jac had no idea how they were going to make it to the Jump Gate or back to her own galaxy.
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      Eighteen minutes later, she waited anxiously for the shuttle's door to open. When it did, Captain Slutter was the first through the door. "You made good time, Captain."

      "Fair winds to our back, Admiral," he replied.

      She snorted. "No winds in space, Captain."

      He shrugged. "I might have pushed the throttle more than I should have."

      She was pleased. He had become quite good at flying space shuttles. She hoped he would be just as quick in learning how to fly the space fighter craft onboard the Espérer.

      "Captain Griffnox and Commander Roxen?"

      He nodded over his shoulder. "They'll be right out, Admiral. They have someone they want you to meet."

      Jac furrowed her brow and started to go onboard the shuttle. Yet the timbre in his voice caused her pause and she decided to wait for them. Less than a minute later Griffnox's hulking figure filled the doorway, and he gave her an American-style salute. She returned it even as she wondered what he was up to.

      "Admiral." He walked down the walkway toward her.

      When he reached her, Roxen appeared in the doorway and also gave her an American military salute. "Admiral."

      She answered his salute. "What is going on?"

      The two men stopped in front of her and just enough to the side so that she had a clear view of the shuttle's door.

      "I—we have found you a new recruit for the Federation, Admiral. In fact, we have enlisted ninety-nine new recruits."

      She was startled. "Seriously? In a single day? You've barely been gone twelve hours."

      Griffnox's yellow eyes twinkled. "We have known these…recruits for several years."

      "Ninety-nine of them?" she asked dubiously.

      His brow rose. "We know more than that, Admiral. However, these are the ones that have agreed to our terms."

      "Terms?"

      He nearly came to attention. "To go with us to your galaxy. To fight the Egrean and Kyakan military if needed. To defend our ship," he lowered his chin slightly, "and your Federation against any who would attack it. And to take the oath of allegiance to the Federation as the others on the ship have already done."

      She was blown away. "In less than a day, you found ninety-nine such people."

      Something about his guarded expression made her stomach flutter. "One hundred, if you include the new ship's captain we recruited, as well."

      "Excuse me?" she cried just as an elderly man of about six feet stepped into the open shuttle doorway.

      He had piercing blue eyes, snow-white hair that hung to his shoulders, and a full white beard that covered his neck. He was the embodiment of a Hollywood pirate. And most shocking of all, his skin was pinkish pale, just like hers.

      She asked Griffnox. "He's an Earthling?"

      His mouth tightened. "No, Captain Quintan is a Gorthronian. Their race resembles yours. Including the many different hair colors and skin tones your race displays.”

      She mused, "Gorthronian…Gorthronian…Gor –” Her gaze shot up to his. "Gorthronian? As in the world your people are currently at war with? That Gorthron?"

      "Yesss,  like I told you, Captain Quintan retired from the Gorthron military about ten years ago."

      Her mouth fell open. "He's the one that knows where the Jump Gate is?"

      His face lost its playfulness. "It is kind of the reason our two worlds went to war with each other."

      "What?"

      "Over the Jump Gate. We, or the Egrean military, stole the information from one of their ships."

      "And destroyed the ship in an attempt to hide their crime," Captain Quintan offered as he joined them.

      Jac could see the regret in Griffnox’s eyes. "Tratnox had everyone onboard tortured for information about the Jump Gate before murdering all of them.” He shrugged, yet Jac could tell he was forcing the indifference. “And then he destroyed the ship to hide the evidence."

      "Which didn't work," Quintan interjected.

      "Which didn't work," Griffnox agreed. "And so, the Gorthronians declared war on the Egreans, and we've been fighting ever since."

      "That, my friend, is an oversimplification of the reason our two worlds are at war."

      Griffnox shrugged again. "Stealing the coordinates to the Jump Gate might not have been our only crime."

      Quintan raised his chin. "My leaders weren't exactly innocent in the causes that led up to the war either."

      Jac glanced from one to the other as something occurred to her. “You said Tratnox stole the coordinates to the Jump Gate.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “How old is he? Tratnox?”

      “Around two hundred, I would think. Although, no one knows for sure,” Griffnox said.

      “Two hundred,” she repeated, glaring first at Griffnox then Roxen. “Two hundred. And he is the one that stole the coordinates to the Jump Gate.”

      “Yes,” Griffnox said slowly.

      Her mouth thinned. “You see where I am going with this, don’t you? I have Earthlings on our crew that were abducted from my planet, by your people, more than two hundred years ago.”

      Roxen snorted and Griffnox glanced away. “Egrean lost the right to use the Jump Gate twelve hundred years ago. Something our ancestors did cost them the right to use it as a race. They were allowed to go through it with other authorized races around five hundred years ago but only earned the right to go through on their own a hundred years ago.”

      “When Tratnox stole the coordinates from the Gorthronians,” she said.

      “Yes,” both Griffnox and Roxen replied.

      Jac glanced between the two of them. "Fascinating. And later, I'd like to hear all about it. For now, why is he on my ship?"

      Griffnox came to attention. "We –"

      Roxen rounded on him. "Don't you dare say we. I had nothing to do with this."

      Griffnox nodded slightly. "I hired him as the new captain of the Espérer."

      "You what?" she asked before shaking her head. “Never mind, I heard you. What I meant was, why?”

      Griffnox puffed out his chest. "I am a Warrior, a soldier, yet if I had been given the choice, I would have been an explorer like my father, Admiral Morgan. Nevertheless, a Warrior is what I am. And I can best serve you and this new Federation if I am allowed to do what I have been trained to do."

      “You want a demotion?” she asked.

      He held his hand up. "Admiral Jac Morgan, I, Captain Griffnox am officially requesting a demotion back to the rank of Commander First Class. Or lower, if that is your wish."

      She gazed at him as he stood tall and proudly before her. "We need an Overall Operations Commander, Commander First Class Griffnox. Are you interested in the position?"

      His mouth kicked up slightly. "Admiral."

      Roxen slapped him on the shoulder. "Congratulations on your demotion, Commander."

      Jac hid a grin. "I wouldn't celebrate too much, Commander Roxen. This ship needs an Executive Officer, and you are now it."

      "What? No," he sputtered. "I'm an engineer."

      "And I need someone on the bridge that knows this ship inside and out, Commander. And that is you."

      "Vartg!"

      She faced the elderly man. "Captain Quintan, do you have any objections to Commander Roxen as your Exec?"

      "No. I, too, want someone on the bridge that knows this ship." He cocked his head to the side. "Especially, until I can properly acquaint myself with it. I would have recommended him for the position as well. I have faced Commander Roxen as an enemy and know him as a friend. He will make an excellent Executive Officer."

      He inhaled and came to attention. "The real question, Admiral Jac Morgan, of the United Federation of Galactic Planets, is do you have a problem with me taking over as the captain of the Espérer? Your one and only ship at the moment."

      She gazed into his bright blue eyes for a few seconds. "I do not know you, Captain Quintan, but I trust the judgement of these two men. If they say you can get us to the Jump Gate and to my home, I am willing to trust you until you give me a reason not to."

      He nodded slightly. "Thank you, Admiral. Be assured, I intend to earn your trust and respect. And hopefully, by the time we reach the Gate, you will trust me as much as you do Commanders Griffnox and Roxen." He gave Griffnox a quick glance. "And to that end, I need to clear up a minor inaccuracy. I possess the last known coordinates to the Jump Gate."

      "Oh?" she said.

      He stood up straighter. "As you know, our galaxy is an enormous pinwheel with millions of solar systems in it. This pinwheel is flying through the universe at an incredible speed. The Frantrmal Galaxy, the one you want to go to, is similar to the Maltal Galaxy. Both of these galaxies are in constant motion and changing their relative position to one another every second of the day. Consequently, the Jump Gate is continuously being repositioned to accommodate these changing relationships. Periodically, all the Gates are closed to everyone while they are moved and realigned. These dead times usually last several years."

      "I am aware of this," she said. “Not the dead times, but the need to continuously adjust them.”

      A chill wafted through her at the possibility of finally arriving at the Gate during one of the dead times. But that was a bridge they would cross if it happened.

      "The coordinates I possess will get us in the general vicinity of the Gate. Unfortunately, the Guardians, or the Devants, the race that controls and operates the Jump Gates, keep the entire zone around the Gate cloaked and unless you know the exact route into it, you could spend years looking for the entrance. Or hoping to find another ship heading into the Gate Zone and follow them through the opening."

      She mulled that over. "These Devants won't try to stop you?"

      "No, they have peculiar non-interference mandates or laws. Anyone finding the entrance and the Gate is welcome in the Gate Zone. But you need their approval and permission to utilize their Gate. The one and only stipulation is that no warring factions can go through at the same time. And no one is allowed to fight within the Gate Zones. That rule is harshly enforced."

      "So, you can get us close but not all the way to the Jump Gates."

      "Correct, Admiral. For that, we will need to find a captain or upper-level officer in either the Egrean, Kyakan, or Gorthron military, and ask them for the current entrance location."

      "Understood and thank you," she replied.

      “One more thing, Admiral,” he said.

      She raised an eyebrow and waited.

      “No one has ever reached the Jump Gate or entered the protection zone without the Guardians already knowing everything about your ship, your world, or your reason for wanting to use their Gate.”

      Her brows furrowed. “How?”

      “No one knows. But I can assure you, by the time we reach the protected zone of the Gate, they will know your name, your planet of origin, and the reason you want to go through the Gate.”

      They stood in silent contemplation for several thoughtful heartbeats. To move on from those troubling details, she inquired, "As the new Captain of the Espérer, and former resident of Jup, I assume that you are familiar with our new crew members."

      "Most, Admiral. Those I do not know personally, Commanders Roxen or Griffnox know. I can assure you that ever man and woman who have signed on are more than qualified and up for the challenge facing us all."

      She gave a small nod. "How long before they arrive?" she asked Griffnox.

      "The first group should arrive in few hours. The rest within the next two to three days," Griffnox replied.

      She faced Roxen. "Repairs to the outer hull."

      "Three days. Four at max," he advised.

      "Very well, gentlemen. Take a few minutes to congratulate yourselves on your new positions. Afterwards, join me in the Captain's Briefing Room with a complete list of the new crew members. I, and I know Captain Quintan would like to see a complete list of current members of the crew and their duties."

      Roxen and Griffnox came to attention and gave her an Egrean salute. Quintan's salute was higher, crossing his entire chest, with his palm open. "Admiral," they all three replied.

      She glanced from one to the other, still holding their respective salutes. She came to attention and answered their salutes with an American military one.

      "Captain, Commander, how many races are now a part of our crew?"

      'Six," Griffnox answered.

      "Are all of them former military?"

      "Most of them are," Griffnox replied.

      "And how many different kinds of salutes will I be receiving?

      Griffnox appeared confused. "Six, I would assume."

      She shook her head. "No, gentlemen. We will be receiving one." She demonstrated her salute for them again. "We are now one crew and one organization, the Federation."

      The three returned to attention and perfectly imitated her salute. She answered it. "Half an hour, gentlemen." With that she marched off, leaving them to talk.

      Not for the first time since escaping, Jac was hopeful. She felt silly about creating an analogous organization in name and function that the people of her time and planet would equate to a 1960s television show. No matter how often she reminded herself that she was not the first to use the name federation to solidify different groups into one governing body.

      Pushing those useless thoughts aside, Jac concentrated on the positives. The Espérer had a captain, one that knew where the Jump Gate was. And one that apparently had military experience, including experience in fighting both the Egreans and Kyakans. The ship also now had competent officers. And they had a large enough of a crew to fight off an attack by their enemies. Things were looking up.
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        * * *

      

      They needed to take over the ship, or whatever it was. Lord Garwood Sheffield didn't believe all the lies that uppity colonist whore had told them. As the third son of the powerful Marquess of Kirk, he’d had several actresses as mistresses and seen how they could make themselves up to look like anything. He wasn't sure how to rationalize some of the other things he'd seen. Like the weapons that shot light and not bullets. If they were real. Or the ships that seemed to float in nothingness. Or the boxes that appeared to move you from one floor to another in an instant. But once he had control of the ship, he would make them explain how they had faked those things.

      Garwood had played along with them, going so far as participating in those drills and pretending to take over a larger ship. A warship that surrendered without a single shot being fired. No true soldier would have done such a dishonorable thing. It was what convinced him it was all phony. After the pretend takeover of the warship, he and ten of the others he had woken up around had been imprisoned in a huge room with a bunch of white-skinned freaks.

      For days he tried to determine who he could trust. Lieutenants Babcock and Crowl, as fellow British officers, were his first allies. Although they had served in the same regiment, they hadn't known each other until now. As for the Scots, he'd initially rejected even talking to them as his younger brother had fought and died in the 1745 uprising just three years ago. But after several weeks of watching and listening, he realized they wanted off the ship as badly as he did, so he had approached them.

      The colonist, Maddix Evertt was typical of his breed and easily convinced to help them overthrow the uppity bitch and her friends. William—or Bill, as he preferred—Watson was another colonist, yet seemed to have more intellect than the Evertt bloke. He had waited and approached the two other men who seemed to be from a different time. They claimed to be knights, one French and one Norman. Garwood couldn't explain why they believed such nonsense, so he wrote it off as battlefield hysteria. He had seen men lose their minds during battles and figured that was what happened to them. Which didn't matter, as long as they agreed to help him take over the ship.

      He gathered his seven men and prepared to attack. With the two men calling themselves Payne and Slutter off, who knew where, it was time. Garwood had overheard the bitch telling Captain Payne that most of the bridge crew would be off the ship, recruiting more sailors, or soldiers, or fighters. He wasn't sure what the people she was trying to enlist were, and didn't care. As long as she, and her so-called officers, were gone, it was time to attack.

      Part of what he overheard was that only two officers would be manning the ship's bridge today. And those two were apparently young and inexperienced officers. They would be no match for the eight of them.

      He had nearly ruined his developing plans yesterday when she and her bunch of freaks had gathered them in a small group, and she had told them about wanting to form a rebel group she was calling the Federation. She had had the audacity to demand that he and the rest of them forsake their countries and pledge allegiance to her and her mongrels. He had agreed as a way to lure them into relaxing their guard.

      The bitch had informed him and the other British officers that they were all being demoted to the ranks of soldiers because they did not have the experience to “lead soldiers” onboard her ship. Not in so many words, yet it was what they all took away from her demotions.

      He was the son of an English aristocrat, a Marquess, two steps below the King of England. He was also an experienced lieutenant in the British Army, with more than twenty campaigns to his credit. A part of the most powerful army in the world. He did not answer to a commoner. Especially a bloody colonist chit. And he would die a thousand deaths before he allowed a colonist whore to demote him.

      In the early morning hours, the day after all the officers had left the ship, he and his men made their way toward the bridge of the vessel. The majority of them still did not like the small metal boxes they called lifts. So, half went in the first box with Lieutenant Watson and the other half went in the second box with Mr. Evertt, as they were the only ones willing to use the controls that made the things go from floor to floor.

      "Be ready," he advised all of them.

      He ordered Evertt. "Count to ten and hit whatever makes these things go. Lieutenant, you do the same thing. When the doors open, rush whoever is on the bridge. According to those who have been up there, there are usually no more than four officers on the bridge. And with most of them gone, there is only one or two officers on duty. Try not to kill them as we can use them as hostages."

      Evertt and the American lieutenant nodded.

      "Ready? Go. One—two—three –"

      They all piled into the box, the rifles they had been given to take the ship at the ready. Lieutenant Watson reached ten and hit something on the shiny panel and the doors closed. In less than a minute the box jerked, and the doors whooshed open."

      "Nobody move! Nobody move!" Garwood yelled as he stormed out of the box and onto the bridge. As expected, there were only two officers on duty. He didn't know their names and didn't care to learn them.

      "What is the meaning of –" One of them started but he never finished as Lieutenant Crowl rushed up to him and slammed the butt of his rifle into the man's face.

      "You are all under arrest," Garwood told them. "And in the name of the King of England, I am taking control of this ship."

      The uninjured man glared at him but raised his hands as he slowly stood up. "Captain Griffnox is going to kill you."

      Garwood scoffed. "The big man doesn't scare me, boy." He held up his rifle. "Not as long as I have this."

      The pale-white man laughed. "You really think that that thing is going to protect you from a Warrior Class Officer?"

      "He bleeds just like any other man," Garwood said.

      "Maybe," the white man replied, "but he'll kill you long before you have a chance to see what color his blood is." He glanced around at all of them. "He and Commander Furtnorex can kill a hundred like you and never break a sweat."

      "Not while I am holding you hostage."

      The man began laughing. "Are you vartgin serious? I am an Egrean officer." He nodded toward the other man struggling to stand up. "So is he. Our lives and deaths were determined the moment we put these uniforms on."

      A sense of having walked into an ambush crept over him. From what he had heard from the other people calling themselves Egreans, they were all civilians and non-violent. Cowards, in his opinion. Yet, these two officers were dressed differently than most of the Egreans he'd listened to. And they sounded like soldiers, not civilian sailors.

      Suddenly the door behind him slid open and he spun around to find the colonist slut and her English whore standing there.

      She scanned the bridge before focusing on him. "What the hell is going on here?"

      "I have taken control of this vessel," he told her. “And in the name of the Crown, I am placing all of you under arrest.”

      Her brows came together. "Are you out of your fucking mind?"

      She talked like a whore, so he was going to treat her like one. Garwood walked over and raised his hand to slap the bitch…and found himself on the floor several feet from where he had been. His face felt like it was on fire and blood was gushing out of his nose.

      He covered his bleeding nose and glared up at her. He’d seen her move, yet in all his years of soldiering, he’d never seen anyone move as fast as the colonist chit had. Or struck with such power.

      "I am a Lord, and you will be hung for attacking me,” he snarled.

      The shock of a commoner, especially a woman, placing their hands on him was still coalescing in his mind as he struggled to stand back up.

      The Englishwoman that claimed to be a lady, stepped forward and picked up his rifle. She pointed it at him. "And I am bloody well going to shoot you if your men do not put their weapons down."

      He didn't answer the Englishwoman. "You hit me," he repeated just as the other doors opened with four men and the very tall, baldheaded woman standing inside.

      A man with white hair and a white beard was the first off the box. "What the hell is going on here?"

      The American woman, still glaring down at him, answered. "A mutiny, if I am not mistaken."

      The even taller, baldheaded man—the one calling himself the captain—stepped around the American woman and moved toward him. Someone from behind him fired a blast of light directly into the man's chest. His only reaction was to glare at whomever had fired as he brushed off the spot where he had been hit. "You have exactly one second to put those weapons down, or I am going to make you eat them," he told the group gathered behind Garwood.

      He didn't need to see what happened next, the clanking of metal hitting the floor told him all he needed to know. Unsteadily, he got to his feet and made himself ready to face his fate.

      The Englishwoman handed his weapon to the American. "Admiral?" she asked.

      "Be my guest," the American replied.

      Garwood didn't understand the exchange until a small fist slammed into his broken nose, causing sparks and fire to darken his vision.

      The last things he heard before he passed out was, "Did you kill him, Lady Sara?"

      "I sure as bloody hell hope so," was the lady's reply.
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      Before Jac could do it, Captain Quintan snapped, "Does this ship have a holding area?"

      "It does," Griffnox replied.

      The captain turned to Furtnorex. "I understand you are the Combat Commander."

      "I am," she replied.

      "Call for some guards and get these men off my bridge." He glanced at Garwood. "Get that one medical attention.”

      “Captain,” Furtnorex answered.

      "Where are my bridge officers?" the captain asked.

      Lieutenants Votlernorex and Zard came to attention. "Sir," they replied in unison but were watching Jac for directions.

      "Lieutenant Zard, Lieutenant Votlernorex, this is Captain Looten Quintan, he is now the captain of the Espérer. He was recruited by Commander Griffnox, who has asked to be reinstated to his former rank. Commander Griffnox is now the Overall Operations Commander, and Commander Roxen has been promoted to Executive Officer. And as you just heard, Commander Furtnorex is now Combat Commander.

      Their faces remained studies in indifference, while both showed their approval with their eyes. "Admiral," they said together.

      "Were either of you injured?" Captain Quintan asked.

      "No," they both said.

      Jac could see blood coming from the pilot's mouth and a darkening area on his cheek. She ordered, "Sara."

      "Checking, Admiral," she replied and headed toward Votlernorex.

      "Your name and rank?" the captain asked as she passed him.

      Sara didn't answer so Jac did. "She is Lieutenant Second Class Sara Campbell. A fellow Earthling of mine. And she is part of our medical staff."

      He gave her a quick once over. "Combat medic?" he asked.

      "If needed," Sara replied as she checked the pilot's injuries. After a quick inspection she glanced from Jac to the captain. "His wounds are not too serious, but he does need to be seen by Dr. Askerton."

      "He is relieved," Jac said. "I'll hold his position until he returns, or we can get a replacement."

      "No need," Quintan said. "I can hold the bridge until a replacement is located."

      Jac advised him. "Regrettably, there are only three qualified pilots onboard the Espérer, at the moment, Captain. Lieutenant Votlernorex, myself, and Commander Griffnox."

      Untroubled, he replied, "Griff told me of the shortages when he asked me to join your crew, Admiral. I can assure you, I have flown ships much larger than this one, and as small as a Fold Class Scout ship. I can handle the bridge until Lieutenant Votlernorex is ready to resume his duties."

      She relaxed knowing that Griffnox would have given the man a complete rundown of the ship and their situation before asking him to join the crew. "Captain," She replied and started to leave.

      As she followed Sara and the injured officer, Lieutenant Zard called out, “Captain, we have two Jup consortium shuttles approaching from the planet."

      Jac faced Griffnox. "Your new crew?"

      Griffnox checked the time. "They're about an hour early."

      "Notify the shuttle bay that they have two ships approaching," Quintan ordered. “And have an escort meet.”

      "Captain," Zard replied.

      "Commander Griffnox, meet your recruits when they disembark and get them squared away."

      "Captain," he said and followed Jac and the pilot to lift number one.

      As they reached it, the doors to lift two opened and four armed guards stepped off.

      "You two," Griffnox called out, "bring the injured prisoner and two of the others. We'll take them down with us. Commander Furtnorex, as soon as you get them to the holding cells, report to the shuttle deck. I want the new soldiers to meet the combat commanding officer."

      "Commander," she replied and forcibly ushered the mutineers into the other lift.

      After getting off the lift, Jac and the others were headed down the corridor when a loud explosion rocked the ship. "What the hell was that?"

      Before anyone could answer the ship's alarm blared to life, and Zard began broadcasting, "Battle stations, battle stations, this is no drill. Kyakan soldiers in the shuttle bay."

      The call to action was punctuated by another explosion.

      "Son-of-a-bitch!" Jac hollered. "Sara, take them to medical."

      "No," Votlernorex yelled back, "I am a soldier."

      "Fine," she challenged the Scotsman and the British soldier. "Stay, go, hide, I don't care. But you get in our way, and I'll kill you myself."

      A larger explosion rocked the ship, knocking all of them off balance. She regarded Roxen just as the other lift opened and Furtnorex and her group hurried off to join them.

      "That came from the outside,” Roxen supplied. “Fighters or another ship. I need to get to the bridge.”

      She grabbed his arm. "The captain is on the bridge. We need to deal with the boarders." She pointed at the two guards with Furtnorex. "You two, go back to the bridge. Shutdown the lifts until one of us tells you otherwise.

      "Admiral," they replied and handed the confiscated weapons to Furtnorex and the two guards with her group.

      Roxen confronted the mutineers. "Get in my way and she will not get the chance to kill you."

      The Scotsman grinned. "Give me a weapon, mon. I ken that there is an attack goin' on. If I am to die, let me do it with a weapon in me hands."

      "Me too," Babcock said. "I've spent ten years a fighting man. I'd rather go down fighting than locked in a cell."

      Griffnox glanced at all of the mutineers.

      Durant straightened his back. "Oui, Commander. I think we would all rather die in a fight than pinned up like pigs to be slaughtered."

      Griffnox studied them before facing the two guards who were holding the confiscated weapons. “Give them their weapons.”

      They gave them back just as Garwood whined, "What about me?"

      "Not you," Jac replied. "You think I don't know that you are the one behind the attempted mutiny?" She glanced at Sara with trepidation. "Sara, get him to holding and barricade yourself in there until I come for you."

      Jac could tell she wanted to argue. "Please, Sara," she glanced at Garwood, "and if he gives you the slightest provocation, shoot him in the head."

      "With pleasure, Jac," Sara replied, before requesting. "But I would rather take him to the med bay." Jac started to deny the request, but she spoke over her. "It is closer, and we have a detention area in the med bay for prisoners."

      Roxen interjected, "Dr. Askerton and Nurse Lieutenant Dotnon are combat certified.”

      Griffnox added, "There are weapons in the med bay, Admiral, for just such an eventuality."

      "Fine. Get him to Medical and you three barricade the doors with whatever you can."

      She executed a pristine British style salute and pushed Garwood with the barrel of her rifle.

      The eight of them ran toward the center of the ship. The Espérer's powerful engines were at the rear of the ship, with the large transport, cargo, and shuttle bays in the center, one on top of the other. The fighter decks ran nearly the entire length of the Espérer, just above the upper shuttle bay and one deck below the bridge and operations level, with the launch tubes facing outward on both sides.

      Without breaking stride, Griffnox barked, "Roxen and you two. " He pointed at one of the guards and the Scotsman. " To the engine rooms. They'll more than likely head there or to the bridge. We'll try to contain them in the shuttle bay before they can break out.

      "Commander," Roxen replied, and he, the Egrean guard, and the Scotsman peeled off and headed toward the rear of the ship.

      They closed in on the sounds of a firefight. "We have to keep them from reaching the bridge at all costs,” Griffnox said. “The Espérer is unlike any other ship. You can control everything from that location. It is its greatest strength and most vulnerable weakness. I argued with the engineers that it made the ship too easy to commandeer. But the people who ordered it insisted on it being the only control center."

      Jac hated disadvantages. As a police officer, whenever she transferred to a new district she would spend weeks getting to know the new area. With the Espérer, she hadn’t had that opportunity yet. And worse, the Kyakans were the true owners of the Espérer and would know its strengths and, more importantly, its weaknesses.

      About one hundred yards from the shuttle bay, a group of three Egreans came running around a corner and headed their way. Two were bleeding and unarmed. A moment later, four more crew members came around the same corner, firing at the approaching enemy in their wake.

      "Get ready," Furtnorex ordered.

      Before the first group could reach them, dark and light blue-skinned soldiers rounded the corner and fired at the retreating groups of Egreans.

      "Cover fire," Furtnorex yelled.

      Jac aimed and fired, hitting one of the Kyakans. Chulser was the only Kyakan she had ever met in person. And he was only half Kyakan. The soldiers attacking them were closer to the size Furtnorex than Roxen.

      Two of the Espérer's crew fell before they made it to the safety of Jac and the defenders. More of the Kyakans fell to the blistering return fire. And in the middle of the firefight, a small group of about five Kyakans broke off and dashed through a door at their end of the corridor.

      "Vartg!" Griffnox cursed.

      Jac glanced and saw him staring at the breakaway group.

      "That's Admiral Sarkann."

      Jac didn't need to ask who the man was, she had read about him on the computers. "The Kyakan military leader. What is he doing here?"

      "This is his ship," Griffnox replied. "He is the one who ordered it and mandated it's specifications. He knows this ship better than anyone, including myself and the ones who actually built it."

      "Where is he going?" Jac asked.

      "There is only one other direct path to the bridge, and he is trying to get to it. I also suspect that he is trying to split our forces."

      "Where?"

      "Two decks down, past the med bay."

      Her heart sputtered. "Sara!" She turned to Furtnorex, "You and three others, with me."

      "Admiral," she replied.

      They ran back down the corridor to the nearest stairs, passing other crew members rushing toward the battle. They gathered two more for their group as they went.

      When they reached the service access and stairwell, they stopped.

      "One at a time," Jac ordered and started for them.

      Furtnorex grabbed her shoulder and stopped her. "No, without you, all of this is meaningless."

      She shrugged her hand off. "I am no more important than the rest of you."

      "Maybe, maybe not." Furtnorex pushed past Jac. "But I'm sworn to protect you, Admiral. Even if you don't want me to." She pointed at the soldiers in turn. "You, then you, and then the rest of you. Keep the Admiral between you at all times."

      As soon as Furtnorex placed a foot on the stairs, Jac shoved the soldiers out of the way and followed right behind the commander. Furtnorex acknowledged her presence yet continued down the two flights of stairs to the deck with the medical bay.

      When they came out on the deck, Jac was disoriented. "Which way?"

      "Medical is to the left, the upper level of the troop bay is to the right. That's where Sarkann and his people would have come out if they got here before us."

      Jac glanced both ways. "Are they ahead of us or behind us?"

      "I don't know, Admiral."

      "Fine, you take half the men and go towards the bridge. I'll take the others and check on Sara and the Doctor. After that, I’ll make a sweep to the troop bay. They cannot be allowed on the bridge, Commander."

      "Understood," she replied. She and half the soldiers took off for the front of the ship as Jac wondered if she had just sent them to their death.

      The medical bay was fifty yards down and around one corner. When their group reached it, she ordered all but two of them to continue on toward the troop bay and report if they saw the invaders. She headed for Sara and the medical staff.

      But before she could reach it, four Kyakans stepped out from the doorway and fired at them. The Egreans on either side of her went down even as she returned fire, killing one with her first shot and another with her second. The last two were taking aim at her when a blast came from behind the Kyakans. One jerked forward as Jac fired at the last one. He was hit simultaneously from the front and the back, killing him instantly.

      "Jac," Sara hollered from the cover of the doorway. "I knew it was you that stopped them." Sara stepped out and over the dead Kyakans.

      Jac almost collapsed with relief. "I thought you were dead."

      Sara shook her head. "We had the door locked. They'd just pried it open when they suddenly stopped. I knew someone was coming and just knew you were one of them."

      Jac could barely think, yet managed to ask, "The others?"

      "They are alright."

      She swallowed the lump in her throat. "Get back inside and barricade the door. There are others on this level, trying to get to the bridge. I've got to stop them."

      "Go. I have the Doc, nurse Dotson, and a couple of unarmed crew members guarding Garwood inside the Med Bay. We've got this," Sara said and backed up toward the partially open door.

      “Wait,” Jac barked. She gathered up two of the weapons from the floor and gave them to her. “Use them if you have to. On Garwood or whoever comes through that door, if it is not me or one of our crew.”

      But before she could take a step away, something violently rocked the ship, and she nearly lost her footing. "What the hell was that?"

      Sara's voice cut through her confusion. "There are three ships firing at the Kyakan ships surrounding us."

      Jac rushed to the medical bay doors and found Sara as she distributed the weapons. "What Kyakan ships?"

      "You didn't know," Sara asked. "We can see them through our windows."

      They weren't windows, but she wasn't going to correct her. Instead, she pushed passed the damaged doors and into the medical bay. And sure enough, she could see a space dog fight taking place on the screens.

      "Who are they?" she asked.

      Dr Askerton answered, "I do not know who is in the smaller, fighter craft, but the larger ones are Kyakan combat transports." His face suddenly tightened with anger or fear. "Vartg. Those warships, headed our way, are pirates. They are notorious in this area of space."

      Jac could see two spaceships about two thirds the size of the Espérer, headed toward them and firing multiple weapons and missiles at the Kyakans."

      "Are they attacking us?" Sara asked.

      Jac moved closer to make sure. "No, they appear to be targeting only the Kyakan ships."

      "Why?" Sara asked.

      "I don't know, but I intend to find out what is going on." Jac started to leave.

      "I'm coming with you," Sara said.

      "No, you stay –"

      "I am coming with you, Jac." She didn't wait for her to answer as she rushed to the door and was almost through it by the time Jac realized what she was doing.

      "Sara!" Jac yelled.

      She was going to call her back, but knew it was useless, so, she raced to catch up with her. Luckily, when she got to the corridor, she found four more of their crew. Three were wounded, yet armed and able to fight.

      “With me,” she told one of them.

      They were almost to the bridge lift when her communicator went off. "They are retreating." It was Furtnorex. "The bridge is secure."

      "Sarkann?" Jac asked her.

      "Never made it to the bridge, Admiral. Unfortunately, we were not able to capture him. He and a small number of his troops made it back to the shuttle bay and got away."

      Jac gave a silent, thank God. "Casualties?"

      "Unknown, Admiral. We are still checking on the number of wounded and killed."

      She faced the hallway. "I have two down, and three walking wounded on C-deck. And I have four combatants as well." She asked Sara. "Can you check on them?"

      "Will do," Sara replied and headed for the downed crew members.

      Jac followed and waited as she checked them. She glanced up sadly and shook her head once she checked each one. After checking on the Kyakans, she reported that three were dead and one was still alive.

      "I'll have Dr. Askerton check him," she told Jac.

      "No," Jac replied. "I’ll have him moved to the detention area. You and the medical staff begin checking on the wounded. And Sara, take an armed guard. I don't know how many of these Kyakans are still onboard. Injured or not, they are dangerous."

      "Will do, Admiral," Sara replied.

      "Commander Furtnorex, meet me at the shuttle bay," she radioed.

      "Admiral," Furtnorex replied.

      She ran all the way to the bay, arriving just behind Furtnorex. They met Griffnox and Roxen at the door, who were more relaxed now that the fight was over.

      "Except for their wounded or dead, they are all gone, Admiral," Griffnox reported."

      “Wounded?” she asked.

      “Five prisoners that were too wounded to retreat.”

      "Three more, C-deck, just before the bridge lift," Furtnorex said.

      "One in the medical bay," Jac supplied.

      "Nine," Griffnox said. "Commander, have them all moved to the detention area."

      Furtnorex started to give him an Egrean salute but changed and gave a close representation of the American salute. "Commander."

      Jac addressed Griffnox. "Dr. Askerton said that our saviors were pirates. Are we about to have another battle?"

      He grunted. "I don't think so, Admiral. I think I know these pirates."

      She gazed at him in shock. "More of your friends?"

      "Not exactly. If it is who I believe it is, their leader is a man I have known for some time." He gave her a sideways glance. "You might say, he was my backup plan, if I couldn't figure out a way to destroy the Tratnox on my own."

      Jac faced him fully, raising an eyebrow as she did. "Oh?"

      He cleared his throat. "He needs a ship to get him and his crew to your galaxy, Admiral."

      Her brows furrowed. "Why?"

      "Because his name is Captain Duval Longknife. Or more commonly known as Captain Duval. And he is from your galaxy. Or his great-grandfather, or something like that, was. And Duval has been seeking a way to get to your galaxy since he was born."

      "Are you kidding me?"

      Griffnox shook his head. "Not that I am aware of."

      "But why?" she asked.

      He faced the flight deck and a fighter spaceship that was coming in for a landing. "I don't know, Admiral. He would never tell me exactly why. I just assumed it was because it was where his ancestors were from. I suggest you ask him, because I believe that that is him landing right now."

      Longknife sounded like an Indian name. Was it possible that his great-grandfather really had been abducted from early America?

      A long cylindrical ship landed about fifty yards away from them. She and Griffnox moved toward it as a hidden hatch at the top raised up and a man with white mohawk hair could be seen in the cockpit of the one-person ship. Or Jac assumed it was a one-person vessel as she didn't see anyone else.

      The man turned his back to them as he crawled out of the cockpit and descended a set of steps that had appeared and then dropped to the deck. He was wearing black pants, a red sleeveless shirt, and black calf-high boots. She could also see that his hair was indeed cut in a long mohawk, with the end reaching the top of his shoulders.

      Once on the ground Jac got her first real view of the man and was taken aback by his appearance. His eyes were an unusual bright blue. His hair was as snow white as Roxen and the other Egreans. But his skin was a deep, nearly black-brown hue. He indeed did look like an American Indian.

      Griffnox walked forward and shook hands. "Captain Duval, thank you for the assist.” He motioned toward her. “And I would like you to meet our leader, Admiral Jac Morgan," he paused a beat, "from the planet Earth, in your great-grandfather’s galaxy."

      The captain regarded her with extreme interest. "You're a P-3er? From the planet your people call Earth?"

      She nodded. "I am."

      His eyes narrowed. "What part? I was told there were many parts of Earth.”

      "Texas, in the United States of America."

      He seemed disappointed.

      "You, or rather, your great-grandfather was from Earth – P-3?" she asked.

      "Yes," he replied.

      "Do you know where he was taken from?"

      "The New Colony of France," he said.

      Jac quickly scanned her memories of history. "North America. That territory would eventually become part of the United States of America and another country called Canada."

      His pleased reaction made her uneasy for some reason. "So, you know of my people. My father's people, the Wyandot?"

      "I've heard of them." She wasn't sure how much to share with him at the moment.

      He seemed to be absorbing her reply even as his face lost any emotion. “Your name is Jac Morgan. Is this correct?"

      "It is," she replied.

      "The same P-3, Jackie Morgan that escaped from the Egrean Science Institute and murdered a number of their scientists?"

      This was the second time someone had accused her of murder, and she was getting damn tired of it. "I escaped from there without killing anyone."

      "That is not what the Egreans are telling people. They say you are a very dangerous creature. And that you kill without mercy."

      "She is dangerous," someone said from behind her. Jac turned and found Leanna walking up to them. "But as I am the scientist she murdered, I think you can discount the rest of what they reported."

      His lips twitched. "Shame. I was hoping to meet another bloodthirsty Earthling like myself."

      Griffnox snorted. "Those reports are also exaggerated, my friend."

      Duval grin was sinister. "Not all of them."

      Jac watched as a change crept over the commander's face. "What are you doing here, Duval? I hadn't agreed to your plan."

      Duval glanced at Jac. "As I recall, yours had nothing to do with freeing a P-3er and escaping Egrean with a hundred frozen science subjects. But here we are."

      "Duval?" Griffnox bit out harshly.

      The man's face lost its joviality. "I read the reports, Griff. All of them. And I put two and two together and realized the disappearance of the ship you wanted to destroy and the disappearance of a homicidal Earthling were connected. And I studied the same star charts you, the Egrean military, and the Kyakan army have, and added all of them together and came up with Jup."

      "Jup is a protected sector," Griffnox said sullenly.

      "Seriously, Griff. You do realize what you have stolen, don't you?"

      "Yes, I do," he replied angrily.

      Jac glanced from one to the other. "Okay, I thought I did as well. But from the looks you two are giving each other, I am beginning the think I am missing something here."

      Duval faced her. "You may not be aware of this, Earthling, but Egrean is a dying planet."

      "I am aware of that fact, Mr. Longknife."

      Duval glanced at Griffnox as the Commander explained. "Admiral Morgan broke into the Egrean Science Institute's computer system. If the information was in their databases, she knows about it."

      “Good trick,” Duval snorted.

      Irritated at Griffnox for revealing her personal information, she demanded, “You were explaining what we have truly stolen in taking the Espérer."

      "The Espérer?"

      "I renamed the ship," she said.

      He tsked. "Just as well, the Kyakans were going to rename it the Sarkann." He became serious. "And they feel like they have that right because they built the…whatever you are calling this ship."

      She raised an eyebrow and asked the two officers. "I thought the Egreans built this ship?"

      "With what?" Duval said.

      Roxen spoke up. "All of the materials that went into building the Tratnox—the Espérer—came from off world."

      "The Kyakans," Duval supplied.

      She gazed at him. "I thought their world was just as depleted of natural resources as Egrean."

      "They are," Griffnox said. "They plundered and raided other worlds for the raw materials. All we provided was the technology that went into building it. Something the Kyakans do not possess."

      "So, you see, Admiral, you are in possession of a starship that is the property of the Kyakans and not the Egreans. And they want it back or they will resume their war with the Egreans."

      Jac felt stupid and naïve. The Egreans didn't have the natural resources to build a ship like the Espérer. Hell, they didn't have the natural resources any longer to build any kind of ship, spacefaring or otherwise. Her only excuse was that she had been so consumed in getting away that she hadn't even considered all the facts. It was a deadly mistake for a police officer. A monstrously disastrous one for somebody who held the lives of so many people in her hands.

      "They can't have it back," she said.

      "No, they can't," Duval said. "Nor can the Jup Consortiums."

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      He gazed back in an aggravating way. "Admiral Morgan, you have just fought a battle in an area that is designated as a war free zone. And that law is fanatically enforced by the Jup Consortium. They will be coming to arrest you and everyone on this ship. And they will confiscate your ship as payment for breaking their rules."

      She hesitated a fraction of a second, before hitting her communicator. "Captain Quintan."

      "Admiral," he replied.

      "We need to get underway, immediately, if not sooner."

      "Already on it, Admiral. There are eight Jup Consortium battle ships headed our way."

      She warned Duval. "Since you helped save us, I strongly suggest you get your ships out of the Jup sector as well."

      His eyes gleamed. "My ships left five minutes ago. I'm catching a ride to where they went with you and your crew, if you don't mind."

      “Presumptive, Captain Duval,” Jac said.

      "Duval," Griffnox warned at nearly the same time.

      He gave the commander an amused glance. "I am not going to try to steal your ship, Griff."

      Her uneasiness resurfaced. She recalled what Griffnox had said about the man trying to get to Earth. "Just to your ships, Captain Duval?" she questioned. "The commander said you want to find a way to get back to your ancestors planet." She glanced at Griffnox. "And you told him you were not here to steal my ship. So, is getting back to your ships the only reason you want to remain onboard my vessel?"

      His smile was forced. "For now, I just want a lift to the coordinates where my ships are waiting on me. After that, I and a few of my crew would like to go with you to the Frantrmal Galaxy and P-3."

      She considered his request before diverting. "We call it the Milky Way Galaxy, and my home world is called Earth."

      "As I am hoping to be a member of both the planet and the galaxy, I shall hence forth call them by the name you have given them."

      His flippant attitude was grating on her nerves, but she repressed the need to argue with him. "Fine! Whatever!" Jac replied. Her irritation slipped into her voice. "We can talk about this once we get away from here."

      "Vartg," Griffnox hissed. "This is not going to end well for us."
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      Jac had watched the exchange between one of her top commanders and the charismatic fellow Earthling. Or part fellow Earthling. There was a lot more to his story and she needed to hear it, in private.

      "Commander Griffnox, join me on the bridge," Jac ordered and started to leave without waiting for a reply.

      "Admiral?"

      The question came from the pirate not her officer. She stopped to face the disquieting man.

      "I would like to join you on your bridge," Duval requested.

      "No," she and Griffnox said in unison.

      He raised a white eyebrow. "I just wanted to say hi to my old friend."

      She glared at him.

      "Captain Quintan," he clarified. "Captain Looten Quintan. Formerly of the Gorthron Galactic Protectorate. And more recently, a resident of Jup, and a unique artifacts dealer of some standing among people like me. That is who I just heard you tell to get us underway, is it not?"

      "People like you? You mean, a pirate."

      "Ohhh," he moaned and placed his hand over his heart in a dramatic way. "You wound me deeply, Admiral. I am but a simple purveyor of hard-to-find merchandise. I find it here and take it there for others to buy and enjoy."

      "I was told that you are a pirate, Captain Duval. Which makes you a thief.”

      He tsked. "According to the Egrean authorities, Admiral, whom I might point out also have a warrant out for your arrest as a murderer," he gestured toward the commander, "and his as a deserter and for the unlawful commandeering of his former ship. Which I strongly suspect has now been upgraded to include the destruction of the very same ship. And, as you and your commander have now stolen," he threw his hands wide, "the ship we are on, I dare say, that there are now death warrants out for all of you by both the Egrean and Kyakan governments."

      She studied the tall man and relaxed. "You might be correct, Captain. But as you are not a member of this crew you will remain here while I have a private conversation with Commander Griffnox and my other officers." She started to turn around but stopped. "If you wish to catch up with your old friend, as you put it, you may do so later, when he is not busy running this ship. Is that understood, Captain Longknife?"

      He sprung to attention and covered his heart with his right hand. "Yes, Admiral. I will remain right here with my –"

      "Lieutenant Leanna," Jac snapped, abruptly cutting him off.

      "Admiral," Leanna replied.

      "Find the Captain quarters." She gave the man one more glance. "And set a watch on him. I would not want the captain getting lost while a guest on our ship."

      Jac almost rescinded the order when from the corner of her eye she caught the hungry expression her friend was giving the man. A predatory and sexual gaze more intense than any she herself had ever received from the woman. If Jac wasn’t mistaken, Leanna wanted to pounce on the man right there in the main shuttle bay.

      Jac also saw the equally blatant sensual gaze Duval was giving Leanna and decided turning the two loose on each other might be a good way to keep him out of her hair until she could decide what to do with him.

      As she passed Leanna, she stroked her hand gently. "Be careful. I don't think that one is like any of the other men you have been with."

      "I sure hope not," Leanna whispered back.

      Jac wasn't sure whether to chide her friend or laugh at her. In the end she opted for getting the hell out of there, "Griff, with me."

      Once they were out of the bay and far enough away so that no one could hear them, Griffnox casually remarked, "In this new Federation you are creating, is there going to be rules against insubordination? And maybe unbecoming conduct?"

      She shook her head. "Perhaps, Commander." She glanced over her shoulder. "The real question here is, is what the Lieutenant is about to do for the betterment of the Federation or for her own personal gratification?"

      His lips twitched yet he avoided a full-on smirk. "Good question, Admiral. And Admiral, that man is not a friend of mine."

      "You know him," she reminded him.

      "I know a lot of people, Admiral Morgan. That doesn't mean I am friends with all of them. Many of the beings I know, I actually dislike or outright hate."

      She stopped and gave him a probing gaze. "Does that include Captain Duval?"

      He considered her question for a few seconds. "I am not sure, Admiral. What I know of him as a pilot, a fighter, and the captain of a small warship is praiseworthy. How he has chosen to ply those talents of his is less admirable. Yet I have never heard of him being cruel or vicious in any of his attacks, always giving those he confronts a chance to surrender without injury. He is a smart and cunning man, Admiral. One who will do anything to achieve his goals, yet, to my knowledge not at the cost of others' lives."

      She blinked a few times. "That is not comforting, Commander. On the one hand, he would be a good addition to our crew. On the other, he might cause too much turmoil to be worth his talents, as you put it."

      "You think he is going to ask to join your Federation?" he asked.

      "Our Federation, Commander, not mine. And don't you?"

      He exhaled. "I do. And before we agree to his request, we need to find out why he wants to be a part of us."

      "Hence, allowing Lieutenant Leanna to question him."

      "Is that what she is going to be doing," Griffnox said. It'd been phrased as a question yet both of them knew it wasn't, so there wasn't an answer needed or required.

      They made their way to the bridge in silence. When they arrived, Jac told Quintan to have all officers—except Lieutenant Leanna and current bridge officers—report to the war room for a briefing.

      Hopefully, several of the people Griffnox and Roxen were bringing onboard could serve as officers. They certainly needed them. This was just one of the things she desperately needed to talk to her current officers about before the new arrivals made things harder.

      The Espérer's war room was located down a short hallway from the Captain's Briefing Room and the bridge. It was a large multitiered room that resembled a college lecture hall, with a small stage and podium at the front of the room. With the normal crew of about twelve hundred there would be more than six hundred officers including the fighter pilots. The war room could accommodate about one third of the normal officer's compliment at one time. While the Captain's Briefing room would not comfortably hold the nineteen of them.

      As they waited for the rest of the officers to arrive, she addressed the most pressing question. "Are we clear of the Jup Protectorate Zone?"

      "We are," Quintan replied and added, "and all of the Jup ships broke off their pursuit at the outer barrier."

      "Any sign of Egrean or Kyakan ships?"

      "Long-range and short-range sensors are clear, Admiral," he answered.

      "Commander Griffnox, if we hold just past Jup's Protection Zone, how long will it take for the shuttles carrying our recruits to catch up with us?"

      "Four hours," he said.

      "And will the Jup Consortium permit them to join us?" she asked.

      "They should since they were not involved in the battle. But once they join us, they will not be permitted to return to the planet until reparations are made to the Consortium. Some of them may not like losing the safety Jup provided and may rethink joining us."

      Another thought occurred to her. “How about the Rescued given sanctuary on Jup?”

      He shook his head. “Shouldn’t be a problem since they were not on board during the battle.”

      “Good,” she said before moving on. "Captain, have the communication's officer contact each of those shuttles before they reach us. If any of the new recruits have misgivings about joining us because they will be banned from Jup, have them advise us immediately, and I will have a shuttle standby near the barrier to take them back to the planet."

      "Admiral, we do not know how long we can remain in this area, unprotected," Griffnox argued.

      "Griff, this is going to be difficult enough, combining crews from the Oxsefatable, the old Tratnox, the rescued from Egrean, these recruits from Jup, and now an unknown number of pirates. I don't need to have people onboard this ship that are resentful because they feel we took away their choice in the matter. Every person on this ship, and every person who takes the oath of office to the Federation needs to do so of their on freewill, and…” She gazed intently at each and every one of them in turn. "And they need to do so without reservation or coercion.  Even the perceived notion of duress. Is that clear?"

      Griffnox came to attention. "Perfectly."

      "Captain?" Jac asked.

      He didn’t come to attention but stood a little taller. "Understood and I completely concur." His eyebrows puckered. "But, pirates, Admiral. I did hear you say, an unknown number of pirates would be joining us."

      She sighed. "An old friend of yours, Captain Quintan. The man who came to our defense and helped turn the tide in our fight is Captain Duval Longknife. And according to him, you two are old friends."

      His mouth dropped open and he quickly shut it. "I am acquainted with Captain Duval, Admiral.” His eyes blazed anger. “And we are not friends.”

      Despite his words, she could tell the two men knew each other quite well. "Nevertheless, Captain, Duval has asked to catch a ride with us to a predetermined location where he will meet up with his ships. He has also indicated that he and a few of his crew would like to go with us to my galaxy."

      Quintan's lips pinched. "Duval Longknife is one of the finest fighter pilots I have ever known. He is ruthless, daring, and at times, reckless when engaged in a fight. He is also a competent ship's captain. Or so I’ve been told. But in my opinion, he is irresponsible and, more importantly, creates a negative effect on those around him, and I do not want him on the bridge of a ship under my command. His carelessness has placed others at risk. And he is not very good at following the orders of others."

      Jac well knew the type of person he was describing. She had worked with a number of police officers who were excellent at their jobs but would make bad supervisors because of the way they tended to handle their duties.

      "Understood, Captain Quintan. The bridge is yours, and whoever steps foot on it is your responsibility."

      "Good luck getting that order to stick with a man like Duval," Griffnox said.

      "Commander, one of the things we are about to discuss here is the rule of law and discipline on this ship while a part of the Federation,” Jac replied. “As I said, this crew is made up of people from many different worlds, galaxies, and temperaments. I am not a tyrant. Nor do I want any of the officers or crew members under my command to be one. But the only way this has a chance of working while not getting all of us killed is that the rules we are about to lay down are followed to the letter."

      "And if they are not?" he asked.

      "There will be repercussions and penalties, including incarceration and, if necessary, banishment from the Federation."

      "Very good," he replied.

      "Gentlemen, our primary purpose is to get as many of these people as we can back to my galaxy. But we cannot ignore the elephant in the room. The Egreans and Kyakans are going to do everything in their power to kill us so they can get my ship and plunder my galaxy for its resources and people. That cannot be allowed, under any circumstances."

      Both of them were stone-faced as they nodded in agreement.

      Quintan broke the tension with, "What is an elephant?"

      Griffnox slapped him on the back. "I have no idea, my friend, but it sounds like something we can't avoid if it was in a room with us."

      Their banter was interrupted when some of the officers arrived.

      The first was Sara, who made a beeline for Jac and the other officers. "Jac, Captain, Commander," she said when she got to them.

      "Report," Quintan ordered.

      "Ten wounded, three seriously, two dead. One from the Oxsefatable and the other from your crew, Commander."

      "Who?" Griffnox asked.

      "Crew members Danglerton and Berttnox. Both were killed in the initial attack on the shuttle bay."

      "Danglerton was one of mine," Griffnox said. "He was one of my best deck hands and a damn good fighter."

      "Berttnox was mine," Roxen said as he joined them. "She was great at a number of tasks but not much of a fighter. She hated violence of any kind. It was why she wanted to get away from Egrean and the militarization of our government. She wanted no part of a régime that sought only to use its citizens as soldiers for their personal conquest."

      The irony of Berttnox’s death was not lost on Jac. She patted Roxen's arm. "I'm sorry for your loss. For both of your losses. And that is another thing we need to discuss before we go on any further. Neither the Egreans nor Kyakans are going to give up this ship without a fight. And the chances are, these are not going to be our only casualties."

      "I am fairly sure all of us are aware of that, Admiral," Griffnox said solemnly.

      "You three," she glanced at Sara, "you four recognize that." She waved at the men and women filing into the room. "But I need to make sure that they fully understand what they are signing up for. And considering what we are facing, every man and woman on board this ship and all those that are about to join our cause need to comprehend the danger they will face. This is going to be a fight, ladies and gentlemen. And I realize that the mass majority of Egreans are pacifist, peace-loving, and nonviolent beings. And I wish I could promise them a nonviolent journey back to my galaxy and my planet, but I cannot. And I will not lie to them. There will be more battles in our future. And every person, regardless of rank, that agrees to go with us to the Jump Gate needs to comprehend that they may have to fight for their very lives and the lives of everyone onboard this ship."

      She faced each of them separately. And each one gave her an, "Understood."

      Most of the officers were assembled and waiting on them. "Let us hope the rest of the officers and crew do as well," she said and headed to the podium.

      "Admiral," Griffnox said, calling her back.

      "Yes?"

      Commander Furtnorex and I have analyzed Sarkann's attack. As former soldiers, we have both studied his tactics and can tell you that he has rarely lost a battle and is one of Kyakan's best generals. His strategies are nearly perfect. If he has a weakness, it is his confidence and ego. And after evaluating this morning's attack, we both agree, his arrogance is the reason we suffered only two deaths and so few casualties."

      "How so?" Jac asked.

      "You were a dommy while at the Science Institute," Griffnox said.

      "I was," she replied.

      "Egreans have a very low opinion of the intellect of dommies."

      "I am well aware, Commander." She had felt the sting of prejudice innumerous times while on Egrean. Ironically, it was the reason she had been able to hide her intellect and hack into their computers.

      He nodded and continued. "And despite a four-hundred-year war in which we fought the Kyakans to a standstill, Admiral Sarkann sees non-soldier class and non-warrior class Egreans as inferiors, little more than dommies. He was not expecting much resistance when he boarded the Espérer. Otherwise, he would have brought a more powerful force. Put quite simply, Admiral, we surprised him with the veracity of our defense of this ship. A mistake he will not make again."

      Her disquietedness grew by leaps and bounds. "We need time to prepare," she muttered to herself, yet they all heard her. She gazed intently into Griffnox's eyes. "How good are the hundred you are bringing onboard?"

      He thought for a second and stood taller. "Some are the finest soldiers and fighters I have ever known." His shoulders dipped just a fraction. "However, the majority of them might be excellent crew members but are just adequate soldiers."

      "No pacifists? "

      His chin rose. "I knew what path laid before us, Admiral. I did not ask any of those to join us. Despite knowing some who would have loved the adventure of going to a different galaxy and being excellent crew members."

      "On my world, we have specialized units called Seals and Delta Force Operators. They are among the best of our military. The elite of our soldiers. They are not genetically enhanced or chemically modified beings like your Soldier Class and Warrior Class Egreans. They are just highly dedicated individuals who strive to be the best of the best."

      "As our own warriors once were, thousands of years ago," Griffnox said.

      Jac nodded. "Of the one hundred and forty-some crew members we will have onboard the Espérer, we will need to find our own Seals, Delta Force soldiers," she patted Griffnox's arm, "our own Warrior Class soldiers. That will be yours and Commander Furtnorex's job."

      They jumped to attention. "Admiral," they said in unison.

      "Additionally, you will need to ensure the rest of the crew is ready for war."

      "They will be," they assured her.

      "Captain Quintan, I need you to find us a safe place for them to prepare our crew for what awaits them."

      He glanced down and back up. "I know of a solar system with no inhabited planets, Admiral. The fourth planet in the system was struck by an enormous asteroid millions of years ago. All that is left of it is a huge field of rocks and debris that orbits its sun. Within the debris field are elements that scatter sensors and adversely affect ship operations. Most avoid the system, and even fewer venture near the doomed planet."

      "But you have," she said.

      "Yes," he replied. "During the wars, I once used it to hide while repairing my ship. I never reported it to my superiors, fearing others might try to use it."

      "Just in case you needed to use it again," Jac said.

      His lips kicked up slightly. "We had too many intelligence leaks for my liking."

      She grinned. "Set a course, Captain. As soon as we have all the new recruits onboard, I want to be underway."

      "Admiral," he replied and headed toward the bridge.

      Jac regarded each of her officers still on the podium with her. Roxen represented the old Oxsefatable crew members, Griffnox the old Tratnox crew, and Sara had become the voice for the rescued.

      "We need to sell this to the rest of the crew. Without their agreement and support, we do not have a chance of survival. All of us have to work together, as one crew. I know there are divisions, distrust, and even animosity between the varying crew members. But that has got to end. Especially, with the addition of Captain Duval and the Jup recruits."

      "Understood," Sara said for all of them.
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        * * *

      

      Duval laid in bed, watching a beautiful Egrean woman sleep the sleep of the exhausted. Sex with her had been wonderful. Some of the best he had ever had. And it should have made him happy and content. Yet he felt a sense of loss.

      Leanna had surreptitiously questioned him while they had had sex. He had done the same thing. They both knew what they were doing. Yet it hadn't mattered. Nor had it prevented them from gaining some of the information they had been seeking while having fun. It was a game, and they both knew the rules. A real life and possibly deadly game.

      What he had discovered would make his job of stealing the ship easier. The Tratnox, –now the Espérer, was a ship divided. Three separate groups made up the ship's company, the more militaristic crew from the Tratnox, the mostly civilian crew from the Oxsefatable, and lastly, the Frozen, or the Rescued, from times before space travel existed on their worlds.

      The new crew members Commanders Griffnox and Roxen had recruited were an even more diverse group of beings, from a number of different worlds and cultures. Some with military backgrounds, others without formal military training but were known fighters like him and his crew.

      By inserting himself and his band of loyal men and women into the diverse crew, he should be able to insert just enough chaos to take control of the ship. And once his crew was in complete control, he would decide who could join him and who he would have to leave behind. Duval could use a number of them to help get the ship to the Jump Gate. So, the real question was, who could he trust?
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      Duval knew who Commanders Griffnox and Roxen were. He'd crossed paths with both of them on a number of occasions over the years. Not only on Jup, but on other sanctuary planets and trading stations. They were like him in one major way, they hated people like General Tratnox as much as he did. More importantly, both were excellent officers.

      Captain Looten Quintan, on the other hand, was proving to be a surprise. Duval had met the old man numerous times over the years. He’d traded with him, gotten drunk with him, and even gambled with the man for several days straight more than once. Looten Quintan was one of the most laidback, unpretentious people Duval had ever met.

      Quiet rumors claimed that Quintan had been an officer of some rank with the Gorthron Protectorate. He had never bothered to learn more about the old man's past as he was such a simple, unassuming being. And those that did speak of his past did so infrequently. All Duval had needed, all he had wanted to know about the man was that he was a fair trader who paid a decent price for the goods he brought to him. Or it had been all he had needed to know about the old man.

      Duval had actually been surprised when his spies told him that Griffnox had recruited the old trader. And when they told him he was to be made captain of the Espérer, he was sure his plan would work as he had out traded the man repeatedly. Or so he believed. Now he wasn't so sure.

      Standing on the bridge of the Espérer, seeing his old acquaintance in this new environment had Duval questioning all his earlier assumptions about the antiquities and unique objects dealer.

      "Looten?" Duval called from the door that led to the Captain's Briefing Room and the war room beyond.

      The tall, white-haired and white-bearded man swung around to confront Duval. The face was the same. His erect bearing the same. Yet, dressed in an old Gorthron Protectorate's Captain's uniform, this was not the man Duval had known. This was a formidable soldier. A captain who commanded and controlled the bridge beneath his feet and the ship under his command.

      "What are you doing on my bridge?" Quintan demanded. "Lieutenant Tratmor, arrest that man."

      "Captain," a man in an Egrean officer's uniform replied and came toward him with a drawn weapon.

      Duval threw his hands up in the air. "Hold on there, Looten. I'm not trying to invade your bridge; I just came by to say hi to an old friend."

      "We are not friends, Captain Duval. And you are disobeying my direct orders by sneaking onto my bridge."

      Duval gave the man his most winning smile. "Loo, I didn't sneak onto your bridge. I just came to say hi."

      Quintan remained silent as the Egrean officer and a civilian freighter officer took hold of his arms to restrain him. Once detained, he asked, "Just how did you get up here?"

      Duval nodded back through the door. "War room. The main floor doors were left open after a meeting your Admiral called earlier today." They hadn't, but he wasn't about to tell the man he had picked the lock.

      "No," Quintan replied and took a step toward him, "all the doors on that level were secured after the meeting. And knowing you as I unfortunately do, I have no doubts that you found a way to bypass those locks."

      "You wound me," Duval said.

      "Don't tempt me," Quintan answered.

      "Loo," Duval protested.

      "Captain Duval Longknife, since you obviously chose to ignore my orders when given by a subordinate, I will now give it to you in person." He took another step toward him. "You will not enter this bridge without my personal authorization. Additionally, none of your crew are to enter this bridge without my personal authorization. Commander Griffnox has reported that you and some of your crew wish to join this ship's company. That will not happen without my personal authorization."

      "Admiral –"

      "Has given me complete control over who will serve onboard this ship." He took another step toward Duval and now stood within arm's length of him. "I know for a fact you are one of the finest fighter pilots in the galaxy. But you are too reckless to be on the bridge of any ship. Especially this one. If your request is granted, your activities will be restricted to fighter craft or whatever duties assign you to. Otherwise, I will have you removed from my ship. Is that understood, Captain Duval?"

      Duval replied, "Sir, yes sir."

      "Lieutenant, escort the captain back the way he came. And make sure the door he broke through is secured once more."

      "Captain," the Egrean officer replied.

      Duval gave him a bright smile and allowed the men to pull him through the door. Once they were away from the bridge, they relaxed their hold but wouldn't release his arms. When they reached the ground floor of the war room, they headed toward the door he had come through. But, before they could reach it, the nearly eight-foot figure of Commander Griffnox ducked under the door's header and stepped into their path.

      "You are relieved," he told Duval's escorts.

      "Captain wants us to secure the door, Commander," one of them told him.

      He nodded. "I'll take Mister Longknife off your hands."

      "As you wish," the officer replied, and both men released him.

      Duval tilted his head as far back as he could. "Commander, are you to be my escort now?"

      "I am. Not that I have the time for your antics, Duval. Something I know you are well aware of."

      "I am," he replied.

      The commander headed back through the door. "Walk with me, Captain Duval."

      He hurried to catch up with the long strides of the tall warrior.

      Once they were in an area void of crew members, Griffnox spoke in a soft, measured voice. "There is no need for you to steal this ship, Captain. It is already headed to the very planet you are trying to get to."

      "The P-3er. You are taking her back to her planet." he confirmed.

      He stopped walking and faced Duval. "She is taking us and the other rescued back to her galaxy and her planet. Which, as I understand it, is the same world you wish to go to yourself."

      "I suspected as much," he said.

      Griffnox folded his massive arms across his chest. "And yet, you are still planning on taking control of this ship."

      He started to lie but knew it was useless. "I know this galaxy better than anyone."

      "Captain Quintan knows this galaxy better than you or anyone else."

      "As far as I can tell, he retired more than ten years ago and has not left Jup since he took up residence there."

      Griffnox tightened his lips. "Retired but not out of the business. And you are wrong, Looten has left several times to conduct, shall we say, covert business similar to your line of work."

      "He's an antique dealer, not a ship's captain."

      "Antiques and unusual objects. Including, valuable information he buys and sells to certain people in the market for it. Additionally, Looten Quintan was one of the best warship captains in the galaxy," Griffnox argued.

      A spy. He was saying that Quintan was a freelance spy. Duval wasn’t sure he believed him. Yet, most great spies were as unassuming as Quintan.

      "Ten years ago, Commander. He's not a ship's captain anymore. I am. And I suspect I am the only ship's captain onboard that has actually fought both the Egrean and Kyakan militaries," Duval pressed.

      Griffnox closed the distance between them. "Captain, I was the Combat Commander on two different Egrean warships. One of the things I was responsible for was the intelligence gathering of criminals we were hunting. In other words, you, Captain Duval Longknife. Which is why I contacted you about the Tratnox and about possibly turning it over to you.”

      “And as far as I am concerned, Commander Griffnox, that deal is still valid,” Duval pressed.

      The man shook his head. “That deal was never finalized. Additionally, the situation has drastically changed. This vessel is no longer going to the Kyakans, so there is no need to destroy it, or turn it over to a wanted criminal.

      Duval felt his chances to take the ship slipping away. “I am still the best chance of getting this ship out of the galaxy and keeping it out of the Kyakans control. Hell, Griff, I am a seasoned and proven combat captain–”

      “No! You are not. I know about you and your so-called battles with Egrean and Kyakan ships. And I can assure you, if we had met in a battle, you would not be standing here on this ship now."

      He tried to grin, but it was getting harder. "Maybe, Commander. Maybe not. I am very good at what I do."

      "As a fighter pilot, you are unequaled. On the other hand, as a warship commander, you utilized hit and run tactics way too often. Additionally, Captain Duval, you have never commanded a warship during a pitched battle." Griffnox unfolded his arms and pointed back toward the war room. "The man on that bridge, he has. And did so for nearly eighty years. And he has faced more than the Kyakans. He has fought in battles all over this galaxy and against worlds that make the Kyakans and Egreans seem like amateurs. Fought and won, Captain Duval. Can you say as much?"

      He couldn't answer the man. The reverence in which the few who had spoken of Captain Quintan's past was beginning to make sense.

      Griffnox took a step back and relaxed. "Look, Admiral Morgan is going to approve your request to join this crew. And she is prepared to authorize those of your crew that wish to join us as well."

      Duval heard a catch. "You are not telling me something. What is it?"

      Commander Griffnox’s lips twitched, and Duval felt a chill cross over his heart.

      "Let me tell you about a thing we are calling the Federation of Galactic Planets. The Federation, for short."
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        * * *

      

      With each day that passed, Jac was becoming more and more antsy. Quintan's hiding spot was a good one. It was also an extremely dangerous one.

      The remnants of what once was an Earth-sized planet deflected all sensor scans, in or out. So, they were just as blind as anyone hunting for them. The only reason they knew three separate ships—one Egrean and two Kyakan warships—had searched the solar system for them was that they had posted small outlook ships on the neighboring uninhabited planets. Regrettably, it had taken days for them to be made aware of the enemy ships because the debris field also blocked all communications in or out of the planet's fragments.

      Aside from being bat-blind, they were also in constant danger of one of the larger pieces of the doomed planet slamming into them. It necessitated having a continuous bridge crew of no less than six officers on duty at all times. Two pilots to maneuver around the erratic fragments of the planet and four to watch and track everything around them. And since the sensors were useless, it meant they had to keep a constant visual track of the larger rocks.

      The only defense system that was still operational on the ship was the shields. And yet, that, too, was taking a beating. Smaller rocks and pieces of the planet continuously slammed into the shields, some large enough to rock the Espérer. Those that weren't big enough to move the ship caused a light show and, more importantly, a drain on the power resources of the ship.

      Jac didn't know how long she had thought it would take to train everyone onboard the Espérer to become a unified fighting force. The police department put new recruits through a six-month training program. Most of the United States militaries put new recruits through a ten-week course. Not including any specialized training they needed.

      As of today, they had been at it for seven months. They began with more than two hundred trainees, which included sixty of Captain Duval's pirates. That had quickly been pared down to just fourteen as most of his people refused to go through the required training to be a part of the Espérer's crew. Or, they had refused to sign the Federation's oath of office.

      The first month was spent just trying to get the various groups to get along and evaluate just how much training they would need to operate the numerous systems on the Espérer. After that, they began breaking up the groups into ship's operations, fighter combat, ground combat, and lastly, the more elite and much smaller warriors.

      "Admiral, one of the Wyandot’s shuttles has just been spotted," one of the bridge officers advised over the comm system.

      "I'll meet them on the shuttle bay," she replied.

      Jac had been closeted in her quarters, going over the reports from the various training officers, and reviewing the suggested list of duties and positions they had made. She needed to finalize the duty roster and promotion list today, if possible. It was time to leave the protection of Hades—the name she had given the doomed planet. Not everyone agreed with her, yet she felt the urgency of the decision.

      Even though most of Captain Duval's men and women had refused to join the Federation, they had agreed to help by providing sentries and running resupply missions to trading stations in neighboring solar systems. They also provided occasional information on the warships hunting for them from Duval's many and far-flung spies.

      A loud knock startled her, causing her to drop the final promotion list. "Coming," she called out.

      Jac found Sara waiting at the door when she opened it. "Your pirate has returned."

      Her disquiet about the man surged forward and she pushed it out of the way. "He is not my pirate. And yes, the bridge notified me that Duval was back from his latest supply run."

      "Right," Sara said laughingly then sobered. "Are you really going to offer him Overall Flight Command?"

      Jac exhaled. "He is by far the best fighter pilot we have. He also has the most experience in fighter tactics, and more importantly, fleet protection escort duties."

      "Maybe, but he is not going to like being demoted from captain to commander," Sara warned.

      "This ship already has a ship's captain, and there is no room for two of them. If more of his crew had agreed to take the oath of office, I would have considered offering him a captaincy on one of his ships."

      Sara choked on a giggle. "You…you would have…offered him a captaincy on one of his own ships? My God, Jac, you have brass."

      Jac fought it, but her lips twitched anyway. Once she regained her composure, she said, "He is not the kind of captain we need right now." She grew even more serious. "I need people who will follow the orders of their superiors. Duval Longknife is barely able to do so. As for any ships that join us in our fight to get home, I need to know that whoever is on the bridge of those ships will follow my orders and do everything in their power to protect the men and women under their command. Duval is an all-in kind of fighter. He may care for his people, but it doesn't temper his decisions while engaged in a fight."

      Sara also grew serious. "His father was a pirate. As was his grandfather. His great-grandfather fought against my own cousin in the Indian wars in your colonies. Taking orders has never been something he has had to do."

      Jac shrugged. "He needs to learn how, if he ever wants to captain a ship under my command again."

      They made it to the shuttle bay just before the shuttle from the Wyandot made its approach.

      "Shit!" Jac hollered, "He is coming in too fast."

      The deck supervisor broadcast over the loudspeakers. "Emergency landing. Clear the deck. Emergency landing. Clear the deck. Set the crash barrier."

      Everyone on the shuttle bay floor scrambled from the deck as an automatic crash barrier rose quickly from the ground. Jac and Sara both hurried backward as they watched the approaching ship grow bigger and bigger.

      "The hull is blackened from weapons' fire," Jac noted.

      "It also has only one engine working," Sara added.

      Without ship-to-ship communication, they had no idea what had happened, nonetheless there was no mistaking the signs of a battle. Jac rushed to the onboard comm and slammed her hand down on the button.

      "Captain Quintan, battle stations! The Wyandot's shuttle is inbound with battle damage."

      Alarms blared as one of the bridge officers broadcast the order to battle stations, no drill. Unlike the first time the Espérer scrambled to battle stations; everyone knew where to go and what their duties were. Consequently, by the time the Wyandot's shuttle hit the deck and slid to a stop into the crash barrier, every man and woman on the ship were at their stations and ready for a fight.

      Fire crews and rescue personnel rushed the ship, arriving just as the door flew open and Duval appeared. His face was blackened and Jac could see blood running down his neck.

      She and Sara ran toward him as he stumbled once and caught himself on the side of the shuttle. He watched them as they approached and pushed away from his support.

      "Veagants!" he warned.

      Jac's research had identified every world and solar system known to the Egreans within the Maltal or the Andromeda Galaxy. There were thousands of non-spacefaring worlds. Of the couple hundred worlds who had achieved space flight, only a dozen or so had reached the level of space exploration that compared to the Egreans. And of those, a few were warlike worlds similar to Kyakan. Most were more aligned with the Egrean's concept of peaceful exploration. At least the Egrean's peaceful pursuit of space exploration before General Tratnox became the overall military leader.

      Of the hostile worlds, including the Kyakans, there were five worlds that used their knowledge and technology to raid other worlds for natural resources and slaves. Three of those worlds not only enslaved beings from other worlds but used them as food. The Veagants were without a doubt the worst of those worlds.

      To Jac, the race of beings resembled bi-pedal lizards with short-squat faces and fang-like teeth. Their large cold-black eyes radiated an intelligent equal to that of the Egreans. And their ferocity in battle was reportedly worse than the Kyakans and Egrean Warriors combined. The only reason they had not dominated the galaxy was that they were a fiercely isolated and xenophobic race, refusing contact with any other world.

      "They followed you?" It was a rhetorical question. Or so she thought.

      "No! They have partnered with the Kyakans and Egreans to find us. The Wyandot and the Oblelrisk have been in a running battle with a small fleet of Veagant warships since we left SWS Four."

      "What the hell were you doing on SWS Four? That is run by the Kyakans," Jac asked hotly. She threw her hand up. "No, wait, tell me later. Where are your ships?"

      "Trying to lead them away. I took a shuttle to warn you. The Veagants have formed a temporary alliance with General Tratnox and Admiral Sarkann. They get the Espérer and the Veagants get all of us."

      She didn't need to ask what that meant. "How many ships?"

      "Two. A Galaxy Class Warship and a Galactic Class Battleship."

      Jac knew that the Galaxy Class warships were similar to the Kyamar and Oblelrisk, warships without fighter craft onboard. The larger, Galactic Class Battleships were on a class with the Espérer and Wyandot, warships with fighter craft. "Armament?"

      "The smaller one has the same as the Oblelrisk and Kyamar. The Battleship has twice as many fighter craft as we do but doesn't have our advanced weaponry."

      She nodded and hit the comm button, "Captain Quintan –"

      "Admiral!" Duval yelled, interrupting her. "We can match the two Veagant ships. But they are not our main problem. The reason I was on SWS Four was gathering information on our pursuers." A muscle in his clenched jaw quivered. "Tratnox has two full battle groups searching for us, with one of them already in this sector. Additionally, Admiral Sarkann has three battle groups with one in this sector and another less than twelve hours away. On the way here, we intercepted the Veagants notifying both groups that they were pursuing us into this solar system. At best, I figure we have about four hours to break out of here and get to a new sector."

      A full battle group was ten warships with two of them being Galactic Class Battleships. "Twenty to thirty warships," she muttered.

      "With one-hundred-and-sixty to two-hundred-and-forty fighter craft, not including what the Veagants can deploy." Duval added. "And at best, I can put fifteen fighters into action."

      "Admiral?" the speaker behind her blared with the captain's voice.

      "Son-of-a-bitch," she said as she gazed at his blackened face.

      She hit the comm button. "Captain, we have two Veagant warships engaging our friends within the solar system." She turned back to Duval. "And we have two Egrean and three Kyakan full battle groups headed this way. Initiate escape plan Bravo Three. Get us the hell out of here and out of this sector as quickly as you can."

      Duval's face darkened with rage. "Escape! We need to attack. We have the advantage with mine and the Espérer's combined fire power. We can eliminate a threat to all of us."

      Jac's anger matched his. "You don't think I have considered that? Well, I have. And what do you think those battle groups will be doing while we are engaged in a fight with the Veagants? Well, I tell you what I would be doing if I was Tratnox and Sarkann. I would be moving my groups into a position to block any possible escape. The Veagants are nothing but cannon fodder. They are meant to delay us long enough for them to get here."

      "Hit-and-run, hit-and-run," he argued less emphatically.

      "Take ten of the hyper-light-speed fighters and clear a path for all of us to get out of the solar system. Once you do that, follow the plan, Commander Duval, and meet the fleet at the predetermined coordinates. You and your pilots should catch up with us in three days."

      "Hit-and-run," he grumbled again.

      Her jaw clenched. "I am ordering the Espérer and Wyandot to do as much damage as possible as we pass the enemy's ships. And I want you to tell the Kyamar and Oblelrisk to evacuate in the opposite direction. If they don’t see them, they won’t know they are working with us."

      He came to attention. "My ships can do a lot of damage as they pass. But I will pass on your orders. And Admiral."

      "Yes," she replied.

      "Commander? I take it you have made your decision as to my Federation rank."

      "Commander First Class. You are the overall Flight Commander," she said.

      He snorted. "A good position for me—for now."

      She patted his arm. "Try to not get yourself or my pilots killed. I don't like the idea of training another Flight Commander. And we don't have enough good fighter pilots as it is."

      He gave her a salute. "I'll do my best." With that he took off running for the fighter launch deck.
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      Three days stuck in a cramped space fighter was not new to Duval. Nor was it something he enjoyed in the least. Fortunately, because these were long mission hyper-light-speed fighters, they did have a small area to get up and walk around in. A box really. A three-foot wide by eight-foot long by six-foot three-inch-high box.

      You could lay down for a short nap, as long as you didn't move around too much. And you didn't have to do your business in your flight suit like you did in the short-range fighters. All-in-all, the trip to catch up with the Admiral and her small fleet wasn't too terrible.

      Duval still hated the fact that they had not stayed to inflict more damage on the Veagants. He understood her reasoning but running away from a fight he could win was just not something he did. Invariably leaving an enemy alive when you could eliminate them was a good way to get yourself killed. His father had taught him that lesson a long time ago.

      "Commander Duval," Commander Slutter called over the radio system.

      "Commander," he replied.

      "I believe I have a visual on the fleet," Slutter advised.

      Davis Slutter was a P-3er and recent abductee from Duval's ancestor's home world. He'd been a fighter pilot on his world and had proven to be an extremely confident space-fighter pilot as well. Consequently, on Duval's recommendation, he had been made a Commander Second Class, and was currently scout for their group of ten fighters.

      "Are you sure it's the Federation's fleet?"

      "Four ships, Commander Duval. Two Galactic Battleships, one full size and the other slightly smaller, and there are also two interstellar freighters. It's the Espérer and your former ships, sir, I am sure of it."

      The Kyamar and Oblelrisk were old interstellar freighters that had been converted into warships. On the other hand, Duval's father had had the Wyandot built from the bulkheads out to his exacting specifications. It was based on an old Gorthron Galactic Class battleship. Smaller in size than an actual Galactic battleship but had the same silhouette as a full-size vessel. And she only carried a complement of five fighters and five support ships. Yet she had more firepower than most larger warships. Duval had seen to that himself when his father had given him command of the Wyandot.

      "Transmit the heading," he told Slutter.

      "Commander," Slutter replied.

      A few minutes later, he, too, could see the outlines of the four ships. Because of the danger of enemy ships picking up their transmission, they were only using short-range, encrypted radio communications. When they were in range of the Espérer, he notified them that they were on final approach.

      "Welcome back, Commander," someone on the bridge replied.

      He circled the fleet as his fighters landed two-by-two on the Espérer. Once the last one was safely onboard, he made his approach and landed without incident. Lieutenant First Class Chartonze greeted him when he opened his cockpit canopy. She had been a Soldier First Class before and had been promoted to Lieutenant First Class with the Federation.

      "The Admiral and Captain want you to report as soon as you are able," she told him.

      "Very well," he replied, and glanced around. "Please advise my pilots to get some food and rest and," he glanced at his watch, "report to the war room in three hours for debriefing."

      "Commander," she replied.

      He jumped down from the cockpit, catching himself as his legs wobbled from little use the last three days. While he waited for his legs to steady, he asked, "Do you know what the Admiral and Captain want?"

      "No Commander, I do not. The command staff have been closeted in the Captain's Briefing Room since we arrived at this location."

      He shrugged. It sounded like they had another job for him. "Do me a favor, Lieutenant, have some food sent up to the Captain's Briefing. Those emergency food packs leave a great deal to be envied."

      She saluted. "Understood, Commander."

      Duval tested his legs and found they were steadier now, so he pushed away and headed for the bridge. He passed a few of his pilots on the way and saw that they, too, were working to regain their balance. "Good job, pilots. Get some food and rest."

      "Where are you going?" Slutter asked.

      "Bridge," he replied.

      Slutter moaned. "Another mission?"

      "I don't know. I'll advise you as soon as the captain briefs me," he said.

      "Commander," Slutter said and saluted him.

      By the time he arrived on the bridge, one of the cook's assistants, a Corporal Urdxon, if he recalled, was there with a tray of hot food.

      "Thank you, Corporal," he said and took the tray. "Can you advise the kitchen that my pilots will be arriving shortly. I know it is short notice, but we've been living on dehydrated meals for three days."

      "Commander," the man replied and went to leave.

      Something about his mannerism struck Duval as off. In the beginning there had been a lot of animosity between the varying crews the Admiral was trying to merge into one. Especially between the old Oxsefatable crew and his.

      Pirates and freighter crews, as a rule, were enemies. Yet in just seven months, Admiral Morgan had managed to mold them into a single group under the new Federation. More impressive was that most of that hostility had faded, and a new pride in being a part of something new had taken its place. But Urdxon might not have gotten completely past his resentment toward Duval and his former crew members.

      Dismissing the man, he took the top off the tray and began eating as he walked to the Briefing Room.

      "Hungry?" the captain asked from his chair on the bridge.

      He swallowed. "Three days, dehydrated food; do you really need to ask?" He took another bite.

      "No, I don't. Go on in. The Admiral and others are on their way up," Quintan said.

      Duval nodded as he chewed. He found a spot on the long table with a couple of glasses and a pitcher of water and sat down. He was just pouring a glass when Roxen walked through the door.

      "Hungry," Roxen said.

      "And thirsty," Duval replied. "I don't suppose you have something stronger than this do you?"

      The commander gave him a forced smile and Duval's stomach roiled. "I know the captain has something in here. I can check, if you want."

      Duval swallowed as he flopped back in the chair. "What the hell is going on?"

      Roxen shrugged. "Not my place."

      "Shit! I think you had better get whatever the captain has on hand. Something tells me that I am going to need it."

      He walked over to a wall of cabinets and opened the center one. From where Duval was sitting, he could see a number of bottles and glasses. Roxen grabbed one and was about to close the door when Griffnox and Quintan came into the room.

      "Good idea," Griffnox said.

      The captain glared at Roxen but kept walking. "You might ask before you raid my liquor cabinet.

      "I thought it would make the conversation more palatable," Roxen replied.

      Quintan smirked, "Maybe you should grab another bottle."

      "Easy," the Admiral said as she, Commander Furtnorex, and Lieutenant Leanna joined them. "I want clear heads for this."

      Roxen held the two bottles up. "No liquor?"

      Her lips pinched as she glanced at Duval. "Maybe one glass."

      Well, shit! This really was beginning to sound bad—for him. "Maybe you should just bring me the damn bottles." He glanced around at the Command Staff. "From the pained expressions on your faces, I will need it."

      The admiral walked to the end of the table and sat down. She waited as the others took their seats, and Roxen placed the bottle before Duval. He didn't bother looking at anyone as he filled his glass and downed it. Once he caught his breath he faced the admiral.

      "Alright, what is all this about?"

      Stone faced, she began. "We are glad you made it back, uninjured. Because –" she gave Griffnox a quick glance "– we've been working on our next mission."

      He slowly contemplated each of them before coming back to the Admiral. "Which I assume has something to do with me."

      "Zort," Quintan said from the other end of the table.

      "Fuck!" he snarled as he jerked around to face the captain. "You're not fucking serious."

      "I am afraid so," he answered. "I know a man –"

      "I know a lot of men. Some of them are on that cursed planet." Duval turned and confronted the admiral. "Do you know what Zort is? Well, I will tell you. It's a world the Kyakans attacked and subjugated. The inhabitants were a peaceful, non-spacefaring race. They still are. But the Kyakans have reduced their planet to a waystation for every low-life, violent race in the galaxy. Its own resources have been plundered while every world friendly or willing to do business with the Kyakans has taken over the planet and nearly destroyed it."

      He moved forward and glared at Quintan and at Griffnox. "It is also the home of the largest Kyakan military post in twenty sectors."

      "I know," the Admiral said calmly.

      Duval checked his anger. "You want me to –" he gave Quintan a quick glance "– see a man on Zort?"

      "Retrieve a man on Zort," she clarified.

      Griffnox took over. "Captain Deternor is a senior captain with the Kyakan fleet. And he is one of the few Kyakans to have recently taken a ship through the Jump Gate."

      He observed the two senior officers closely. "And you want me to kidnap this man? What makes you think he is going to give us the coordinates to the Gate after we abduct him?"

      "Because he does not agree with what his government is planning on doing," Quintan said.

      "Really? And you believe he will willingly turn over the coordinates to us."

      Quintan sat forward. "He might. But that is not what I am counting on. Deternor was badly wounded in a battle about five years ago. A consequence of that injury is he now has a problem with his memory. Something he has kept hidden from his superiors because they would force him to retire." His face clouded over. "And a Kyakan retirement is the same as an Egrean Warrior retirement. Only without the honor bit."

      "Death," Duval said.

      "Death," the Captain confirmed. "And to avoid that fate, he has hidden his medical issue. But as a warship captain, he is required to memorize certain things. Including the coordinates to the Galaxy Jump Gate. Shortly after his injury, he came to me for a discreet data storage device. One that only he could access. He uses it to keep all the things he cannot remember, until his memory comes back."

      "What if he’s recovered his memory?" Duval asked.

      "He hasn’t. But in typical Kyakan attitude, he won't accept that."

      "Only he has access to it?" He asked next.

      Quintan grinned. "I may have built a back door into the device."

      "Shit," Duval hissed. He thought back over his acquaintance with Quintan. "How many of the computer systems I bought from you have these back doors in them?"

      Quintan shrugged. "It is a good thing you and I are working together –now."

      "Fuck you," he snapped. "Brillant. But fuck you."

      "Thank you."

      Duval mulled it over and sat up. "Alright, I'm in." He glanced at the Admiral. "Not that I appear to have a choice in the matter."

      She sat forward. "This is a volunteer only mission, Commander. I will not order you to Zort."

      He shrugged. "You don’t have to, I volunteer. What's the plan?"

      Quintan took over. "As a known private supplier of certain hard-to-find objects, you and your crew have traded throughout the closest ten sectors."

      "Closer to twenty," he acknowledged, frowning. "But Zort is not one of the trading stations I've been to."

      "I have," Griffnox said. "So has Furtnorex."

      "Seriously? But you're Egrean." He glanced between the two of them. "As Warrior and Soldier Class Egreans, you kind of stick out in a crowd."

      "Chartdens trade with the Kyakan," Griffnox reminded him.

      "Chartdens." He gave him a quick up and down perusal. "Chartdens might be as tall as you and the Commander here. However, they have grey skin and long black hair." His gaze drifted to his muscular arms. "And they tend to be stick thin."

      Furtnorex tossed a bundle onto the table. "And they wear long, loose fitting robes."

      "Engineering Sergeant Second Class Ukner is extremely good at devising camouflages." She glanced over at the Admiral. "He disguised her enough to pass as an Egrean to get off my world."

      He reached over and pulled the robe toward him. "Alright, tell me the rest of the plan."

      Griffnox stood up and was about to begin when there came a knock at the door. "Enter."

      The door opened and another Soldier Class Egrean by the name of Mimert entered. Duval didn't know the man but had noticed tension between him and the other two tall Egreans.

      "Have a seat," Griffnox told him.

      "Commander," Mimert replied and went to the far end of the table, putting distance between himself and everyone else.

      "First things first," Griffnox said. "Commander Furtnorex briefed you on the mission we are planning to Zort."

      "Commander," Mimert answered.

      "And you have volunteered?" Griffnox asked.

      "I have, Commander."

      "Welcome, Lieutenant Second Class Mimert."

      The Egrean's face clouded over. "Lieutenant?" he shook his head. "No, Commander Griffnox. I appreciate the promotion and your trust. But I respectfully decline."

      "Why?" The admiral asked.

      "I never finished the Soldier Training program, Admiral Morgan. I believe I will make you and this new Federation of yours a competent soldier. And one day, I hope to become a proficient officer."

      She nodded. "Alright, what rank do you see yourself at now?"

      He raised his chin. "Corporal. Maybe Sergeant Second Class. Certainly not Sergeant First. Not yet, anyway."

      The Admiral asked. "Commander?"

      He glanced over at Furtnorex, who nodded. "Sergeant Second Class Mimert."

      The man relaxed. "Commander."

      "Alright, let's get back to the plan."

      Duvall was surprised by the exchange between these people. His experience with the military of any world was that they were rigid and uncompromising, especially where their subordinates were concerned. What he had just witnessed was more in line with how a ship like his ran. Maybe there was a place for him in this thing called the Federation. At the very least, it would make his association with these people more palatable.
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        * * *

      

      The plan was fairly simple, eight of them would take the Kaymar, a known pirate freighter, to Zort. Duval had been given operational command of the raiding party. While Furtnorex and Mimert, disguised as Chartden traders, would ostensibly lead the rest of them, masquerading as various races that worked or were enslaved on the planet. So long as no one got too close, the disguises should work.

      Spies that had been sent to Zort were keeping track of Captain Deternor. While waiting for his next assignment, he split his time between the huge Kyakan military base and a house he had just outside the largest city. They hoped to intercept him as he returned to his off-base quarters.

      It had taken nearly a week to get everything in place, but they were now ready to go. Getting to Zort had not been a problem. Neither had getting the Kyakan supervised Zort Orbit Control Center to approve their request to join the hundreds of other traders visiting the planet.

      Unfortunately, as soon as they got on the ground, things went wrong.

      “He just left the base, Captain,” Novlex advised. “But he is not alone this time.”

      “Who is with him?” Duval demanded.

      “Four Kyakan soldiers and four civilians. Probably slaves or prisoners as they are in a small transport, operated by a civilian Kyakan female. And she has three shackled males with her; two Zortans, and a Gorthronian.”

      “Do you know why?” he asked.

      “Rumors only. However, this seems to confirm them. Your Captain Deternor has orders to report to his new assignment. A warship that just arrived as a part of one of their fleets.”

      “Fuck!” Duval snarled. Novlex was his best spy. So, if he reported it, rumor or not, it was likely true. “Can we still get to him?”

      “Possibly. At his house as they load his personal belongings. If we go now.”

      “Furtnorex,” Duval ordered.

      “On it.”

      Part of their plan included stealing a transport from the civilian spaceport they landed at. They would use it to abduct the Kyakan captain and get him back to their shuttle. Now they would try to exchange it for the one carrying his belongings. And hopefully, no one would notice they left in a civilian craft and returned in a military one.

      “Slutter, Zard, stay with the shuttle and keep the engine hot.”

      “Commander,” Davis replied.

      “Chulser, the transport. The rest of you get the weapons loaded as soon as he gets it backed up to us.”

      In less than five minutes they were on their way. Hopefully not to their deaths. Duval glanced around at his team. In the last few weeks he had gotten to know all of them a lot better. He trusted most of them. The Earthling, John Payne, he wasn’t so sure of. But Jac Morgan had asked that he be a part of the mission. He prayed he hadn’t made a mistake by including him.

      With Novlex’s direction, they arrived at the off-base housing for a number of the Kyakan military. As most of them were transitory, seeing an unfamiliar transport shouldn’t raise too many questions.

      They parked down the street from the house Captain Deternor was using and watched as two Zortans and a humanoid male loaded a transport. The Zortans were Quadruplets with long skinny arms, greyish blue skin, with a glossy sheen, and small blackeyes. They were about the same height as most Egreans, at around five-foot-five. In appearance, they looked weak, yet Duval knew they were very strong. The humanoid looked like an Earthling, but as a Gorthronian, he would have bright blue eyes.

      “Do you see the guards?” Duval asked.

      “Two at the back of the transport,” Mimert advised.

      “Two stationed at the door,” Furtnorex added. “I haven’t seen his personal guards. Yet according to Novlex, Deternor had as many as two stationed at his house.”

      “Unusual,” Duval mused, “but not unheard of.”

      He glanced around at them. “Chulser, you and Payne take the two at the transport. Mimert, you and Ukner, the two at the door. Furtnorex, you have any guards inside the house. I’ll take care of securing the captain. And for the love of all the gods, don’t kill the captain. Otherwise, this has been a wasted trip.”

      Ukner drove the transport toward the one being loaded. When they had just passed it, he stopped and Chulser and Payne jumped out and creeped up behind the first two soldiers. Furtnorex and Mimert, dressed as Chartdens, strolled up to the two at the door, asking directions to a different address. Duval and Ukner followed in their wake, waiting for Mimert to attack.

      “Now!” Duval yelled and they all moved at the same time.

      The two Kyakans at the door were dead before Duval and Furtnorex could race through the door. And what he saw startled him for a second.

      On the far side of the room stood three Kyakans; two armed soldiers and an older officer. The Officer had silver-grey hair that brushed his shoulders. And his face was heavily wrinkled and his skin was an unusual greyish-blue.

      Duval knew he was Deternor because of the long scar Quintan had described; it ran from the center of his nose upward into his hair.

      The three soldiers were standing next to a pile of trunks and bags, and on either side of them were the Zortans, picking them up. A fifth man was approaching Duval and Furtnorex with a metal box propped on top his shoulder.

      All of that solidified as another one dawned on him. The captain was wearing restraints and the two soldiers were pointing their weapons at him.

      Duval raised his weapon and was taking aim at the soldier on the right even as Furtnorex fired and killed the one on the left. A millisecond later, Duval fired and killed the other soldier. Unfortunately, the soldier fired at the same time, hitting Deternor’s back as he tried to dive out of the way.

      “Shit!” Duval yelled as he rushed toward the downed officer.

      The man was mortally wounded, yet still alive when he turned him over.

      His head lobbed back as he gazed up at Duval. “Who … who are you?”

      “Captain Duval.”

      Deternor swallowed the blood in his mouth. “The pirate captain?”

      His brows crinkled. “Why are you here?”

      “Captain Quintan sent me.”

      His breathing was becoming labored, yet he got out another, “Why?”

      “The Jump Gate,” Duval said. “He said you had them.”

      His bloody hand rose and he patted his shirt pocket. “Cou … couldn’t remember … them. Loo made device…” He coughed up more blood.  “Passworded. Encrypted.” He smiled. “Found Loo’s backdoor. Took it out.”

      He withdrew a small lighter used to lite a tobacco substance Kyakans smoked. His smile faded as he dropped the blood covered lighter into Duval’s hand.

      “The password … the password is …”

      He began coughing up blood again. And when he finished, his eyes were locked on Duval as his hand fell lifeless to his side.

      “Fuck!” Duval yelled.

      “Commanders!” Payne hollered from the doorway.

      He looked up from the dead officer.

      “We’ve attracted some unwanted attention out here. We need to go.” Payne Glanced down at the dead man in Duval’s arms. “Is that him? The Kyakan captain?”

      “Unfortunately,” Furtnorex replied for him.

      “Too bad. But we need to go. Now,” Payne insisted.

      Duval laid the man on the floor and stood up, still clutching the memory device.

      “We want to go with you.”

      Duval turned to the Gorthronian he had passed earlier. “Why?” he asked then shook his head. He already knew the answer, he and the others were prisoners.

      “Captain Reekfon and I are freighter captains that angered the Kyakan in charge of this sector.” He nodded at the two Zortans. “Bort and Lortsen were Zort freedom fighters. Now they are Kyakan slaves.”

      He hesitated yet knew he couldn’t leave them behind. When the Kyakans discovered what they had done, they would kill all of them out of vengeance.

      “Fine, you can come.” He gazed at the Zortans. “Freedom fighters. I assume you can fire a weapon.”

      They both replied with a loud yes.

      “Grab a weapon,” he ordered just as a Kyakan woman was pushed through the door by Mimert. “Are you Reekfon?”

      “Captain Ashmore Reekfon,” she replied.

      “They are coming with us. Are you?”

      “Yes,” she replied. “With pleasure.”

      “Grab a weapon,” he told her.

      “Commander?” Mimert asked.

      “She’s a prisoner, sergeant. Now she is a member of our team. Is that clear?”

      “Commander,” he answered and gave the woman one of the weapons he had taken from the soldiers he had killed.

      They all headed for the door and had just gotten outside when their transport was hit by a number of phaser blast. It bucked then exploded in front of them.

      To the left they could see a number of Kyakan soldiers racing toward them, firing as they closed in. Mimert went down, but got back into the fight almost immediately.

      “Cover fire!” Duval ordered and they all opened up on the approaching enemy.

      “Chulser, the transport,” Furtnorex yelled.

      But she had no more than gave the order when Chulser went down as well.

      “I got it,” the Kyakan woman hollered back and rushed to the military transport.

      Duval was about to order her to stand down when the Gorthronian stopped him. “Ashmore is the best pilot in three sectors, Commander.”

      He glared then nodded. “Get in the back,” he ordered the others.

      Furtnorex picked Chulser up like a sack of grain and ran toward the transport. As soon as they were all on board, the craft took off, crashing past the burning transport.

      “Chulser?” he asked.

      “I’m fine,” the man answered.

      “Get up there and tell her where to go,” Duval ordered. “The rest of you, cover our escape.”

      Surprisingly, no one chased them and they reached the spaceport in seven minutes. “Man the weapons,” he demanded as he ran to the cockpit. “And hang on, this is going to be a bumpy ride.”

      Once they were out of the planet’s atmosphere, and in sight of the Kyamar, Duval tried to relax. But he was haunted by one overwhelming reality, he had failed in his mission. And now he had to tell the admiral that he lost Deternor and got two of his team badly wounded.
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      Death was a hard thing to deal with. Jac had had to kill a man in her fifth year as a police officer. A man hyped up on drugs who had already murdered two others during his drug-induced rampage. One in Houston and another man in Galveston where his crime spree began. He had also put five others into the hospital with varying degrees of injuries.

      The shooting had taken her years to come to grips with. Life was not only precious, it was sacred to her. As a young child in Sunday school, she dreamed of becoming a minister one day. Though the dream had changed to defending people, she had never lost her belief that all life was valuable and should be protected. And it wasn’t as if she hadn’t known that by becoming a police officer one day she might have to take a life. She spent many hours wrestling with that realization before joining the police department. Ironically, it was a minister who helped her by telling her to put it in God’s hands.

      The man she killed was a coldblooded murderer, and at the time she shot him, he was trying to kill her. Nevertheless, in her heart, he was a man, a human being and it had taken her a long time to cope with her part in ending his life.  Even now, when she thought about that day, flashes of his face and every tiny detail of that event filtered through her mind with incredible clarity.

      And just as troubling was the death of a fellow police officer two years after she had made sergeant. A mentally ill woman had broken into someone's house, someone she did not know. Jac and three other units responded to the call for help. As the ranking officer and supervisor, she had directed the five officers to search the house for the suspect. Two of those officers were rookies in their first months of field training.

      They cornered the suspect in a back bedroom and were about to take her into custody when she pulled out a previously hidden weapon and shot and killed one of the senior training officers to death. The two rookies and two patrol officers returned fire, neutralizing the threat.

      One of the rookies was so traumatized by what he saw that he walked out of the house, took off his badge and gun belt, and dropped them on the ground, telling everyone he couldn't do this.

      Paradoxically, Jac had had a harder time coming to terms with losing an officer under her command than she had at taking a life herself. She was dealing with similar feelings now. Captain Deternor’s death was her fault. If she hadn’t sent men after him, he would still be alive. She was also working through troubling feelings because Mimert and Chulser had been badly wounded during the mission as well. Although Sara and the doctor assured her both would survive and return to full duty.

      Jac sat sequestered in her cabin trying to not think about them or the men and women who died on the shuttle at Danglex. She reminded herself that people were wounded and died in war. And that was what they were in, declared or not. They were in a battle to survive and get back to their homes. Evidenced by how many had been wounded when Sarkann had tried to take back the ship. And she bore the responsibility for all those injuries and deaths as well.

      Someone knocked on her door, yet she ignored it, hoping they would just go away. They didn't. Instead, they opened her door, and she knew who it was.

      "I am not in the mood," she called out from the darkness.

      "For conversation, or for conversation?" Sara asked.

      The last time the two of them got into a protracted conversation, they had ended up in bed together. "Either," she replied.

      "Is that why you are sitting in the dark?"

      "I didn't ask for this," Jac said.

      "So you've said," Sara reminded her.

      During one of their many conversations over the last six weeks since the disaster on Zort, the two of them had talked about Jac shouldering the responsibility for keeping all of them alive. For making sure untrained people knew how to defend themselves in a war. And how getting all these people to safety and, ultimately, to freedom had fallen to her, without her asking for it.

      Sara didn’t know what PTSD was, yet she understood the concept as she had lived in a time of war and lost people close to her because of it. It was one of the things that had drawn the two of them closer, and distanced Jac from Leanna, who had no understanding of such things. So while Leanna was off making new conquests, Jac and Sara had become each other’s rock.

      For Jac, being responsible for others was why she'd balked at taking the lieutenant's test. That and she just liked being a street sergeant. For Sara, Lady Sara Ann Campbell of 1814 London, eldest daughter of a Scottish and English Earl, the choice had never been hers. Not in the world she was born into. And on top of all the other unfair restrictions placed on a woman of nineteenth century England, Jac estimated that Sara's I.Q. was higher than Einstein's. Much higher. Nearly equal to Jac's. And Sara hadn't had the damn enhancements the Egreans had forced on Jac.

      She admired the woman. Hell, she liked the woman, a lot. Not just because she was beautiful, but because she was so smart and resourceful. She'd even found a way to sneak into the Edinburgh College of Medicine and receive the same education as the male doctors of her time. She just hadn't been able to claim the education she had received.

      Doctor Askerton and Nurse Dotnon had immediately recognized her brilliance and grasp of medicine. They made it their goal to turn Sara Campbell into a first-rate doctor. And in the nine, nearly ten months they had been together, Sara had absorbed everything they could teach her and everything she could learn from the Espérer's computer files.

      Sara was blossoming, flourishing in this new world she found herself in. Jac, on the other hand, even with all her advantages of being born in a world that women could be anything they wanted, a photographic memory, and now an enhanced highly superior autographical memory, Jac was struggling with her new reality. She quite simply did not want the responsibilities thrusted upon her. Yet, she saw no way to avoid them. Too many people depended on her to get them home and to keep them alive.

      She wanted to lash out at Sara yet knew she couldn't, wouldn't. What was bothering Jac wasn't her fault. It wasn't anyone's fault. No one on the Espérer was at fault but Jac and her damnable need to protect others.

      "What can I help you with, Doctor Sara?" Jac asked.

      "Not yet, Jac. But Doc says in a year or so I should be able to take the exams to be an Egrean Doctor. For whatever that is worth."

      Jac laughed. "On this ship, it is worth a lot. But that is not why you are disturbing my sleep. Is it?"

      "Sleep? You haven't been doing a lot of that lately," Sara said.

      "It is the middle of the night, Sara."

      "And yet, here you sit, in the dark, and wide awake," Sara accused.

      "Which you didn't know until you knocked on my door. What do you want, Sara?"

      "We're coming up on Plethrmore. I was on the bridge when the captain was informed, and I offered to notify you."

      Jac switched a light on and sat up in her chair. "Which means that we are a day ahead of schedule."

      "According to Leanna, the captain has been pushing the engines."

      "We haven't seen any Egrean or Kyakan ships in two weeks," Jac commented. "He wants to make Plethrmore for supplies and possibly more crew members, before any of them start searching this sector for us."

      "We're three hours out from dropping down to light-speed," Sara advised. "I thought you might like a bite to eat before you go to the bridge." She lifted her hand and Jac saw a bag in it.

      "Donuts?" Jac asked.

      "Cook’s best attempt at them, so far. Or that is what he told me when I picked them up."

      "Coffee?"

      Sara lifted her other hand. "Egrean’s closest thing. No cream, one sweetener."

      "Bless you." Jac got up and crossed over and gave her a quick kiss before taking the coffee cup. "Come, sit. We can share as I assume you brought enough for both of us."

      "You know I did."

      Company helped. Or at the very least, it distracted her from her dark musings. They ate and talked about the crew, especially those few still recovering from their wounds. Sara was a great source of information where the crew and passengers were concerned. As a nurse and doctor in training, people talked to her. They liked her. And she had a way of putting most people at ease. Ironically, her fellow nineteenth century countrymen still resented her and her new positions on the Espérer.

      After their demotions, as a Lieutenant Second Class, she was higher in rank than any of them. Added to that, she was a woman "pretending to be a doctor." Garwood was more resentful than Babcock or Crowl. And thanks to his month-long incarceration, he had been forced to quell his arrogance enough to be dealt with by his superiors. Jac worried that he could—and eventually would—cause trouble for all of them.

      "Ready?" Jac asked Sara.

      They both headed to the bridge, her with a last cup of coffee and Sara with her last cup of tea. Simulated coffee and tea as the Egreans didn't have actual coffee or tea. But after ten months, they were close enough.

      When they arrived, the activity on the bridge was normal with a low hum of voices as they prepared to change from Fold to Light-speed.

      "Captain," Jac greeted.

      "Admiral," he glanced over and saw Sara, "Lieutenant Campbell." He was aware of her and Sara's change in relationship, and she got the impression he did not approve. Not because they were lesbians, but because Jac was Sara's commanding officer. "You may want to brace; we will be dropping in about three minutes."

      Jac planted her feet to prepare for the slight jar as the ship decelerated from Fold to Light.

      "Ops, sound the alert," Quintan ordered.

      "All hands, prepare for drop to light-speed. All hands, prepare for drop to light-speed."

      "Pilot, call the drop," Quintan ordered.

      "Light in, ten—nine—eight—seven—six—five—four—three—two—now."

      "Tracking?" Quintan asked.

      "All clear on long and short-range sensors, Captain."

      "Ops?"

      "All stations reporting normal."

      "Captain!" the Communications Officer cried out.

      "Lieutenant?" Quintan asked.

      "I've just picked up an unauthorized message being sent from the ship. Unencrypted," he advised. "It was our coordinates, Captain."

      Quintan and Jac rushed to the officer. "Where?"

      "Midship," he shook his head. "That is all I can tell. It was short and in the blind."

      Quintan speculated. "Someone is sending an open broadcast of our position to any enemy ships that might be in the area."

      "We had a similar thing happen at Danglex," Jac reminded him.

      "Any signs that the message was picked up?" Quintan asked.

      He shook his head. "No way of telling. The signal strength was low and wouldn't have made it out of this sector."

      "Tracking?" Jac called out.

      "Checking, Admiral." She and Quintan moved to a position behind the tracking station and waited. Finally, "Still no Egrean or Kyakan ships on long or short-range scanners. Civilian or military."

      "Which doesn't mean that one of their allies didn't pick it up and won't forward it to them," Quintan warned.

      They faced each other. "Your ship, your call," Jac said. "You know the area. Do we stop at Plethrmore for supplies or not?"

      He ordered after a short pause, "Pilot, make for Plethrmore. Ops, place the ship on heighten alert. I want everyone not involved in resupplying the ship on standby while we are in orbit." He turned to her, and she could see his anger. It matched hers. "Comm, get Furtnorex up here. I want the person who sent that message found."

      An hour later, the Espérer entered Plethrmore's solar system and slowed to hyper-speed. Furtnorex had found the station that sent the unauthorized message, but not the person. She and Roxen were questioning everyone that might have even been near that section of the ship when it had gone out.

      Jac was still on the bridge with one of her premonitions that something was about to happen. Whether a true premonition or her heightened alertness from years of law enforcement, she didn't know. Nor did she know if it was just more of the guilt she had dealt with after the death of Captain Deternor. Regardless, Jac couldn't help the feeling that something very bad was about to happen.

      And it did.

      Just as they were passing the second most outer planet in the solar system, the Espérer shook violently and lost all power as the ship slipped into a sideways track.

      Alarms blared and lights on nearly every control panel flashed red. "We've lost all power to the engines, Captain," the pilot said.

      “Were we hit?” Quintan demanded.

      “Unknown,” the pilot replied.

      “Negative,” the Operations Officer supplied. “The explosion came from within the ship. Engine room, Captain.”

      “Sabotage,” Quintan snarled.

      He had used the Gorthronian word for it, but Jac didn’t need the translator to understand what he was saying.

      "We are drifting,” The pilot advised.

      "Juniter?" Quintan asked.

      "Checking," the pilot replied. A moment later he turned to the captain with a pensive face. "Still too close, Captain. Once we lose enough forward motion, the large planet's gravitational pull will begin to drag us toward it."

      Jac had studied the Plethrmore solar system when she learned that they were going there. The system had twelve planets. Juniter was the tenth and largest of them. It was uninhabited because its atmosphere was toxic to most life forms, and its gravity so strong that it crushed all but the most reinforced ships. The Espérer might survive the crushing effects of the planet, but it could not escape without use of all their engines.

      "How long?" Quintan inquired.

      "The planet’s pull is already slowing us down. Maybe five hours until we lose all forward motion."

      "I don't need maybes," Quintan snapped.

      The pilot studied his control panel. "Five hours, twenty-three minutes until we lose all forward motion. Juniter will pass behind us, but as close as we are, the ship will be caught in its gravitational pull and dragged along in its orbit. Once that happens, I estimate thirty-one hours until we will not be able to escape the planet's gravity and forced to land. And without full engines, we will not be able to launch, much less reach escape velocity."

      Quintan hit the comm button, "Roxen!"

      "On it," was the commander's quick reply.

      "You have forty hours, and twenty-two minutes to get us moving," Quintan advised.

      "Noted, Captain," was his answer.

      Jac confronted the captain. "You are thinking that whoever sent that message sabotaged our engines."

      "Aren't you?" he asked.

      "Yeah, I don't believe in coincidences."

      "Nor do I," he said.

      Every person on board who had any engineering experience worked throughout the night and through the next day repairing the damage to the engines. Fortunately, being crushed by Juniter was not going to happen. Unfortunately, the saboteur had also severely damaged the part of the engine that created the wake bubble needed to jump to Light-speed and Fold-speed. If enemy ships showed up now, there was no way the Espérer could outrun them.

      Jac called a meeting of the entire command staff once they were back underway.

      "Report, Commander Roxen," she asked.

      "We have restored the hyper drive and maneuvering. We can land the ship on the planet if we have to, but without the equipment and parts needed, we'll never get the Espérer off the ground."

      "So, until we stop at Plethrmore, hiding on a planet while we make repairs is out of the question," Jac reiterated.

      "Correct," Roxen confirmed.

      "Commander Griffnox?"

      "They should have everything we need on the planet. Getting it without funds or things to trade for them is questionable."

      "We don't ask," she said. "Once you have what you need, how long?"

      "Light-speed, a week. Fold…" Roxen shook his head. "Maybe three weeks. More likely, five to six. I won't know for sure until we can tear it down and see just how much was damaged."

      "Captain, you know this sector better than any of us. Is there a safe place we can go to make repairs?"

      "Not at our current capabilities. Once we have Light-speed, there are a couple of uninhabited planets we could make that would be safe enough."

      "So, we are sitting ducks for the next twenty-one days," Jac grumbled.

      "I'm afraid so," Quintan replied.

      She addressed Roxen. "At this speed, it will take us nearly a week to reach Plethrmore. Is there anything you can do enroute?"

      "If we have to. Doing so while moving, even at hyper-speed, means it will take longer than if we can stop the ship, Admiral. Additionally, as of this moment, we have only been able to restore part of hyper-drive. It is going to take another two days to fully restore it. Our main concern was getting clear of Juniter without further damage to the ship."

      She heaved a sigh. "Alright. How about sending the light-speed shuttles on to Plethrmore for as much of the supplies and repair parts as they can find?"

      Quintan broke in. "We still do not have the funds or things to trade for them."

      "No," she replied, "but we do have a pirate."

      "I was wondering when you were going to get to me," Duval said with a crooked grin. It quickly faded. " I would strongly suggest that we not…procure …the things we need until you make Plethrmore. The Plethians are not going to take kindly to my former way of shopping. Consequently, I would also recommend waiting until my three former ships catch up with us and using one of them instead of the Espérer shuttles."

      "Good idea," Quintan said. "Hurdrmere is only three days away at our current speed. The eighth planet has ten moons and one of those has an asteroid field orbiting it that we could hide in for a short time. It is not perfect. And anyone making a real effort to find us could. But if our resident pirate can lead the Plethrmore authorities in the opposite direction, once he gathers our supplies, it should do for our needs."

      "Duval?" she asked.

      "I will make it work. We'll depart in the other direction and circle back once we lose any pursuers. I'll use just the Oblelrisk and rendezvous with the Kyamar and Wyandot and have one of them bring the parts back to you." He addressed Roxen. "I'll need you or one of your top engineers to make sure we get what you need."

      "No problem," Roxen said.

      "Not you,” Jac snapped. They turned to her, apparently realizing they were overstepping their authority. “Roxen, you are needed here. Send one of your subordinates."

      Roxen nodded. “I have someone that can do the job.”

      “Good.” Jac faced Duval. "I know most of your people still do not want to join the Federation, but after Zort that may be a moot point. We—I really appreciate what they have done to help us, even though it is against their own wishes. But this is going to get dicey. We are effectively dead in the water—I mean, space—and we have a traitor on board who has already attempted to give away our location. Are you sure they will want to get even further involved in our mess?"

      He gave her his old and, she was sure, reliable charmer’s leer. "Pirates, Admiral. There is nothing a pirate likes more than a good fight. Especially, when they get to –" He glanced at Quintan. "– procure things. Just don’t be surprised if I come back with a few more items than will be needed to repair the engines."

      She ignored the leer and sat back and tried to think of any other options. When none came, Jac sat forward. "Alright, we have a plan. What do you need?"
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        * * *

      

      If time could kill, they would all be dead. Not knowing could also drive a person insane. Those were Jac's tormenters while Duval and the others were gone to gather what they needed to repair the Espérer's engines. For five agonizing days and nights, Jac had waited on the bridge, with little to no sleep, waiting for the Kyamar to bring back the supplies and Duval.

      The Wyandot and the Oblelrisk would lead the Plethians in a merry chase while the Kyamar snuck back to them. If all went as planned—and things rarely did—they would all meet at a prearranged location. That was her other tormentor, worrying about Duval’s former pirates and crew members. They were in danger and there was nothing she or the Espérer could do about it until they had light-speed back online. 00

      For the last nineteen days, Jac had barely left the engine rooms while Roxen and his engineers repaired the damage the still-unknown saboteur had caused. And it all made her feel useless. She couldn't help Roxen with the repairs. Nor could she help Furtnorex and Quintan with their hunt for the traitor.

      Furtnorex had questioned all one hundred and sixty-one people onboard the Espérer. Not once, but three times. Some, more than three times. Without successfully finding out who sent the message and/or had sabotaged the ship.

      As Furtnorex pointed out, there might be more than one person onboard plotting against them. Jac was so frustrated that she was contemplating using Leanna's so-called truth drug on the entire crew and passengers.

      "Admiral," Roxen called out, interrupting her tormenting thoughts and perusal of the possible planets that they could go to that Quintan had given her last week.

      "Commander," she replied.

      "Light-drive has been fully restored."

      A flash of hope flushed over her. "Two days early."

      "We do our best, Admiral."

      "Have you informed the captain?" she asked.

      "I have. He is making ready for departure as we speak."

      She punched her comm button. "Commander Furtnorex."

      "Admiral," came the reply.

      "Captain is making ready to get underway. Have all batteries manned and made ready."

      "Admiral," was her simple reply.

      Both she and Roxen heard her unvoiced anticipation. They had devised a secret plan to catch the traitor. Figuring they would try sending another message once the ship was underway and crew members were busy with their tasks.

      She asked Roxen. "Fold Drive?"

      "Best estimate is still five weeks, Admiral. And I will need two of them in a stationary location."

      "Understood," she replied. "Report to your battle station for now."

      "Admiral."

      Jac hurried to her predetermined station. Not for battle but to hopefully catch the traitor. Other trusted officers were, at the moment, doing the same thing all over the ship. She could feel the ship beginning to move out of the asteroid field. The best time for the saboteur to attempt another message was in the minutes before they go to light-speed.

      She arrived and waited with her nerves screaming for action. All the trusted officers and crew members changed to a secondary internal signal for communications so the traitor could not monitor their broadcast. Jac placed her hand over the communicator and fingered it as the minutes ticked by. Any second now they would –"

      "Kitchen. Urdxon."

      The frantic message was from Sara Campbell.

      Jac, Furtnorex, and Roxen had remained in the aft end of the ship, believing the traitor had to be one of the engineers to do as much damage as they had. Sara and Leanna, along with a few others, had been stationed mid-ship. That was more than two football fields and three decks up.

      "Captain, Commander Duval," she yelled into her communicator as she began running full out for the dining hall and kitchen area. They had remained near the front of the ship because they had argued that whoever sent the message had to have had knowledge of operational systems to send the first message and remain undetected.

      With each step she took, her fear for Sara grew. She was not a soldier. Yet neither was the cook. Unfortunately, he was an experienced space freighter who had had to learn how to fight in order to survive. And if he was their traitor and saboteur, he would be desperate to get away once he realized he was caught. And that would make him extremely dangerous.

      She'd just reached the long corridor that led to the dining hall when she heard a number of phaser blasts coming from the kitchen area. Her heart nearly stopped even as she sped up. Before she could reach the doorway, Quintan and Duval appeared at the other end of the corridor. All three of them reached the doorway nearly at the same time and were met with phaser fire.

      "Sara!" Jac screamed as Duval and Quintan returned fire at the barricaded cook.

      She got no response from Sara.

      "Pin them down," she ordered Quintan.

      "Go left," she ordered Duval. "I'll go right and low. On three."

      She held up her hand and ticked off the count. On three they moved and fired. Once she found cover, she called out. "Urdxon, there is no way out."

      Her answer was another series of blasts. From behind her, Griffnox yelled, "Why, Urdxon?"

      "Had to," was his reply. "Sarkann and his men found me when they invaded the ship. He allowed me to live if I agreed to help him recover his vessel." He paused. "And he said he could get Tratnox to agree to me joining his crew."

      "They will never honor those agreements," Griffnox said. "Once they get what they want, they will kill you."

      Urdxon grunted. "It was a chance I was willing to take, Commander. And besides, I don't want to go to another galaxy with a damn dommy. That wasn't the agreement we made. You should have never put an ignorant dommy in charge of all of us."

      Jac and Duval had been inching their way forward as Griffnox verbally engaged the cook. She saw Duval signal her to fire at the man and held up his hand with his fingers spread wide. He closed them one at a time and when he reached the last one, she fired several blasts.

      A moment later, the cook rose up to return her fire, but Duval fired first, striking the man in the side. Urdxon went down and she and Duval rushed his position. When they got to him, he sneered up at them.

      "You are all going to die." And with his final words he shook her, "And it will all be your fault."
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      Jac left the dead traitor to Griffnox and Roxen while she searched for Sara. She found her bleeding from a head wound in the kitchen and felt her soul die as she ran blindly to her side.

      "Sara!" she screamed hysterically, dropping to her knees beside her.

      She tenderly caressed her face, thinking she was dead, and recoiled when Sara moaned. "Sara! Sara!" She gently gathered the woman into her arms. "Medic!" Jac hollered as loud as she could.

      Griffnox appeared behind her and placed a firm hand on her shoulder. "Enroute, Admiral."

      He moved around so he, too, was kneeling beside the injured woman. "Let me see her, I've had emergency medical training."

      So had Jac, but she was too rattled to do more than just hold the woman she had recently made love to. Reluctantly she released Sara to his care and watched helplessly as he examined her and her wounds. "It is not too bad. The blast just grazed her side."

      "Her head?" Jac asked, pointing at the blood covering her face.

      Griffnox moved her hair out of the way. "A gash, nothing more." He glanced at the prep table and nodded. "I think she hit her head when she fell."

      Before she could say anything all of their comms went off with the excited voice of the Communications Officer. "Captain, we detected another unauthorized message being sent out from the kitchen area, and someone attempting to respond to it. And Captain, the message was from a Veagant ship. We were able to block most of both messages."

      Quintan hit his personal communicator. "Distance?"

      "Within this sector."

      "Tracking?" Quintan ordered.

      "Scanning, Captain. No visual or sensor returns."

      "Veagant ships have stealth capabilities. Check for any kind of gravimetric disturbance."

      "Urdxon was communicating with the Veagants?" Jac asked.

      "It appears so," Griffnox answered.

      "If true, that could work to our advantage," Duval said.

      "How?" Jac insisted.

      "There is only one thing the Veagants would want in a trade for their help—us. And if Sarkann was the one to broker the deal, he would have mandated that the ship be taken whole. Or with as little damage as possible."

      "That's not much of an advantage," Jac grumbled.

      Quintan moved within her view. "Maybe, but without the Fold Drive, it might be all we have. Commander Duval, will your pirates fight with us?"

      "Veagants are as much our—their—enemy as yours, Captain Quintan." He glanced over at Jac. “And they may not have taken the oath yet, but I think most of them have accepted that after Zort, they are a part of this group whether they like it or not.”

      "You've fought them before." It wasn't a question.

      "Once or twice," Duval replied cryptically.

      Quintan faced Jac. "I need to get back to the bridge, but you need to know that the Espérer is more than a match for a full-on battle with a Veagant warship. Even two or three of them. But Veagants don't hunt that way. They normally keep their larger ships out of range of a victim and send in their smaller fighter craft."

      Duval took over. "Veagant fighter craft—referred to by most that have faced them as knife fighters—are a quarter the size of our own fighters. They are operated by a single pilot, which the craft is barely able to hold. The majority of the Veagant fighters consist of a powerful forward-facing phase canon, with a limited number of shots available. Once they expend the phaser, they use the reenforced, knife-shaped front of the craft as a weapon and crash into the target."

      "Kamikazes," she responded. When she saw their confusion, she elaborated, "Suicide pilots."

      "Exactly," Duval and Quintan replied together.

      Duval continued alone. "They drive them into a vessel's most vulnerable section, such as the engine and bridge, destroying the ship's ability to maneuver and its command staff. Our advantage is, if they have made a deal with Sarkann for this ship, they may think twice before trying to destroy us in that way."

      "Taking away their primary attack tactic," Jac surmised.

      "Hopefully," Duval said. "Because it is an incredible hard tactic to defend against."

      "Alright," Jac said. She glanced between the two of them. "I take it you have both successfully beaten off attacks by them."

      "I have, once," Quintan replied. "By outrunning them. Which is not an option this time."

      "Four times," Duval said, "by attacking their main weakness."

      "Which is?" Jac asked.

      "Their fighters are all pilots and weaponry. There is very little room left for fuel and breathable air. Consequently, they have to stay relatively close to their support ships. If we can keep just far enough ahead of the main fleet, they will send their fighters after us. Most ships that are attacked by them will try to escape,” he glanced at Quintan, “outrun the larger warships."

      Knowing Duval as she did now, she suspected how he combated the Veagants. "You charged their fleet, didn't you?"

      "Another limitation the Veagant fighters have is they can only sustain their top end light-speed for a short time. It will burn up what limited fuel they have onboard. You pull them far enough away from the support ships, and they cannot make it back. They run out of fuel trying to chase you back to their fleet. You then hit the main warships as hard as you can and keep going in the same direction."

      "This has worked for you," Quintan asked.

      "Four times," Duval verified.

      The medical team arrived and began working on Sara. Jac watched until they placed her on a gurney-like hover bed. She wanted to go with her to the medical bay but knew she couldn't. "Keep me advised," she told Dr. Askerton.

      "I will," he replied.

      "Alright, Captain, battle stations," she told the rest of them and offered Duval. "I leave the choice of battle stations up to you, Commander. In command of our fighter group or on the bridge of the Wyandot."

      He gave her his signature grin. "I am a lot better fighter pilot than I am a ship's captain, Admiral."

      She nodded. "Take charge of the Espérer's and Wyandot's fighter groups and blow us a hole that we can get these ships through."

      "Will do, Admiral." He joined Quintan as they all headed toward the bridge.

      She could hear them talking about the timing of the forthcoming battle. They were not cutting her out of the planning out of disrespect, just giving her time to deal with the severe injuries of her lover. Which meant she needed to seriously reevaluate her relationship with Sara Campbell, or with anyone onboard the Espérer or under her command.
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        * * *

      

      The plan worked, until it didn't.

      Duval had presented what he knew was the only feasible plan to the Admiral and Captain. What he hadn't told them is that the last time he had employed this strategy against the Veagants, he had noticed that they had staggered their fighters more than usual. It would have been devastating to his small fleet if he hadn't adjusted his plan on the fly. Which was why he was in an Espérer fighter and not on the bridge of the Wyandot. He needed to be in the vanguard so he could evaluate the plan as it unfolded.

      He, Quintan, Griffnox, and Roxen all had some experience with a number of solar systems and planets in this sector of space. All of them had agreed that the two best choices for their next stop were either Genisay or Merlon.

      Both were huge trading planets, similar to Jup, but with centralized planetary governments and militaries. Genisay had the ability to travel throughout the galaxy, even though they rarely left their own solar system. Their space fleet was one of the more powerful in the sector and had defeated the Veagant raiders numerous times.

      Merlon was like Jup in more than being a trading station; they, too, had once been invaded and conquered by another world. Unlike Jup, they had overthrown their oppressors and reclaimed their planet. The Merlonians did not explore space like other spacefaring civilizations. They stayed within their own solar system and had built one of the most formidable solar system and planetary defense shields in the galaxy. No one got through it without the Merlonian's authorization.

      The plan was to make the Veagants believe they were headed to Genisay before turning and heading straight to Merlon. In order to enter the solar system, you had to have prior approval from the Merlon government, which Quintan had and the Veagants most definitely did not.

      Duval had split his small force of fighters into three groups. He led the vanguard, while Commander Slutter led the left wing one hundred PTU to the left of their four-ship fleet, and Commander Vanic led the right wing one hundred PTU to the right.

      Normally, Duval would have positioned the weaker ships between the more heavily armed ones when anticipating an attack from an enemy, especially the Veagants. And he would have kept them within visual range of each other. But since the Espérer was the most likely target of the Veagants and not the crew, the command staff had agreed on a different formation.

      They wanted to pull the Veagants into the Federation's trap and not be pulled into one themselves. Therefore, the Kyamar, as the third most powerful of their four-ship fleet, was in the lead, with the Espérer a thousand PTU behind. Far enough apart to not seem to be in a convoy, yet close enough to provide assistance when the attack came. The Oblelrisk and the Wyandot were similarly positioned about two hundred PTUs behind the Espérer.

      All of them were certain that the Veagants were going to attack. The unknown was whether or not they would attack one of them for food, as they usually did. Or would they concentrate their attack on the Espérer as a part of an agreement with Sarkann.

      If they held to their usual tactics, they would target one of the supposedly lightly armored freighters. If their attack was to fulfill a contract with the Kyakans, they would concentrate their assault on the Espérer.

      With the ships positioned as they were, the two Federation battleships could come to the aid of the smaller ships if they were the target. And if the Espérer—as they strongly believed—was the target, the other three ships could come to their aid.

      A normal Veagant attack was to swarm their victim with overwhelming fighter force, not caring how many of their fighter pilots were sacrificed in the attack. Once disabled, heavily armed Veagant troop shuttles would swoop in and remove as many of the crew as they could before any nearby ship could respond.

      These shuttles carried Veagant soldiers that were as formidable as any army in the galaxy, including the Kyakans and Egrean Soldier Class troops. Few could stand up against them, and fewer still survived a direct confrontation with Veagant soldiers.

      They were just over a parsec from Genisay and neither the Espérer nor the Wyandot had spotted the Veagant fleet. Duval was beginning to wonder if all their preparation was for naught. He picked up the comm to break radio silence when an alert from the Espérer interrupted him.

      "Veagant fighters materializing to the left of the Espérer!"

      The attack was starting. "Commander Slutter!" Duval yelled into the comm.

      "Moving to intercept."

      "Commander Vanic," Duval radioed.

      "We are moving into position," Vanic replied.

      His group would fill the slot vacated by Slutter and his fighters as they moved to intercept the Veagants. The Kyamar and the Oblelrisk moved to within phaser range to aid the Espérer. The Wyandot and Duval's fighters would wait for the initial attack by the Veagants and turn and head straight for the Veagant fleet.

      The hope was to inflict enough damage on the Veagant battleship that many of the Veagant fighters would turn back to defend their own fleet.

      Everything seemed to be going as planned. Duval found the three Veagant warships just where he thought he would. There was a Galactic Class Battleship—from where the fighters had come from—and two Veagant Battle Cruisers running screen for the larger ship.

      To most scanners, the Wyandot would appear like a full-size Galactic Class Battleship and would prepare for a fight with one. But the Wyandot was less than half the size and twice as fast at light-speed as the larger, slightly slower Galactic Class Battleships. And her weaponry could match two such class ships.

      Duval's plan was to hit-and-run, and hit-and-run again, until the Veagant fighters moved to protect their base ship. The optimal goal was to get the Veagant ships to chase after the Wyandot, pulling them away from the Espérer and the fighters they left behind.

      The Wyandot's powerful weapons blasted a hole through the Veagant's shields on the first attack. Duval was lining up to make his run at the large ship when he saw something that stopped him dead. Another large formation of Veagant knife fighters were positioned just past the Veagant fleet, their presence hidden by a scanner suppression cloak. It could only mean one thing, another Veagant Galactic Class Battleship was nearby.

      "Fighter One to Home Base, break and run!" he yelled into his comm. "There is another Galactic base ship and another swarm of fighters out here."

      It was the contingency they had planned for yet prayed they would not have to implement, because it basically meant every ship was to make a run for the protection of the Genisay or Merlon home worlds. The Espérer and the Kyamar would turn toward Merlon, while the Wyandot and Oblelrisk would continue on toward Genisay. Regrettably, that plan had been made when they thought they would be facing a single Veagant fleet and not two of them.

      He and his fighters dropped back and reached the Espérer as either the first or second wave of knife fighters blasted away at the ship's shields. None of the Veagant fighters were attacking the Kyamar, who was now in range and blasting away at the knife fighters. But there were hundreds of the little ships and no matter how many the Kyamar and the Espérer destroyed, more took their place and continued the attack, eating away at the ship's shields.

      He and his twenty fighters joined the fray and began taking out as many as they could. Unfortunately, more than half his fighters were manned by the new pilots they had picked up on Jup. And most of them did not have the experience for this kind of battle and were lost within the first few minutes.

      A bright explosion diverted his attention as he lined up to take out three more of the knife fighters. The center of the Espérer's shields had buckled and the knife fighters were dive-bombing the ship, causing a number of explosions.

      "They're not trying to take the ship in one piece," he exclaimed. The advantage they thought they would have in this fight wasn't there.

      Fortunately, Quintan had reinforced the rear shields around the engine section of the ship, so they were still at full speed. If they could last just a bit longer, they might get out of range of the knife fighters. Unfortunately, that still left the Veagant fleet, which was in pursuit.

      Duval was down to just him and four other fighters when he saw the rear of the Espérer take a direct hit, just forward of the engines, from a line of knife fighters. The huge ship rocked to one side and slowed.

      "No!" If the Espérer lost propulsion, there was no hope, no saving the ship and her crew.

      More than twenty knife fighters remained, and there was no way he and his four ships could defeat them and protect the Espérer. His daughter Même was on the Espérer. Everything he loved and cared about flashed through his mind as he saw the Espérer begin to turn and drift in space.

      In the distance he could see a line of larger Veagant troop carriers approaching the disabled ship. "Fighter One," he called over the radio, "take out as many of those troop carriers as you can. Maybe we can buy the Admiral enough time to get our ship back underway."

      "Commander," one of them replied, "See you on the other side."

      The other side of death. Because that was all that was left for all of them now.

      He and the others charged at the line of troop carriers at full speed. But before they could reach them, a large warship he didn't recognize dropped out of Light-speed and began firing at the troop shuttles. Before he could react to the new danger, another group of warships dropped out of Light-speed, as well, and also began firing at the Veagant fleet as they were about to catch up to the Espérer.

      "Who the hell are they?" Lieutenant Payne asked.

      "I don't know, but they are killing Veagants. So, stop talking and see how many you can take out."

      Even as he gave the order, dozens of fighters similar in size to theirs launched from the largest of the new warships. They quickly engaged the remaining knife fighters, leaving only two for him and his four ships. Duval quickly dispatched the Veagant fighters and headed back to the Espérer.

      Two of the unknown cruiser class warships were taking up positions on either side of the Espérer, using their shields to protect the crippled ship. Their weapons were blasting away at the now retreating Veagant warships, destroying all but one of them before they could make good on their escape.

      Within minutes the area around Duval and the Espérer was littered with destroyed Veagant ships. "Fighter One to Home Base," he radioed.

      "Home Base to Fighter One, go ahead," the Espérer replied.

      "We seem to have new friends. Any idea who they are?" he asked.

      There was a long pause before Quintan himself got on the comms. "No. None of us have seen these kinds of ships before, and they are not responding to our hails."

      "They seem to be on our side." Duval glanced around at the sheer number of warships still dropping out of Light-speed, and at the overwhelming number of fighters zipping around what was left of his group and the ravaged Espérer. "Or at least not hostile to us."

      "Agreed," Quintan replied.

      Duval pressed the comm. "Commander Duval Longknife of the Federation to the…to the warships who just saved our asses."

      No response.

      "We thank you for your assistance. My fighters are running low on fuel and need to land. Can you ask your ships to give way so we can make our approach?"

      Even though there was no verbal response, almost immediately, the two cruisers alongside the Espérer dropped their shields and began moving away. "Fighter One to Home, requesting permission to land."

      "Home Base to Fighter One, fighter deck is inoperative, you will need to use the shuttle bay for landing."

      "Understood," he replied and glanced over at one of his fighters. "Five chicks, Home Base, one is in bad shape. Suggest that the four healthy chicks land first then prepare for emergency landing for a wounded bird."

      "Understood."

      "Fighter One, let’s go home," he ordered.
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        * * *

      

      Jac stood on a badly damaged bridge. Fires still burned unchecked from two of the stations. Smoke made it hard for the living to breathe. Two of the bridge officers no longer needed to worry about it as they had been killed during the battle.

      Damage and partial casualty reports had been coming fast and furious during the height of the fight, yet she couldn't recall them as she gazed around at the near total destruction of the Espérer.

      Quintan was showing why he, above all others, was the captain of the ship. He had not wavered or faltered once during the fight, giving orders as if it were just another day, another drill.

      "Admiral," he called her name loudly, and she was aware it was not the first time he had addressed her.

      She blinked to clear the blood and smoke from her eyes. "Captain?"

      "I need to check the ship for damage. Can you try making contact with our rescuers?"

      "Can do, Captain." She gazed mournfully at the two dead officers. "We need…we need –" She choked back a sob. "– to know how many…we lost."

      He glanced at the two dead officers and nodded silently before hurrying from the bridge.

      One of the dead was the communications officer, so she turned to the operations officer. "Ops, keep trying to raise those ships."

      "Admiral."

      She stumbled over and sat down in the captain's chair and watched the arrival of three more of the unknown warships through the partly damaged viewscreen. "Tracking, how many is that now?"

      "With those last two, twelve, Admiral. It is a full battle fleet with two of the largest Galactic Class Battleships I've ever seen."

      "Twelve," she muttered.

      "And Admiral," the officer said. "I am picking up another full battle fleet dropping out of Fold near Genisay and the Wyandot."

      She stared at him in trepidation. "Two full fucking battle fleets," she repeated. "Dear God, I hope to hell they are friendly." He gave her a perplexed gaze. "To us. I pray they are friendly to us."

      His eyes told her he was hoping for the same thing. "Long-range scans show they have also engaged the Veagants that were attacking the Wyandot and Oblelrisk."

      "Can you tell how badly they were damaged?"

      "The Wyandot is moving, the Oblelrisk…the Oblelrisk was destroyed, Admiral. Scanners picked up a few escape pods before the largest of the explosions.” The officer swallowed. “The ship appears to be a total loss."

      "Dear God," she cried. "Keep me informed.

      "Admiral," he replied.

      Ops broke in. "Fighter One is back onboard.”

      "If he is able, have Commander Duval report to the bridge."

      "Admiral," he answered.

      Jac collapsed back in the chair and surveyed the damage again. They would not have survived another five minutes if not for the intervention of whoever those people out there were.

      Her eyes stung. Whether from the smoke or weight of realization settling down on her. An entire ship lost. Unknown number of dead on it and on the other ships. People who had entrusted her with their lives, their dreams, their aspirations for a new life of freedom. All gone in the blink of an eye.

      She didn't know how long she had sat lost in her thoughts. But when a hand touched her shoulder, she jerked violently away and whipped round to find Duval standing there.

      "Sorry," she said.

      “No need," he replied and leaned toward her. "You've been wounded."

      She fingered her forehead. "Falling ship parts." She nodded to the debris all around them. "They were not trying to take the ship in one piece."

      "I noticed." He, too, surveyed the damage. "Something tells me that they were not interested in honoring their agreement with Sarkann."

      "Yeahhh." Jac studied the hovering warships on the viewscreen. She nodded toward the display. "Any idea who they are?"

      He shook his head. "I was born on a freighter one hundred and thirty-five years ago, Admiral. And in all that time," he waved at the viewscreen, "I have never seen ships of that configuration. They are not from any known part of this galaxy."

      "Are you thinking they are from another galaxy?"

      He shrugged. "The Maltal Galaxy has billions and billions of solar systems. The combined forces of the Egreans, Kyakans, and the Gorthronians have only explored a comparatively small part of it. So, they could be from just another part of the Maltal Galaxy, or from yours, or a completely different one. There is no way of knowing until we can talk to them."

      "Admiral," the ops officer interrupted. "We are receiving a hail from…from whoever those people are."

      She exhaled. "About time. Put them through."
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      The only viewscreen not damaged during the fight was the small, personal one on the Captain's chair. Jac sat up as best she could and wiped the blood from her face just as the Operations Officer transferred the call from their saviors.

      The image surprised her as it was a very human-looking woman in a pristine military uniform that greeted her.

      "I am Admiral Jac Morgan, of the United Federation of Galactic Planets."

      The woman said something to someone off-screen in a language Jac, nor the translator, understood. When her attention was back on Jac, she circled her finger in a gesture to continue. Jac understood that she needed her to continue speaking in order for their translator to identify the key parts of their language.

      "We are a small group of people of different worlds that have banded together in order to protect ourselves from those that would enslave and destroy us. The people you just saved us from are called Veagants. They attacked our worlds to steal our people, which they use to feed the beings on their –"

      "Yes, we know," the woman said, the interruption suggesting that their translator could now interpret what she was saying. "They used one of our black-hole corridors to raid worlds on our side of the galaxy."

      "Black-hole corridor?" Jac asked.

      "A naturally occurring corridor, formed by two black holes becoming intwined. That is the simplest, non-scientific explanation I can give right now. It is of course a great deal more complicated. But for the time being, that is all you need to know. We Tnorthians have used them for years to explore different parts of our galaxy. The one the, what did you call them, Veagants?”

      "Yes."

      The woman continued. "It is not what we are calling them. Anyway, these Veagants attacked the outpost station on this side of the corridor and used it to get to our side of the black hole. They attacked a number of our vessels, our outpost, and one planet, murdering tens of thousands and escaping back through the corridor to this," she waved her hand about, "side of the corridor with thousands of our people."

      "They do the same thing to unprotected worlds and spacecraft in this part of the galaxy," Jac advised. "May I ask your name?"

      “Fleet Admiral Dianineth Samllie, of the Tnorthian Space Force."

      Jac heard someone in the background say something to the woman, and she held her hand up to stop Jac from talking. She hit something on the display to her side, and Jac could now hear her own voice replaying her initial introduction.

      "Ah, Admiral Jac Morgan of the United Federation of Galactic Planets." Her brows furrowed. "How small?"

      Jac stared blankly back until she recalled her disclosers earlier. "This ship and the people on it." She shrugged. “And the people on the other three ships that were under attack."

      The woman's face lit up with amusement. "Really? That is your entire United Federation of Galactic Planets?"

      "For now," Jac said. "I, and several others on this ship, were abducted from our home planets by a world called Egrean. We escaped and are trying to get back to our homes. To better protect ourselves and to create solidarity, we all agreed to form a single entity."

      Dianineth worried her lower lips for a second and nodded. "A good idea. It is always better when people work together to achieve a mutual goal."

      Jac tried to say something reassuring or positive, but her head hurt too much to accomplish it. "Not wishing to assume anything, are you and your fleet here as an enemy or a friend?"

      "Neither," Dianineth replied. "As I said, these Veagants murdered our people, destroyed our corridor stations in this quadrant and in ours, raided a number of our outposts and a planet under our protection, murdering and capturing those they did not kill. Afterward, they escaped back with more than five thousand of our people. We are here to retrieve those people and to make sure these Veagants never again raid into our quadrant of the galaxy."

      Jac touched her head and when she lowered it, she stared at the blood. "I got that part, Admiral Samllie." She refocused on the viewscreen. "What I am trying to ascertain is whether or not me and my people are going to have to fend you and your people off. Or are you here as an ally?"

      Dianineth studied Jac for a moment. "Admiral Morgan, unless you give us cause, we are not your enemy, neither are we your ally."

      Duval stepped into view of the screen. "Maybe a temporary alliance is within the realm of feasibility, Admiral Samllie."

      The woman’s brow furrowed. "Why would we want even a temporary alliance?"

      "Commander Duval," he replied and asked. "How long ago was this attack on your planet?"

      Jac could tell she did not like the question. "They began attacking our outpost closest to the corridor twenty-eight days ago. We mounted a counterattack seven days ago and have been pursuing them ever since."

      He waved his arm toward the destroyed Veagant ships. "It is highly unlikely that the Veagants you just battled were the ones who attacked your world. This fleet has aligned itself with two of our enemies in order to capture us and retake this ship. They and our enemies have been pursuing us in this quadrant of the galaxy."

      She sat back in her chair and stared at Duval in a kind of battle of wills. Eventually, she sat up. "You seem to know a great deal about these Veagants, Commander Duval Longknife."

      "I have battled them before."

      “Interesting,” she murmured before refocusing on Jac.

      “Admiral, your ship is badly damaged. Our scanners show a number of hull breaches and some damage to your superstructure. We also show a great many dead and wounded on your vessel. With your permission, we will send over medical personnel and engineers to help you. Once you are able, I propose we sit down and have a longer conversation about what aid we can provide one another."

      Jac wasn’t ready to completely trust this Admiral Samllie. Yet she couldn’t refuse their help, either. Too many had just died for that. "Agreed, and thank you," she answered.

      When the viewscreen cut off, Jac all but collapsed. It had taken every ounce of energy she had left to keep up a strong appearance in front of the other admiral. She was barely aware of Duval taking charge and ordering others to take her to the medical bay.

      Four very strong arms carried her from the bridge and down the corridors toward the medical bay. Everything became flashes as she watched the ceiling of the corridors whiz by. In some, sections of the walls and ceiling were intact. And in others, fires still burned, and smoke was as thick as a London fog.

      The men carried her into the bay and one of them asked where to put her. Someone, she thought it might have been Dr. Askerton, told them to take her back into the hall as there was no room in the med bay.

      "It's the Admiral," one of them told him.

      "How badly is she hurt?" Askerton appeared at her side. He did a quick examination of her wounds before focusing on her face. "You’ll live, mostly cuts and bruises. But, Admiral, you might have a minor concussion, so stay off your feet for as long as you can." He directed her escorts. "Take her back outside. Someone will get to her as soon as they can."

      "Doctor, she is –"

      She laid a restraining hand on the man's arm. "He's right." She glanced around at the dead and dying overwhelming every available surface in the med bay. "Critically wounded first and foremost. Take me back to the hallway. I can wait with the others that are not that badly wounded."

      "Admiral," he replied reluctantly, before complying with her orders and taking Jac back into the corridor.

      They sat her down as gently as they could and stood back awaiting new orders. "Return to your duties. There are a lot of crew members in need of help."

      "Admiral," they both replied, snapping a quick salute.

      After they left, she glanced in both directions. The hallway was littered with blackened and bloodied people. Most of them were far worse off than she was. Jac started to get up, yet her legs and arms failed her, and she slid back down to the floor. Maybe she would just rest for a second or two. She closed her eyes and listened to the sounds of people rushing to and fro.

      Jac jerked when a soft hand stroked her head, startling her awake. Opening her eyes, she found a very concerned Sara.

      "Your head?" Jac asked and reached for the white bandage wrapped around her skull.

      "The incision will need to be permanently closed later. Right now there are people hurt a lot worse than me." She moved Jac's head to the side and examined her cut. "Or you."

      "We'll have matching scars," Jac joked.

      Sara smiled. "Not unless we both refuse the dermal regenerator."

      "Dermal regenerator," Jac repeated. She caressed Sara's cheek. "Just think, less than a year ago, you didn't even know what that was."

      Sara snickered. "Chronologically age-wise for me, it was 1815, and I didn't know about most of what I know now." She returned the gesture and caressed Jac's cheek. "And neither did you."

      "Aren't we a pair," Jac quibbled.

      Sara beamed as she began bandaging Jac's head. "I like to think so."

      Her decision to break things off with Sara flashed through her mind. But now was not the time for such discussions. She allowed her to finish treating her and listlessly watched as Sara moved to the next person in the hallway in need of triage. The woman was an efficient, competent nurse and budding doctor. Jac continued to watch until Sara was nearly to the end of her side of the hallway. When she crossed over and began working her way back down toward Jac, she accepted that it was time for her to get back to work herself.

      When she stood up, she wobbled slightly and had to use the wall to support her weight.

      "Admiral, you need to lay down."

      Jac found Nurse Dotnon standing there, warily watching her.

      Jac shook her head. "No. I need to get back to the bridge and find out what is going on."

      She could tell the woman wanted to argue, yet she held her protest.

      "Was the med bay hit?" she asked to begin her assessment of the damage and casualties.

      "No, Admiral, we were not hit during the attack. The medical staff is all accounted for."

      "Thank God for that," Jac muttered.

      "We've received four doctors and more than a dozen medical technicians from the warships that helped beat back the attack on us."

      Jac frowned as she surveyed the hallway again. She had been watching Sara so closely that she had not paid attention to the others rushing back and forth in the hallway. She did now and realized that most of the able-bodied people were not familiar to her.

      "Tnorthians," Jac said absentmindedly.

      "So they tell me," Dotnon replied. "Whoever they are, they seem to know their business." The nurse's face was troubled. "From what we have been able to determine so far, more than half our crew are dead. Two thirds of those still alive are wounded. We still do not have exact figures, but it’s bad. And many of the wounded will not survive if not for the Tnorthian's help."

      Jac tapped the nurse's arm. "Carry on, Nurse Dotnon."

      “Admiral," she replied and moved to another wounded person a few feet away.

      Jac's legs nearly gave out on her. Eighty or more dead. Fifty to sixty wounded, and an unknown number possibly dying as well. She had just gotten nearly her entire command massacred. "Great job, Jac," she muttered sarcastically. It was taking everything inside of her to not allow the guilt to overwhelm her. Something she knew she could not afford right now.

      "Admiral." someone called.

      Jac looked up to find Duval headed her way. "Commander," she replied as he reached her.

      "The captain is on the fighter deck and would like a word with you, if you are able to attend him."

      She raised her chin and gazed at him.

      "He is not happy that you authorized all these –" he glanced at two of the Tnorthians working on some of their crew "– non-Federation troops being on our ship."

      "Eighty dead," she said simply.

      "Eighty-three, Admiral. That is the latest count," he replied.

      She swallowed "Eighty-three." She closed her eyes and forced back the bile threatening to escape. "And dozens wounded." She opened her eyes and gazed at him expectedly. "Just what the hell does he think we were going to do to stop them from boarding our ship?"

      "I think he would have just liked to have been advised that you had authorized their help before they began showing up in mass."

      Her hackles went up for a moment as an image of all the dead filtered back into her mind. "He is absolutely right, Commander. I should have notified him as soon as they made the offer."

      His lips thinned. "Would you like me to advise him you are injured and unable to join him on the fighter deck?"

      "No. I will make my own apologies, Commander. I take it that you are helping assess the damage to the ship."

      "I am," he replied. "And with your permission, once I have a preliminary report, I would like to take a shuttle to the Wyandot and do the same there."

      She patted his arm. "Granted."

      "Thank you." He said and headed back down the hallway.

      The Oblelrisk had been destroyed with just a few escape pods seen getting away, so she had no idea how many lives had been lost on that ship as a result. Additionally, the Wyandot had reportedly been as badly damaged as the Espérer. Which meant more wounded and dead. All under her leadership.

      Jac headed to the Fighter Deck, wondering if she could resign as the Admiral. Quintan would make a better admiral. So would Griffnox and Roxen. Hell, even Leanna would do a better job than Jac had.

      She reached the Fighter Deck and found Quintan near a huge hole in the side of the ship, the structural emergency forcefield the only thing preventing everything in the area from being sucked into the vacuum of space. When he heard her coming, he pinned her with angry eyes.

      "You want my resignation, you can have it," he offered.

      "Funny, I was going to offer you mine," she replied.

      "You're not firing me," he insisted.

      "No," she said and shook her head. "Are you firing me?"

      "No," he answered.

      They both regarded each other for several heartbeats. Finally, he resumed his examination of the gaping hole in the side of the ship. In the distance she could see one of the Tnorthian's battle cruisers still on station about a hundred PTUs away.

      "I guess we are stuck with each other, Admiral," he said.

      She heaved a sigh and moved up beside him. "I guess so." Jac faced him and straightened her spine as best she could. "I owe you an apology, Captain Quintan."

      His jaw flexed and the muscles in his face bunched and relaxed. "No, you don't. It's your fleet, and your choice. I was just taken by surprise when I found unfamiliar soldiers running around on my ship."

      "As you should," she said. "And I should have informed you straightaway about the offer of assistance from the Tnorthians."

      He gave her face a once over and replied. "Enough whining. Just what help have these Tnorthians offered?"

      "Medical, for one. Engineers, for another. As what else, I suggest that once you are through with your inspections, that we meet with the Tnorthian commander and find out just how much help they are willing to give us."

      "Give me another hour, Admiral."

      "Captain," she replied and headed back toward the bridge.

      

      By mutual agreement, an hour later, she, Quintan, Roxen, and Furtnorex were boarding a shuttle and headed to the Tnorthian flagship.

      It was a third larger than the Espérer, with two levels of fighter ports and launch bays. She had witnessed its fire power and knew that it more than matched the Espérer's. And the Tnorthians had two of them sitting within view of the Espérer, and another two near where the Wyandot was adrift in space.

      Of the twelve support ships, four of them were nearly as large as the Espérer, however, Jac couldn't tell if they had their own fighter groups onboard or not. All in all, what she saw was an incredibly large and powerful armada.

      They landed on the Tnorthian's ship and were escorted by a twenty-man, heavily-armed detail of soldiers. When they arrived at the bridge, Jac was surprised when Admiral Samllie dismissed the escort detail and invited her and the rest of her officers to join her in her briefing room.

      The woman was as tall as Jac, with mahogany skin, black hair, and dark brown eyes. Her bearing was no-nonsense military. When she spoke, there was a one to two second delay in translating her words into English.

      "Welcome aboard the Exeter," she said before pointing to Jac's head, and tapped her own temple. "Your translators are imbedded near your jaw?"

      "Yes," Jac replied, hearing the delay once again.

      "If you will permit," Dianineth said. She turned and said something to one of the men who had followed them into the room. He nodded and moved toward Jac, raising a small pad of some kind toward her head.

      Jac took a hasty step back and the woman barked something in her language at the man, who stopped.

      "It will download our language into your translator, so that there is no delay or misinterpretation of our conversation."

      Jac nodded and stood still as he approached her again. She felt a slight vibration from the imbedded translator.

      "Again," Dianineth said, "welcome aboard the Exeter."

      This time there was no delay in the translation.

      "May I?" the soldier asked her as he pointed to the other Federation officers."

      "Yes, go ahead."

      A few minutes later, he had downloaded the Tnorthian language into all of their translators.

      "Now we can talk without sounding like we are in a long corridor," Dianineth said. "Please sit.”

      "Thank you," Jac replied then introduced the others in her party to the admiral. As her officers sat down, she continued. "I would like to also thank you for coming to our aid in the battle. I doubt we would have survived without your intervention."

      "These beings you call Veagants are now our enemy as well as yours."

      "You said they attacked your world and your space stations," Jac reiterated what the woman had told her earlier.

      "Outpost and a world under our protection, Admiral Morgan. The easiest description of our society is that we are a collection of a number of worlds, banded together under one main governing entity, with each world maintaining its own government and control. A Federation, as you called it. The one the Veagants attacked was an unarmed, peaceful and agricultural world. My home world, to be precise."

      "And you have followed them here to retrieve the people they abducted."

      Hate burned in the woman’s eyes. "That and make sure they never target one of our worlds again."

      Quintan spoke up. "We do not believe that the Veagants that we engaged are the same ones you are after."

      "So your Commander Duval Longknife said. And we agree with his assessment, Captain Quintan," Dianineth said. "Yet they are of the same world that attacked us, and we plan on questioning the survivors to learn where we can find our people."

      "That is highly unlikely to provide you with any useful information,” Furtnorex said.

      The Tnorthian Admiral glared at her. "Why is that?"

      "The Veagant upper command staff is very fragmented and compartmentalized," she answered. "They rarely share what one group is doing with another one. In addition, there has never been a Veagant commander taken alive. They will kill themselves rather than be taken by an enemy. As soon as your troops disabled their ships, their command staff would have committed mass suicide. And the soldiers you do capture will not know anything about their own operations, much less about what a different fleet was doing."

      Dianineth muttered something Jac was sure was a curse even though the translators did not translate it into English.

      "We, on the other hand, can help you find your people," Quintan said.

      Jac cringed inwardly. They hadn’t discussed this possibility, but she had considered it privately. She had tabled the idea as she didn’t like adding souls to those she shouldered the responsibility for. Nevertheless, she wouldn’t interfere as what he was doing was for the best for all of them.

      "Oh? How?" The Tnorthian admiral asked ominously.

      "We know where the Veagant home world is. And I believe I know a way to discover the whereabouts of other Veagant fleets."

      "How?" she asked.

      He waved his hand at the rest of the Federation officers as Jac wondered what he was up to. He didn't leave any of them in suspense. "Our enemy, a world called Kyakan, wants our ship, and they hired the Veagants to get it for them."

      Her brows puckered. "From the bridge of my ship, it seemed like they were doing everything in their power to destroy you, not capture your ship."

      "Not the most important part of the ship, Admiral Samllie. They targeted our engines, our fighter bays, and our bridge. But they left the section of the ship that holds our computer systems and Fold Bubble generator alone. That is the one thing they cannot rebuild or duplicate. They needed to take that intact."

      "Alright," she conceded. "But how does that help us?"

      "Because the Kyakans, or more importantly, a Kyakan admiral by the name of Sarkann, made a deal with the Veagants for those systems. And I know Sarkann. He will know the whereabouts of every Veagant fleet in this quadrant. You help us get to a safe port and we help you find him."

      She glanced from Quintan to Jac. "We will not get involved in a fight with your enemy. It is not our way." She paused while glancing from one of her officers to another as if asking a question of them. When Dianineth addressed Jac again, she saw determination in the woman’s eyes. "If this Sarkann is in league with the people who attacked our worlds, we will help you to capture him."

      "Agreed," Quintan said. His jaw muscle pulsed as he must have remembered he wasn't in charge because he faced her with a questioning gaze.

      "Agreed," Jac reiterated. "But first, we need to take care of our ships. Can you tow us and my other damaged ships to a world called Merlon?"

      "We can," she replied.

      Griffnox cut in. "Admiral Morgan, Commander Duval requested that the Kyamar be sent to the Wyandot. He said they could tow the ship if it was needed."

      "Commander Duval?" Dianineth asked.

      "My Fighter Commander. He used to command the other warship the Veagants damaged," Jac said. "He took a shuttle to check on the casualties and damages to the ship."

      Dianineth's face relaxed. "Was he the one leading your fighter group when we arrived?"

      "He was," Jac answered.

      "Brave man," the woman said, "and good pilot. He was willing to sacrifice himself to save his ship."

      "He is both of those things, and more" Jac agreed.

      They all stood up and then Quintan stopped them.

      "Admiral Samllie, I am going to assume that you are not familiar with the solar systems and worlds in this quadrant."

      Her facial expression went blank. "You can if you wish."

      That gave Jac, and apparently Quintan, pause.

      "The Merlonians are not a trusting nor friendly people,” Quintan said. “In the past they were invaded by a number of stronger, more aggressive races. In the end, they were able to overthrow and expel those invaders. And as a result, they have one of the most powerful planetary and solar system defenses in this part of the galaxy. If they see your armada approaching their territory, they will respond with overwhelming force."

      Her eyes narrowed. "Which, I assume, is why you wish to go there."

      "It is," he said.

      "Your suggestion?"

      "I have dealt with them in the past, so they know me as a friend. When we are one light-year out, I will take one of our shuttles to the outer rim of their defense perimeter and request permission for our disabled ships and their escorts to cross into their territory."

      "My fleet?" she asked.

      "Will not be permitted within the protected zone. Nor will this large of a battleship. They will permit a smaller warship, so long as all the weapons remain offline."

      "Your ship is nearly as large as mine," she pointed out.

      "And heavily damaged. They will not see it as a threat."

      The admiral considered what he said for several seconds and nodded. "I would like to meet these Merlonians and will accompany you to this planet."
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      The Espérer arrived at the outer rim of the Merlonian Protection Zone with only sixty-four crew members and officers combined that were still alive. And five of them might not survive the week. The Espérer was once again being manned by fifteen as the other forty-nine were still too injured to report for duty. Thank God the computer system that allowed the Espérer to be operated by a single person was still operational. Or thanks to Sarkann as Jac and the others suspected the Veagants agreements with him had made them avoid that section of the ship.

      Before the battle, Jac had been questioning her right to command this group. Now… Now she was convinced she had no business doing it, yet she also knew she could not abandon them as they currently were.

      "Full stop," Quintan ordered.

      "Full stop," the pilot replied.

      "Keep the ship here, Admiral, until I have authorization from the Merlonian Solar System control."

      She didn't like it but knew they had no choice. She repeated her orders, "If either the Egrean or Kyakan fleets show up, I will declare a Diplomatic Emergency before moving the ships into the outer zone of their territory."

      His mouth thinned. "Let's hope that does not happen as it will start a clock we do not want running."

      The clock was a forty-eight-hour safe haven clock. After that, the Merlonians would insist that the Federation remove its ships from their territory.

      "Just hurry," she reminded him. "There is no way we can prepare this ship for another battle in that time. And although the Tnorthians have agreed to remain in the area, they have made it clear that they will not come to our aid unless it is a Veagant vessel." She glanced around at the destruction on the bridge from the Veagant knife fighters. "And without their help, there is no way we can survive an attack from either the Egreans or Kyakans."

      He glanced around too. "I know. But you won’t have to wait for me to return to the ship if they do grant us temporary harbor."

      "An hour there, and an hour to convince them we come in peace," Jac said.

      "Could be less, could be more," he reminded her.

      "Do what you can," she said, and he took off for the shuttle bay.

      "Tracking?" she asked.

      "All clear, Admiral. No sign of any of the enemy fleets."

      "The Tnorthian armada?" she asked.

      "Holding near the edge of our sensors. And I am tracking the Tnorthian's Admiral's barge. They launched as we neared the Merlon solar system and will arrive in one hour, sixteen minutes."

      "Very well," she replied and headed for the captain's chair. This was going to be a very long hour. Jac hated the waiting. And she hated the feeling of being helpless even more. It reminded her too much of her time as a Egrean prisoner and science specimen.

      Those thoughts plagued her as she sat there, waiting and waiting for word to come from Merlon. She also couldn't help thinking about all the men and women who had lost their lives since she broke out of that hellhole. They died because of her, and she would not allow one more person to do so on account of her. If anyone else was going to die, it was going to be her.

      "Admiral," the Operations Officer called out.

      "Yes?"

      "Admiral Samllie's shuttle is approaching and requesting permission to land."

      "Granted," she replied, "Have Commander Furtnorex escort her to the bridge with a full honor guard. Also have Commander Roxen report to the bridge at his earliest opportunity."

      "Admiral," the officer replied.

      Forty-three minutes later, Admiral Samllie and Commanders Furtnorex and Roxen stepped onto what was left of the Espérer's bridge.

      "Welcome to the Espérer, Admiral," Jac said when the lift doors opened.

      The Tnorthian glanced around before responding, "I am amazed you're still in one piece. The damage is worse than we knew."

      Jac's jaw muscle jerked. The woman was lying. Politely lying, but lying, nonetheless. The Tnorthian's scanners were apparently better than the Espérer's.

      "Sorry about the mess," Jac said, "the maid comes on Thursday."

      The woman gave her an indulgent gaze. She might not understand the exact meaning behind what Jac said, still there was no way she missed the sarcasm.

      "Cute," Dianineth said, "someday you'll have to tell me what that means. For now, where are you at getting these people," she waved at the viewscreen with Merlon on it, "to let you into their protected perimeter?"

      "Captain Quintan made contact with them about an hour ago. We are waiting on authorization to move the Espérer and Wyandot into their zone."

      Dianineth gazed at her hard. "Your words, Admiral Morgan, exude confidence and a positive outcome." She squinted at her. "Your eyes, on the other hand, are telling me a different story. How well do you know these Merlonians?"

      "Me, not at all," Jac said. "Captain Quintan has had a number of dealings with them in the past. And if there is doubt in my eyes, Admiral Samllie, it is caused by your two fleets being parked at the edge of the solar system. From what Quintan told me, they are going to know you are there and not going to like it."

      "Let us hope that –"

      "Admiral Morgan," the Communications Officer called out, interrupting them. "Captain Quintan on comm for you."

      Jac hurried over to the comm station and answered Quintan's call. "Go ahead."

      "Merlonian Control has authorized the Espérer and Wyandot to the orbital repair station. After towing them there, the escort vessels will have to leave the protectorate and wait with the rest of the fleet. Additionally, the Merlonian government has requested that the highest-ranking representatives from both the Federation and Tnorthian factions meet with them on Merlon as soon as possible."

      Jac glanced over at Dianineth. "It is why I am here."

      "We'll be using the Tnorthian shuttle to get to Merlon," Jac advised him. They had to as the rest of their shuttles had been damaged during the attack.

      "Transmitting the one-time authorization code now," Quintan said. "You will need to use it to get past the outer barrier. Expect to be met and escorted to the planet by Merlonian fighters and one cruiser. Make sure all weapons are offline, and all scanners are disabled before you reach the outer barrier or they will revoke the authorization."

      "Understood," Jac replied. "See you in about an hour."

      "Quintan out," he answered.

      "You ready?" she asked Dianineth.

      "Your ship, you lead the way," the woman answered.

      The trip to Merlon was done in tense silence. The Merlonians had authorized each representative a two-man personal escort, so Jac had Furtnorex and the very tall and muscular Scottish Earthling, Mitchel McMichen. Dianineth's two guards were just as big and impressive. Jac and Dianineth were to be unarmed while their escorts could carry sidearms only.

      As Merlon came into view, Jac was pleased to note that in someways it resembled Earth, with large bodies of water and large land masses. Although, unlike Earth this planet was surrounded by a number of orbiting space stations. Just past the ring of stations and ships, she could see an interlocking grid of satellites connected together with flickering light-beams that completely encircled the planet.

      "Formidable," Dianineth remarked.

      "My thoughts exactly," Jac replied.

      No one spoke again until the shuttle landed at a large military base on the planet. When the door opened, humanoid beings that resembled Earthlings but with blueish skin and black eyes greeted them through translators that simultaneously translated Merlonian into English and Tnorthian.

      "President Opsetant Harmer is waiting for you at the base headquarter," the Merlonian military officer said by way of greeting.

      "Lead the way," Jac said. When they exited the shuttle, they were met by over twenty heavily armed Merlonian soldiers. Ten on either side of a walkway.

      Their escort led them to a number of land vehicles, with an even larger contingent of armed soldiers positioned around them. The motorcade quickly whisked them down a multitude of streets lined with tall buildings and an even larger parade ground with hundreds of soldiers drilling on them. Finally, they arrived at one of the shortest buildings in sight, a simple two-story structure with no windows, and fronted by dozens of armed, uniformed soldiers standing at attention guarding the entrance.

      One of their escorts addressed them. "Your personal guards may accompany you to the meeting, if they surrender their weapons."

      Furtnorex snorted. "Like a single weapon would do any of us any good."

      Jac answered, "They will surrender their weapons."

      Furtnorex and McMichen relinquished their weapons to the Merlonian officer without delay or argument. Dianineth's guards did the same to another officer. Once fully unarmed, they were led past the ranks of soldiers and into the building. A room near the front of the building apparently served as the base commander's office and was where Jac and Dianineth were left.

      "Now what?" Jac asked the empty room.

      "We wait, obviously," Dianineth replied.

      She had no more than finished when the door behind them opened and Quintan walked through. "Welcome to Merlon."

      "Thanks," Jac said. "Is the whole planet this militaristic?"

      "It is," a tall, statuesque Merlonian woman said from another doorway.

      Jac did not need to ask; this was the Merlonian President.

      "I am President Opsetant Harmer. And to survive we have had to learn to defend ourselves from anyone who would invade us or seek to destroy us."

      "We do not wish to do either, President Harmer. We just want, need to request, temporary sanctuary and an opportunity to repair our ships and care for our wounded."

      The woman studied her. "So, your envoy has informed us." The president turned to Dianineth. "And you? What do you and your armada wish?"

      "Nothing, President Harmer. My fleet and I came across Admiral Morgan and her small fleet during a battle with a common enemy. Before that we had never met. Nor do we have any affiliation with the Federation. We simply gave them help in defending their ships and in getting to your planet."

      "And yet you have parked a very large armada of warships at the edge of our territory," Harmer noted.

      "Which we will withdraw, if you so request. Our only purpose in this quadrant of the galaxy is to find those that attacked one of our planets and abducted thousands of our citizens."

      The president glanced at Quintan. "The Veagants. The Federation captain has told us of their attack on your people. You have our sympathies, Admiral. Years ago, we, too, had a similar issue with them. You may leave your fleet where it is but must not bring them any closer to our borders."

      Dianineth dipped her head slightly in acknowledgement.

      Harmer regarded Jac for several, long seconds before softening her facial features slightly. "You have my permission to tow your damaged ships to our refitting station five. It is in orbit around the fifth planet in our solar system. A medical ship will be sent to the station to aid any of your injured. And small groups of your crew will be permitted to visit Merlon, as long as they are unarmed and follow all of our laws."

      "Thank you," Jac said. "I am not only a visitor to your planet, President Harmer, I am a visitor to your galaxy, as well, and would like to learn as much as I can about you and your people."

      The president glanced at Quintan again. "An unwilling visitor, I am told."

      Jac winced from the memories. "I was abducted from my world by the Egreans nearly two years ago, and I am trying to get back there."

      The president did not respond to Jac but instead focused her attention on Furtnorex with anger or disdain. "Many, many years ago, before we learned to defend ourselves, others came to our planet and abducted our people for scientific research as well. Eventually, we put a stop to these attacks and made a treaty with the Egrean government for the return of any of our people that they still held. They assured us that they no longer held any Merlonian citizens."

      Furtnorex stood ramrod straight, making no attempt to justify what her government had done.

      “Then,” Harmer continued more belligerently, “we got word a short time ago from traders that Merlonians were left on the planet Jup by a murderous alien that escaped the planet Egrean with a number of beings that had been kept as display specimens by the Egreans."

      Jac stepped up beside Furtnorex. "I am the murderous alien, President Harmer. Although, in reality, I murdered no one during my escape from the Egreans. And the commander, here, helped me free all the beings the Egreans had on display. Including, apparently, one of your citizens."

      "So your captain explained. And it was three Merlonians that you freed, not one," Harmer replied. "Captain Quintan also advised us that you stole the ship you wish to repair from the Egreans and the Kyakans. A Galaxy Jump Gate warship that you intend to use to return to your own galaxy. He also told us how you endangered your own life to free all those that the Egreans were holding in suspended animation as some kind of museum displays, with the intention of returning all of them to their own home worlds. This intrigued me, Admiral Morgan, and it is why I granted his request for a meeting with you."

      "Thank you," Jac said because she couldn't think of anything else to say.

      "You are welcome, Admiral Morgan. You should also be aware that we currently have trade treaties with both the Egrean World Government and the Kyakan Imperial High Council. If they request permission to enter our solar system, they will be granted conditional permission similar to what I have just given to you and your federation."

      "Understood," Jac replied. "With your permission I would like to contact my ships and have them moved to your repair station as soon as possible."

      "Granted," the president answered.

      After the necessities were all taken care of, the president invited them to a sit-down dinner and a conversation about their two planets. Jac was astonished to learn that Earth and Merlon shared a lot of similar early history. Only like Egrean, Merlon was thousands of years ahead of Earth and its development. They had long finished eating a banquet of roasted meats and vegetables which reminded her of steak and potatoes and were just enjoying a casual discourse when a man in a uniform hurried into the room and over to the president. He whispered something into her ear and stepped back and stood at attention.

      Harmer turned to her in a way that sent a wave of dread down her spine.

      "The Egrean and Kyakan fleets have arrived near our outer border. A General Tratnox and an Admiral Sarkann, respectively, have requested an audience with our government. In other words, with me." She regarded Jac intently. "And I have granted their request. Would you like to be present when I meet with them?"

      Jac was not surprised by the news, nor the overwhelming need to prepare for battle. Their enemy had caught up to them. "I would," she answered.

      "As would I," Dianineth said. "If that would be permissible."

      Harmer shrugged. "I have no objections. As long as Admiral Morgan doesn't mind."

      "I have no objections," Jac said.

      Harmer stood up. "Good, I will send for the both of you as soon as their envoys arrive." With that she left Jac and the others in the large, empty dining hall.

      Once their footsteps faded to nothing, she faced Dianineth. "Why?" she asked simply.

      "This Sarkann made a deal with the Veagants that attacked you. And he may have information on the whereabouts of the ones that attacked our world. So, I would like to meet this person."

      "You can't kill him. Not here," Jac warned.

      "Neither can you," Dianineth retorted.

      "Damn shame," Jac replied, and they both laughed. When they stopped, Jac grew serious as she spoke to Quintan. "You know what they are going to demand."

      He answered even though it wasn’t a question. "Us. Or more to the point, you and my ship."

      "You know the Merlonians better than any of us. And from what the president just said, they have treaties with both the Egrean and Kyakan governments. Will they turn us over to them?"

      "I would like to say no, Admiral. The Merlonians hold honor as their highest value. And by getting the President's agreement of sanctuary, normally we would be safe."

      "I hear a huge but in there, Captain Quintan," Jac said.

      "I've been out of the game a long time, Admiral, and I do not know this president like I knew the last one."

      "Well, let's hope this one is as honorable as the one you knew," Jac said. "Because there is no way we are getting off this planet otherwise."

      They all stood there in tense anticipation. Jac wished she hadn't eaten as the food wanted to come back up. If the Merlonians didn't honor their agreement with them, she had just led her entire crew into a trap that there was no escape from.

      Three hours later, a single guard came to the dining hall and requested that they follow him to a conference room. "We're not under arrest," Quintan remarked as they fell in line behind him.

      "Hopefully," Jac whispered back.

      They were a good twenty feet from the conference room, yet Jac could hear someone bellowing that the Merlonians honor their treaty with them and turn over the murderers to him. She had never met the man in person yet knew the angry voice belonged to the Egrean's General Tratnox.

      The scene they walked into surprised Jac, and from the muted gasp from behind her, it also surprised the rest of her party. General Tratnox was an Elite Class Egrean, who tried to look like a smaller version of a Warrior. He currently faced a line of six Merlonian soldiers, their weapons pointed at his chest as he screamed over their heads at President Harmer. To either side of him, two dozen Merlonian soldiers were currently attempting to physically restrain two Egrean Warrior Class soldiers.

      As they came farther into the room, she found to her left another dozen Merlonian soldiers holding the Kyakan's Admiral Sarkann and his two Kyakan guards at phaser point. He, too, began yelling at the Merlonian President to honor their treaty with them and turn over the ship the murderers had stolen.

      As her party came to a slow, lumbering stop in the middle of the room, Sarkann must have noticed them as he made a sudden move toward her. He ordered his escort to arrest her, and they attempted to break through the line of Merlonians barricading them.

      Kyakans and Merlonian were similar in appearance, with the Kyakans having a slightly bluish-purple skin tone while the Merlonians were a more sky-blue tone. And where the Kyakans had blue eyes, the Merlonians all had jet black eyes. Muscularly, the Kyakans were stronger, nevertheless, the six Merlonian soldiers who confronted the two Kyakans had no trouble physically overpowering them.

      "Enough!" President Harmer yelled.

      Tratnox scowled and yelled, "Sergeant!"

      Immediately the two Egrean Warriors stopped fighting and came to attention, with a couple of ineffective Merlonian soldiers hanging onto them. Jac's stomach dropped as she realized that neither of the Warriors had been seriously trying to overpower the Merlonians, they had just been playing with them.

      Furtnorex and McMichen stepped up slightly in front of her. Their presence reassuring, yet against the two Egrean Warriors, they would not be a match in a one-on-one, hand-to-hand combat.

      Tratnox stared murderously at her then screeched, "Admiral Sarkann."

      The Kyakan Admiral quit yelling even as his two guards continued to struggle against the Merlonians soldiers. Tratnox ignored them and concentrated on her.

      "I arrest you in the name of the Egrean government."

      "For escaping your government's unlawful abduction of me, and countless others from planets in both my galaxy and yours? I think not."

      He took a threatening step towards her. "For murder and the theft of my ship, the Tratnox."

      "I murdered no one," she refuted. "And I have a witness to attest to that fact."

      "Your collaborator?" He snorted. "She is also charged in the murder of a dozen scientists at the Egrean Science Institute while helping you escape and with the murder of a number of the Science Institute's Off World Museum guards and employees when the two of you broke into it to destroy the living displays."

      Jac refuted. "We killed no one at either the Institute or the museum. Everyone was alive when we left Egrean. Furthermore, one of my officers witnessed an Egrean officer murder the guards at the museum.”

      The revelation about a witness startled Tratnox, so Jac pressed her advantage.

      “Additionally, many of those living displays from the museum are now crewmembers on my ship; they were not destroyed, they were freed.

      "You lie," Tratnox gritted out.

      "I do not," Jac replied.

      "Enough," President Harmer ordered. "This is not a court of law, nor is it the place for this discussion." She faced Tratnox. "The Federation requested sanctuary, and I have granted it to them. The treaties we have with you and with the Kyakan government are trade treaties and do not address situations such as this. Consequently, neither the Federation crew nor the Federation ships will be surrendered to the Kyakan or Egrean governments."

      "You will regret this," Tratnox warned.

      "Maybe," Harmer said. "But that is for another day. For now, none of your warships will be permitted past the outer barrier of our solar system. If you try to breech the protected zone, you will be treated as an invading force. Is that understood?"

      His chest heaved heavily while his eyes burned with rage. Finally, he growled, "Sergeant."

      His two guards moved to flank him and the Merlonians parted to give them a clear path to the door.  They exited the room and Jac and her group followed them with their eyes. She halted on the Kyakan Admiral, who was glaring at her.

      "This is not over," he warned. Whether he was warning her or the Merlonian president, she didn't know. "Commander," he added, and his two guards shook off the Merlonian soldiers and moved to his side. The Merlonians shifted to form a line between the Federation and the Kyakans.

      After they left the room, Jac continued to stare at the empty doorway until Harmer remarked from behind her.

      "Very unpleasant beings. Are all of them as unpleasant?"

      Jac shook her head. "I have a number of Egreans as crewmembers. They are quite reasonable beings."

      "And the Kyakans?" Harmer asked.

      Jac shrugged.

      Furtnorex replied, "I have never met a reasonable or pleasant Kyakan, Madame President. But to be fair, I have only faced them in battle, and no one tends to be pleasant during an all-out fight."

      Harmer studied her face before nodding. She directed her next comment to Jac. "I am concerned by this allegation of murdering the living displays at the Egrean Museum. Can you provide proof that you did not destroy them?"

      "I can," McMichen said as he stepped forward. "My name is Mitchel McMichen, Madame President. I was taken from me home on a planet called Earth near on two hundred years ago. The wee lassie, here, freed me and eighty-seven others like me and has been a tryin' to get us home ever since."

      The President gazed at him for a long minute. "Your man confirms what our own citizens related to us. I did not tell the Egrean General that I already knew what he was telling us was untrue. Your sanctuary will be honored. Still, I must insist that as soon as your ship is repaired you leave our system. You have brought a war to our home that is not ours."

      Jac bowed her head. "Understood and thank you. With your permission, we will return to our ships."

      "Granted," Harmer answered.

      Once they were back on the shuttle and headed for the Espérer, Jac commented to no one in particular, "The Egrean and Kyakan fleets are not going to leave this system as long as we are here."

      "No, they will try to set up a blockade and keep us within this sector," Quintan said.

      "Tratnox knows where the Jump Gate is," she remarked to the floor.

      "So does Sarkann," Furtnorex added.

      Jac added glumly. "We still can't break Deternor's encryption code."

      "If we kidnap Tratnox, we wouldn't need it," Quintan offered.

      Jac heaved a sigh. "My thoughts as well, Captain Quintan."

      Dianineth, who had silently listened to the exchange, broke in. "Do I understand correctly that this Admiral Sarkann also possesses the coordinates you need to get home."

      Jac gazed at her. "He does," she said carefully. "Why?"

      "Because he apparently also possesses the information I need. The whereabouts of the Veagant fleet that attacked my world and abducted my people."

      "Hmm," Jac murmured. "And you would be willing to help us?"

      Dianineth glanced from one of them to the other. "It sounds like it might be fun. And if it helps me find my people and bring justice for those that they murdered, yes, I am offering my help."

      Jac held her hand out and Dianineth gazed at it questioningly until it dawned on her what she was doing. The Tnorthian Admiral reached over and grasped her hand.

      "Allies," Jac said.

      "Temporarily," Dianineth replied.

      Jac shook her hand. "Welcome to the Federation, temporarily."
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      There was no easy way to infiltrate one of the Kyakan warships. Especially, the Kyllegon, the Kyakan’s flag ship. So, they settled on an alternate plan. They would kidnap Sarkann the next time he came to Merlon to petition that his ship be restored to him. Unfortunately, that had only happened once more since their arrival.

      Other high-ranking officers under Sarkann had made the daily trip to the Merlon capital to demand the return of his ship and the arrest of the murderous pirates that had slaughtered hundreds, eventually thousands on Egrean and in running battles with the law-abiding Kyakans and Egreans. It seemed that each time the Kyakans or Egreans showed up, Jac and her band of pirates had murdered more and more innocents without ever leaving the Merlon solar system. A damn good trick as far as Jac and the others were concerned.

      Luckily, the Merlonian president was not fooled by the growing lies being told to them. Jac worried that Harmer and the rest of the Merlonian government would become tired of the constant badgering and would expel the Federation from their space before the Espérer and the Wyandot were fully repaired.

      Which fortunately, would be any day now as the Merlonians had one of the most impressive, automated repair stations anyone had ever seen. According to both Roxen and Quintan, the Merlonian's orbiting ship repair facility was second to none in the known galaxy. Their known galaxy, because Dianineth proudly informed them that the Tnorthian ship repair system was much better and would have had them back on their way in half the time.

      True or not, they were running out of time.

      With just four days left until the repairs were completed, and the Merlonians forcing them out of their territory, Jac and the others had settled on a bold, possibly insane, plan to get onboard the Kyakan flagship. Now she just had to convince the others to accept the most foolish part of the proposal—allowing her to go on the mission.

      "No! You are not going, Jac. You are our admiral, and admirals do not go on missions. Especially missions that are this dangerous."

      Sara was only the fourth person to tell her that in the last hour.

      "Because I am a damn admiral, I can decide who is and is not going," she retorted. "And I am going."

      "Why?"

      "Because I have to," Jac replied, tired of the argument.

      "No, you don't," Sara insisted. "You're doing this because of the deaths."

      Since arriving at Merlon, she and Sara had become closer. The very opposite of what Jac had intended to do. Sara just wasn't the kind of person one could ignore. Especially, when she just let herself into your room and crawled into your bed in the middle of the night and snuggled up beside you before you could kick her out.

      Jac told herself the first time that it was because Sara was exhausted from the long hours in the infirmary, working on and with all the wounded and injured. She told herself the same thing the second time, and the third, and even the fourth. But by the fifth time, Jac had had to accept that she liked having her in her bed as much as Sara liked being there.

      Once they both found the opportunity to catch their breath from all that was going on, the two of them talked; a lot. Including talking about Jac's guilt over the loss of so many lives. Something she might not be able to avoid by going on the mission, yet she was through sending others to die in her stead.

      Jac couldn't face Sara because she might see the truth in her eyes. "Maybe so. But I have to go on this mission, Sara. No one on this ship knows as much as I do about Sarkann and the Kyakan battleships."

      "Quintan –"

      "No!" Jac cried, cutting Sara off. She reigned in her emotions and tried to explain. "He is the captain of this ship and has to stay here. We are going to have to make a quick getaway if we are able to pull this off. And besides, thanks to those fucking Egrean enhancements, and my time at their Science Institute, I know more about the Kyakan warships than anyone on board this ship. And that includes Griffnox and Furtnorex. Their knowledge is limited to engagements with the Kyakans, while mine is from studying the top-secret reports Tratnox had on them."

      "Yes, I know, the ones you found by hacking the Egrean computer systems. But you don't know how accurate those are. Tratnox might have uploaded false or incomplete information into those systems."

      She grasped Sara's arm.  "They were accurate, Sara. A few years old, but so are most of the Kyakan warships. They have been putting all their resources into this ship. It is one of the reasons they are so desperate to get it back. Sarkann's reputation, career, and very life depends on him recovering this ship."

      Sara’s face flamed red from anger and frustration. "They are not going to allow you to lead this mission, Jac."

      The others being Quintan, Griffnox, Roxen, and Duval. Who all wanted to lead the mission themselves.

      "Isn’t it lucky for me that they all made me the Admiral?"

      "You're going to get yourself killed," Sara retorted.

      "Maybe. Maybe not. But I am not sending one more person to die in my place."

      "You are going to get yourself kill-killed," Sara choked out again, with tears starting to flow down her cheeks.

      Unfortunately, Jac was facing her and wasn't able to hide the pain from her girlfriend.

      "Oh my God!" Sara cried. "That's what this is all about. Isn't it? You are going on this mission to get yourself killed."

      "No, I'm not," Jac immediately insisted. Probably a little too emphatically, because even through the tears in her own, Sara saw the truth in Jac's eyes.

      "Don't lie to me, Jac!" Sara insisted. "You think by giving up your life you can make up for all the ones that have been lost." She took a step toward her and wrapped Jac in her arms. "You can't, Jac. People die in wars. That is just the nature of them. I know because I have lost family and friends to them."

      A cold chill washed over Jac. Sara had lost a brother and beloved uncle to the Napoleonic Wars. Additionally, a childhood friend had been badly maimed for life because of them. And those were just the ones Sara had told her about.

      "I am not going to tell you that it can't happen, because we both know it can. But I am not going on this mission to get myself killed." She wasn't so sure about that, however, she sure as hell wasn't going to tell Sara that.

      "What I am going to tell you is that we need this mission to succeed if any of us want a chance to get home. The Espérer cannot survive another attack like this last one. And with the Egreans, the Kyakans, and now the Veagants all hunting us, there is no way we can continue to just aimlessly amble around the galaxy, hoping to find the coordinates to the damn Jump Gate."

      Sara swallowed. "I know, sweetie. But you are not the only one that can do this. Let –"

      "No!" Jac cried out as if in pain. Her eyes blurry from unshed tears. "I can't—I won't—send others to die for me. Not again. I know the Kyakan ships. I know Sarkann better than anyone on this ship. With the proper makeup, I can pass for a Kyakan, while Griffnox and Furtnorex can't."

      "Roxen," Sara said in a small voice.

      "Is needed here to make sure we can make a getaway when we have the coordinates."

      "Duval," Sara said stronger.

      "Is going," Jac answered. "But he does not know the Kyakan ships like I do. Nor does he know Sarkann as I do." She pushed Sara away and held her at arm's length. "I have to do this Sara. You know it. And so do the rest of the command staff. It is the only way we have of surviving this trap." A trap she led them into.

      Sara's eyes were red and puffy from all the crying. Jac was sure she was searching for another argument when her shoulders drooped, yet her chin rose. "Alright, I am coming too."

      "No!"

      "Yes!" Sara retorted. "I am going as your medic."

      The utter calm in her voice should have warned Jac to not push her. Instead, she ignored her inner voice. "You are too short to pass as a Kyakan."

      "I will go as a Merlonian. As I understand the plan, it is to infiltrate a Merlonian supply ship going to the outer barrier, where it will meet up with one of the Kyakan support ships. You," she sneered the word harshly, "and the tactical team will board the smaller ship and use it to get onboard Sarkann's warship."

      "And what about once we get to Sarkann's ship?" Jac insisted.

      Sara dropped her chin. "The plan, as I understand it, is to have one of you pretend to be injured. What is more natural than to have a medic that just happened to be on the Merlonian ship accompany the injured person to his own people?"

      Her jaw hurt from being clenched so hard. "It might not work," Jac argued.

      "Then it will be a mere ride in the park for the both of us."

      "We are not going to Hyde Park, Sara! This is going to be. . ." Jac trailed off as she realized what she was about to say.

      "Dangerous," Sara finished for her. "And we might not come back. I am well aware of that fate, Admiral Jackie Renée Morgan."

      "I – I can't –"

      "Allow me to place my life in danger," Sara snarled.

      Jac knew Sara wanted to slap her.

      "We talked about this Jac. I am through with others telling me what I can and cannot do. I came from a society that dictated my everything, from the way I spoke, to whom I spoke to, to what I could and could not wear." She advanced on Jac. "Including whether or not I could be a doctor. In this new life you have given me, I can be anything I want, including a doctor. And," she grasped Jac's hands, "I can go to war if I so choose. You taught me that. You gave that to me. And you are not going to take it away from me just because we are sleeping together."

      "We do more than sleep together," Jac grumbled softly.

      "Don’t be crass. It is beneath you."

      Everything inside of Jac wanted to scream. Yet she saw the determination in Sara's eyes. " I am not going to win this argument, am I?"

      Sara had the decency not to gloat. "No, you are not, Admiral."

      "Fine, you're on the team," Jac said begrudgingly. "Let's get to the briefing before someone else decides to join the damn team."

      

      The team was Commander Duval, a half Gorthron and Kyakan pirate from the Wyandot by the name of Chulser, the rejected Egrean Soldier Class Mimert, the eighteenth-century Scotsman Mitchel McMichen, the ninth-century Medieval Knight Tabot Geoffroy, and of course her and Sara. Seven of them.

      There were also two Tnorthian soldiers going on the raid as well. Officially, they were going as observers only. Neither she nor Duval believed their neutrality was sincere. Dianineth wanted the information on the Veagants that attacked her world, and her soldiers were going to make sure she got it. Whether or not they would help the Federation in their mission was to be seen. So, essentially, the fate of her and the Federation was dependent on nine of the most contrasting soldiers.

      And every one of them stared angrily at her in one form or another when she and Sara joined them in the briefing room. "Nurse Campbell will be joining us as our medic."

      Duval glanced at Sara but continued to hold his tongue. Some of them knew they were lovers. Yet all of them knew she was one of the best medics on board the Espérer.

      "Secondly," she continued, "I want to thank each of you for volunteering for this mission."

      Chulser asked, "Which is?"

      "To kidnap the Kyakan Admiral Sarkann."

      His jaw tightened. "We know that, Admiral. It is what we have been trying to do for weeks."

      She nodded toward Duval. "I will let Commander Duval lay out the details, as it was his plan. But the short version is, we are going to finagle—or force—our way onto a Merlonian supply shuttle and use it to get onboard the Kyakan flagship."

      Mitchel snorted. "That gets us kilt, not Sarkann. How ya plannin' to get the wee fellow to come to where we be. Admirals don't help with the day ta day operations of a ship, ye ken."

      The slight was aimed at her for forcing her way onto the team, but she chose to ignore it. "By letting it be known that we have information on the Espérer—the Tratnox.  As desperate as he is to get his hands on this ship, he is personally interrogating everyone who has even the slightest information on it—or on me."

      "Ya goin' to use ya self as bait?" he asked.

      "If I have to, yes." She faced Duval and Sara defiantly, waiting for one of them to object.  When they didn’t, she continued, "But let’s hope it doesn't come to that. We know from our own spies that Sarkann and Tratnox have had people on Merlon seeking a way to get onto the Espérer. We will use that against them."

      "That and their arrogance," Duval interjected.  He glanced at her, and she told him to continue. "The Egreans and Kyakans believe they are intellectually, militarily, and physically superior to all of us. Our losses to the Veagants have reinforced this belief. They have also been advised by President Harmer that the Tnorthians are not aligned with the Federation and are here on business not related to them, Admiral Morgan, or this ship."

      They all regarded the two silent Tnorthians, and both of them shrugged indifferently.

      "For the time being, Sergeant Adesen and Specialist Dragot are two more Earthling abductees that I and the rest of my band of pirates freed from captivity. She paused for a beat of two. "Just remember, they are under orders to not interfere or assist us in any way, unless it involves securing the information Admiral Samllie needs."

      Jac moved to the side and signaled Duval to continue the briefing. She listened with half an ear as she prayed it would work. Because, one way or the other, in less than twelve hours, they were going to find out if all this preparation was for nothing. She glanced at Sara and wondered if this time tomorrow the two of them would still be alive. Gazing around the room, would any of them be alive come the morning?
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        * * *

      

      They got caught before they could even get started. Luckily the Merlonian who caught them had had a number of rather violent run-ins with both the Kyakans and Egreans. He was well aware of his government's non-involvement directive. Thankfully, he saw nothing wrong with giving the off-world visitors a sightseeing tour to the outer barrier to see the formidable fleet currently parked there. For a price, of course. Which made Jac feel slightly better when Chulser pulled a phaser on the man when they cleared Merlon’s atmosphere.

      She was expecting outrage. Or at the least, anger over having his transport commandeered by the off-worlders. What they got was a snort of glee and, “I won.”

      “Won what?” Tabot asked.

      “The pool,” the Merlonian replied and slapped his leg.

      “Make sense, mon,” Mitchel demanded.

      The Merlonian smiled before turning back to flying the transport. “The betting pool. We heard rumors that a couple of Kyakans soldiers had bribed a few Merlonians into capturing a Federation officer with information on their Admiral Morgan.” He glanced back at the Scotsman. “Not that some of us are not bribable, but to one of these arrogant Kyakans? And nine Merlonians? Not likely.”

      “Four,” Jac said.

      The pilot snorted. “Still unlikely. But better than nine.”

      “You seem to be taking our commandeering of your ship quite well,” Jac said. “Mind telling me why?”

      “The money,” he replied gleefully. “I won the bet. And on top of that, you just paid me to do so.”

      “We’ll be takin’ our coin back, mon,” Mitchel growled.

      “No you won’t,” the pilot said without anger.

      “Mitch,” Jac warned. “Leave him alone. If he gets us to the fleet, he’s earned the money. And you need to get ready. Sara.”

      “On it Admiral,” she replied.

      Ukner had trained Sara on how to use his makeup equipment, and it was her job to turn Mimert, Mitchel and Tabot into Kyakans. Duval, Chulser, Adesen, and Dragot would be made up to look like Merlonians. While Jac just had to make herself look like an Egrean who had been badly tortured.

      They took turns guarding the pilot as Sara transformed them into their respective roles. Although, Jac didn’t think they needed to as the Merlonian seemed to be taking being their prisoner as some kind of a lark.

      “I hope you people are ready,” he called out, “because we are here and the Kyakan transports are waiting on the other side of the barrier.”

      “The procedure?” Jac asked.

      “They cross the barrier and dock with us. One at a time. Each unloading supplies for various Kyakan ships. Once loaded, they have to exit our space immediately.”

      “Do you know which ships?” Jac asked.

      “No. And here we go. The first Kyakan transport is approaching.”

      Jac glanced around to make sure everyone was ready. They were, so she faced the viewscreen and watched as a shuttle, not a transport approached them.

      “Kyakan shuttle to Merlonian transport, this is Commander Grot of the Kyakan Battleship Kyllegon. You are transporting Kyakan soldiers and a prisoner with information that is vital to the Kyakan Empire. Prepare to be boarded.”

      “There is a Kyakan reward for information on the Federation. I wonder if I should ask for it?” the pilot mused.

      “I wouldn’t,” Jac said. “They are going to assume the Kyakans on board your ship have already paid you.”

      He shrugged. “Just as well. I would rather not have to deal directly with one of them.”

      “The rumors we put out worked,” Duval said.

      “Thank God,” Jac said. “Get ready. And remember your parts.” She looked at Mimert, Tobat and Mitchel. “Kyakan soldiers.” She turned to the others. “Merlonian informants, wanting to be paid for your help.” She gazed at Sara. “Medic. Taking care of the prisoner. Which means you do not move from my side. Is that understood?”

      “Aye, aye,” Sara replied.

      The others answered with Admiral and she warned. “Merlonian or Kyakan only from this point on.”

      Actually, the plan called for them to speak as little as possible. The translators were good. However, they didn’t want to take a chance on one of them hearing something that raised a question.

      “Next stop, the Kyllegon,” Jac said.

      “Or death, if they didn’t buy the lie,” Duval replied.

      Life or death. It all hinged on what happened next.
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      They bought the lie.

      Commander Grot and four soldiers flew Jac and her team directly to the flagship of the Kyakan fleet. All was going as planned. And then an order from the Kyllegon threw a wrench into them.

      “Escort the prisoner and informants to the Captain’s quarters.”

      "Understood," the Kyakan officer answered.

      "Shit!" Chulser muttered.

      Jac's heart stopped before kicking into high speed. "Okay, alright, okay. We knew this was a possibility."

      "We did?" Chulser whispered.

      Jac glanced to make sure the Kyakans were still at the front of the shuttle and not paying attention to them at the back. “Keep it down,” she warned.

      "Aye, that we did," Mitchel, the pessimistic Scotsman cheerfully said.

      "No,” Chulser argued, “we thought they might take us off the shuttle to question us. But we planned on them keeping us in the landing bay and near our shuttle. That was what our spies reported they were doing with others who tried to claim the reward."

      "We hoped." Jac glanced around at the men and woman whose lives were in her hands. "But the reason I am here is because I know this ship nearly as well as I know our own."

      She addressed Mimert and the other two fake Kyakans. "As our Kyakan escorts, they are likely going to have you post up outside the captain’s quarters. Normally, Sarkann has his personal guards on duty in the hallway outside his quarters. Disabling them will be your responsibility."

      "Aye," Mimert replied.

      "Not until we give you the signal," Duval reminded them.

      "Aye, Commander," he answered.

      "And what do we do after we get to him?" Chulser asked.

      Jac hardened her resolve. "We convince Sarkann to take a walk with us back here."

      "Admiral, we’re landing and there appears to be a contingent of soldiers waiting on us." Tabot advised.

      "Not surprising." She gave each of them a quick look. "Remember your parts."

      They all stood up and prepared to leave. Jac was sure that, like her, each of them had their own thoughts, fears, and hopes about what was about to happen.

      She slipped her hand into the sling her supposedly broken arm was in. After reassuring herself the phaser was still there, she glanced at Sara. Her medical bag held another weapon. Mimert and his team were armed with hand phasers while the rest of them were unarmed. If they had to fight, they were supposed to take them from the enemy.

      Or that was what Duval and Chulser would do if they ran into a fight. She did not know what the two Tnorthians would do as they had not committed to helping them if a fight broke out. And Jac hated not knowing.

      As the door opened, Jac quietly issued one last order. "Keep to the plan."

      No one replied. No one needed to.

      The escort was six Kyakan soldiers and a mid-ranking Kyakan officer. The officer barely glanced at Mimert—which was good and expected as he was dressed as a lower ranking officer—but sneered at Jac. “Who did the questioning?" he asked.

      Mitchel raised his right fist, which was covered in dried blood.

      The Kyakan officer nodded. "You will be rewarded for this day's work."

      Mitchel stood taller without saying a word.

      The officer gave each of the other Merlonians a disgusting glance before turning around. "Come, the Admiral is waiting."

      Tabot and Mitchel shoved Jac forward and fell into step with the Kyakan escort. Jac knew that, unlike most ships, the Kyakan Captain's quarters was located midship, in the safest part of the vessel. Kyakans might be a warrior race and loved bragging about how superior they were to every other race and army, but their upper command was riddled with paranoia. Justifiable mistrust as movement in the upper ranks of the Kyakan military was quite often done by killing the officer above you. It was definitely how Sarkann had risen to his current position.

      Jac was surprised by the rather laxed, almost nonchalant attitude of every single soldier they passed on the way to Sarkann. It was as if they were all on holiday.

      Sara was walking on her right side, and Duval was on her left. She pretended to stumble and bumped into Duval, who glanced at her. She raised an eyebrow, and he replied with a slight shake of his head, indicating he had noticed the same thing and was just as confused by it as she was.

      When they reached the hallway with the Captain's quarters, she finally saw soldiers at the ready, four of them standing guard outside a door.

      "You," the Kyakan officer barked toward Mitchel, "will go in with the prisoner. The rest of you will remain here until the Admiral calls for you." He eyed Mimert, telling him without words that following that order was his responsibility.

      Mimert saluted as she had taught him, and Jac began calculating if he and the others could disarm the eleven guards.

      The officer instructed the Kyakan sergeant. "You and your squad may return to celebrating the admiral's centennial anniversary."

      She flashed a glance at Duval. Jac had concentrated so much on his military record and accomplishments that she had completely forgotten that today was Admiral Sarkann's one hundredth birthday. That was why the ship was in a party mood.

      "Oh God, do I have a birthday gift for you," she mumbled to herself.

      The officer knocked on the door and a deep Kyakan voice yelled, "Enter."

      "Admiral, the prisoner and the soldier who questioned her," the officer announced before shoving her into the room.

      Jac quickly took in the sight before her, shocked. Tratnox and Sarkann were standing on opposite sides of a round, holographic projector table. An image of the Merlonian solar system floated above the table, with an enlarged section showing the Espérer and repair station.

      What shocked her was the appearance of the two men. They were older, feebler facsimiles of the two leaders. Jac knew General Tratnox. Or so she thought. This was not the man who showed up in the Merlonian President’s office, demanding her arrest and the surrender of her ship. Nor was he the man she had read about and whose likeness she had memorized from the dozens of photos she had seen of him.

      A memory from her past and of her first sergeant with the police department flickered to life. The man had always portrayed someone in his prime. But one day, she was called to the scene of a drunk driver by an officer from another division. When she arrived, she found her sergeant intoxicated and disheveled from a night of drinking, which concluded with wrecking his car.

      Jac hadn’t been surprised that the sergeant was drunk. The man was an ass. What really stunned her was his appearance. He was such an older version of the man that she hadn’t recognized him at first. In fact, she had walked right past him without identifying the man she worked with every single day.

      Makeup. Her sergeant wore makeup to cover his age and a wig to cover his grey, balding head. And apparently, these two men did the same thing. Not surprising considering what both armies did to soldiers who were too old to serve.

      The face before her was the same, yet he was barely taller than her. And although he was as bald as other Warrior and Soldier Class Egreans, standing this close to the man, she could tell his baldness was from a razor and not drug enhancements. Muscularly, he was quite fit, built like a bodybuilder on Earth. Yet, he was nowhere near the hulking size of Egrean Warriors or even Egrean soldiers. Smoke and mirrors was her thought. A trick Hollywood used to make actors look taller.

      The pale blue-skinned man beside him was clearly Admiral Sarkann. She recognized him from her research and their brief meeting on Merlon. However, the photos of him must have been from a few years ago. Or a decade ago, as the man before her was older. He, too, was bald, but she suspected his baldness was from age and not a razor. And his beard was mostly white and not black as it was last month. His battle scar, that started at his right eyebrow and ended at the corner of his mouth made him seem sinister.

      In short, the two men were old, tired, and angry.

      Sarkann had begun barking orders at the two Kyakan soldiers as soon as they entered the room. Jac had understood every word and knew he was talking to Mitchel, who, refrained from responding to limit the possibility of someone realizing he was using a translator.

      Instead, he muttered from just beside her, "Admiral."

      He had said it in Kyakan, so the others in the room thought he was addressing Sarkann. Yet, he was talking to her as he nudged her shoulder enough to snap her out of her stupor. When she did, she finally took note of a third man in the room.

      He was another Kyakan. From his uniform, a Kyakan ship's captain. Younger than Sarkann by fifty years or more. The man was a powerful-looking soldier, with a short black beard, indicating he was of some rank in the Kyakan hierarchy, as only ranking officers were allowed to wear beards. But what startled her, and had drawn Mitchel's attention as well, was that the man was standing in the middle of the room with his hands bound. He was a prisoner.

      All of this coalesced in her mind as she heard faint sounds of a struggle from the other side of the door. Her men had begun the attack, without being given the go-ahead order. Which meant something had gone wrong or something bad had precipitated a preemptive attack.

      “I gave you an order,” Sarkann snapped at Mitchel.

      At the same moment, Tabot stuck his head inside, "Admiral."

      Again, the three men in the room thought he was talking to Sarkann. "Now Mitch," she ordered.

      From behind her, she heard the Kyakan officer that ushered them inside hit the floor as she pulled her weapon from her sling and aimed it at the two men who had made her life into a living hell.

      "What is the meaning of. . ." Sarkann stopped when he saw the weapon in her hand. "Who are you?"

      Jac smirked. "You wound me, Admiral. As hard as you have been hunting for me, I was sure you would recognize me, even through all this makeup."

      "The pirate," he hissed.

      She shrugged. "Federation Admiral. But I understand your perspective."

      The door opened behind her, and she hoped it was her men and not his. Otherwise she was dead.

      "Hallway secured, Admiral," Duval said.

      “What happened?”

      “Apparently, Doctor Sara and I are not as good as we thought at disguises,” he replied.

      She snorted and then ordered. "Mitch, hallway with Mimert and Tabot. Anyone comes to see the Admiral, tell them that he is busy questioning a number of Merlonian informants and doesn't want to be disturbed."

      "Admiral," he answered and immediately left the room.

      "You are dead," Sarkann warned. "All of you will die a horrible death."

      She made a show of the four dead Kyakan guards at the feet of her men. "Commander, shut him up."

      She glanced over at Tratnox, who had remained quiet but as angry as Sarkann. "And make sure his friends stay quiet as well."

      "I can help you," the handcuffed soldier called out.

      She eyed the officer up and down, and motioned Duval, who had hesitated at the man’s words. “Secure them.”

      He and Chulser grabbed General Tratnox first, who struggled ineffectively until they had handcuff-like bindings on him. She had kept her weapon trained on Admiral Sarkann, while Sara moved hers between the general and the bound Kyakan captain.

      When Chulser moved toward Sarkann, he bowed up like he was about to fight, but Duval placed his weapon against his temple and he immediately capitulated.

      Jac pointed her weapon at the last Kyakan in the room. He raised his secured hands and shook his head to let her know he would not resist.

      "Your name?" Jac requested.

      "Ben Walkant," he scowled at Sarkann. "Lieutenant Walkant yesterday. Today, I am Captain Walkant of the condemned ship the Damonge."

      "Damonge?" Jac repeated as her brows came together. "The Dammed?"

      "A more precise interpretation is, those that have laid down their lives for the Empire," the captain said. "But, yes, the Dammed or the Sacrificed."

      The corner of her mouth rose as she glanced at his bound hands. "And you volunteered to command the ship?"

      His chin rose. "Kyakan volunteered. In other words, I wasn't asked, I was told I would command it."

      Duval asked suspiciously, "Why you? The Kyakan army is full of fanatics that are willing to give their lives to the Empire."

      "True," Walkant agreed. "But, they are running out of officers qualified to command a warship and agree to fly it through the Jump Gate."

      "The Espérer," Jac asked confused. At his confusion, she clarified, "The Tratnox."

      His face cleared. "Sarkann plans on commanding that ship himself, once they recapture it. No, I have been assigned to the Damonge. An inferior copy of the Tratnox. Not in armament or size, but in the technology required to make a journey through the Galactic Jump Gate."

      "I was under the impression that neither the Kyakans nor the Egreans had the resources to build another jump class warship," Jac said.

      "We don't," Walkant replied. "It is why the Damonge is of inferior design, based on the much smaller Jump Class exploration ships the Egreans have been using for years. Sarkann has been trying to build a full-size Jump Gate warship with the resources available, but none of them have made it through the gate in one piece."

      She and Duval both heard the same thing, but he beat her to the question. "Them? How many have there been?"

      Walkant glanced between them. "The Damonge is the tenth. The first nine were either outright destroyed in the attempt to go through the gate or disappeared to never be heard from again."

      "Ten," Jac said.

      Walkant nodded. "The first five were before they approached the Egreans to help build number six, the Tratnox One was the sixth vessel. It was lost during its first attempt through the Gate. Tratnox Two was lost on its third trip through. Your ship, in actuality, Tratnox Three, and soon to be the Sarkann, was the only one that successfully made it through the gate and back in one piece.” He glanced at his leader. “Number nine was built in secret—even from their new ally, the Egreans—using their understanding of the Egrean’s specifications. But they also failed to make it through the jump. It was destroyed or lost in time."

      “Lost in time?” Jac asked.

      “Fold is achieved by folding time into a bubble. The Jump Gate does it on a larger scale. If your navigation is not perfect, you can come out the other end in a time before the Guardians’ Gate existed. If you do, there is no way of getting back to your own time.”

      "And ten?" Duval asked crossly.

      Walkant glared at his leader. "The Damonge was again made with the full knowledge and cooperation of the Egrean government." He once again faced Jac. "But the materials are not the same. As you said, neither the Egreans nor my government have the resources to duplicate your Tratnox. So, the superstructure was built with the same specifications as the last three ships."

      "You believe they are sending you to your death," Jac said.

      He raised his bound hands. "Wouldn't you? And it is not just me. The entire crew is comprised of soldiers condemned to death for cowardice or treason." Walkant's brows puckered. "Except for a few of those fanatics you spoke of. They are going along to make sure we do our jobs."

      "Going along?" Jac asked cautiously, sure she already knew the answer.

      "The Damonge leaves for the Jump Gate in three hours' time." He sneered at Sarkann who was now bound, gagged, and glaring murderously at both Jac and Walkant. "And as Kyakan protocol dictates, I am being given my final briefing and directives."

      Duval stepped forward. "The coordinates to the current location of the Jump Gate?"

      Walkant grinned as he again sneered at Sarkann. He glanced down and rolled his handcuffed hand over and Jac could see a small electronic tablet in it. "The coordinates to the Gate for the next month." He nodded toward Tratnox and Sarkann. "I am going to make an assumption here, Captain Jackie Renée; you are here to get these" he nodded at the pad, "coordinates from one of these two."

      She eyed the pad. "From your admiral. We didn't know General Tratnox was going to be on board the Kyllegon."

      He nodded. "You can try to beat it out of them, and I'll gladly help. Or you can just get it off of here." He held out the pad to her and she took it. It was on, but the screen was locked.

      "It's locked."

      "To my bio-print," he replied. "And I will gladly open it for you, if –"

      "If?" she asked.

      "If you agree to take me and part of my crew with you," he requested.

      "Part," Duval asked.

      Walkant verified. "As I said, nearly the entire crew of the Damonge is comprised of Kyakans arrested for cowardice or treason. The cowards faltered during some battle they were involved in and condemned to death for their inactions. The traitors are like me. We voiced our disagreement with the Empire's policy of total war against all other races and planets and were condemned to death for our actions."

      He faced Sarkann and spit at his feet. "I did not openly voice my opposition to the Empire. I was condemned because I am—or I was—the aide-de-camp of Captain Deternor." He swung back to her. "The man you supposedly murdered while trying to abduct him."

      "We didn't murder him," Jac said. "He was killed by Kyakan soldiers while helping us get away."

      He briefly closed his eyes. "I know. I was there and am aware of the lies my government has put forth to cover their own mistake."

      “That is why you were chosen to lead this mission,” Jac said. “Because you were his aide?”

      “That and the fact that they know I shared Captain Deternor’s views on the Empire.”

      "Let's return to this part of your crew thing," Duval said. "What part?"

      "The men and women condemned for treason are like me. We have already been sanctioned and disavowed. We are, were, no longer citizens of the Kyakan Empire, or any other world. We would willingly join you and your pirates, if it means we can get away from Sarkann and people like him."

      "Were?" Duval asked.

      Walkant snorted. "Sarkann offered us our citizenships back, if we survive our trip through the Gate with the Damonge.”

      "We are not pirates," Jac muttered. She repeated it louder when his brows crinkled. "We are a Federation, and I am an Admiral within that organization, not a captain."

      At his confusion she added, "The Federation is made up of people from different worlds and planets, working together for the betterment and welfare of all of us. And we are trying to get back to our own worlds in another galaxy. One we were involuntarily taken from by the Egreans."

      He nodded. "With your permission, I and my fellow traitors wish to temporarily join you and your Federation.”

      "They'll fit right in with the rest of us," Duval grumbled.

      "I get why you want to escape your Empire, but do you and your crew really want to go all the way to another galaxy to do it?" Jac asked.

      His lips thinned. "Maybe, maybe not," he admitted. "First I'd like to learn more about this place you are going to."

      She started to tell him they didn't have time for that when he cut her off.

      "That can wait until after we reach the Gate Zone."

      "The Gate Zone?" Jac asked.

      He faced her full on. "There are two Gates in the galaxy. At least there are two that I know about. One goes to the Guardians’ galaxy and is located somewhere on the far side of the galaxy. To my knowledge, no one uses it except the Guardians themselves. The other one, the one the Egreans have been using, and the one Sarkann has been trying to use, is located on this side of the galaxy and is used by a handful of worlds."

      "One of our officers has been through the Jump Gate," Duval said. "And he never mentioned anything about a Gate Zone. What is it?"

      Walkant's brows wrinkled. "As a bridge officer?"

      "Senior Combat Commander," Jac supplied.

      "Not a bridge officer," Walkant repeated. "He would not have been aware of it. Both the Kyakans and Egreans have kept most of the details about the Jump Gate and the beings who control it elevated higher than top secret. Only bridge officers are allowed access to this information. I certainly wasn't. Not even after they drafted me for this mission. Captain Deternor is the one who shared it with me."

      He paused and Jac encouraged him to continue.

      "The section of space around the Gates is controlled by the beings who supposedly built them. We call them the Guardians, but we believe their race is called Devants. However, that is only speculation as they have never verified anything about themselves. What we do know about them is that they are very tall beings, around eight-feet-tall, with hairless grey skin, and speak through telepathy only. They may have vocal chords but apparently no one has ever heard them speak."

      That jived with what Quintan had told them. "And they control the Jump Gate," Jac verified.

      "And the space around them. In other words, the Gate Safe Zone. And they have the most powerful ships and fleet in the known galaxy and use that fleet to unconditionally protect the Safe Zone from all aggressors."

      "A safe haven," Jac said.

      "Once you are within their space, you have to disengage all weapons and end all aggression. They do not allow anyone to use violence within the Safe Zone. Even among your own."

      "That is why you want to go there," Jac speculated.

      "Correct, Admiral. Once I and my people are there, we can request sanctuary. After that, each of us can decide where we want to go. It is my goal. My only purpose at this time, to save my people."

      "Mine too." It dawned on Jac, standing on the deck of the enemy's ship, with the enemy at hand, and her original objective of getting home within reach, somewhere along the way, that her goal had changed from getting home to saving those that had placed their lives into her keeping.

      "Where are they? Your people?" Jac asked.

      "Here," Walkant replied. "My crew is currently being held on a transport, awaiting my arrival. Once I do, we will be transported to the Damonge, where Sarkann's handpicked advisors are waiting on us."

      Neither Jac nor Duval said anything as each of them considered what the man had just told them. And before either could ask another question, Mitchel opened the door and warned that someone was coming.

      Her hackles went back up as she scrutinized Walkant.

      "That will be my Adjutant." He pointed at the pad now in Jac's hands. "The normal procedure is to give the captain the coordinates to the Gate once they are underway. But due to the abnormal circumstances surrounding this launch, Sarkann decided to do things differently."

      Jac raised an eyebrow, and he chuckled before explaining.

      "You, in short," he said. "Sarkann is determined to capture you and retake his ship." He sneered at Sarkann. "Which I guess in a way he did. Only he is the one imprisoned."

      The knock on the door ended the discussion. Jac glanced over her shoulder and back at the captain. "Friend or foe?"

      "Foe," he replied. “Definitely a foe. One of those fanatics you spoke of."

      "Let him in," she ordered as everyone moved to temporarily conceal themselves.

      "Enter," he called when Duval nodded toward him.

      The door opened and a tall Kyakan officer walked in, followed by Mimert and Tabot, who attacked him as soon as he was fully in the room.

      "Don't kill him,” Walkant yelled. “Not yet. The pad needs his bio-print. And he has to be alive for it to work."

      "Don't kill him," Jac repeated.

      Once the officer was subdued, Walkant walked over and gestured for Jac to join him. He placed his hand on the pad she held and motioned for one of the guards to force the officer's hand onto the pad on the other side. When the pad lit up, Walkant reached over and hit a couple of buttons. The pad began beeping loudly as Walkant pulled it away from the Kyakan officer.

      "Quickly, place your hand where his was before it stops beeping."

      Jac did so and Walkant hit a couple of other buttons.

      "There, the pad is now locked to your bio-print and mine."

      Duval shoved the unconscious officer out of the way. "Key it to mine and the Admiral's bio-print."

      "I can't," Walkant said.

      Duval grabbed his neck and squeezed. “Do it or die.”

      Unfazed by the attack or the threat, Walkant answered, "I can’t. Not unless you can change the Kyakan orders making me captain of the Damonge. Normally, only the captain of the Jump Ship and Sarkann can access the data on this pad." He pointed at the now dead officer. "Because he wanted to personally capture your admiral, he transferred the second control to one of his most trusted guards."

      "And we are to trust you?" Duval asked skeptically.

      "I don't care if you do or not," Walkant replied. "You can try to transfer my print to yourself or someone else if you want. I'll even show you how to do it. Just be warned, three failed attempts and this thing is going to self-destruct, taking anyone within six feet of it with it."

      Jac could tell Duval wanted to try, so she laid a hand on his shoulder. "Release him.” Once he did, she continued. “We can deal with that later, Commander. We need to get back to the shuttle and off this ship."

      He nodded and stood up. "Grab the prisoners," he ordered.

      Walkant held his handcuffs up. "Uh, might I ask how you plan on doing that?" He glanced at the now bound and gagged Sarkann and Tratnox. "With them."

      "We didn't have any trouble getting here," Duval replied. "We will just walk back the way we came. And these two are just taking a walk with us."

      "Good. Great. Wonderful idea," Walkant said, the sarcasm dripping from every word. "Sarkann is the most paranoid person I know." He used his chin to point at the other prisoner. "And from my short association with that one, he is just as bad. Neither one of them will go to the toilet without a detail of loyal guards surrounding them."

      Jac studied the pad as she addressed Walkant. "We don't really need them now that we have you and the coordinates."

      "True," Walkant said but was loudly cut off by one of the Tnorthians.

      "We need that one. Admiral Samllie needs him to find the Veagants that attacked our world."

      Jac was thinking what to do when Walkant made it worse. "You want both of them."

      They all regarded Walkant with varying degrees of anger or distrust.

      He faced the Tnorthian. "I assume you mean the Tnorthian Admiral, sitting a sector behind our fleet."

      The Tnorthian nodded.

      "I repeat, you want both of these men. Because both of them contracted with the Veagants to help capture the pirate captain, Jackie Renée, and the ship she stole. I also heard them talking about the Veagants that attacked your worlds. Two Veagant factions have joined together and are now a part of the larger Veagant fleet aligned with the Kyakan and Egrean armada lying in wait for Admiral Jackie Renée. And I heard that they made an agreement to help attack your fleet once they have recaptured their property."

      The Tnorthian came to attention. "They come with us."

      Jac had been watching the two enemy leaders as the Kyakan captain spoke. Both enraged and would have murdered him on the spot. That anger switched to the Tnorthian upon his order.

      "How?" Jac asked.

      Walkant laced his fingers together and pointed at a far wall. "Sarkann is a very paranoid man. He doesn't even fully trust his own personal guards. So, there are secret passages to several parts of this ship. Including the flight deck, where the transport with my crew already on board is waiting for me. If I can get you and your prisoners to that transport, I want your word you will take me and my crew with you to the Jump Gate Protection Zone."

      Jac smiled. "Welcome to the Federation, Captain Walkant."
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      Sarkann's secret passages got them to within a hundred feet of the transport ship without anyone being the wiser. The problem was that as with most flight decks, this one was a beehive of activities, even while the majority of the ship celebrated Sarkann's birthday.

      In the ten minutes they had been hiding in the passageway, observing the comings and goings, there had been six patrol ships launched, and four recovered. Which suggested two ships had yet to return from their duties.

      Duval glanced around at their party and ran calculations in his head. "You trust him?" he asked Jac quietly. She observed the Kyakan officer for a few seconds. "Yeah, I do. To a point."

      He exhaled. "Alright." Duval slipped backward and away from the opening. "Hands," he ordered the man. Walkant cautiously held his bound hands up and Duval released the bindings and handed them back to the captain. He wavered another second before handing him a pistol.

      "Tabot, Mitchel, and Mimert, I want you three to wait ten minutes after we leave. Escort the captain to the transport, like he has accepted his fate. When you get there, make sure no one is watching and then take out anyone who is not being held prisoner." He gave Mimert an up and down then added. "Mimert, slump down. You're too damn tall for a Kyakan soldier. From a distance and by yourself, you don't stand out. But next to the three of them, you are going to draw unwanted attention."

      "Commander," he replied and tried to make himself smaller.

      He advised the rest of the team. "From what I can tell, there is a locker room about twenty paces to the left. As soon as the area is clear, we are going to make a run for it. Just don't act like you are running. Most of the flight crew are not likely to be seasoned soldiers and should be easily overpowered if we have to."

      Chulser grunted. "I know this plan. We've used it in the past."

      Duval gave him a patronizing glance before filling in the rest of them. "With Kyakan flight crew uniforms and headsets, we'll appear like part of the flight crew, as long as you keep your heads down and don't look directly at any of the others on the deck."

      "And these two?" Mimert asked.

      Duval peered out at the Kyakan flight crew milling around and noticed that a couple of them appeared as if they had been partying a little too much. He glared at the two enemy leaders. "Drunk. Too much celebrating the Admiral’s birthday."

      Mimert grunted and coldcocked Tratnox. "I've wanted to do that for a long time."

      Duval told the man he approved with his eyes before he faced Sarkann. "Walk or carried? Your choice."

      Sarkann glared before glancing at the unconscious Tratnox. Gagged as he was, he couldn't verbally reply, nevertheless, he let them know he would cooperate with his body language.

      Duval nodded and went back to observing the movements on the flight deck again. Finally, he said, "In three—two—one—go!"

      They moved out of the hidden passage and ambled as quickly as they could without running to the locale he hoped was a locker room.

      "Thank the gods," he murmured when they entered. He was worried he had been wrong about what the area was. "Hurry, find some clothes. No officer or supervisor uniforms if you can. The more routine we appear, the easier it will be to pass unnoticed."

      All of them found what they needed and were dressed and waiting by the exit in just a few minutes. Duval checked each of them as they joined him at the door. Once they were all gathered, he checked his watch.

      "Alright, Tabot and the others are about to make their move. Keep their group between us and the transport. It will help shield them from others on the flight deck.  Act as if we are going to help with the launch of the transport." He glanced at their two prisoners. "And keep these two in the middle of us and their faces pointed at the ground."

      Silently they all acknowledged him, and he waited until he saw Mimert and the others leave the passageway and begin slowly moving toward the transport.

      "Now," he ordered, and they all filed out of the locker room.

      They had about a hundred and fifty yards to cross to reach the transport. Duval kept one eye on the transport and one on the activities going on around them. With about a hundred yards left, no one was paying attention to them, as they seemed to be getting ready for an arrival. He glanced toward the entrance of the flight deck, expecting to see the two scout ships that hadn't arrived with the others earlier.

      But what he saw made him stumble because he recognized the ship on final approach. It was a shuttle from the Kyamar.

      "Duval?" Jac asked from beside him. He glanced and saw she was also watching the shuttle landing at the other end of the flight deck.

      "I don't know what they are doing here, they were supposed to be readying the Kyamar for immediate departure," he replied. "Keep moving. We have to get these two on the transport.”

      At about fifty feet from the transport, he spotted a detachment of Kyakan soldiers moving to greet the Kyamar shuttle. He slowed and so did the rest of them. From the corner of his eye he could see Mimert and his group about fifteen feet in front of them. He raised his hand to motion them onward when the door to the Kyamar shuttle opened and he saw the current captain and second officer of the Kyamar step off the shuttle.

      "What the hell?" he growled. Then snarled, "Fuck!" when he saw two Veagant officers follow the Kyamar officers. The leader of the Kyakan detachment saluted the Veagants officers and the Kyamar officers; and they saluted back.

      Duval came to a complete stop and unconsciously so had all the others. Chulser was the only other one of them that seemed to understand what Duval was staring at. "They have betrayed us."

      Duval raised his pistol and took a step toward the group on the far side of the flight deck. Jac stopped him by placing a hand on his arm. "Not now. We need to get Sarkann and Tratnox out of here before they spot us."

      He barely heard her as his mind was whirling with the obvious betrayal. Yet he allowed her to pull him on with the others as they continued toward the transport, faster now.

      He couldn't stop watching his former crew as they frantically spoke to the Kyakan detail that had met them. "Shit," he snapped. "They are telling them about our little party here."

      Sure enough the Kyakan officer began quickly scanning the flight deck and he eventually spotted them as they closed in on the transport. Mimert and the others had just about reached the ship with Walkant when Duval saw his former officer stare straight at him and yell something to the Kyakan detail.

      "Run!" he yelled as the two lines of Kyakan soldiers turned and began firing at them.

      Duval and Chulser aimed and fired at the same time. His shot killed the Kyamar’s captain and Chulser’s killed the other traitor. Neither waited to see them fall, they turned and raced to catch the rest of the group.

      Adesen, the Tnorthian got hit and went down but got up and continued to fire. A step later, someone else in front of Duval got hit. Duval tripped over the body and fell to his knees. He glanced down at his tangled feet to find Tratnox dead with the right side of his face missing.

      Before he could fully comprehend what was happening, the Kyakans quit firing as a couple of them yelled Sarkann's name. Duval peered over his shoulder at the Kyakan admiral just as Sara screamed. "Jac!"

      He jerked around to find Sarkann standing over a bleeding Chulser with his pistol to Sara Campbell's head. One hand was still cuffed, while the other was free. Duval’s mind struggled to understand how, even as he took aim at the man.

      Sara and Sarkann were just a few feet from the transport and the admiral was backing up with Sara until he had Duval and his team between the two of them and the line of Kyakan soldiers advancing on them.

      Jac pushed her way through them and confronted Sarkann even as he tried to stop her.

      "Me for her!" Jac dropped her pistol to the ground.

      "No!" both Duval and Sara yelled at the same time.

      "Me for her," Jac repeated and advanced on the two of them. "I am the one who stole your ship. And I am the one who you have been hunting for." She nodded toward Sara. "Me for her."

      "No!" the Tnorthian Dragot yelled. He rushed the admiral and Sara, knocking Jac out of the way.

      Before he could reach them, Sara elbowed the general, who loosened his grip enough for her to break free. Otherwise, unfazed by Sara's attack, Sarkann raised his pistol and began firing at the charging Tnorthian. Dragot went down, spurring Duval and the others to begin firing. Unfortunately, the man slipped around the corner of the transport and out of the line of fire. He was sure Sarkann had been hit by one of them. He just couldn't tell how bad.

      "On the transport before the others realize he has gotten away," he ordered.

      They grabbed the wounded Dragot and Chulser as they scrambled and made it inside the ship before the Kyakans began firing again. He checked Chulser’s head wound and saw it was mainly superficial, a lot of blood and a small gash to the back of his head. Dragot was worse and he didn’t know if the man would survive or not.

      “Can you fly?” Duval asked Chulser. When he nodded, he ordered. "Alright, you and Jac, get us the hell out of here."

      Without a word, they rushed to the cockpit and fired up the engines. In less than thirty seconds the transport was headed for the exit.

      "Hold on," Jac hollered just as they blasted through the landing bay shields and into open space.

      "Jac?" Duval shouted.

      "Three minutes to the outer barrier. Another ten to the Espérer," she replied.

      "Chulser," Duval called out.

      "Notifying the captain," he answered.

      "Tell him we need to be underway as soon as we are onboard," Duval added.

      "Commander," Chulser replied.

      "You cost us our mission," the wounded Dragot said. "We needed one of those men to find out where our people were taken."

      "Tnorthians?" Walkant asked, cutting into the growing hostility.

      The two Tnorthians rounded on him with their building resentment.

      "If I am not mistaken, you two are Tnorthians. Am I correct?"

      Dragot nodded slightly.

      "One of the Veagants, that just arrived, the older, dark green-skinned one is a Fleet General," Walkant told him. "He is the Veagant commander who made a deal with Sarkann and General Tratnox. Apparently, the one who made the original deal was killed during an attack by your own fleet when you came to the aid of some criminals they were attacking.”

      “Go on,” the Tnorthian demanded when he paused.

      “He is also the one who led an exploration to the far side of the galaxy, in search of the Guardians’ other Galaxy Jump Gate. They didn't find the Gate but bragged that they raided a resource-abundant new world called Tnorth. The slaves they took from that world are still onboard their ships. Vessels that are now part of the Veagant fleet now aligning with the Kyakan and Egrean fleets a parsec off of Merlon."

      "Are you sure?" Dragot asked.

      Walkant raised his chin. "People like that do not care what they say or reveal in front of a condemned man. Even if I had managed to survive the jump on the Damonge, I would have been in another galaxy and unable to interfere with their plans in this one. So, yes, I am sure."

      The two Tnorthians glanced at each other and at Jac. "We need to get back to our fleet."

      "No shit," Jac said, and Duval snorted at her sarcasm. "What the hell do you think I am trying to do?"

      "Where's your crew," Duval asked Walkant.

      "Locked in the cargo hold below this deck."

      Duval motioned for Mimert and Mitchel to check on them.

      "Wait," Walkant warned. "I'll need to go with you."

      "Why?" Mimert asked.

      "One, a couple of the soldiers down there are not a part of my crew, they belong to Sarkann and his faction. And two, all of them are not going to want to join you willingly." He faced Duval. "Most of those that were condemned for treason will want to join you and your Federation. Once I explain what it will mean for them, I am confident they will want to join you. As for those that were condemned for cowardice, I would not trust them even if they agreed to go with you."

      "Why?" Duval asked.

      His eyes showed his anger or anguish. "Most of them volunteered for this trip as a way to recover their honor and citizenship in the Empire. And those that did not, I would not trust because when you need them, they will betray you just as they did the Empire."

      Mimert groused. "Leave them where they are. We can figure who we can trust once we are back onboard the Espérer."

      "We can't," Jac called out from the cockpit area. "This ship has weapons on it."

      It was a statement, but Walkant answered anyway. "Yes, it does."

      "Does your crew, the ones you trust, know how to use them?" she asked.

      "Of course," Walkant replied.

      "Fuck," Duval said and ordered. "Mimert, take him with you and free those that are willing to help."

      Mimert hesitated then answered, "Commander."

      "The rest of you, prepare for battle," he ordered.

      The team scattered as they hunted for the weapons stations. Luckily male and female Kyakan soldiers began arriving and seemed to know what needed to be done.

      "Commander, the Kyllegon is launching fighters," Jac called out.

      "How far to the outer barrier?"

      "Another minute," she yelled out before adding, "Brace, brace, brace, the fighters are firing."

      "Mimert!" Duval shouted.

      "No!" Jac bellowed louder. "We’re too close to the barrier now. Do not fire back unless they take out our engines and we can’t make the barrier. As long as we do not engage the fighters, we still have Merlonian neutrality and protection."

      The ship shook from a blast. "How long?" he asked.

      "We're there. Now to see if the fighters will respect the Merlonian neutral zone."

      Duval moved to the cockpit and saw the two closest Kyakan fighters enter the zone. Six others veered off. As the transport came abreast of a Merlonian warship, one of the fighters fired another blast at them. It hit the rear of the ship and knocked them sideways. Jac quickly regained control of the transport just as the Merlonian warship fired at the two Kyakan fighters, destroying both of them instantly.

      "Kyakan transport, this is the Merlonian Battleship, Santore. Cut your engines now and prepare to be boarded and explain why your own fighters were firing on you."

      "Santore, this is Federation Admiral Jackie Renée Morgan onboard the Kyakan transport. We were taken prisoner by the Kyakans and escaped on their transport. We are attempting to get back to our ship, the Espérer."

      "Standby," the Santore ordered. A few minutes later, they advised, "Admiral Morgan, our scans show seven Federation souls on board your ship, plus two Tnorthian, and twenty-five Kyakans. Explain."

      "The Tnorthians were taken prisoner with us. As for the Kyakans, twenty of them were being held prisoner on the transport by their own people. Ten have made a formal request of sanctuary within the Federation and filed petitions to join the Federation."

      "The other fifteen Kyakans you have onboard?"

      "Ten of the prisoners have not requested sanctuary and will be returned to their government as Merlonian, Kyakan, and Federation law requires. The five remaining Kyakans were the guards holding all of them and will also be released to their government as dictated by your trade agreement with them."

      “I hoped that by phrasing it as a legal issue the Merlonian commander will forward the request to their government and not continue to insist on access to the transport,” Jac explained.

      There was a long pause before the Santore advised. "In accordance with our laws, you will need to transfer all those not seeking sanctuary with the Federation to a Merlonian shuttle before you are permitted to continue. Additionally, by order of President Harmer, you have violated the conditions of sanctuary within the Merlonian Protection Zone and accordingly, all Federation personnel and ships must depart within one hour or you will be taken into custody and your ships forfeited to Merlon."

      “It worked,” Duval said.

      "Understood," Jac replied. "And please advise President Harmer that I am sorry to have breached her trust."

      "You think she knows most of that was an out and out lie?" Duval asked her.

      "Yes. Otherwise, the response would not have come so quickly. My bet is that she was informed the minute we boarded the Merlonian shuttle. This is her way of getting out of taking action against us and still maintaining Merlon's neutrality."

      Chulser interrupted, "Commander, Admiral, I am tracking movements from seven warships, three are Kyakan and four are Egrean. Additionally, I am tracking squadrons of Kyakan and Egrean fighters deploying in the direction of the Espérer."

      "Expected," Duval replied. "We made a contingency for this."

      Chulser asked acerbically. "Does that include dealing with a large squadron of Veagant Knife fighters? Because, long-range scanners are picking up a very large formation of them gathering as well."

      Duval clenched his jaw. Chulser was a damn good man, if a bit cynical and pessimistic at times.

      Sergeant Adesen spoke up. "Contact Admiral Samllie on a secure channel. I doubt she will help you with your Kyakan and Egrean problem, but once I tell her that our people are on one of those Veagant ships, there is a very good probability that she'll order an immediate attack of the Veagant Fleet."

      Duval didn't know the Tnorthian Admiral that well, although, his limited interactions gave the impression of a methodical and calculating strategist. People like that did not rush into an attack against a larger force. His doubts must have shown on his face as the Tnorthian heaved a sigh and added.

      "Admiral Samllie's sister and niece were taken by the Veagants. They also murdered her mother and father during the raid on our planet. Trust me, she has done nothing but plan how to get them back from the moment she learned about the raid." He turned to Admiral Morgan. "What do you think she has been doing all this time while you have been repairing your ship and trying to capture Sarkann? Why do you think I and Specialist Dragot are here? We, too, lost family in that raid."

      "Chulser, make the call," the admiral ordered before he could.

      "Admiral," he replied and added, "Merlonian shuttle coming alongside."

      Duval instructed Walkant. "Separate your crew and I will talk to them."

      "About?" he asked.

      "The oath of office to the Federation," Duval replied and added when his brows crinkled. "Anyone who chooses to join us, even temporarily, must agree to act in the best interest of the group, the Federation. Unlike the Kyakans and the Egreans, we protect everyone, and every race."

      Walkant relaxed. "My people will willingly agree to that. It is the reason we were imprisoned and stripped of our citizenship." He glanced between them. "I warn you, some of those accused of cowardice may also agree to your oath to just get onboard your ship. But be forewarned, many of them will do anything to regain their lost standing within the Empire."

      Duval mulled that over and nodded. "Warning received and understood."

      Three of the Kyakans Walkant warned about did ask to join them. Duval decided to err on the side of caution and sided with Walkant and gave them over to the Merlonians, despite pleas that if they were returned to the Kyakans they would be killed. They had enough trouble without taking on possible Kyakan sympathizers. As it was, they were taking on eleven Kyakans he wasn't sure they could trust.

      He and Walkant had just made it back to the main deck when Chulser called out, "Shuttles away."

      "Make for the Espérer," he and the admiral said at the same time.

      Duval swallowed hard. He still sometimes forgot who was in charge.

      "Sorry," he said to her.

      "No worries," she replied.

      "Admiral, Captain," Walkant said, "is there any way you can get me and my crew to my ship?"

      Duval snorted as the admiral answered. "There are twenty-six warships between us and that ship of yours. Not to mention a hundred Veagant Knife fighters. So, no."

      "Why?" Duval asked.

      Walkant glanced from her to him. "In most ways, the Damonge is a sister ship to the Tratnox, the Espérer. In armament and speed, she was built the equivalent or better. The only deficiency in her is the shields and structure needed to withstand the stresses of the Jump Gate. But in normal space, there are few that can catch her or outgun her."

      He thought about it for several seconds before deflating. "It would be nice to have another ship in our group. Especially if she is as powerful as you say. But the Damonge is sitting in the middle of the Kyakan fleet."

      Duval and the others sat in silence as they all thought about what Walkant said. Suddenly, the admiral snapped her fingers. "But it won't be when we make a break for it."

      Duval started laughing. "No, it won't."

      The admiral asked, "How many people are on the Damonge right now?"

      Walkant thought and replied, "Minimal bridge crew, two officers, and one Kyakan guard."

      "Yours or theirs?" the admiral asked. "The bridge officers?"

      "Mine," Walkant replied.

      "Okay, I have a plan that might get you back on your ship," the admiral said. She turned to Duval and asked. "How many of the bio-crates do we have on the Espérer?"

      Duval replied immediately, "We transferred four or five of them last week."

      Her eyes lit up. "Enough to hold ten or more people."

      He chuckled. "Twice that many."

      At Walkant's confused expression, he explained. "Before I joined the Federation, I was a pirate. Or so some have accused me of being. And during a few shopping excursions we used specially made bio-crates that mask what, or who, is hiding inside."

      Walkant raised an amused eyebrow.

      Duval grew serious. "When we reach the Espérer, we'll transfer to the ship and at the same time move the bio-crates onto the transport. When we make our run for it, we'll leave the transport adrift. If the Kyakans and Egreans do what we believe, or hope they will do, they will send the entire fleet to stop us. We'll give you a rendezvous coordinate. If we make it and you are able to retake the Damonge, we'll meet up there before making a final run to the Jump Gate."

      "You want them to chase you? Why?" Walkant asked.

      Duval still didn't trust the Kyakan captain, so he evaded the question. "It is part of the plan."

      “I understand. You don't trust me and my crew enough to share it with me." He shrugged. "Not a problem. At this point, I wouldn't trust me, either."

      Duval started to turn away, but Walkant stayed him by grabbing his forearm. "But if we are to function together in the future, that will have to change, or this will not work."

      Duval glanced from his face to his hand and back to his eyes. "Agreed. If we survive this, we can build on that trust."

      Walkant held his gaze for a beat and removed his hand.

      "You two through with your male posturing?" the admiral asked from behind them.

      He winked at Walkant. "For now, Jac."

      "Good, because I have a slight change to your plan, Commander Longknife."

      "Shit," he muttered and slowly twisted around to face her. Lately she’d begun using his last name when he pissed her off. He'd done it again; he’d taken command and made decisions without addressing them with her first."

      "Admiral Morgan," he said and came to attention.

      "Ah, you do recall who is in command," she said unheated, yet he flinched as if she had yelled it. "And as the overall commander, I have one slight change to yours and Captain Walkant's plan."

      "Admiral," he replied.

      Walkant stepped up abreast of him and replied as well.

      "We, and by we, I mean me, need Captain Walkant." She glanced at the pad in his hand. "That thing is now keyed to mine and Captain Walkant's bio-print. Consequently, until I can download the coordinates inside of it, the captain and I are going to be locked together as if we were conjoined twins."

      Duval muttered another curse. "Sorry, Admiral," he held the pad out to her, "I forgot about the damn pad being locked to the two of you."

      They turned to Walkant who was obviously troubled. "Is that going to be a problem, Captain Walkant?" she asked.

      He shook his head. "No." He replied. "But who will command the Damonge?"

      "I will –" Duval started but was cut off by a blunt, heated, no from the admiral.

      Fuck, he did it again. "Admiral," Duval said.

      "You are my best fighter pilot, Commander Duval, and we will need you at that task if we are to have a chance of getting away from the combined fleets we are facing."

      She was completely correct, so he just silently nodded his agreement and asked, "Who do you want to command the Damonge?"

      "Commander Griffnox."

      A damn good choice. But he didn't say it out loud. He didn't need to.

      "I also want Mimert, Chulser, and McMichen to remain with the Kyakans."

      "Mitchel is wounded," he reminded her.

      "It's a wee scratch, Commander. So don't ya be a worrin' yourself non on my account. Besides, Lady Sara done patched me up real good. I'm fit to fight, have no doubts about that, Commander."

      Duval hid his smile. The Earthling would have made an excellent Egrean Warrior.

      "Good," the admiral said. "Captain Walkant, inform your crew of the plan and make sure they will follow Commander Griffnox's orders. If you feel any of them will resist, I want to know about it before we reach the Espérer. Is that understood?"

      "Understood, Admiral Morgan. And there won't be any resistance. We all want to get away from the Empire and to freedom. And we will all do whatever it takes to win that freedom."

      She asked, "Commander, any questions?"

      "None, Admiral," he replied.
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      Three Merlonian Star Cruisers escorted them all the way back to the Espérer. And it was a good thing as five separate, ten Veagant Knife Fighter squadrons crossed the outer barrier and attacked them just as they were about to land on the Espérer. Jac was hard-pressed to not order the Espérer or the transport, to fire on the Veagants, yet was glad she hadn't. Because the effectiveness of the Merlon planetary defense system and the deadly accuracy of the Merlonian warships in dealing with the fifty invaders left Jac stunned. When she radioed the bridge for a report, Quintan’s only comment was, “I told you; their defense system is the best in the galaxy.”

      "Admiral," Chulser called out, "Three Kyakan Battleships are approaching the outer barrier and our ships. And their weapons are hot."

      “Tell them to execute plan Charlie,” she ordered.

      “The Kyamar jumped to light-speed as soon as they detected their approach,” he answered and glanced up, “the Wyandot hasn’t moved and is now trapped between the barrier and the approaching ships.”

      “Fuck the traitors?” Duval snarled.

      She laid her hand on his arm. “We only know that the captain and first officer betrayed us, Duval. Whoever was left on that ship followed the battle plan we agreed to. They may not be even aware of what their commander was attempting to do.”

      “Maybe,” he grumbled.

      Jac refocused on the immediate threat. "Advise the Espérer and Wyandot to keep their weapons offline," she ordered. “And have the Wyandot cross the barrier while transmitting an emergency sanctuary request.”

      "Admiral?" Chulser questioned.

      "Do it," she demanded. "If the Merlonians detect any of our ships powering up weapons, we will face the same thing as those Veagant fighters."

      He relayed the order and just as he finished, Sara, who had taken the co-pilot seat, blurted out, "Merlonian Galaxy Class Battleships moving to intercept the Kyakan warships."

      Chulser listened to the comms for a long minute before advising. "The Merlonians are warning the Kyakans to not cross the outer barrier or they will be fired upon."

      "Are the Kyakans responding?" she asked.

      "Not yet, Admiral," he replied.

      She moved to Sara's chair and unconsciously squeezed her shoulder as she watched the screen with them. Finally, Jac called out to the others, "The Wyandot has crossed the barrier and the Kyakan ships are veering off."

      Chulser added, "Their weapons are still hot, but they are holding just short of the barrier."

      "Land us as quickly as you can," Jac ordered.

      "Admiral," he replied.

      She leaned down to Sara and took in her scent before giving her orders. "Get the wounded ready to transfer as soon as the doors open."

      Sara nodded, leaned back enough that Jac could feel the heat coming from her skin. "Will do, Admiral."

      Jac wanted to kiss her and could tell she wanted the same thing. Rather it was Jac’s training as a police officer, or Sara’s upbringing as an English lady, the kiss did not happen. It simply was not the time for such things, so she forced herself to turn and head to the others. When she reached Walkant she told him, "There are Kyakan warships just outside the barrier, monitoring everything we do. So, I need you and your crew to get off with the rest of us. Hopefully, Commander Griffnox has the bio-crates and bio-shields and your crew can reboard without being detected."

      "Understood," he replied. "I will advise my crew. By your leave, Admiral."

      "Captain," she warned before he could go more than a couple of steps, "Commander Griffnox will be in charge. Make sure your crew understands and accepts that. If the Damonge and Espérer are as similar as you say, he will be as familiar with it as you, or any of your crew."

      "Understood," he repeated.

      She took a beat and continued. "Commander Duval, ready your fighters. If needed, I want you to be able to launch as soon as we cross the outer barrier."

      "We'll be ready," he answered.

      Walkant stopped again and came back a step. "Admiral."

      She raised a brow.

      "The Damonge has fighters. And two of my crew are fighter pilots."

      "Commander?" she asked.

      He asked suspiciously, "Will they follow my orders?"

      "Tunker! Sarlark!" Walkant yelled.

      "Captain Walkant," one of the Kyakans answered.

      "Will you follow this man's orders?"

      "In a fight against the Empire? Absolutely," the man said.

      "Gladly," the other one said.

      Duval gave each Kyakan a hard look and nodded. "On me when we reach our ship."

      "This may work out better as the Kyakans' scanner will detect you two and they may not notice the rest of the Kyakan life signs disappearing. Captain, how many will Commander Griffnox need to operate the Damonge?"

      "Operate? One. Just like your ship. In a fight, twenty would be nice, ten would be minimum."

      "With my people and yours, Commander Griffnox will have fourteen. And no fighter protection if you give me your two pilots."

      "It will do, Admiral. If I understand your plan, the Kyakan and Egrean fleets are going to be busy chasing the two of you. And I have a secret, encrypted channel to my men on the bridge of the Damonge. They will be able to keep their guard from detecting his approach to the ship."

      "Brace, we are landing," Chulser called out.

      The jar nearly knocked them off their feet, but they all held their balance. She bit her lips. Chulser was a great comms officer, but his piloting skills still needed some work. Especially with an unfamiliar vessel like the Kyakan transport ship.

      She addressed Walkant. "Give Griffnox the information on the channel. He'll need it to communicate with your men once we are under way."

      "I'll need to contact them first, so they know who he is," he replied.

      "Do so as soon as you get to the Espérer's bridge," she answered.

      "Admiral," he said and went to address his crew.

      When the doors opened, she met Griffnox. "You understand what to do?"

      "Yes, take command of a Kyakan ship similar to the Espérer."

      "Nearly identical," Walkant supplied, and advised him about the back channel to the bridge on the Damonge.

      Jac nodded toward the man. "This is Captain Walkant. Ten of his crew are joining us. Eight will be going with you to the Damonge." She grabbed his arm. "Try not to get into a fight. You will have a crew of fourteen and no fighter support. You have the rendezvous point, if we manage to outrun the enemy’s forces."

      "I do not like this," Griffnox said.

      She squeezed his arm. "Griff, if the plan fails, you remaining onboard the Espérer isn't going to make a damn bit of difference in a fight with that many warships." She glanced over at Walkant. "On the other hand, if we can add the Damonge to our own fleet, it might make a difference when we do have to make a fight of it."

      He stood taller. "Understood, Admiral."

      While they were speaking, controlled chaos had been going on around them. "We're ready to depart, Admiral," Chulser advised.

      "Ensure that everyone is inside one of the bio-crates or bio-shields before we dump the transport. With no life signs on board, the Kyakans will assume we are just jettisoning an enemy vessel back into space.”

      “Hopefully,” Chulser muttered.

      She patted his shoulder. “Hopefully,” she agreed.

      Griffnox radioed, “Standing by.”

      Chulser nodded and moved to the cockpit. He gave her a final glance before covering himself with a blanket that shielded him from most scanners.

      Jac turned to Walkant with a silent question. One he understood.

      "From that distance, they are most likely using targeting scanners. Those are primarily calibrated for weapons and power detection. To identify individual species and numbers, they would normally have to be closer."

      "Thank you," she replied as she mulled that over for a second.

      After taking a deep fortifying breath, she called out, "Good luck, Lieutenant." This felt like sending someone else to their death. But what choice did she have?

      "You too, Admiral," he called back.

      Jac watched as the transport was jettisoned from the ship. "Admiral?" Tabot said.

      She pulled her attention away.

      "Bridge," he said, and she nodded.

      "And you get to medical."

      "Admiral," he answered and left her there.

      She shook off the feeling of just killing more of her crew, her friends, and she and Walkant headed for the bridge. They arrived just as Captain Quintan was ordering the ship to begin maneuvering.

      "Captain Walkant," she said. "The comm station is over there."

      "The Wyandot?" she asked Quintan.

      "Moving. She is holding a thousand yards to our left," he said.

      "You've been apprised of the transport and the Damonge?"

      "I have. We'll do everything we can to get the bastards to follow us," he answered.

      A shiver crawled up her back. Fear for them or the ones being left behind, she wasn’t sure. Jac forced herself to the business at hand. "Comms, advise Merlonian Control we are departing and give them our departure route."

      The route would take them right through the heart of the Merlonian Protection Zone. The Kyakans had a couple of ships waiting on the far side, but the mass majority of them were on this side and would have to go completely around the zone or chance a direct conflict with the Merlonians by trying to follow them.

      "Route approved," the officer advised.

      "Captain, as soon as we are safely able, I want to be in Fold."

      "Searching," was his quick reply. A moment later, "Admiral, there is only one location within the Protection Zone that it would be safe to engage the Fold Drive. And Admiral, it is not on the path the Merlonians have approved."

      "How far off?"

      "Half a parsec."

      "Damn," she muttered. "Alright, Captain, turn when we are abreast of it and go to Light Ten. As soon as you can, drop us out and engage the Fold Drive as quickly as possible. Hopefully, we can make the maneuvers before either the Kyakans or Egreans can catch up. Or the Merlonians blow us to smithereens."

      "Admiral," he replied, "Comms, advise the Wyandot of what we are going to be doing."

      "Captain," was the reply.

      Jac held her breath until Quintan ordered, "Turn and jump to Light Ten."

      "The Wyandot made the turn with us," the operations officer advised.

      "Arriving at point in, five—four—three—two—arriving" the pilot called out.

      "Navigations," Quintan ordered.

      "Coordinates set," the officer announced.

      "Jump!" Quintan called out.

      Jac requested. "Ops, the Wyandot?"

      "Checking, checking, checking… Thirty seconds behind us, Admiral,” they advised. “We are both clear of the Merlonian Protection Zone."

      "The Kyakans and Egreans?" Jac asked.

      "No Fold Bubbles detected, Admiral."

      "They know where we are going, Admiral," the Captain said.

      "I know," she replied and fought off a wave of despair. To help, she asked, "Ops, did you detect any movement from the Damonge?"

      "Negative," was the answer. "She was still on station when the Kyakan fleet went to Light. I lost track of her after that."

      She nodded. "Hopefully Griff and the others were able to retake the ship and get underway."

      "We will know in about twelve hours," Quintan said.

      Damn, it was going to be a long twelve hours. Especially for her.
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        * * *

      

      Jac was right, it had been a long twelve hours. And it wasn’t because for the first time in months, she was sleeping alone.

      Sara spent nearly half that time berating her for trying to throw her life away to save hers. Her girlfriend was beginning to know Jac better than she liked.  She knew Jac was trying to pay for the lives she had lost due to her mistakes with her own. In fact, Sara's reasoning made enough sense to shake Jac up. Yet that wasn't what kept Jac awake all night. It was two other things in her tirade that hit a chord with Jac.

      "You've had one goal since you got free and freed the rest of the Frozen, getting us back to Earth."

      And the other was an echo of something the Kyakan Captain Walkant had said. "I just want to get my people to the Safe Zone. After that, we can decide what we want to do."

      It was that that really caused Jac to think and rethink everything she had done since waking up as a prisoner of the Egreans. Her one underlining goal through all this had been to get herself and the Frozen back to Earth. And ultimately, that hadn't changed. But her obsession had cost lives. So, maybe it was time to change the goal to getting all of them to a safe place for the time being.

      At the appointed time they reached the rendezvous point and found the Damonge and the Kyamar waiting for them. She immediately ordered Duval, Furtnorex, and a contingent of soldiers to the Kyamar to determine if the remaining crew had indeed been apart of their captain’s betrayal.

      An hour later Duval reported that the captain and first officer had supposedly gone to the Espérer for additional orders. The officers left behind were unaware of their intentions to betray the Federation to the Kyakans. When Jac asked if he was sure, he replied with, “I used Leanna’s truth drug. I am very sure they knew nothing of the betrayal.”

      Jac wasn’t sure she agreed with his using the drug, yet she sure as hell wasn’t going to reprimand him for doing so. Instead, she told him to appoint a new captain and first officer, and then to have all the upper command staff from all four ships meet on the Espérer before they got underway. They needed to plan the battle to come.

      So, she was taken aback when one of the officers that showed up was Même Longknife, wearing one of the newly designed Lieutenant First Class Federation uniforms. Something Jac and Sara had worked on while the Espérer was being repaired. But that wasn’t what held Jac’s notice, it was the five-foot-five, black-haired, seventeen-year-old woman wearing it. With her blue eyes and snow-white streak down the middle of her hair, she was the spitting image of her father, who chose that moment to walk through the door.

      "Commander Longknife," she said when Duval got to her. "I am glad you made it."

      "Longknife? Mad at me again, I see. And I wasn't aware my attending this briefing was optional, Admiral Morgan" he replied sarcastically.

      Jac could tell he was working hard to hide his amusement and to not look in his daughter's direction, who was on the far side of the room with the officers from the Wyandot.

      "Am I expected to ignore the elephant in the room?"

      He failed to completely conceal his amusement. "Not sure what an elephant is, Admiral."

      "An Earth beast the size of a house," she supplied. "And at the moment it is in the form of your daughter, wearing a Federation officer's uniform."

      He glanced at Même. "Not my doing, Admiral. Blame Captain Yerker. Même knows the Wyandot better than anyone on board her. I would go so far as to say my daughter knows the ship better than I do, as she was raised on it.  Yerker made Même a Lieutenant Second Class and assigned her as Chief Engineer the same day she was promoted to Operations Officer of the Wyandot. After our battle with the Veagants and Même’s heroic actions during the fight, she promoted her to Lieutenant First Class. When I promoted Yerker to captain, she made her one of the bridge officers and a part of the command staff because she knows how effective a leader my daughter is. Something I believe she got from me.”

      He gave her a hard look. “If you are worried about nepotism, it is not. My daughter is a better engineer than I am. Better than anyone on this ship or any of my ships. And she has been supervising others for several years. That is why Même now serves as the Wyandot's primary Science Officer, as well as her lead Engineering Officer."

      "I was not made aware of those facts," Jac grumbled.

      "They were pirates, Admiral. They are not used to telling others their business."

      "That will need to change," she said.

      "Maybe, but I would strongly suggest you concentrate on one battle at a time," he advised.

      She gave his daughter a final glance. "You are, of course, quite correct, Commander Duval. Officers, please find a seat. We have a lot to go over and a short time to do it," Jac announced.

      Once they were seated, Jac laid out the plan she, Griffnox, and Quintan had been working on. Only now she felt sick to her stomach even worse than before. Because as the most heavily armored and shielded ship in their three-ship fleet, the plan called for the Wyandot to lead a V formation toward the battle line they suspected the Kyakans, Egreans, and Veagants would use to blockade them from reaching the safety of the Jump Gate Safe Zone.

      As the vanguard of their attack, the Wyandot would take the worst punishment from the enemy fleet. And although she did not know Même or the majority of the Wyandot's crew very well, she did know Duval. And there was a good possibility that the lead ship would not survive the battle. Hell, there was a better than good possibility that none of them would survive the forthcoming battle.

      "We have used a similar strategy when facing a superior force," Duval said. "We deployed it as a hit-and-run tactic and not as a full-on engagement of a larger enemy."

      "And we will do so this time as well, Commander. Once the Wyandot has fully engaged the weakest of the warships, we expect that the Kyakans and Egreans are going to send their larger, more powerful ships to aid them. We, the Espérer and Damonge will engage them. The Kyamar will aid whoever needs their help in the engagement. Or we will appear to engage them. If we do this correctly, we will make an emergency jump and stop at the outer barrier of the Protection Zone just after engaging them." She peered intently at everyone there. "The important thing is to not—and I repeat—not cross that barrier with our weapons hot. We must completely power down our weapons and transmit the Guardian's code for entrance into the Zone before we cross their barrier. If we do not, according to Captain Walkant, we will not be allowed to remain within the Safe Zone. Which will trap us between the now hostile Guardians and the enemy’s combined fleets."

      She gave the four captains a hard look. "Which means destroying or disabling any and all enemy fighters or ships close to the barrier, otherwise we will be sitting ducks."

      Yerker's brows creased, so Jac gave a quick explanation.  "An Earth animal that flies and is hunted by Earthlings. And easy prey when they are sitting still."

      "Do we know how long it will take to receive the entrance approval?" Captain Yerker asked.

      She glanced at Walkant.

      “Instantaneously. However, all vessels wishing to cross into the Zone must transmit the code before entering. If even one of us does not, then all of us will be asked to leave.”

      Captain Claudmor, the newly promoted captain of the Kyamar, raised her hand.

      "The largest force we,” she nodded at Duval, “have ever done this with was five ships. According to you, we are facing thirty warships, or more. And five to six of them are Galactic Class Battleships, giving them as many as two-hundred and forty fighters to our fifteen, or a sixteen to one odds.

      "More," Jac said. "Veagant Galactic Class Battleships carry twice as many fighters as the Kyakans and Egreans." She held her hand up. "Which is why we are employing the Jump and Hit tactic your former captain perfected. Normal Kyakan battle strategy for a blockaded world is to place their warships within a five-minute jump range of each other. And to deploy their fighters into the spaces between and behind the warships to fill in the gaps.  A few will be in front of the battle line as scouts. Those will be Commander Duval’s responsibility."

      "And if they don't follow their normal strategy?" she asked. "Or follow someone else's, like the Egreans or Veagants?"

      Quintan spoke up. "The Kyakans are the dominant military force here. The Veagants may be as warlike and militaristic as the Kyakans, but they are the smaller force in this battle. Additionally, they are acting as a mercenary force for both the Kyakans and Egreans. So, we believe that they will defer to the Kyakans for the battle strategy."

      "And if they don't?" Yerker and Claudmor asked at the same time.

      "We will deal with it," Jac answered.

      Yerker sat back in her chair. "Aye, Admiral. That we will."

      Jac nodded. "Any other questions?" When none came, she decided to address one more issue, a nonmilitary one.

      "Captain Walkant, when I took over this ship, it was named the Tratnox. A name none of us wanted to serve on. So, I changed it to the Espérer. Which in my mother’s language means hope. Your ship has a similar unpalatable name. Would you like to change the name of your ship before we head into this battle?"

      Walkant frowned as he thought. Suddenly he said, "Librenox. In our language, it means freedom. Or the freed. Sarkann despises the word as Kyakans like myself and my crew have used it for years in hushed tones about ourselves. If heard by the wrong people, it was a way to get oneself killed or imprisoned."

      Jac came to attention. "By the power invested in me by, well, all of you, I hereby christen your ship, the Librenox."

      Walkant grinned broadly and everyone cheered. Once the applause died down, she ordered everyone to their positions. As they were leaving, she stopped Duval.

      "I can reassign Même to the Espérer if you want."

      "He doesn't want to," a soft voice snarled from behind her.

      Jac swallowed. There was no mistaking the voice of an angry Lieutenant Longknife.

      "I stay with my ship, Admiral. I am her senior engineer, and I do not abandon my vessel."

      Jac glance back at Duval and saw extreme pride in his eyes. Fear as well, but mostly pride. "As you wish, Lieutenant. Prepare to depart with your crew. We will drop out of Fold just long enough for you, Captain Claudmor, and Captain Walkant to get back to your ships."

      She came to attention and saluted her before joining the rest of the Wyandot's officers.

      "She is just like you," Jac said.

      "Damn right, she is," he replied.

      She couldn't help it, she grinned as broadly as he. "Prepare your fighters, Commander. According to the coordinates we got from Captain Walkant, it will take three days at High Fold to reach the Jump Gate."

      "We'll be ready, Admiral," he said and left the briefing room.

      The real question, in her mind, would she be ready to lose more lives in her attempt to get some of them to freedom?"
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      They dropped out of Fold just far enough to keep them from the enemy's long-range scanners. Hopefully. Because they needed time to prepare for the coming battle.

      To see if their guessing had been accurate, they sent four fighters ahead that were equipped with stealth cloaks.  They wouldn't make them completely invisible, but they would make it hard for the enemy ships' long-range scanners to pick them up. If they ran into an enemy patrol, things might become dicey.

      The tradeoff for the near invisibility meant a reduction in weaponry. One ship—Duval's—was completely unarmed as it had been fitted with a special long-range scanner so they could get a good picture of what awaited them.

      Jac had ordered Walkant, Claudmor, and Yerker to the Espérer for one final briefing before they went into battle. Not surprisingly, Walkant brought Griffnox with him, who was acting as the Librenox's temporary First Officer. Yerker, surprisingly, brought Même Longknife, whom she had promoted to the Wyandot’s First Officer. Something that was unsettling to Jac yet she knew she could do nothing about.

      Apparently, the girl knew Jac was uneasy about her presence as she stood at the door giving Jac a defiant glare.

      "Take a seat, Marie" Yerker ordered.

      Jac glanced at the Wyandot's captain and back at Duval's daughter. She had forgotten that Même was just a nickname. Her full name was Marie Antoinette Longknife. An apparent nod to her earthly ancestry—French and Wyandot. Même, French for same. As a small child, Marie insisted on emulating her father in every way. And so the name Même stuck. And at that moment, the girl was the very image of a warrior princess.

      "Commander," Jac said.

      "Admiral," the girl replied and took a seat next to Yerker.

      "Commander Marie Longknife is serving as my First Officer for the time being," Yerker unnecessarily supplied.

      "Welcome," Jac answered. She gave the room a once over before proceeding. "Commander Duval should be back in about an hour. I wanted to go over the forthcoming battle one more time and see if there are any issues or adjustments you wish to discuss."

      There were no issues and only a few suggestions from both Yerker and Walkant. All of which Jac agreed with and added to their plan. They were just about to break up and head to their stations when the comms blared to life.

      "Patrol coming in hot, Veagant fighters are in pursuit."

      "Battle stations," Jac yelled, "scramble the ready fighters."

      "Launching," was the reply.

      "Place the remaining fighters on standby," she added as she headed for the door.

      She was met there by a worried Marie Longknife. She reached out and patted her arm. "Return to your ship, Commander. Your father is the best fighter pilot in the universe."

      "I know," Même replied before running to catch up with her captain.

      Jac rushed to the bridge and called out, "Captain, status?"

      "Six Veagant fighters.  They engaged our patrol about a quarter parsec out. Commander Duval signaled that he is jamming their comms, but we do not know if the enemy was able to get a message off before he did so."

      Which meant neither he nor anyone in his squadron would be able to talk to them now. "Ready the fleet. I want to be in Fold as soon as we recover our scouts."

      Jac went to the Operations Station and stood behind the officer as they monitored the incoming fighters on sensors. The officers briefly acknowledged her presence but kept their main concentration on the screens in front of them.

      "One fighter hit, slowing down," they announced. "Who?" Jac cried.

      "Unknown, Admiral."

      With the jammer on, the fighters' identification transponders would also be blocked so they could not identify the individual craft. Only the type of spacecraft.

      "Federation fighter destroyed," the officer announced. "Another hit but maintaining speed."

      "How far out?" Captain Quintan asked.

      "Eight minutes," the officer replied.

      "Cover fire," he yelled. "Have all ships target those knife-fighters as soon as they are in range."

      "Fighter Command wants to launch," the comms officer advised.

      "No!" and "Negative" came from Jac and the captain.

      "I do not want to have to recover additional craft before we can jump to Fold," he clarified. "Have them stand down and secure for jump to Fold."

      "Three minutes out and another Federation Fighter dropping to sub-light-speed, Captain," Lieutenant Laterno, working as the ops officer said, despair in her voice as they all knew what that meant for the pilot. A moment later, her head dipped forward as she gave the expected news. "Federation fighter destroyed. Remaining scouts, one minute out. Enemy fighters thirty seconds behind them."

      She and Quintan anxiously waited for the next update. A long minute later the comm officer yelled, "All ships recovered. Five enemy fighters destroyed. One damaged and adrift. Fighter Deck securing for jump to Fold."

      "Pilot, as soon as you get an all green, go to Fold," Quintan ordered.

      Jac rushed to the back of the pilot's chair and stared at the control panel in front of them. Waiting for an eternity for all the indicator lights to turn green. Yet there seemed to be one that stubbornly remained red.

      "Wyandot and Librenox have jumped," Laterno advised.

      “The Kyamar?” Jac asked.

      “Jumping now,” they replied.

      And still the red light shined. Finally, it flickered and changed to green.

      "Jump!" she yelled at the same time the pilot called out, "Jumping!"

      She lost her balance and landed on her butt as the ship violently jerked into motion. From the floor she demanded, “Any signal from enemy ships to their fleet?”

      "Unknown."

      Quintan ordered, "Keep monitoring. I want to know if we are expected."

      He came over and helped her up as he gave another order. "Advise the Wyandot and Librenox to fall back into formation with the Kyamar."

      "Thank you." She said and slowly walked over to the comm officer's station. He glanced at her and without being asked, called down to the flight deck for a status on their scouts.

      The response nearly sent her to her knees again.

      "Commander Duval and Lieutenant Slutter recovered uninjured. They are changing craft and are preparing for the battle."

      "Thank God." Yet she still felt sick to her stomach. The biggest danger to all of them was still to come. Especially for those in their fighters.

      "Captain," Laterno called out. "Commander Duval transmitted his scans as soon as he landed. We have the positions of the enemy fleets."

      She and Quintan rushed to her position to study the scans. After a few minutes, Looten advised grimly, "The Kyakans are formidable, but thankfully predictable. They have set the blockade as we expected." He gave her a warning glance. "Nonetheless, we need to prepare for the unexpected. They are not stupid, and they are not the only enemy we are facing in this battle."

      "Captain, Admiral," Laterno said with confusion and maybe some excitement.

      “What is it?” Jac asked.

      "Commander Duval's scans only found one Veagant warship anywhere near the Jump Gate."

      "Dianineth," Jac murmured. She announced for everyone, "The Tnorthians attacked the Veagants back at Merlon."

      Quintan was obviously also relieved. And disappointed. "Shame they didn't get them, all."

      "I just hope she got her people back," Jac said.

      "Yes," he replied. "Now, let's find a point away from them and any of the other Galactic Classes."

      They spent several minutes studying the information Duval had sent before settling on an Egrean light cruiser. The nearest heavy battleship was an Egrean Galactic Class Battleship and a midsize Kyakan Galaxy Class Warship.

      "Advise the Wyandot to target the cruiser," he told the comms officer, "and tell Captain Walkant to target the Kyakan warship, and advise Captain Claudmor to provide cover fire for them once we separate.” He faced her. "That leaves the battleship for us." She nodded even as he continued issuing orders. "Comms, advise Commander Duval to coordinate his initial attack on the cruiser and then join us with the battleship."

      The plan called for the Espérer and Wyandot, along with their fighters, to engage the first ship in a coordinated attack, with any luck, making the enemy believe it was the place they were trying to breach the blockade. But after the initial attack, the Librenox, and Kyamar, along with most of Duval's fighters, would turn and join with the Espérer, hitting the real target, the Egrean battleship. Although larger and more powerful than the other ships, Egreans were not natural fighters like the Kyakans and Veagants. And hopefully the enemy ships coming to assist their comrades would hesitate as they decided who to support. They were banking on the Kyakans going to the aid of their own race and warship. And if it worked, it meant the Wyandot would be facing two warships.

      Jac hardened her resolve. "Captain," she said slowly, "jump us to within firing range of the cruiser."

      He nodded and gave the signal to the pilot. "On three. Comms, advise the Wyandot, Kyamar, and Librenox, on my mark, all ships to high-light-speed."

      Quintan counted, and the comms officer echoed it to the other ships. On three, all four ships jumped. The jump to where the line of enemy ships took only forty-seven seconds. To Jac, and she suspected most everyone else on all the ships, it was a lifetime.

      And the battle was engaged.

      Their initial volley of fire must have taken the cruiser by surprise as there was no return fire. Unfortunately, Kyakan warships were built for battle, and their crews extremely well trained to take them into fights. Unexpected or not. Consequently, their second volley was met nearly instant later by a heavy barrage of fire from the partially damaged Kyakan warship.

      The Espérer's and Wyandot's shields held, and their more powerful weapons were able to break through the Kyakan’s shield, causing minimal damage to the enemy vessel. The Kyamar, holding back as the reserve vessel was not hit by any of the initial fire, and was able to remain in close formation with the other two Federation ships.

      "The Kyakan battleship is answering the cruiser's request for assistance," the comms officer advised.

      "Time?" she and the captain asked simultaneously.

      He listened for a second and replied, "Six minutes."

      "They're not jumping," Jac said to Looten.

      It had been their hope that neither the Kyakans nor Egreans would use the "jump and hit" tactic they themselves had just used. It was an incredibly dangerous and hard maneuver to do perfectly. One primarily used by pirates like Duval. And normally, even they would not use it this close to an enemy. Only truly desperate people like them would do something so insane.

      "Miracle one," she muttered.

      Quintan ordered at the same time, "Ops, count it down, I want to know when that ship is two minutes out. Pilot, when she hits two, you jump us to the Egrean Battleship."

      "Comms," Jac demanded, "has the Egreans answered the Kyakans’ distress call?"

      "Sir, yes, sir," the officer replied. "The Kyakan ordered them to remain on station."

      "Miracle two," she answered.

      The ops officer began counting out loud, "In, five—four—three—two— two minutes out!"

      The ship jerked violently and came to a crushing halt, and they were facing a much larger Egrean battleship.

      "Fire!" the captain ordered.

      Twice their size and just as heavily armored, nevertheless, the Egreans were not expecting the sudden attack, and their shields were down. Half their weapons were taken out in the initial volley from the Espérer. The Federation fighters who had jumped a few seconds behind them attacked the larger ships' engines and took out one in their first run. However, the Egreans were not novices and had been in many battles before and answered the Espérer's third volley with one of their own.

      The battle raged on for seven more minutes, until the larger ship could no longer return fire.

      "Signal the Wyandot and Kyamar to jump to our location," Jac ordered as soon as Quintan announced the victory. She anxiously waited to see if Duval's old pirate ships had survived.

      "The Wyandot reporting the loss of their light propulsion, unable to create a light bubble, Admiral. The Kyamar is providing cover for them and consequently refuses to make the jump and abandon the Wyandot. But they are turning, the –" The officer swung around to Jac, her face paler than a second before. "– the five cruisers they were fighting were disabled.”

      She rushed back to their console and listened intently before reporting, "Five dead, three badly wounded on the Wyandot. Kyamar has damage but not reporting casualties yet."

      "Five cruisers?" Jac said.

      "Duval's scans missed four of them. They must have been in the same kind of close formation we used," Quintan speculated.

      "Fuck," she snapped. "Bridge crew?"

      "Unknown, Admiral. No details added, just numbers at this time."

      She swallowed the information and jerked around as she heard Quintan demand. "Where's the Kyakan battleship?"

      "Holding five miles off," the ops officer advised.

      "Holding? What the hell for?" he demanded.

      Her stomach dropped as she thought about the reasons. "A trap," she hissed and rushed to the ops station. "Scan for other ships in our vicinity."

      They scanned the area and replied. "Nothing close, Admiral."

      "Cloaked?" she asked.

      "None detected, Admiral."

      "The Wyandot would be able to tell if their scanner was not damaged in the fight," Lieutenant Forqe called out. "Captain Duval—I mean, Commander Duval—he was able to modify them to detect most cloaked ships."

      "Thank you, Lieutenant,” Quintan said.

      "We have to assume there is a trap being laid for us and they are just waiting for the last of our ships to arrive," she added, urgency in her voice.

      "Thank you, Lieutenant," Quintan replied more forcefully this time.

      Jac hurried to him and in a lowered voice said, "She is not wrong, Captain."

      "I know. But it never pays to give into fear. Especially during a battle."

      Jac glanced at the old pirate pilot. "Not fear, Captain. Experience fighting the kind of battle we are engaged in."

      He, too, glanced at the pilot. "Hit and run. Hit and run." He faced her. "Your call, Admiral. Do we make a run for the barrier or wait for our other ships?"

      She hoped she wasn't making a decision based on her personal feelings yet knew she couldn't do any different. "In my old life, Captain, we never left a man behind." She glanced toward the ops station.  "In this new one, I can't see doing any different."

      He seemed to sigh from relief. "Comms, advise the Librenox we suspect a trap as soon as the Wyandot and Kyamar reaches us. Continuous scans. Tell them to search for any abnormities in space. I want to know if a speck of space dust moves in an irregular manner."

      "Captain" both the comms officer and the ops officer answered.

      "Fire Control, keep your finger on the trigger. If you see it, fire. Don't wait for my order."

      "Captain," the weapons officer replied.

      Time was a malicious double-edged sword. It moved too slowly when you wanted or needed it to run fast. And it sped by too rapidly when you wanted to enjoy it. This was the former, taking an eternity to go by.

      "The Kyamar is approaching with the Wyandot close behind them," Ops advised.

      "Captain! The comms officer screamed. "Wyandot advising four large, cloaked ships closing in on us. Weapons ready. They're sending coordinates now."

      "Fire Control, fire as soon as you have them!" Quintan ordered.

      Both the Espérer and Librenox fired a millisecond before four larger Kyakan Galactic class warships decloaked around them.

      One of the ships was badly damaged and veered off slightly as fires erupted from the explosions. Another Kyakan ship was hit but still advancing with the other two.

      "Shields are now up on two them, and partially up on the damaged one," Ops advised.

      Meantime, the Kyamar and Wyandot finally reached them.

      "Wedge formation," Quintan ordered. "Concentrate our combined attack on the closest undamaged ship. Have the fighters hit and disable the damaged one. We've got to get past them before they can completely surround us."

      A large blast shook the ship, and another one hit the bridge a second later, sending scrap metal and fire flying toward the pilot's station. Jac and Quintan were thrown to the deck as people screamed in pain.

      "Fire suppression," Quintan ordered.

      "Status?" Jac called out as she struggled back to her feet.

      "Forward shields buckled, but back up has already taken over. All weapons still operational."

      "Fire Control, take out their weapons," Jac yelled.

      "Admiral!" Quintan bellowed above the chaos. "The pilot is dead. I need you to take over."

      She gave a quick glance to the dead officer and stumbled over to the pilot's seat.

      "Comms is badly wounded," the ops officer called out.

      "Get someone up here to take over," Quintan ordered.

      "Captain," the officer replied.

      Jac sensed the captain behind her before feeling his hand on her shoulder as if from another world. "Steady on, Jac. We need to punch a hole in the line before they can close the loop. Keep our nose pointed straight at the ship in front of you and prepare to veer off when we get within five hundred feet."

      "Sir, yes, sir," she replied as she wiped the sweat from her face. Yet when she glanced at her hand, she saw red and not sweat. Her mind took another second to realize it was blood. And still another second or two to understand that she was bleeding.

      Jac looked up and saw that Looten was also covered in blood. "You’re wounded," she advised.

      He replied, "So are you. Keep fighting as long as you can."

      It was all she needed to turn back around and concentrate on piloting the ship.

      "Captain," a female voice she knew called out, "where do you need me?"

      "Comms," Lieutenant," Quintan answered.

      "Captain," she answered.

      Jac’s mind took a millisecond to acknowledge the voice was her friend Leanna before returning to the task of controlling the damaged ship.

      The ship shook violently, and the ops officer called out, "Shields holding but weakening.

      "Fire Control, take out their weapons before they take us out," Quintan directed.

      "Captain, Duval's fighters have completely disabled the damaged battleship," Ops advised.

      "Have them coordinate their attack on this one," Quintan ordered.

      "Captain, he only has eight fighters left."

      "It will have to do, give the order," Quintan said.

      "Captain."

      Jac wondered if Duval was one of them for a split second before focusing on her job again. "Captain, we are approaching five hundred feet."

      "Prepare to turn us. Fire Control, I want everything we have ready to fire on the turn."

      She and the weapons officer both replied, "Captain."

      She counted down, "In three—two—one, turning!"

      "Fire!" Quintan ordered.

      "Their shields are down," Ops called out.

      "Keep firing," Quintan ordered.

      Suddenly, a bright light blinded her, engulfing the bridge. A moment later the Espérer shook violently and jerked away from the ship they were attacking.

      "The Kyakan battleship just exploded," Ops advised.

      "Have all ships make a run for the barrier," Quintan ordered.

      A heartbeat after Leanna relayed the order to the other ships, the ops officer called out, a quiver in his voice. "Veagant Galactic Battleship just dropped out of light a thousand feet in front of us and a hundred feet in front of the barrier."

      Jac's heart stopped. There were still two Kyakan battleships behind them, with an unknown number of others, including Egrean warships, quickly closing in on them from behind. She looked up at Quintan, her fear reflected in his eyes. There was no way they could fight their way past a Veagant Galactic class battleship and fend off the Kyakan ones behind them.

      Then it got exponentially worse.

      "Veagants are launching their knife-fighters," Ops announced.

      They were dead. All of them were dead. Jac had failed them all. She had just gotten everyone under her command killed in a desperate attempt to get to freedom.

      She was franticly trying to think of an order to give. Anything that might save some of them. Suddenly, something shook the ship so badly that it knocked everyone not strapped into their seat to the floor.

      They had been hit! Even as that thought flashed in her mind another one did as well, they were still alive and there had been no accompanying explosion.

      "Huge battleship just dropped out of Fold off our right side," Ops announced. "Another battleship dropping out of Fold to our left." He flipped around to her. "Admiral, there are warships dropping out of Fold all around us. And they are firing on the Veagants and Kyakans." He studied his screen again and hooted. "Admiral, they are Tnorthian warships. And they have joined the fight on our side."

      Jac was shaken but delighted by the turn of events. Yet all she could think to say was, "Fold? They dropped out of Fold? No one can drop out of fold like that to engage an enemy."

      Quintan slapped her back. "Apparently the Tnorthians can."

      "Shit! I am glad they are on our side," she replied.

      "Are they?" Quintan asked. "Why? I thought Admiral Samllie refused to aid us in this fight?"

      "They're not." Jac pointed at the screen. "They are disabling the Veagant battleship and not destroying it. I'll bet my bottom dollar that is the ship with her people onboard."

      "And the Kyakan and Egrean ships she is currently laying waste to?" he asked.

      Jac snorted. "They are just in the way of her getting her people back."

      "Bad for them. Good for us," he said. "Pilot, full speed ahead. Comms, advise all ships to send the request code for entrance to the Guardians."

      "Sending," Leanna replied.

      "Leanna, get what is left of our fighters back onboard whichever ship is closest to them that is still capable of landing them. And advise all ships, fighters included, to power down all weapons immediately. We cannot cross that barrier with even one weapon hot. Ops, prepare to drop our shields as soon as we hit the barrier."

      She wanted to yell “we made it,” but didn't want to jinx them. So, instead she concentrated on flying the ship.

      "Fighters onboard and weapons powered down," Ops advised.

      Thank God, she silently prayed. "Barrier, in ten—nine—eight⁠—"

      Leanna broke in with, "Code received and accepted. All Federation ships cleared to cross the barrier."

      Jac continued with, "Five—four—three—two—one. We are crossing the barrier."

      "Ops?" she asked.

      "The Wyandot and Kyamar are crossing now, Librenox just behind them."

      "Thank God," she said out loud this time.

      "Captain," the ops officer yelled out. "Knife-fighters have crossed the barrier and are firing on the Librenox."

      Jac froze. She couldn't tell them to fire back or even engage their shields without violating the Guardians' terms of entrance. Even as the warring thoughts flashed inside her head, a number of bright red lights streaked past them, destroying the Veagant fighters.

      The ops officer cautiously advised, "All Veagant fighters have been destroyed, Captain. The Librenox has heavy damage. I am unable to determine what was done by the Veagants and what was done during their engagement with the Egrean Battleship."

      She swallowed the bile in her throat and asked, "The Wyandot and Kyamar?"

      "The Wyandot is reporting extensive damage, one engine down, another on quarter power. Part of their bridge is missing, as well as her flight deck." He glanced up at her. "They didn't need to power down their weapons because all of them are out of commission. And there are hull breaches on several decks, Admiral."

      “The Kyamar?” she asked.

      He studied his screen then answered. “Some damage, engines operable, bubble generator out of commission, most weapons operational but powered down. No report on dead or injured.”

      "Our ship?" Quintan asked.

      "Three phasers out of commission. One missile bay destroyed, left side launch bay out of commission, flight bay damaged but can still land craft on half the bay." He again studied his screen as reports from all over the ship came in. "Thirteen hull breaches reported with three of them major. One engine damaged and being shut down. Light bubble generator functioning, but the Fold generator is out of commission."

      "Casualties?" Jac asked, dreading the answer, no matter what it was going to be.

      "Still coming in," they replied. "So far, five dead on the Librenox, twenty dead on the Wyandot, no report from the Kyamar, and we are reporting eight known dead. Numbers and severity of the wounded still being assessed."

      Jac dropped her head and prayed like she had never prayed before. She prayed for the dead and prayed for the wounded and thanked every Earthly and Andromeda Galaxy deity she had ever heard of for getting them to a safe place. Once she was through, she asked, "The Tnorthians?"

      "They have captured the Veagant warship. Weapons are still hot, and they are engaging what is left of the fleeing Kyakan and Egrean fleets. None of their ships are attempting to cross the Guardians' barrier, Admiral."

      "Thank God for that, too," she said. "I hope Dianineth finds her family still alive on that ship."

      Looten patted her shoulder. "So do I, so do I. For now, on to the Jump Gate. You did it, Jac. You got us to the safety of the Jump Gate Protected Zone. Next stop, the Milky Way Galaxy and your home world of Earth."

      Just as he finished speaking, she saw him collapse behind her. Jac spun around and realized just how badly he had been wounded during the fight. He was breathing, but just barely.

      “Medics to the bridge!” she hollered even as she dropped to the floor to begin assessing his injuries.

      "But at what cost?" she told the unconscious man. At what cost? Thirty-three of them had paid with their lives to get them through the barrier. And that did not include all those that had died to just get them to this battle.

      Was freedom worth all the lives? She hoped so, because freedom never came without a high cost for those that fought for it.
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      Jac stared out the huge window at the entrance to the Guardian's Jump Gate. The window framed the pathway to the Milky Way Galaxy, her home. It was something she had been doing every day for three months now. And every day she recalled the lives it had cost to get to this view, this hope of returning her and the few remaining Rescued to their home worlds.

      Sickened, as she always was by the loss of life, she moved to a view of the magnificence of the Guardians' main waystation at the Gate. It was huge, capable of lodging ten thousand souls from all over this galaxy or travelers from the Milky Way Galaxy. According to their Guardian liaison, currently only about five thousand beings, excluding the Guardians themselves, occupied the station.

      The Guardians never revealed how many of them were on the five stations that made up the Jump Gate complex. Nor did they reveal just how many species were on the three stations that visitors to their Gate were allowed to be on.

      The larger, main station was a kind of floating city, with housing, hospitals, stores, bars, and other recreational venues for visitors. Guardians could use those facilities, too; yet rarely was one of the guardians seen in any of those locations. She assumed they had those kinds of places on the two stations that were exclusively for them.

      The second largest of the stations was a maintenance and repair base open to anyone residing within the Guardians' Gate Safe Zone. One that contained equipment that had even impressed Dianineth. Quite a feat as the Tnorthians were eons ahead of the Egreans in space travel technology. But according to Dianineth, the Guardians' maintenance station made her feel like they were still in the primordial soup of her world, as far as space technology went.

      What the Guardians did not, would not, supply was the technology to actually get through the Jump Gate. You either arrived with that technology or you had to acquire it from someone or somewhere else. Because they would not reveal it. It was part of their "No Interference Law."

      Nevertheless, even with the superior technology the Guardians were willing to share, it would take over a year to repair and make Galaxy Jump ready all four of the highly damaged Federation ships. Five, if you counted the Tnorthian ship that had decided to join Jac and the Federation's journey to the Milky Way Galaxy.

      The third waystation in the Gate complex was a holding area for those that violated the Guardians' rules or crossed into the safe zone without permission. It still held some of the Kyakans and Egreans who had powered down their weapons and transmitted the proper request code for entering the zone. But because they had been aligned with the Veagants who had not only crossed the barrier without permission, but had also fired on others within the zone, they had been locked up on the custodial station, awaiting judgment from the Guardian High Council. The Kyakans and Egreans could leave if they so wished. If they did, they would lose the right to use the Jump Gate for fifty years.

      "Jac," Sara said as she joined her at the window.

      Her girlfriend had been badly wounded during the final battle and had just resumed her duties this week. But Sara was one of the lucky ones. So many of the Frozen—the Rescued—had not survived the battle.

      Without answering her greeting, Jac returned the kiss Sara gave her and asked, as she did every day, "How are you feeling?"

      Sara held her right arm up. "Good as new."

      Jac flinched inwardly as she always did. Sara had nearly lost her arm during the battle. Only the combined superior medical technology of the Egreans, Tnorthians, and Guardians had saved her arm and her life. It had saved a number of badly wounded after the battle. Luckily, the Guardians' No Interference Rule did not apply to providing medical help to those within, and under, their control.

      "You need to let it go, Jac. My injury was not your fault. Nor were the deaths of those that died getting us to the safety of the Gate Zone.

      "I know." Intellectually she did know, emotionally she was still struggling.

      "Do you?" Sara laid her hand on her chest and over her beating heart. "In here? Do you know it in here?" Jac covered her hand and squeezed. "Because until you truly, fully know it here, you are not going to be able to lead us through that gate and back to our homes."

      Jac tried to smile but knew she had failed. "Working on it. I am working on it," she was able to get out.

      "And I will help all that I can," Sara said. "For now, the meeting you called begins in ten minutes and I was sent to make sure you got there on time."

      Jac smiled. "Are you my keeper now?"

      "For the time being. Now let's go, everyone is gathering."

      Jac forced the troubling thoughts from her mind and took Sara's hand. They walked through the magnificent beauty of the floating city in space to a kind of multipurpose conference building visitors could use for meetings. There she saw the remaining officers and crew of the four Federation ships and the one Tnorthian ship that had decided to join them on the journey to the Milky Way Galaxy.

      And the first person she and Sara met as she entered the building was Admiral Samllie, now Federation Captain Samllie.

      Jac greeted her. "Dianineth."

      "Jac, Sara," she replied.

      "You sure you want to join us?" Jac asked for the third time since Dianineth told her that she and one of her ships wanted to join them on the trip to the far-off galaxy.

      "Like I told you, we've been searching for the Jump Gate on our side of the galaxy for years without luck. We are explorers. It is how the Veagants were able to find our worlds. And to pass up an opportunity to explore another galaxy would be against everything we have strived and endeavored to achieve for hundreds of years."

      "Even if it means taking a demotion in rank?" Jac asked.

      "Federation rank, Jac. I will still be a Tnorthian Admiral," Dianineth replied. "And after what I saw during the battle, I have no problems placing myself and my people under your command."

      A shiver ran down her back. "Thank you. I hope I can live up to that trust."

      "You will," Dianineth answered and waved toward the gathering crowd. "Every Tnorthian, every being gathering here knows your character. And we all are willing to place our lives in your hands. Trusting you will get us to your Milky Way Galaxy and that world of yours."

      Jac slowly surveyed the faces of the men and women gathering to hear her speak. To learn about the journey and trials facing them.

      Without answering her, she patted Dianineth's arm. "Let's get started."

      Captain Samllie and Sara took their seats among the survivors of the battle of the escape from the Andromeda Galaxy. They now made up those that would go on to the Milky Way Galaxy.

      Once everyone was seated, Captain Duval called for order as Jac gazed at the multitude of people, races, and species of beings that were trusting her to get them through to the next chapter in their journey to the planet Earth. It saddened her greatly at all the faces she wasn't seeing. The friends and comrades she had lost. That they had all lost.

      She opened the meeting with the obvious. "It will take approximately three-hundred and fifty more days to make all five of our ships ready to traverse the Jump Gate to the next galaxy." A sadness threatened to overwhelm her as she reminded them, "And as we lost more than half our numbers in getting here, we will need to recruit others who will want to make this journey with us. That will be up to all of you."

      She stared intently at Duval and Griffnox, and lastly Roxen.

      "We will be sending out covert parties, separately and at different times, to search this galaxy for anyone they think will want to join us in our continuing adventure to the Milky Way Galaxy and my home world of Earth." Jac allowed her gaze to pass over everyone in the hall before continuing. "If any of you know someone, let me or one of the officers leading those parties know. We will not lie to them, making sure they know that our enemies will more than likely pursue us when we embark on the next phase of our journey. But if they are brave enough to face the obvious dangers of going to a new galaxy and the possibility of facing an enemy determined to stop us, we would gladly welcome them into our ranks."

      She slowly scanned everyone’s faces as she let that sink in.

      "This will be an adventure. But it may also be a fight. And anyone who joins us must know what is facing them in the Battle for the Milky Way Galaxy."
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