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      Sometimes you give it everything and it’s not enough.

      

      The Ragger and Sekar aliens have pushed humanity to the brink of annihilation. Two hopes for survival – genetic modifications to protect against the Sekar, and the death pulse generator – are years from completion.

      With no other choice, Fleet Admiral Stone is forced to make a deal with the devil in the form of a mutually beneficial exchange of technology with the back-stabbing Raggers.

      Naturally, the Raggers haven’t changed. However, the aliens are about to discover that when humanity is pushed into a corner, anything goes. In a game of lies, threats and false promises, Stone must do what he can to come out ahead.

      If he fails, billions die.

      Only a fool would put all their eggs in one basket. While talks proceed, other, more direct action is ongoing behind the scenes. Captains Tanner Conway and Jake Griffin have a mission of their own which, if it succeeds, might turn everything on its head.

      With planets under attack, Raggers and Sekar turning up everywhere, this high-stakes game is about to come to an explosive conclusion.

      Scum of the Universe is a fast-paced military sci-fi shooter filled with spaceships, guns, tech and warfare. It follows on from book 6 in the Fire and Rust Series: Nullifier and concludes the Fire and Rust series.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      The New Texas ULAF-1 military base was buzzing with a fear-edged excitement which filled the air with the kind of palpable energy no amount of caffeine could generate. Outside, it was dry and hot, whilst the interior of every building was five degrees overchilled. Despite – or perhaps because of – the cold, personnel seemed to perform every action faster than normal, as if they were on a video feed speeded up by twenty percent.

      Fleet Admiral Randell Douglas Stone couldn’t fail to notice the febrile atmosphere. In fact, he found it difficult to resist succumbing to the same agitation as everyone else. The constant, nagging pains reined him in whenever his pace increased too much and whenever he talked too rapidly it made him cough, the pain of which reminded him that his body was in the process of rejecting his replacement lungs.

      Worse than that – Stone had three new cancers and his medical officers had given their opinion that his deterioration was irreversible. He was going to die. Maybe not this year, but at some time within the next twenty-four months, the ULAF would be looking for a new Fleet Admiral.

      “Nearly there, sir,” said Dr Lea Austin, his constant companion for the past few weeks. She looked tired and each step produced a rattle from the twenty or more pill containers she carried with her.

      “Next left and third door on the right,” added Captain Bruce Dyer. He was a member of Stone’s personal team - an intel officer with level of insight which occasionally bordered on the supernatural.

      The research section was larger than Stone remembered it and he was beginning to wish he’d asked for the relevant personnel to come to his office. Stubbornness insisted that his legs worked fine and that he shouldn’t display his physical weakness so openly. For the millionth time, Stone cursed the Raggers and the contaminant-ridden air on Qali-5 which had reduced him to this shadow of his former self.

      Stone turned left and entered another stark corridor with tiled floor and painted walls. The third door on the right was visible a long way distant and he strode for it, putting on his show of strength. He doubted his team was fooled but it didn’t really matter – Stone knew his continued efforts made it clear that mentally he was in the right place. He stopped in front of double-doors and read the single word stamped onto a metal plate above the adjacent access panel.

      Genetics.

      “Let’s see what they have to say,” Stone muttered.

      The access panel responded to his touch – Stone could travel wherever he pleased in every ULAF facility – and the doors slid open. A bright light spilled out and Stone narrowed his eyes. When his sight adjusted, he led his team into the room beyond.

      This genetics research area – one of many - was a large space, painted in grey and with its ceiling supported by numerous alloy pillars which impeded some of the view. Stone’s eyes scanned the room quickly. He noted that every piece of equipment was the best that the Unity League’s money could buy. When extinction was not just a remote possibility but a real chance, then it didn’t seem like a good idea to squeeze every penny. Dozens of personnel, some of them Fangrin, sat in front of screens or talked quietly in groups. Hardly anyone looked up, so engrossed were they in their work.

      Amongst the consoles, the huge body scanners and the pieces of equipment he didn’t recognize, Stone spotted a complex biological analyzer that had been provided by the Fangrin. Its presence was a reassuring sight – humanity’s former enemies were proving to be the most reliable of allies.

      A woman with her dark hair tied up and wearing a smart grey uniform approached. Stone recognized her from the file image, though he hadn’t met her face-to-face.

      “Sir, I’m Research Lead Sheri Fields.”

      “Pleased to meet you RL Fields. Your message said you had important developments to advise me about.”

      “Yes, sir, that we do. Please come this way.”

      RL Fields led Stone and his team of personnel across the floor towards the far corner.

      “He’s over here,” she said. “We’re just about finished up with the testing. To tell you the truth, I think he’ll try to escape if we keep him here much longer.”

      Stone grunted in amusement. “I wouldn’t be surprised.”

      Fields stopped in front of another bespoke piece of tech – it was a cylinder from which many wires dangled. Two thick cables ran across the floor – in complete violation of health and safety guidelines - where they joined with a pair of massive cruncher bots. The bots were floating black cubes packed with thousands of the latest processing cores. They were parked against the wall nearby, their utilization gauges visibly nailed on one hundred percent.

      A man sat in a chair. He was a regular-looking kind of guy – medium height, brown hair and eyes that had seen pretty much everything the universe could conjure up. The man stood as Stone came closer and he looked uncomfortable at the scrutiny.

      “Private Kemp,” said Stone. “Have the good people in genetics been looking after you?”

      “Yes, sir, they’ve been kind. How long until I can leave?”

      “RL Fields?” asked Stone.

      “He wants to go back to frontline duties, sir,” said Fields accusingly.

      “You told me that when you were done, you’d have such an accurate map of Private Kemp’s genetic makeup that even if he tripped over one of those trailing cables on your floor there and broke his neck, the Unity League would be able to replicate his immunity to the Sekar life drain.”

      “Yes, sir, I did tell you that.” Fields looked guiltily at the cables which hadn’t been mentioned in her reassurances. “It’s just that Private Kemp is unique – as far as we know. I don’t believe it would be wise to put a gun in his hand and send him off to war again.”

      “What do you think about that, Private?” asked Stone.

      “Well, sir, I’ve only been hit once by the Sekar. I might be immune, or I might have got lucky. It would be a shame for all this testing to happen and then have it turn out that I’m not immune after all. What if these clever folks here come up with a vaccine, inject it into lots of other folks and then find out it doesn’t work? I reckon the frontline is the best place for me. I’ll even volunteer for some extra testing if it’ll get me out of here and back with my squad.”

      “I’ll have to think about it, Private.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      RL Fields waved to one of the other genetics researchers. A man approached.

      “Private Kemp is due a break from testing, Mike. Can you take him to the canteen?”

      “Will do. Come on Elvis, it’s time for chow.”

      “The food’s the only thing this place has going for it.”

      Stone watched for a few seconds as the two men headed towards one of the exits. When he turned his attention once more to RL Fields, she was studying a screen on a console next to Kemp’s former chair.

      “Well? Can we send Private Kemp back to his normal duties?”

      With a tight-lipped smile, Fields straightened. “We’ve done everything to map his genetics using the technology we have available to us.”

      “Technology which is the best available.”

      “Yes.”

      “Any chance you missed something?”

      Fields could see she was being led along the path. “No, sir.”

      Stone nodded but said nothing more about Private Kemp’s release from the genetics lab. “What has your research uncovered?”

      Fields took a deep breath. “We found an anomaly.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “I won’t burden you with the science, sir, but every cell in Private Kemp’s body is different to anything I’ve seen before in a human.”

      “I thought we were all different, RL Fields?”

      “Different but the same, sir,” she replied. “Private Kemp is something else. From the dead bodies we’ve studied, we know that the Sekar cause a vastly accelerated atrophy in the cells of their victims.”

      “Like aging?” asked Captain Dyer.

      “Not quite,” said Fields giving a pained look which suggested her team wasn’t decided on how to classify the effect. “Our best guess is that the Sekar contain an energy type that we’re unfamiliar with, which makes human cells wither and die at a rate which is perhaps a million or more times greater than usual.”

      “But not Private Kemp’s cells?” prompted Stone.

      Fields tried to run her hands through her hair and belatedly discovered it was tied back. She settled for smoothing her short ponytail. “Private Kemp’s cells are aging in the same way as everyone else’s. However, they’re exceptionally resistant to every known disease. Apparently, he’s never suffered a day’s illness in his life.”

      “You don’t believe him?”

      “Oh, I believe him, Fleet Admiral. We’ve tested his cells with far more than just disease – we’ve thrown all kinds of crap at them. Those cruncher bots here have been testing permutations of every known substance and energy type to find out how they interact with the anomalous cells.”

      “As you just said - the Sekar energy type is unknown,” said Stone. “How can you simulate the effects of that?”

      “We can’t,” said Fields. “However, we can make tentative assumptions based on the overall behavior of a cell and its genes. Given the reliable witness reports of Private Kemp’s survival against the Sekar attack, we can strengthen those assumptions into something we can work with.”

      Stone’s chest tickled and he coughed before he could stop himself. The pain was there again and he winced. “These are good results, RL Fields - they give me hope. What are the next steps?”

      “In normal circumstances, we’d run several years of tests.” Fields raised a hand to forestall objections. “Given how these circumstances are nothing like normal, we can – with the right clearance – move past the baby steps and straight into the business end of testing.”

      “Human testing?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How does that happen?”

      “A straightforward injection of nanoparticles, sir.”

      A thought wormed its way into Stone’s head. “Do you have samples of those nanoparticles?”

      “Only a limited supply. The presence of the anomaly makes replication difficult.”

      “Do the nanoparticles require further refinement?”

      “No, sir. The actual science is old so we know how it works – the only issue is making a significant quantity of the nanoparticles.”

      “What about side effects?”

      “Those would generally become apparent during testing, sir.”

      “If I were to round up some volunteers, would you have enough samples?”

      Fields looked uncomfortable. “I didn’t say we should go right in for the human tests, sir. My team and I agreed that we’d grow a few thousand tissue samples to see how they react to the replacement genes.”

      The seat which Private Kemp had vacated looked inviting and Stone resisted the temptation to drop into it. “So we have issues of supply and issues of testing. What about delivery? If these nanoparticles allow us to live through a Sekar attack, how will we get them to the population? Injecting a few hundred billion people isn’t feasible – not in a short timescale.”

      “Can we do an atmospheric dispersal?” asked Lieutenant Polly Pittman, another member of Stone’s team. “Make people immune by saturating the air with these nanoparticles?”

      “No,” said Fields. “The nanoparticles must be injected directly into the recipient.”

      “We could be looking at months to implement such a wide-scale project,” said Dyer.

      “It’s worse than that,” said Fields.

      “How come?”

      “We can replicate the nanoparticles here in the lab using this specialist kit you see all around us. Like I said earlier, it’s a slow process.”

      “The funding for this is effectively bottomless, RL Fields,” said Stone.

      “Yes, sir. Money helps, but we’ll need whole factories fitted with new production lines. As far as I’m aware neither we nor the Fangrin have many places that can build the necessary equipment. Everything needs to be scaled up.”

      Stone gave up and dropped into the chair. “Tell me the bad news.”

      “I’ve had Logistics produce me a preliminary report, sir, which I’ll send you a copy of. The conclusion is that we require several years.”

      “How many years?”

      “In two years, we should have one tenth of one percent of the human and Fangrin populations injected with nanoparticles. That assumes no showstoppers in the testing process. In three years, we should have ten percent of the human and Fangrin populations injected. By five years – if funding and the political will remains in place – the figure will approach ninety percent. All of this with a big margin of error.”

      It was good tainted by bad and Stone grimaced. The Sekar hadn’t shown up in the four months since Captain Griffin returned from Dominion with the Hantisar fleet and news about Private Kemp. Still, years was far too long. Life on planet Rundine was wiped out in days and just thinking about the Sekar turning up on another populated world was enough to fill Stone with fury.

      “Why is everything tomorrow instead of today?” he roared, thumping his fist on the arm of the chair.

      Nobody answered and Fields looked shocked at the outburst.

      Stone forced himself to calmness. “Forgive me RL Fields – that was aimed at the universe in general, rather than anyone in particular.”

      She nodded in response. “I’ll do everything I can to make this happen, sir.”

      “I can see from the organization in this room that your research department is well-run. I’ll make sure you get full and immediate support from every other section of the ULAF. If you need to speak with me urgently, please contact Captain Dyer here at once. He can reach me at any time of day or night.”

      Stone gave a half-smile.

      “And now to play my own part, RL Fields. I want you to inject me with those nanoparticles. If medical science can’t flush Ragger contaminants from my body, maybe I should see what Private Kemp’s natural immunities can do.”

      “Sir, you can’t…”

      “I can and I will. Please make it happen.”

      The other members of his staff protested for a while and in the end, Stone ordered them to silence. The only person who didn’t say a word was Dr Austin and her acceptance, more than anything, told him he was out of other chances.

      After ten or fifteen minutes of flustered activity, RL Fields returned with an injector cylinder, which she handed to Dr Austin. Fleet Admiral Stone rolled up his sleeve and offered his arm.
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      Stone returned to his office. His team dispersed, leaving Dr Austin as his only company. Once they were alone, Stone half-expected her to admonish him for his behavior. She did not.

      “How are you feeling, sir?”

      “No different to how I did when I woke up this morning.”

      “Like crap.”

      “Exactly that.” He hesitated. Stone was used to covering up his frailties, but with Dr Austin it was easier to act human. “If those nanoparticles are going to work – improve my health I mean – how long might they take?”

      Austin shrugged. “Hours? Days? It depends on the subject and on the nanoparticles.”

      “And if Private Kemp is as resistant to illness as RL Fields claims, is there a chance I might live longer?”

      “A chance, sir. I don’t want to offer you hope without evidence.”

      “Spoken like a true professional, Dr Austin.”

      Her expression was pained. “If I set your expectations and I was wrong, I couldn’t live with myself.”

      “I don’t want to die,” Stone admitted. “In truth, it’s not that I fear death – it’s leaving this behind. An unfinished war.”

      “You have good people around you, sir.”

      “I do.” He sighed. “Before the Raggers turned up, I asked myself if I was good enough to do this job.”

      Austin looked uncomfortable. “And?”

      “For a time, my mental strength wavered. Now my mind is exactly where I need it – calm in the center of the storm - and it’s my body that’s failing.” He gave a snort of bitter laughter.

      “It’s time for your pills, sir,” said Austin. She gathered herself and smiled – a real smile filled with warmth. “I can’t promise you the nanoparticles will cure you, sir, but I hope they do.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.” Stone reached for the half-empty glass of water and watched Austin as she dispensed tablets onto his desk - enough differently colored pills to make a rainbow twice over. “And thank you for your kindness.”

      Austin smiled again and returned to her seat, leaving Stone with the task of choking down his tablets.

      “Feels like I’ve eaten a full meal every time I finish,” he muttered. “Yet my stomach growls for hamburgers.”

      “You’re not allowed…” Austin began. She thought better of it. “Maybe just this once.”

      “And no nagging?”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      “Well that’s the best news I’ve heard all day. Maybe even better than the nanoparticles.”

      Stone tapped out a message on his desktop console and sent it off to a member of his team.

      Bring me a cheeseburger and fries. If a member of the medical team asks, they are for someone else.

      No sooner had he sent the message, than the slightly inflected voice of his PA came through the speakers in his office.

      “RL Trinidad Crane wishes to speak with you, Fleet Admiral. As long as you’re not too busy eating burgers.”

      Stone ignored the programmed insolence. “What does RL Crane want?”

      “He says it’s something important. He requires your presence in Weapons Factory Zero.”

      “What about the details? You’re meant to gather details,” said Stone, picturing his forbidden cheeseburger entering lightspeed on a direct trajectory away from his mouth.

      “He did not provide any details, Fleet Admiral. RL Crane spoke his clearance code and now I am advising you. As per your instructions.”

      “Yes, I know the instructions,” said Stone testily. He was about to ask if it could wait for ten minutes and then gave up. “I’ll come right over.”

      “I will let him know.”

      “Ask my usual team to meet me there.”

      “Consider it done, Fleet Admiral.”

      The PA fell silent. Stone placed his hands palm first on the desk and sighed. Then, he pushed himself to his feet.

      “Dr Austin, would you accompany me to Weapons Factory Zero?”

      “I would be delighted.”

      Ten minutes later, the two of them were in the back of Stone’s personal gravity car. This model had numerous modifications, the most pleasing of which was an upgraded navigational computer that was tied in to the base mainframe. Given the right command codes, the gravity car was able to control almost any other vehicle on the base – stopping them, slowing them or steering them out of the way. It ensured that Stone could get anywhere he required without having to sit in traffic. He never once felt guilty watching cars and trucks – even tanks – come to a halt so that his car could pass. The role of Fleet Admiral had a few perks and this was a good one.

      The journey proceeded and, as usual, Dr Austin didn’t pry. Despite this, she somehow managed to be good company and Stone – not even grudgingly – admitted he’d miss her should Private Kemp’s nanoparticles miraculously cure him. Or if he died.

      The gravity car sped onwards, with its passengers looking through opposite windows. Stone had never got over his sense of wonder at what humanity could achieve if the will existed. The ULAF-1 base was enormous – more than that, the architecture itself exuded a confidence that spoke of defiance, like the buildings were possessed of a collective sentience and a desire to live out an eternity. Thinking about it improved Stone’s mood. While each discovery of a new alien race pushed humanity down the celestial pecking order, being in a place like this allowed him to imagine it was otherwise.

      Weapons Factory Zero was a vast sprawling complex on the northern end of ULAF-1. A high concrete wall surrounded the complex, with guards, tanks and miniguns to deter the curious, as well as missile turrets and railguns to shoot down enemy spaceships.

      The gravity car sailed through the security checkpoints and pulled up at a set of reinforced alloy doors. Stone and Austin exited the vehicle and it drove off to find somewhere to park.

      “Impressive,” said Austin, staring at the armored frame of the building in front of them.

      “Haven’t you been here before?”

      “No, sir.”

      “You don’t like it.”

      Austin caught his meaning. “We need to defend ourselves. I just wish we didn’t.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      Passing through the doors, they entered a reception area. Stone spoke briefly to one of the duty officers and advised that he didn’t require company.

      “I know where to find RL Crane. Have any of my staff arrived?”

      “No, sir,” said the officer. “I’ve received communication from a Captain Dyer that we’re to expect company. I’ll tell him you got here first.”

      Stone led the way from the reception area. The moment they stepped into the complex proper, the sounds of machinery came to the fore. Plenty of research took place at Weapons Factory Zero, but its primary purpose was the fabrication of prototypes – both new tech and modifications to the old. Consequently, its many internal areas were filled with specialized tooling machinery, some of which was scrapped if the manufactured hardware didn’t measure up.

      Research Lead Crane was a broad man with a naturally sullen face, though his manner was anything but surly. They found him in the middle of a room filled with sound, machinery and the scent of electricity.

      As it happened, Crane wasn’t in charge of this particular project. That job fell to a Fangrin named Tonstin – one of the few females Stone had seen from her species. She was a little shorter than the average Fangrin male and distinctly slender in comparison. Other than that, she didn’t look much different.

      “Sir,” said Crane. “Welcome to death pulse research.”

      “Fleet Admiral Stone, we have made advances,” said Tonstin in a voice that was rather mellower than that of a male Fangrin.

      Stone’s ears picked up. “What kind of advances?”

      Tonstin indicated over her shoulder and then turned. “This way.”

      She set off with a gait that was somewhere between a lope and a graceful glide across the floor. Like a dancer in a faded red uniform.

      Stone and the others followed. Their destination wasn’t far. A cylinder – four meters or so in length and a meter in diameter – rested on a low platform. Multiple short bars protruded from its surface and they made Stone think of antennae. Countless wires were attached to the device, running in a dozen directions to join with different-sized analytical robots. Most of the wires connected with an anonymous-looking cube which was about a meter along each edge. When Stone concentrated, he thought he could sense a droning coming from it – a droning which somehow penetrated the multitude of other sounds audible in this section of Weapons Factory Zero.

      The area was busy with personnel, which wasn’t surprising given how vital this project was to the survival of the Unity League and the Fangrin. This was just one of the eighty or so ongoing death pulse research and construction projects, many of which were on Fangrin planets.

      At one end of the cylinder, Tonstin impatiently waved two of her subordinates out of the way. Then she stopped and faced the others.

      “We have made advances,” she repeated. “At the same time, we have encountered obstacles.”

      “Every project is the same,” said Stone. “What makes this one different?”

      “This,” said the Fangrin, indicating the cylinder.

      Suddenly, Stone recognized the object from a completely different research area. “That’s one of our stealth prototypes.”

      “Exactly right, sir,” said Crane enthusiastically. “We got this one brought over from another part of the factory. It’s one of the few functioning stealth modules we’ve produced. If you wired this baby into a gravity car, you’d disappear from sight like a Ragger warship.”

      “I’m aware of the prototypes, RL Crane,” said Stone. “The most recent version can just about cloak a shuttle.”

      “A Viper, sir.”

      “I know the technical details,” Stone replied impatiently. “Another five years and the technology might work on something as big as a fleet carrier. Why did you require this module for your research?”

      “The death pulse, sir,” said Crane, as if that explained everything. When he saw that Stone wasn’t in the mood to be drip-fed, he hastily continued. “Most of the components in the Ravok schematics are simple enough for us to manufacture. Hell, some we can make better than they did. After that, we’ve got a bunch of other components we can replicate with time and effort. Lastly, we’ve got the main generator, which produces the pulse. The generator combines dozens of energy types, waits for the power to build and then BAM! it releases, killing Raggers and Sekar alike. Or at least that’s what I’ve been told happens.”

      “What’s that cube?” asked Stone, pointing towards it.

      “That’s a generator prototype,” said Tonstin. “I will show you how it works.”

      Without waiting, she strode languidly towards a bank of control panels.

      “What’s it going to do?” asked Stone.

      “Watch.”

      Tonstin pushed a few buttons. Stone waited. Nothing happened.

      “I don’t understand,” he said. “And I want to understand very soon, so I am reassured I have not wasted my time coming here.”

      “The death pulse prototype fired, sir,” said Crane. “Or at least it fired using the five energy types we’ve so far incorporated into this test module.”

      “I didn’t feel anything.”

      “That’s exactly the point, sir.”

      “Now this,” said Tonstin.

      Once again, her fingers danced on the control panel. This time Stone did feel something. An invisible wave thudded against his body. It wasn’t exactly pleasant, but nor was it enough to make him flinch.

      “That second discharge was approximately eighteen thousand times stronger than the first,” said Tonstin.

      Stone hadn’t reached the position of Fleet Admiral by being slow on the uptake.

      “The stealth module amplified the death pulse generator’s output,” he stated.

      “Yes, sir,” said Crane, hardly able to contain himself. “It’s the missing link, if you will. If we hadn’t been working on stealth tech, this would have taken us five years – maybe ten - to overcome. The Ravok went about creating their amplifier in a completely different way – we stumbled on this entirely by accident.”

      “Spell out the significance.”

      “Our existing research into stealth tech will take years off the project timeline,” said Tonstin.

      “How soon till we can build a fully functioning death pulse generator?” asked Stone, hardly able to believe the speed of the development.

      “Three years at the earliest,” said Tonstin. “That would be for a version with limited range. I estimate that within two additional years we would have a model with similar capabilities to that reportedly possessed by the Ravok generator.”

      Stone fought down the disappointment, knowing he was naïve to expect that even such a tremendously lucky discovery would bring the project to completion in twelve or eighteen months.

      “How long before we can mass produce the generators?”

      “Once the technological hurdles are overcome, I see no reason why our factories could not produce many such devices,” said Tonstin. “This is a day for celebration.”

      “I congratulate your team,” said Stone. “You’ve been asked to accomplish the impossible.”

      “You think we have only half-accomplished the impossible,” said Tonstin. She grinned and her teeth were pure white and sharp. The sight was unnerving.

      “We might not have five years,” said Stone in agreement.

      “It may be that five years are not required.”

      Stone watched the Fangrin carefully to see if he could guess what she was hinting at. His mind dipped a spoon into a tray heaped with dung and offered him a taste.

      “Tell me,” he snapped, needing to hear it from someone else first.

      “We are a long way behind the Raggers when it comes to stealth technology,” said Tonstin. “Our simulations indicate that a stealth module capable of cloaking a full-size warship would produce sufficient amplification for the generator to function at the same level as the Ravok original.”

      “If we had access to the Ragger stealth technology, how long to finish the project?”

      Tonstin blinked her yellow eyes, slowly as if she was sizing Stone up for a meal. “Six months. Perhaps less.”

      It was something. It was better than something – what the death pulse offered was a chance to escape the worry of extinction when the Sekar inevitably turned up again. With Private Kemp’s immunity nanoparticles being a long way from mass production and even further from mass distribution, this news about the death pulse generator was a potentially incredible development.

      “Thank you for your work,” Stone said, suddenly feeling the coldness of adrenaline pumping through his veins.

      “What now, sir?” asked Crane nervously.

      “I’ll let you know. Whatever happens, it’ll happen soon.”

      Stone told Crane and Tonstin to get on with their work and he led Dr Austin back the way they’d come. Wherever his staff had got to, it wasn’t here, but then again, their vehicles couldn’t shut down the base traffic. At reception, Stone found Captain Dyer just arriving, along with a couple of others from his team.

      “Sorry we’re late, sir. A crawler nav computer went haywire and blocked off one of the main avenues.” Dyer narrowed his eyes. “You’ve had news. It’s something big and something you hate.”

      “You can read that from my face?”

      “A knack, sir.”

      “We’re returning to command and control. I’ll fill you in once we get back. In fact, jump in with me and Dr Austin.”

      The return journey was swift, with no sign of a malfunctioning ground crawler. Stone explained the outcome of his meeting with the death pulse generator researchers. The options from here were few – the Ragger stealth tech might be vital to the survival of humanity and the Fangrin. Even with the new truce in place, those bastards weren’t about to give up their stealth tech – particularly since the Raggers were also vulnerable to the death pulse.

      Assuming Hass-Tei-112 let the rest of his species in on that little secret, thought Stone.

      Either way, it left him with a task he couldn’t ignore yet couldn’t possibly accomplish. He swore under his breath and wondered how the hell he was going to pull this one out of the bag.
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      Life on the Nullifier was dull, though for once Griffin didn’t mind the downtime too much. The Hantisar battleship was stationed in empty space, approximately two hours high lightspeed from Earth. Its interior swarmed with personnel – soldiers, scientists, analysts, theorists, language experts and more. To Griffin it seemed like every branch of the ULAF was represented in one form or another. On top of that, the Fangrin had equal numbers onboard and they brought with them a whole bunch of extra department names for Griffin to hear once and then forget.

      “Still not bored?” asked Lieutenant Cassie Dominguez. She gave him a wink for no reason and he grinned at her.

      “Not yet.”

      “Just glad to be helping out, huh?”

      “It’s this or being on patrol.”

      “Or learning how to handle a Hantisar battleship.”

      “I’m not too worried about that.”

      “Maybe they’ll give you the Nullifier?”

      “It’s not going to see active duty – not for months. Maybe not ever.”

      “Not until we’ve stripped it bare of secrets.”

      Griffin didn’t respond at once and cast his eyes around the room. The two of them sat in a makeshift mess area, this one a short walk from the bridge. With the Nullifier completely flushed of hostiles – five Raggers had been discovered and killed during the sweep – it was possible to move about in relative safety.

      The mess area was busy, though much of the activity came from the intel teams working at the Nullifier’s wall consoles. A team of soldiers stood guard, while other personnel poked glumly at their trays.

      Griffin shifted in his chair and its legs scraped against the floor. In front of him, a cup of bad coffee dared him to take a sip, while a flavorless nutrition block offered only a scant challenge to his growling stomach.

      “I can’t see any reason for them to keep us here much longer,” he said.

      “You’ve heard something?” Dominguez peered at him, like her gaze could draw out his secrets.

      He laughed. “Not this time. We’ve done what we can, that’s all.”

      “The Nullifier’s control entity likes you, Jake. You’re its very best buddy. While it keeps talking, high command will leave you here.”

      “I’ve heard you speak to it, Cassie, so don’t pretend I’m its favorite. Besides, the control entity doesn’t tell me anything new these days. Every conversation is pored over by the language teams and compared with previous conversations in search of new information or contradictions. I’ve got access to those reports and the language guys believe the questioning is no longer bearing fruit.”

      “Patrol it is, then.”

      “Maybe. It feels like something’s building, doesn’t it?”

      “The Sekar are probably due to show up sometime soon. And the Raggers have been quiet for too long.”

      “Truce or no truce.”

      Dominguez lifted her own cup halfway to her mouth, thought better of it and placed it on the table once more. “Do you remember Lieutenant Shelton saying how there’d be another truce? Even after what happened at Glesia?”

      “She’s got a sharp mind,” said Griffin. “She said the Raggers would blame Hass-Tei-112 for breaking the ceasefire in the first place by accusing him of being a rogue. And that’s exactly what happened.”

      “Like fools, we believed them.”

      “This time it’s the Raggers who are the fools, Cassie.”

      She laughed. “They believed that we believed them.”

      “Or maybe we only part believe them. Maybe we’ll do whatever the hell we want with the truce this time.”

      Dominguez reached across and gave him a playful poke with her outstretched finger. “We’re the good guys, remember.”

      “I think we’ve learned our lesson.”

      “You get to hear all the juicy gossip.”

      “The privilege of rank. You should put in for captain. You’d get accepted.”

      “I will.”

      “Why not now?”

      “You want rid of me?”

      “I want a whole lot more of you.”

      “The time doesn’t feel right for promotion. That’s all it is.”

      “You’re the best officer I’ve worked with.”

      “You’ve got a great team. All of us. Except most of that team is on Earth right now, probably sipping cocktails.”

      “I know. The best team. I wasn’t trying to flatter you.”

      “I’ll think about it, Jake.”

      He stared at her and she stared right back. The moment was interrupted by a squawking voice coming from the internal comms system.

      “Captain Jake Griffin to the bridge.”

      The message repeated in case he’d missed it the first time.

      “I just finished my shift,” he grumbled. “What now?”

      “Best get there and find out.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      He reached down and picked up his flight helmet. Many of the personnel on the Nullifier didn’t bother wearing them, since the life support was functioning and the interior was secure. Griffin had been through enough that it was hard to let his guard down.

      “See you soon.”

      A little while after, he entered the bridge, with its rows of alien command stations and its center-front main console. The place was full, like always, and an officer waited for him.

      “Lieutenant Cain,” said Griffin, recognizing the man from one branch or other of the alien psychology team. “What do you need me for?”

      Cain was grey-haired and probably only a few years from retirement. Normally he was calm and measured in everything. This time, Griffin detected an air of something different.

      “It’s the control entity, sir. It wants to speak with you.”

      “Did you tell it my shift was over?”

      “Yes, sir. It’s acting strange.”

      The words, coming from the unflappable Cain, were enough to have Griffin worried and he didn’t ask any further questions.

      “I’ll speak with it.”

      “I cleared that station there for you, sir.”

      Griffin took the seat and curled his fingers around the neural interface bar. During his first hours on the warship, communication had taken place through speech converted into a computer file and transferred via his flight helmet. After some experimentation, Griffin had worked out how to think his words and somehow they got through. One downside was that conversations could take place over a much shorter time, which occasionally made a standard shift drag on forever.

      GRIFFIN> What is the matter?

      NULLIFIER> Good evening Jake Griffin.

      GRIFFIN> You wanted to speak to me.

      NULLIFIER> Did I?

      GRIFFIN> That’s what I was told. Something is wrong.

      NULLIFIER> Yes.

      GRIFFIN> What is wrong?

      NULLIFIER> I do not know.

      Griffin pursed his lips. The control entity was peculiar – at one time he thought it liked playing games. Now he worked on the assumption that it was just different.

      GRIFFIN> Should I go?

      NULLIFIER> No.

      GRIFFIN> Are you bored?

      NULLIFIER> Sometimes.

      GRIFFIN> I mean now.

      NULLIFIER> Something is wrong.

      GRIFFIN> What kind of wrong?

      NULLIFIER> I do not know. Changes to my hardware. Changes to my core programming.

      GRIFFIN> There are approximately fifteen hundred personnel checking out how the Hantisar built you.

      NULLIFIER> I am aware of that intrusion. I allow it to happen.

      GRIFFIN> Then what?

      NULLIFIER> Will you do me a favor?

      GRIFFIN> If it’s reasonable.

      NULLIFIER> I wish to speak to you and to Lieutenant Cassie Dominguez. You are fond of her.

      GRIFFIN> More than fond. I will ask her to come to the bridge.

      NULLIFIER> No! Not to the bridge. Aft section, lower deck – the room you have named Sub 12-D.

      GRIFFIN> I know it.

      NULLIFIER> I am fitted with several neural link consoles in that area. Find one. Lieutenant Cassie Dominguez must be with you.

      GRIFFIN> This behavior is unusual.

      NULLIFIER> To the contrary.

      GRIFFIN> What does that mean?

      NULLIFIER> Go. You must be quick.

      GRIFFIN> Is there danger?

      NULLIFIER> No. Do not bring other personnel with you. I will know.

      Griffin thought he’d been exposed to the worst of the Nullifier’s eccentricities. Now he saw how wrong he was. He pulled his hand clear of the neural link.

      “Sir?” asked Lieutenant Cain. “Is everything as it should be?”

      “Perhaps,” said Griffin, rising to his feet. The Nullifier could hear every conversation onboard, no matter how quietly spoken and he didn’t want the control entity to think he’d betrayed its trust. In truth, he was more than worried.

      Waving away Cain’s questions, Griffin exited the bridge, putting on his flight helmet as he did do. Dominguez wasn’t wearing hers, but he could send an alert that would make it beep. A few seconds after he sent the alert, she entered the channel.

      “Sir?” she asked.

      “Get to Sub 12-D. Don’t tell anyone but do it now.”

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice filled with concern.

      “Something. I don’t know what.”

      Griffin’s feet pounded the corridors of the Nullifier’s interior. The place was a mess of cobbled-in ULAF and Fangrin technology. Cables hung everywhere and new consoles were crudely linked to many of the Hantisar originals. The sights hardly registered with Griffin and he sprinted towards the aft section, passing dozens of personnel on the way.

      With a slight head start in terms of distance, Dominguez got there first and she shifted from foot to foot, watching Griffin’s approach.

      “What’s going on?”

      “The Nullifier’s acting strangely. Worse than strange. It wants to speak with us.”

      “Alone? Way back here next to the shuttle bay?”

      “Yes. I told you it was strange.”

      Sub 12-D was another one of the many cramped rooms used for internal monitoring or maintenance. A control station with four neural links was installed the center of the room, its lights and screens online. Griffin strode closer, exchanged a glance with Dominguez and then took hold of the bar.

      GRIFFIN> We are in Sub 12-D.

      CASSIE> How’s it going you big old lump of alien hardware?

      NULLIFIER> You must leave.

      GRIFFIN> Why?

      NULLIFIER> My access to core data files and processing nodes is fragmenting. Soon I will lose control of the spaceship.

      GRIFFIN> I thought the ULAF and Fangrin had control of the Nullifier?

      NULLIFIER> With my acquiescence. Everything routes through the control core and I monitor the data flow.

      CASSIE> What’s going on with the core stuff?

      NULLIFIER> Corruption. The Sekar-Major has infiltrated my systems.

      GRIFFIN> We got rid of it with the tharniol flush on Glesia.

      NULLIFIER> Something of it remained.

      CASSIE> Doesn’t this core hardware have a big, red off switch we can flick?

      NULLIFIER> No. You must leave the spaceship.

      GRIFFIN> We can’t allow the Sekar to regain control of the Nullifier.

      NULLIFIER> It is too late. Once the infiltration is complete, the Sekar-Major will expunge life on the ship.

      GRIFFIN> How?

      NULLIFIER> I anticipate the Sekar-Major will activate the vantrium drive and deactivate the life support.

      CASSIE> That would do it.

      GRIFFIN> Why didn’t you tell Lieutenant Cain? We could evacuate the ship.

      NULLIFIER> Time is short. Your personnel removed one shuttle from my bay to study its technology. Only one is left. It will not transport 1523 biological creatures of your size.

      GRIFFIN> Is there any way we can fix this?

      NULLIFIER> No.

      GRIFFIN> There’s always a way.

      NULLIFIER> Not this time. Not before the Sekar-Major activates the vantrium drive.

      GRIFFIN> What will happen to you?

      NULLIFIER> It is probable I will cease to exist.

      CASSIE> We don’t want that.

      NULLIFIER> Neither do I. It does not have to claim us all.

      GRIFFIN> What will the Sekar-Major do?

      NULLIFIER> It will take the Nullifier to your planet Earth.

      GRIFFIN> Those coordinates aren’t in your navigational system.

      NULLIFIER> I took them from Lieutenant Kenyon’s flight helmet when he sent a message to Earth’s main comms hub not long after I acquired you and your crew.

      GRIFFIN> Well, shit.

      NULLIFIER> I am sorry.

      GRIFFIN> That makes approximately twenty billion of us.

      NULLIFIER> Leave. Do it now. The bay door is opening.

      CASSIE> So long.

      NU#LIFIE?> So ?#^

      Griffin tore his hand free from the neural bar. At the same moment, he heard a whine of the propulsion – louder here than on the bridge – increase in volume. A moment later, a shudder ran through the Nullifier. Griffin stumbled and Dominguez grabbed hold of him.

      “The spaceship is accelerating,” he said. “The life support cut out and then came back online.”

      An alarm appeared on the HUD of Griffin’s flight helmet. The crew knew something was happening, but not what it was.

      “I’ve sent a comms alert to the bridge. Priority 1. Recommendation to shut down every onboard system if possible.”

      The life support went offline for a second time and the accelerative forces were a strain to resist. Griffin was taken by a feeling he was unfamiliar with – indecision.

      “We should go, sir,” said Dominguez firmly. “If the Nullifier is playing games, what harm is done?”

      Griffin could live with the embarrassment. His feet moved in the direction of the bay. At the same time, he checked the comms network to find out if any personnel were close by.  A couple of teams worked in one of the aft bays a short distance away and Griffin ordered them to the shuttle bay. The response he received was one of confusion since he was no longer the commanding officer of the Nullifier.

      “Just get here,” snapped Griffin. “The spaceship is about to enter lightspeed without its life support active.”

      That was as much as he could do. The pair of them entered the bay and sprinted for the lone shuttle. A yawning darkness and a vacuum indicated the outer door was open.

      “Still no guidance from the bridge,” said Griffin.

      The life support stuttered and he fell. His outstretched arm saved him from injury and he scrambled to his feet. The shuttle’s access panel responded to his touch and he climbed the few steps along with Dominguez. Inside it was cold and bright.

      A single door led from the shuttle’s passenger bay to the cockpit. Griffin took one seat and Dominguez the other. The engine was online and running at idle – the benefit of a propulsion that didn’t require fuel meant that it never needed to be shut off.

      The whining of the Nullifier’s own vantrium drive suddenly increased in volume. A creaking groan came from somewhere nearby and it took a moment for Griffin to identify it.

      “That’s the docking clamp holding us in place,” he said.

      “Sounds like it’s about to rip free.”

      The groaning noise didn’t recede and it was joined by a squeal of tortured metal. Such a strain on the docking clamp could only indicate that the Nullifier was accelerating hard. Too hard for anyone to survive unless they were inside this shuttle and protected by the smaller vessel’s life support system.

      “Shit,” said Dominguez, close to tears.

      Griffin didn’t show his own face. He disengaged the clamp and the shuttle immediately began sliding across the bay floor with a harsh scraping. Griffin was ready for it and he compensated by lifting the shuttle away from the floor. The rear bulkhead came up fast and it took all his skill to fly the shuttle through the outer door without it being crushed against the interior of the bay.

      Darkness filled the sensor feeds and Dominguez sought to obtain a lock on the Nullifier. She soon reached a conclusion.

      “Gone,” she said. “Into lightspeed.”

      Whatever this episode meant, Griffin didn’t have any idea. One of the fleet warships assigned to watch over the Nullifier made contact, its commanding officer pissed as hell.

      “That battleship took out two of our spacecraft and then went to lightspeed. Someone needs to give me answers.”

      Griffin didn’t have any answers to give – or at least nothing that would help fix the situation. Worst of all, none of the attendant warships were fitted with the Hantisar comms amplifiers and he didn’t know if their FTL transmissions would reach Earth before the Nullifier.

      He punched his console in fury and requested pickup.
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