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“The Eros Factor”
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TCNV Boston [TCVXH-7031999-A]

In a briefing room on the lower decks of the ship, Captain Tackett found himself stripped of his HAZMAT suit. Fortunately, the gas dispensed in seconds, and both canisters together was enough to inoculate the entire ship; but for right now, that information was need-to-know; and these women did not. He only needed to button his lip and wait the transport shuttle out, since the Des Moines had either been chased off or destroyed. As long as someone was coming to save his butt, he only needed to bide his time. The only problem was that these three women were obviously at Stage II of the infection, because they were more violent than anyone that was on the original Boston ever would’ve been.

“Goddammit, Captain,” the leader said. “You’ve got five minutes to locate the two canisters that are active; we know that three of them, including the one you installed, are phony, and the ones that are dispensing the cure are still at large; where the fuck are they?”

“You need me to locate them because by the time you figure it out on your own,” Tackett said, “on a ship this large, it’ll be too late.”

“Spare me playing detective, Captain, and tell me where they are.”

“I told you before you knocked me out that even I don’t know; the ones that do have teleported off already.”

“Then he’s fucking useless,” another woman said. “Let’s just kill him and get this shit overwith. He is to pay the price for his murder.”

Before the virus reaches Stage II, Tackett thought, it isn’t this sentient. It’s just like any other virus. Perhaps these are the only 3 in 30,000 people that have become infected to this level. I need to work this to my advantage. He looked around the room for something to work to his advantage, but couldn’t find much; his com box and wristcomp had both been confiscated, and the only thing he had going for him was a subdermal transponder; the only way for them to take that would have been to kill him, and they needed him alive...for now.

The only thing he could do, since there was no way he could send a signal, was to activate a com switch that would have alerted the com officer on the bridge to where he was. It would have also alerted the commanding officer who the three remaining were, just by the voices. Finally, Tackett had stalled the women long enough; Tracy Goldman, using her V’N’Daarian nudism to best advantage, fired off three darts. When the three women were hit, they dropped to the deck like sacks of potatoes. Tackett saw the woman and said, “There are times that I thank God for your people being nudists.”

“It’s an advantage in this case,” Tracy said, tapping a button on the table. “Medical team to Briefing Center on Deck 65.” She placed the dart gun into a holster strapped to her left leg and said, “I just thank God you developed the cure in both gas form and the form you used in the darts.”

“The gas will take up to 24 hours, but the darts work in about 6. However, it’s a pain in the ass to create them by replication.”

“Let’s get you to the teleport chamber,” Goldman said. “There is a cloaked runabout called the Elaine waiting for you to get back to the ship; apparently, someone ran off the Des Moines.”

“Sounds like a fighter,” Tackett said. “I ordered the shuttle to be armed, though.”

“We’re trying to figure out what happened to get you captured, Captain,” Goldman said as she liberated Tackett. “Someone apparently through our CAG officer under the shuttle, as well as an enlisted Berecqian flight technician. Once we have the network all figured out, we’ll only press charges if you do, Captain.”

“No need,” Tackett said. “They were under the influence of a viral infection that somehow becomes sentient in Stage II; at least sentient enough to become self-defensive.”

“I’ve never met a virus that does that,” Goldman said.

“All the more reason it should be vaccinated for,” Tackett said. “We also need to work on weaponizing the cure, but I have to send it to the Science Corps for that.”

“Let’s get you the hell out of here,” Goldman said as the two left the briefing room. “I would like to put this shit behind me.”

“Makes two of us,” Tackett said, following the naked admiral out.

As they walked into the teleport chamber, Regina was standing by the operator, and she hugged Tackett, saying, “The one piloting the fighter that chased off the Des Moines took his own life. Apparently, there’s something about the virus that has them under the control of Paul Dennehy’s clone forces.”

“I’m not at all surprised,” Tackett said. “I figured the one in the runabout was Admiral McBride; just the name of the runabout kind of gave him away.”

“Get back to your ship, Captain; the research awaits you.”

05 March 2471, 09:30 hours ISZT
TCNV Iowa [TCVXH-611990-A]

Taylor was glad to have Captain Tackett back. The work she was doing was for Admiral Willis at the Science Corps to aid in making a weaponized variation of the Cure to disinfect entire planets. Tackett was satisfied that his research into the Cure was almost done, and he could divert back to the regular duties of the ship. He had made his way to the bridge, and Ren’Kalaeis said, “There’s something out there, but without anything to target, I can’t check it out.”

Tackett ran to the targeting scanner and said, “Ren, use gravitational displacement to track them; every object in space has a gravitational displacement. We can use that to find them. Then we can use a torpedo rigged with a counter to the cloaking device to level the playing field.”

“Aye, sir; signaling the torpedo bay, and running displacement scans.” She checked for Tackett’s suggestion and said, “Bearing 197 mark 93, range: one-niner-four.”

“Setting detonation dispersal to a range of two-zero-zero,” the weapons officer said.

The torpedo on Screen One sailed to the location and detonated. The shorting cloaking device revealed a battle cruiser, and Ren set the torpedo to full yield for the next volley. “I believe that is the proverbial bull’s eye.”

“Fire on my mark,” Mike said.

“Aye, Admiral.” She ran a scan on the ship and said, “We have a lock; and pennant scan confirms: Dennehy Cell.”

“They’re attempting to run, Admiral,” Tackett said. “Bearing 208 mark 183.”

“Adjusting torpedoes to match course,” Ren said. “Ready; too bad I can’t track their sub-pulse corona, or I’d really have them between an asteroid field and a black hole.”

“Careful using that phrase with me, Ren,” Zane said. “I jump black holes.”

“Yeah,” Mike said, “and you’re one of the few crazy enough to do it.”

“That son of a...” Ren said, seeing the course the enemy craft was apparently on. “I think this one’s enough of a nut job to try it too.”

“Using your displacement scanning to track that bastard,” Zane said, programming the astrogation console. “Looks like he is crazy enough to attempt Threading the Needle!”

The son of a bitch is hiring stunt flyers for helm officers, Mike thought. He’s either desperate to avoid being fired on, or the helm officer is just batshit crazy.

“Did they get Chris Palmer?” Zane asked.

“Not possible,” Mike said. “Palmer is my father’s XO.”

“God only knows,” Zane said, “that Palmer’s more batshit crazy than I am.”

“That’s why Dad made him XO,” Mike said. “So he can’t do anything batshit crazy.”

“He could always override the helm,” Iverson said, “if the new helm officer isn’t willing to do what he orders.”

“Please, don’t give him ideas,” Mike jested.

“The ship is visible, and dead in the water,” Ren said.

“Cease fire,” Mike said. “Prepare a Marine team to head over and take any survivors prisoner.”
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