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  A New Weapon


   


  Ayesha Bint Hasan Al-Hasani walked smartly down the main corridor of the GIS Starfall, the heels of her boots rapping in a loud and satisfying manner. With her long, black hair worn down, she turned the heads of many of the men she passed, and that too gave her great satisfaction.


  She reached the briefing room and palmed open the door. The lights were dimmed, the room nearly empty except for three men at the center. The one on the left was the admiral, a gaunt middle-aged man by the name of Orion. She had met him the previous dayshift, upon her arrival to the fleet. The one on the right was her commanding officer, Colonel Wallace of the Gaian Imperial Intelligence Services. They flanked a man whom Ayesha did not recognize.


  “Agent Al-Hasani,” said Colonel Wallace, greeting her with a smile and a nod.


  “Colonel. And Admiral Orion, sir,” she said, nodding to the admiral. He gave her a more formal salute.


  The third man gave her no greeting.


  In a single fleeting glance, Ayesha sized him up. He had a full red beard, but looked no older than thirty-five standard years. He stood quite tall, with broad, muscular shoulders. Unlike the two officers, he wore a simple gray jumpsuit and a synthleather vest, a clothing style common on the Outworld frontier.


  “Agent Al-Hasani, may I present Captain Samson of the Starflight II.”


  He’s not one of ours, she realized. Prior to her arrival, she had familiarized herself with the names of every ship in the fleet, as well as their commanding officers. The Starflight II wasn’t one of them.


  Which made this man her enemy.


  “Captain,” she said, offering her hand.


  “Call me Samson,” he said as he took it.


  His hands were thick and calloused, with a trace of engine grease caught between the cracks. Though he smiled at her, there was a grimace in his expression, and his eyes were subdued. It was abundantly clear to her that he was present against his will.


  “And you may call me Ayesha,” she said, disarming him with a smile. His face became unreadable.


  “Samson will be your partner for the next several missions,” Colonel Wallace explained. “He is a well-known merchant pilot in the Outworlds. With his assistance, you will be able to infiltrate the target systems without arousing suspicion.”


  His fingers danced across a keypad, and the holographic projector came to life. It showed a three-dimensional starmap of the frontier systems between the New Pleiades and the Coreward Stars. The Imperial battlefleet’s location in the vicinity of the Bacca system was marked in red. On the far end of the projection, the Troya and Vulcana systems were marked as the primary and secondary objectives of the military campaign.


  “The Outworlders have developed a device, known as a ‘jump beacon,’ that allows them to pull starships out of jumpspace, dramatically increasing the range and versatility of their FTL,” Wallace explained. “We have obtained a working prototype of this device and are in the process of manufacturing more. Your mission is to fly ahead of the fleet and use the device to concentrate our forces when we attack.”


  Sounds simple enough, Ayesha thought to herself. Of course, every battle plan fell apart upon contact with the enemy.


  Admiral Orion stepped forward. “Our first target will be the frontier system of Colkhia. The Outworlders will expect us to strike first at Bacca or Iayus, as the expeditionary fleet did. Since the jump beacon gives us a far greater range of attack, we will use the element of surprise to our advantage.”


  Ayesha glanced at Samson out of the corner of her eye. Since the admiral saw no danger in discussing their campaign strategy in front of him, her task was doubtless to either turn him or keep him under control. The latter, she could handle without difficulty. The former would be much more interesting.


  “Do you have any questions?” Orion asked, directing his question at Samson.


  “No,” Samson answered, his voice low.


  “Very well. You are dismissed.”


  Now the real briefing begins. 


  When the door hissed shut and the three of them were alone, Colonel Wallace turned to her.


  “Do you have any questions, Agent Al-Hasani?”


  “Yes,” said Ayesha, folding her arms. “Who is this man you want me to ‘partner’ with?”


  “Samson is a well-known figure in the Outworlds,” Admiral Orian answered. “He has contacts across the New Pleiades, including several officials within the so-called Outworld Confederacy.”


  “He is also very… prolific,” Wallace added.


  “What do you mean?”


  “He has a reputation for keeping a lover in every major Outworld port, and several of the minor ones as well. By some estimates, he has more than a hundred.”


  Impressive. 


  “The expeditionary fleet picked him up in the retreat following the attle of Colkhia,” Admiral Orion continued. “Although he denied working with the Outworlders, he was found with top-secret military documents stored on his ship’s computer. We subsequently detained and interrogated him.”


  “Why wasn’t he executed?” Ayesha asked. The Gaian Empire did not formally recognize the Outworld Confederacy, instead classifying them as pirates. Imperial military doctrine called for pirates to be spaced.


  “The intelligence services quickly found use for him,” Colonel Wallace answered. “When we made it clear that we knew the names and locations of several of his lovers, he agreed to work for us.”


  So you’re blackmailing him. And you expect me to keep him “loyal.” 


  “What happened to the expeditionary fleet?” she asked.


  Admiral Orion’s face reddened. “That information is on a strict need-to-know—”


  “And Agent Al-Hasani needs to know, Admiral.” Colonel Wallace shot back. He turned to her. “The expeditionary fleet was repulsed with nearly sixty-percent losses. The entire campaign was a disaster.”


  So the rumors are true.


  “What about the Starfire?” she asked.


  “It was lost at the Battle of Colkhia, and is presumed to be in enemy hands.”


  Admiral Orion scowled. “Our initial losses have proved quite costly, but only because of the edge given to the Outworlders by the jump beacon technology. Now that the battlefield has been equalized, we will crush them in one swift stroke. Your mission, Agent Al-Hasani, is the key.”


  “And how do we know that this Samson can be trusted?”


  “He can’t, of course,” Wallace answered. “But I hardly think that will prove an obstacle to someone of your talents.”


  “Certainly not.”


  “The Emperor is counting on you, Agent Al-Hasani. As are we. Do not disappoint us.”


  Ayesha scowled. “Don’t insult me, Colonel. I know my duty.”




  Stars and Dust


   


  “Captain, we have a starship arriving at the beacon.”


  “Alert level two. Prepare for evasive maneuvers.”


  Captain Mara Soladze of the Merope-7 gripped the armrests of her command chair as she stared at the image of the blinking nav-buoy three klicks away. The magnificent vista of the deep space starfield enveloped the tiny buoy in its cold and silent glow.


  A single starship flashed into existence. Mara leaned forward and peered at the bridge’s main display. The targeting computer analyzed the ship and put a schematic image of it on-screen, complete with identifying information. She relaxed—it was one of theirs.


  “Stand down,” she ordered. “Phoebe, contact the outrider and have them dock in bay three, ASAP. Jason, keep the weapons hot just in case.”


  “Got it, Captain.”


  The hatch to the bridge hissed open, and Lieutenant Katya Nova of Confederate Fleet Intelligence swung onto the deck. Mara rose to greet her.


  “Any news of Imperial movements, Captain?”


  “I’m sure we’re about to find out,” said Mara. “Can I help you, Lieutenant?”


  “It’s the background radio. I’m picking up—”


  The hatch opened again, and Commander Mathusael Esperanz came on board. He was a tall, heavyset man with broad shoulders and a massive black beard. In spite of his size, he swung smoothly into the bridge’s artificial gravity field.


  “Captain,” he said, saluting Mara. “What did I miss?”


  Mara returned his salute and rested her hands behind her back. “An incoming vessel on the jump beacon, Commander. It’s an outrider scout from the Merope-3. They’re docking even as we speak.”


  “Any sign of the Imperials?”


  “That’s what I wanted to tell you, Captain,” Katya interjected. “We’ve analyzed the signals picked up in the Imperial fleet’s radio bubble. It seems that they’re about to divide their forces.”


  Mara frowned. “What do you mean, Lieutenant?”


  “We don’t know yet. The signals are weak, and we can barely pick up enough to—”


  “I think the scout’s intelligence is more likely to answer that question than anything we’ve gleaned on our own,” Mathusael said. “You ladies better go brief him. I’ll take the bridge.”


  Katya bristled at Mathusael’s use of the word “ladies,” but Mara led her off before she could object. Like most of the mid-level officers in the fleet, Mathusael was a star wanderer at heart; rank and protocol were foreign to him. Even though he could be cavalier at times, though, that same independent spirit made him her most dependable officer, as well as a close friend.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Captain Soladze,” said the outrider pilot, a short, balding man by the name of Moses. He saluted almost the moment he stepped into the command center.


  “At ease, Ensign. Please, have a seat.”


  Like most of the Merope-7, space on the command deck was tight. There were only four seats, each in front of a semi-circular array of monitors, but the chairs rotated enough to allow Mara to confer with Katya and the ensign. The small frigate lacked a proper briefing room.


  “I bring you greetings from Captain Elias of the Merope-3,” said Ensign Moses. “When I left them at 13:00 hours, everything on their side of the rift was nominal.”


  “Good to know,” said Mara. “Did you rendezvous with our Ensign Edenia?”


  “Yes, at mission time 00:27. We exchanged data and departed at 00:31, just in time to evade an Imperial patrol.”


  Mara nodded. The scouting runs came within just a few dozen light-minutes of the Imperial fleet, making them especially dangerous. Every time a ship emerged from jumpspace, it emitted a signal that was easily detectable. For that reason, the outriders had to go dark almost immediately after jumping in, and the support frigates had to be constantly on the alert. That was why Ensign Edenia had gone to the Merope-3 instead of returning to the Merope-7; he’d had enough time to charge his drives for a longer jump, and there weren’t enough empty bays on the Merope-7 for him and Ensign Moses as well.


  “What did you discover?” Katya asked.


  “Mostly just things that confirm what we already know, though I did come up with an interesting theory to explain their movements. If you’ll allow me…”


  At Moses’s urging, Mara logged onto her computer terminal. While it booted up, she rose and let the ensign take her chair. Katya joined her to look over the ensign’s shoulder.


  “For the last week, the Imperials have largely held their position,” he said, bringing up a starmap on the main holoscreen. “They have made some advances, but only cautious ones.”


  “So our raids have met with some success.”


  “Yes, but these movements are cautious even in the face of the type of hit-and-run missions we’ve been operating. As successful as our attacks have been, I think the Imperials are herding us now.”


  “What makes you say that?” Katya asked.


  Moses brought up a series of looping images on the starmap, with red dots to signify the Imperial starships.


  “These red dots mark the confirmed movements of the Imperial fleet. The slightly faded dots are their predicted locations, based on our best analysis. And these white dots,” he said, overlaying a new sequence of data, “represent our operations over the last two weeks.”


  Mara narrowed her eyes and scratched her chin. The images clearly showed the Imperials spreading out in response to the attacks, as if to prevent a flanking maneuver. While the operations had been largely successful, she couldn’t help but note that the Outworlders were being pushed back.


  “They’re trying to prevent us from going around them,” she mused. “But why? What are they hiding back there?”


  “Captain,” said Katya, “if the Imperials are screening their movements, it may be that they are expecting to receive reinforcements. This would be consistent with my assessment that the fleet is beginning to divide.”


  “I’ve picked up some indications of that as well,” said Moses. 


  He brought up a new screen showing five flashing orange dots on a single image taken from the loop. The timestamp was only a few hours old.


  “These jumpspace emissions don’t correspond with anything else we’ve picked up. It could be as many as five new starships.”


  “What class?”


  “Three frigates and two cruisers, but that hasn’t been confirmed. Yet.”


  Mara drew a long breath and folded her arms. If true, these were important developments. The Imperials would only divide their fleet if they were preparing to advance. In spite of reinforcements from the free republic of Tajjur, the Confederacy was outgunned and outmanned. Their only advantage against the superior Imperial fleet was the jump beacon. Logically, the best way to counteract that advantage was to open multiple fronts at once, to prevent the Confederacy from concentrating their forces. The Imperials were fully capable of that.


  Of course, if the traitor Gulchina had betrayed the beacon technology to the Imperials, it could signify the start of a new campaign. And if that were the case, they were all as good as dead. 


  “Captain Soladze,” said Katya, “I think we should return to Colkhia to inform Confederate High Command immediately.”


  “I think you’re right,” Mara said softly. “Ensign, I hope you won’t mind staying on with us. We don’t have time to get Ensign Edenia back, and I doubt there’s room for a second outrider on the Merope-3.”


  Ensign Moses saluted. “Not at all, sir. It would be my pleasure.”


  Certainly more of a pleasure than this high-stakes game of cat-and-mouse, Mara thought to herself. Though if her suspicions were correct, the frontier stars wouldn’t be much safer.


   


  * * * * *


   


  As Mara swung back onto the bridge, she noted that not much had changed in her brief absence. Lieutenants Jason Thetana and Phoebe Trellian were still at their posts, with Apollo Vulcana between them at the helm. Mathusael rose from the command chair to greet her.


  “Welcome back, Captain,” he said, grinning from ear to ear. “As you can see, we’re preparing something of a surprise for our Imperial friends.”


  Mara looked out the forward window and squinted. A soldier in an EVA suit was out at the nav-buoy, fiddling with the equipment. The lights on the buoy were off.


  “Who the hell is that?”


  “Specialist Penelope, sir. She’s rigging up a little something I built in my spare time.”


  “And what is that, Commander?”


  “A nuclear mine. When the Imperials come through here, they’re going to get a surprise.”


  “Mine or no mine, we need to get out of here.”


  “That’s the plan,” said Mathusael. “It’s set to arm thirty minutes from now. Penny should be back on board in less than ten—right, Specialist?”


  “Affirmative,” Penny said over the intercom. Mara hadn’t realized that the comms were live.


  “In any case, I thought I’d take the liberty. Hope you don’t mind.”


  Mara sighed. Mathusael had only risen to second-in-command following the pirate captain Gulchina’s treachery against the Confederate fleet. Before that, he had been the Merope-7’s chief engineer, and the same battlefield promotion that had made him second-in-command had made her captain. It seemed that she felt the weight of responsibility more keenly than he did.


  “Very well,” she said. “Penny, get that thing armed and return to the ship ASAP. I want to jump out of here the moment you’re back on board.”


  “Where to, Captain?” Lieutenant Vulcana asked.


  “Set a course for Colkhia, Lieutenant. We’re returning to the fleet.”


  The mood on the bridge lightened considerably at the news. Mara could practically feel the excitement as everyone silently planned what they would do with their leave time. 


  “How long are we going to stay there?” Jason asked.


  “Until they reassign us,” Mara answered. Stars know we’ve earned it.


  “Do you think we’ll be safe at Colkhia?” Phoebe asked.


  Her question made the others laugh.


  “Don’t worry, Lieutenant,” Mara said as she assumed the command chair. “I’m sure the Imperials won’t strike Colkhia first.”




  Fellow Travelers


   


  Ayesha wasn’t sure what to expect as she boarded the Starflight II. For that reason, she activated her pocket AI before she stepped into the airlock.


  Calculating threat level, the pocket AI whispered silently in the back of her mind. A stream of data appeared on the edge of her vision, giving her a rundown of the ship she was about to board. She touched her right thumb to her middle finger, and the text disappeared, though the targeting display in the center of her vision did not.


  Though she was careful not to show it, her mood always soured at these subtle reminders of her lack of humanity. She was a cyborg, a human with enough cybernetic implants to no longer legally qualify as a person. Most of her implants were hidden from sight; her long black hair hid the neural jacks in the back of her neck, and her eye implants were disguised with cosmetic surgery. Still, they were always with her—as well as the memories of her life before she’d received them.


  Prepare for high-functioning mode, she ordered as her fingers flew over the airlock control panel. Her energy pistol was holstered and uncharged, but the laser-blade hidden in her smartskirt was ready to be drawn at a moment’s notice.


  Time slowed as the door hissed open. Hyper-awareness flooded her senses as she stepped onto the ship. A short corridor led to a standard cabin: wall compartments, double bunk built into the bulkheads, retractable table with a holoscreen surface, and a small corner alcove with a food synthesizer and kitchenette. A door on one side led to what she presumed was the bathroom, while a narrow doorway led to the starship’s cockpit.


  The place had a peculiar musky smell, like faded sweat in an old shirt that had been recently cleaned. It was not unpleasant. The hum of the ship’s ventilation system was soft enough that she probably wouldn’t have noticed it if she weren’t in high-functioning mode. The air was comfortably warm, and surprisingly fresh for such a small ship. Though the wall compartments were all closed and the floor was clutter-free, the bed was unmade, revealing velvet bedsheets that were remarkably smooth.
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