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“WELCOME BACK, GENTLE Al-Kindi. I’m sorry it’s under these conditions,” Ruhger said, with a slight bow.

Al-Kindi glared, his body rigid and fists clenched. “I am not happy to be back.” 

Ruhger nodded in acknowledgment. Neither of them was happy about Nari’s abduction by Phalanx Eagle. “Will you please join us in the dining hall?” He waved his hand as an invitation. 

“I will not break bread with you.”

“The dining hall is our conference room. There are refreshments. If you choose to indulge, there is no obligation on either side. It’s merely a service of the fold transport.” Ruhger sighed internally. He couldn’t blame the man for his anger, no matter how misplaced. He followed Al-Kindi’s billowing robes down the passageway and into the dining hall. The crew sat at the table, the Scholar scowling as usual. Wonderful; hostility at both ends. Everyone greeted Al-Kindi with expressions of sorrow and anger. 

Ruhger sat in his usual place at the head of the table. An urgent notification appeared in his holo from the Gov Human communications system. He held up a finger. “Stand by one.” He impatiently entered all the security details. Well, a surprising turn of events. Whether a good or a bad event would depend entirely on the makeup of the team. “We should delay this brief a little. Seems Gov Human is sending us help.”

“What kind of help?” Al-Kindi asked, his eyes narrowing.

“A Space Force tactical team with a specialty in hostage rescue. Pararescue.” Even though parachutes weren’t used in military operations anymore, the name stuck. Ruhger certainly hoped his team wouldn’t require the real pararescue specialty, the rescue of military pilots behind enemy lines. He half-shrugged. “Good or bad news will depend entirely on the team itself, particularly the leaders. I anticipate some arrogance and disdain for our skills but I hope we can overcome any issues and work together.”

“Do I get a say?” Al-Kindi snarled.

Ruhger frowned. “I doubt it. I doubt any of us have any real say or authority if Gov Human is getting involved.”

“Are they at least incognito?” Tyron asked.

Ruhger scanned the message again. “Yes. The shuttle has a civilian registration from Antlia. Common name is ‘Clobbered Turkey’ and they’re due in shortly.” Odd name for a shuttle.

Chief grunted and slapped his wrench into his palm. “Some cover.”

Ruhger waited.

“According to Old Earth legend, the very first pararescue was for the crew of a downed plane named Clobbered Turkey.” Chief shook his head derisively. “The rescue was a failure, by the way, although it did point out the need for trained pararescue personnel.”

Ruhger leveled a stare at him in return. “How many people know that, Chief?”

“I did. I’m sure Galactica does.”

Katryn said, “A shuttle docked themselves at Delta One. I’m holding off their entry.” 

Ruhger jumped to his feet. “Battle stations. Tyron, with me; Chief, command. Al-Kindi, stay with Loreli.” Feet pounding on the plas, he and Tyron positioned themselves to target the Delta One airlock. Tyron opened the Delta Two airlock door and aimed his laser rifle around it. Ruhger sprinted around the passageway corner, aiming his laser pistol. Too bad he didn’t have his rifle with him. 

Chief said, “Net, status.”

“Still contained, but their net tech is good,” Katryn said. “No use of explosives or other forcible entry—yet. Team of four, soft armor, long arms and pistols—hmm, Gov Human patches. Exterior hatch blocked open. They took out the primary vid system in the airlock, but missed the secondary.” Sly satisfaction was clear in her tone.

Ruhger brought up the vid, confirming what Katryn reported, and watched for explosives deployment. He brought up the life safety protocols and readied the commands to close the safety hatches around Delta One.

“Keep holding,” Chief said. “Loreli, defense?”

“Normal. No other shuttles nearby.”

“Offense?”

“Ready, waiting on targets,” Grant said.

“Pilot?”

“Ready,” the Scholar said.

“Stand by,” Chief said. “Message on Gov Human communications system says the team in our airlock is Pararescue Five. They’re requesting entry. I’m replying ‘no’ until they ditch the rifles and helmets and show give us official identity confirmation for the entire team. Saree, get Ruhger his rifle; I’ve got Lightwave. Net, status.”

“Holding. Bugger is tricky; they’re using the Gov Human system to infiltrate. I can’t shut it down unless we disconnect it manually.” Katryn’s voice hissed frustration.

“If they’re the real thing, that’s how we’re communicating—might not be a good idea,” Chief said.

“Disconnect, force them to use normal comms and procedures. Kick them off the folder,” Ruhger suggested.

“Concur. Grant, disconnect that Gov Human system. Saree, after you deliver the rifle, bring up the shuttle detach protocol and thrust them away. Override the ‘airlock open’ safety warning. Full defense after they’re gone. Hope their armor is space-worthy.” Chief’s last sentence held a bit of glee.

“Grant, panel three in the engine control room, power and comms connections are labeled,” Tyron said. “Pull both. There’s a backup battery.”

“Copy.”

Ruhger heard pounding feet behind him and turned, pistol ready, but pointed at the overhead. The Scholar sprinted to him, rifle in one hand, pistol in another, both ready to fire. She is perfect. He shoved the thought away. Running to meet her, Ruhger grabbed the rifle, darted back to his position, and aimed at the hatch. 

Blast, it would take a few minutes for Grant to get down there and the Scholar to get back into Alpha shuttle. But as he brought up Lightwave’s command and control interface, he saw she was already implementing the shuttle release routine. Ruhger smirked. He wasn’t the only one who could sprint and work a C2 procedure. She might be a black hole of sorrow and anger on a personal level, but it didn’t stop her from thinking or acting.

The figures in the airlock spun around, facing their shuttle. Hope the Clobbered Turkey’s pilot closed their shuttle airlock when the team entered Lightwave’s. Ruhger huffed a chuckle. Obviously, they anticipated an easy infiltration. To be fair, if they’d used explosives, the team would be inside Lightwave now. But Ruhger and Tyron could easily hold off four attackers in the tight confines of the passenger corridor. After this was over, they’d have to figure out how the Clobbered Turkey flew so close without triggering surveillance warnings. Probably infiltrated their net first. With Katryn at half-speed from the Brain Drain drug and Tyron still recovering and worried about Katryn, they were probably relying on the automation too much. It was a lousy trick to use the Gov Human interface against them, though, since he was pretty sure most attackers couldn’t. Ruhger’s mouth twisted. Or maybe they could. Government work went to the lowest bidder. Katryn had complained bitterly about not being given access to the system, but probably hadn’t gone digging for the specs on merc net, relying on Gov Human’s net security. A mistake in hindsight. With her decreased capacity, did Katryn realize she’d left a vulnerability? Perhaps the Gov Human system exceeded her current capabilities?

Ruhger looked at the airlock vid again. The struts keeping Lightwave’s exterior hatch open were at the bottom and top, not across the middle, leaving a large opening. “Chief, how about we blow them out the hatch?”

“Might send one or two flying before they latch on, unless they’ve already magnetized their boots. It’s worth a try. Can you do it?”

“Yes, I’m in life safety already. And the plas tiles should lessen the effectiveness of mag boots.”

“Do it. Loreli, get a couple of remotes out to round up any personnel so they can’t latch back on the hull.”

Ruhger swept through the life safety screens and found the Delta One airlock. When the Scholar detached the shuttle, the air had already escaped of course, but he could use the air handling system in ‘sanitation’ mode, designed to blow dangerous materials out the airlock. “Blowing in four, three, two, blow.”

He grinned when two of the figures tumbled out the lock. Two remained, hanging in the interior. Ruhger shut it off—no sense in wasting more air than they had to. 

“Detaching Gov Human comms now,” Grant said. 

Katryn exclaimed, “Hah! Take that, sand flea!”

“Main power, now.” Grant muttered a slightly pained curse. “And the battery backup...now.”

“Got ‘em. They’re shut out,” Katryn said. “At least for now.”

“Good job. Stay sharp, Katryn,” Chief said. “Saree, send us out-system at medium speed, keep pushing the Turkey away.”

“Chief, the two blown out the airlock got back on our hull before the remotes could get them,” Loreli said.

Chief grunted. “I’ll message that we’ll use the hull energizer next, but if these beings really are Gov Human, I don’t want to fry them.”

The two members blown out the airlock jetted back in and released the blocking struts, allowing the hatch to slam shut.

“Got a message with official identities and credentials and an offer of truce. If we allow their ship to reattach, they’ll retreat and disarm, and we can set a meeting time. They’ve also requested we reattach the Gov Human comms system.”

“Don’t do that until I have a chance to trap it, Chief,” Katryn said.

“Agreed,” Chief said. “I’m tempted to tell them to fly back to the Turkey, then message us properly, but they made the first move to end this peacefully, so I probably shouldn’t.” 

“Better we end this now if we’re going to work together,” Ruhger said.

“Probably. All right, I’ll tell them they can come back, but ditch the armor and rifles. I’m sure they won’t agree to disarm completely, so I won’t ask. We’ll all have to be on our best behavior to make this work.”

“At least they didn’t succeed,” Katryn said.

“Oh, they’ll say they could have used explosives and gotten in,” Tyron said. “Which is true. But the blast doors would have shut. And they cheated by using the Gov Human system.”

“So both sides have success and failure.” Ruhger shrugged. “Hopefully we can get past the whole thing quickly and make a hostage rescue plan.”

The Scholar said, “If we just ignore all this and lead off with a situation brief, maybe we can avoid all the ego-blasting and get Nari back. That’s what counts.”

Ruhger said, “Concur. Chief, I’ve got command. Scholar, bring the Clobbered Turkey back in. Katryn, get that system trapped. Chief, tell them we’ll reconnect the Gov Human comms when we get it secured and we’ll have a situation brief after they’re disarmed. Tyron, we’ll keep our side arms, but rack the rifles in the chow hall. Check and make sure they didn’t leave us any presents in our net. Grant, you meet them at the hatch, armed but holstered. Loreli, snacks and drinks please. No alcohol. Objections?” Ruhger strode down the passageway, Tyron joining him. In the chow hall, Ruhger handed his rifle to Tyron, who racked them near the kitchen hatch, and started sweeping through holo screens.

Al-Kindi paced the room. 

“I’m sorry about the delay. Hopefully the team will join us shortly and you can brief all of us on what you’ve done and the demands.”

Al-Kindi stopped, his robes swishing, eyes glaring with anger. “I don’t want them involved at all. The instructions specifically said no government interference.”

“We didn’t call them in. So, how did they know?”

His lips compressed, and breath hissed between his clenched teeth. “I have my suspicions. But they are only suspicions. I’m not happy about any of this.”

Ruhger nodded slowly. Probably some sort of pressure on Gov Human from his family or hers. As he recalled, both families were well-connected in Circinus. Or as well-connected as you could get from the remoteness of Circinus. He’d ask Grant to confirm or deny that when he got the chance. Ruhger grabbed five additional glasses and put another pitcher of water on the table for the team. Assuming they brought everyone onboard. 

Loreli bustled from the kitchen with trays of food. “Saree, will you grab the bowls in there?” she said, nodding back at the kitchen.

“Certainly.” 

“Oh, good, you got water glasses. The coffee station is ready, and once Saree has the bowls, we’ll have everything we need for a successful meeting,” Loreli beamed.

The food smelled delicious, but Ruhger was in no mood for snacks. Despite that, he appreciated Loreli’s attempt to make this meeting easier. “Thanks, Loreli, that’s perfect. You’ll stay for the brief?” Ruhger asked. She nodded her agreement. Ruhger turned to Al-Kindi. “Gentle Al-Kindi, I’ll introduce you and us, then ask the Gov Human team to introduce themselves and ask why they are here. They’ll probably say it’s to help with Nari’s rescue. If so, you describe the messages you received. Then we’ll plan our response. If they’re here for something else, we’ll listen and tell them we have to discuss amongst ourselves.”

“Agreed,” Al-Kindi said, bowing slightly.

The thud of boots on plas tiles sounded and Ruhger turned to face the chow hall hatch, careful to keep his hands away from his weapons and his face impassive. Grant entered and stepped to the side, waving a hand toward them. The Gov Human team strode in, a woman in the lead position. Short, similar in height and build to Katryn. Ruhger frowned. Her face was rather similar to Katryn’s as well, with slightly tilted eyes and dark hair, but not quite as pretty. She stopped two meters in front of him, her team lined up a meter behind her, legs spread and hands behind their backs in parade rest. Ruhger would rather see their hands, but understood the tradition.

Their leader raised her chin slightly and barked out, “Pararescue Team Five, Chief Master Sergeant Porter in command. Pilot, Master Sergeant Fisk.”

The man standing to her left took one step forward, bringing his hands down to his sides and his feet together, his boots clashing in the attention position. He was tall, but shorter than Grant, his coloring a warm tan, his face similar in cast to Ruhger’s with the hooked nose and heavy dark brown hair and brows. A slight sneer on his face and a jumping muscle in his jaw foretold trouble.

Porter said, “Team Medico, Trauma specialty, Technical Sergeant Holliday.”

Fisk stepped back and the next man in line stepped forward, much more casually. He was a bit shorter than Fisk and not quite as muscular, with the pale, freckled skin and black hair typical of the black Celtsch and a mischievous smile on his face. “Call me Doc.” He nodded, his smile widening by the second.

Porter said, “Staff Sergeant Carlos Lopez, surveillance and net.”

Doc stepped back and Lopez stepped forward into attention, but without all the pretentious clashing. Warm brown skin, similar in tone to the Scholar’s, unremarkable face, a little shorter than Doc. Completely blank expression.

Porter snapped, “Astro First Class Pitsenbarger. Weapons, pilot trainee.”

Los stepped back and Pitsenbarger forward, chin raised, sneer on her face. Tall female, with the olive skin, dark brown hair and hazel eyes common in Familia. Probably trouble, but not Ruhger’s problem. Clearly, Porter ran a tight ship.

Porter said, “Team, at ease.” She turned to him and opened her mouth.

Before she could assume control of the conversation, Ruhger spoke. “Captain Ruhger, Lightwave Fold Transport, Commanding.” He put more than a little emphasis on the last word, and Porter nodded again, but clearly in acknowledgement, not agreement. “Chief Porter, please take a seat. You and your team are welcome to our table. I’ll introduce the rest of the crew, then our guest will begin the situation brief.”

Porter nodded at him again, a slight lift of one brow signaling she understood what he was doing and would go along—for now. He was sure there’d be battles for control ahead. She said, “Team, seats.”

They strode to the far end of the table, Porter taking the seat at the end opposite his.  

Ruhger sat, his crew falling in around him, with Al-Kindi and the Scholar on opposite sides of the table separating the two groups. Once they all sat, he filled his glass and took a sip, then sent the pitcher down the table to Porter. She filled her glass and took a sip as well. 

“I’m also Lightwave’s primary pilot. All of us are pilots, both fold and shuttle, except Chef Loreli, who’s in training. Second-in-command and Engineer, Chief Bhoher, goes by ‘Chief.’ If I’m involved in a tactical mission, Chief has strategic and operational command. He’s very good at it. Also a weapons expert and expert in hand-to-hand fighting.”

Chief nodded at Porter.

“Tyron Phazeer, Security. Katryn Phazeer, Net Security. Both weapons experts and hand-to-hand as well.”

Tyron nodded, expression blank. Katryn scowled, mostly at Lopez.

“You already met Grant Lowe, Purser. Expert in hand-to-hand, some weapons. Also our primary researcher and public interface.”

Grant smoldered at Porter. Her mouth twisted slightly, but Ruhger couldn’t tell if it was derision or admiration.

“Chef Loreli, Culinary Institute Sirius. Weapons and hand-to-hand, pilot in training.”

Loreli beamed at the Gov Human team, batting her lashes in full-on flirt mode. “I’m so pleased to have a new audience for my fabulous creations,” she burbled. “Please, help yourselves.” Loreli swept her arm across the table.

Ruhger smirked at Pitsenbarger’s incredulous wide-eyed goggle. He continued, “Time Guild Member Saree of Jericho, also known as Scholar of Music Cary Sessan and a host of other aliases. Current alias is...” Rad and blast, he couldn’t keep track.

“I don’t think we’d settled on new identities for all of us yet, Captain. We were going to discuss that with Gentle Al-Kindi,” Scholar Sessan said briskly. “But my last fully developed identity was Sarai of Net Other. I registered as Saraa for the body mods on Mensa.” She nodded at him, but before he could speak, Porter did.

“You are our primary mission and asset,” Porter said. “Our objective is to ensure your safety. We’ll be taking you to a new shuttle and folder.”

“No, you will not,” the Scholar said, clear and cold. She rose, turned slightly toward Porter and put both hands on the table in front of her. Ruhger chuckled internally at the classic leadership pose. “Lightwave is my clutch and I will not abandon them. Nor will I abandon Nari Al-Kindi. Gov Human does not own or control me. If Gov Human wants the assistance of a human clock maintainer to maintain their frequency standards, then you will assist in the recovery of Nari Al-Kindi, under the command of Captain Ruhger, and then find a way to withdraw from Lightwave without giving us away. Is that clear?” 

Ruhger noted Al-Kindi jolting backward in his seat, clearly shocked by the Scholar’s revelation and manner, but he didn’t want to look away from Porter. He had to back the Scholar’s play here or Porter would run over both of them. Porter stared at the Scholar for a long time. Finally, she said, “Your position is not a surprise to Gov Human. We’ll discuss it.” Then she sat back slightly and gazed at Al-Kindi. “And you are Al-Kindi, a ‘natural essences’ researcher and supplier. Which is true. But you’re better known as a poison supplier.”

“What someone does with the essences I discover is beyond my control,” Al-Kindi said. “And like most things, they can be used for good or evil.”

“Your family has disowned you, so they don’t believe that.”

“On the contrary, my family negotiated my marriage to Nari.” He smiled a little, but it wasn’t a nice smile. “None of this matters. What matters is getting her back. Now.”

“Yes, are you done with the posturing? Because if you’re not willing to help us retrieve Nari Al-Kindi, there’s really no point in you being here,” Grant said, his voice as sweet as one of Loreli’s desserts.

Ruhger stared at Porter. There was nothing to add to that statement. 

Porter didn’t look away, which was unusual in Ruhger’s experience. Her mouth twisted. “Nothing to say, Captain?” 

Ruhger continued staring and let the corners of his mouth rise in a smile. The sooner she realized this wasn’t her show, the better for all of them. 
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Chapter Two
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SAREE KEPT HER EYES locked on Porter’s, backing the Captain. Finally, Porter sat back in her chair and nodded. 

“Fine,” Porter said with no emotion. “This reaction was expected. You, Captain, are in command of Lightwave and will remain so. Any military operations, such as the retrieval of Nari Al-Kindi, are under my command.”

Captain Ruhger’s deep voice rumbled, “I acknowledge your command over your tactical operations. Any operations launched from Lightwave must be planned jointly. If any of my personnel are involved, including Time Guild Member Saree, then we will determine the span of control. It’s in our best interests to work together in this situation, but if you are determined to pull the command card, I believe we will decline your assistance.”

Despite Porter’s deliberately blank face, Saree could see grudging admiration and a little relief.

Porter said, “Agreed. We will work together and determine span of control as necessary for additional personnel and joint operations. If any military operations are necessary, I prefer to use only my team. None of you are trained to our level.”

The Captain nodded once. “I understand your position. In general, I agree with it. None of us are trained as pararescue. I believe you will find that we are quite well trained in a number of areas, including tactical operations, and that flexibility is the key to our success so far. I, too, prefer to work with those I’ve trained with, but sometimes, that’s not what life hands us. I also believe that as a small tactical team, you would probably prefer to run any operation with your entire team, which means you need some sort of operational oversight. Chief is an expert in operational command and control and we have very good surveillance and intelligence capabilities. You would be foolish to not take advantage of those capabilities.”

Porter smiled just a little and tilted her head. “Would I?” she murmured. 

Fisk snorted derisively. 

Porter didn’t look away from the Captain, but she raised one finger and waved it once at Fisk. His mouth twisted and he looked away.

The big guy was a little hot-headed and possibly didn’t like being second. Was he one of those people who always thought he should be in command? Or because Porter was female? Or maybe it was the disdain for civilians, especially mercenaries, so many military members had? So far, the rest of the pararescue team was remarkably quiet, although Saree saw the youngest member, Pitsenbarger, shifting restlessly. That could be the situation or simply a dislike of sitting still. It was difficult to tell under the uniforms, but they all appeared to be in excellent physical condition. 

Saree soundlessly tapped a marching rhythm on her thighs. The Gov Human Space Force SEALs were well known for their heroics and conditioning, but Saree suspected this branch was just as good, without the fanfare and publicity. Which they needed or Nari would die. She’d like to move past this power struggle and get to the important stuff, but if they didn’t get this done now, they’d never be able to work together. Saree held back a grin. She was going to throw a contender for the throne into both of their little kingdoms. “As the leader of Lightwave clutch, I will be included in any operational planning involving members of my clutch.”

Both Chief Porter and Captain Ruhger turned their blank stares to her. She smiled slightly at each of them in turn. Maybe if they had a common enemy, they’d work together better. A slight hollow in her stomach said that might not be all they did together. At the surface level, their jobs and personalities seemed to match; they were both accomplished leaders. And she wasn’t.

Porter relaxed back in her seat, smiling a little. “We will discuss any future operational planning. For now, let’s focus on the situation.” She turned her attention away from the Captain. “Gentle Al-Kindi, would you please brief us on what you know?”

“Finally.” Al-Kindi glared at all of them. “I, too, insist on being involved in any planning to retrieve my wife. She is mine, not yours. But I acknowledge there are bigger forces at play, interfering with all of us.” He sighed and collapsed back into his chair a bit. “And it appears I will need help no matter how much I wish otherwise. Our religion embraces peace. We avoid conflict if at all possible, although there is room for self-defense if there is no other choice. However, those who make the choice to value their lives or the lives of others above another’s find themselves uncomfortable in our society. A split-second decision—that I do not regret—led to my present career. In this particular situation, my family completely supports me. Nari’s former family does as well. I’m sure that’s why you and your team are here, Chief Porter.” Al-Kindi nodded at her.

Porter nodded back, but didn’t say anything. Nor did her expression give anything away.

“I will start at the beginning. After the troubles in Lacerta, we took a Universe Terra folder to Lyra. We were exploring Gauthier Three, a frontier world with little infrastructure. They are attempting to create a world like Deneb, with an emphasis on adventure travel but without all the ridiculous restrictions, so there is opportunity for other businesses to thrive. We had returned from three days of wilderness exploration and desperately wanted baths. There are a number of hot springs at the only spaceport, so we chose the one with gender-separated bathing facilities. After bathing, I came out. Nari did not. When I questioned the owners, they investigated. Everyone on the female side in the springs had been stunned. One drowned. Nari was gone. After I helped the survivors, I returned to my shuttle. This message was waiting.” Al-Kindi brought his holo into display mode. 

Saree watched Al-Kindi’s face. While their marriage began as an arrangement between families, he’d clearly developed much deeper feelings for Nari, perhaps even true love. Or maybe it was desperation?

Al-Kindi read the message aloud. “We will exchange Nari Al-Kindi for the person you know as Scholar of Ancient Music Cary Sessan. When you have secured Scholar Sessan, go to Circini system in Circinus and send a reply saying ‘Achieved.’” Al-Kindi frowned. “I have not sent the message yet. I suspect I have little time left before they discover where I am and who I am with.”

“You are definitely being watched, Gentle Al-Kindi,” Porter said. “Gov Human has watched you since notification of this issue. We’ve found two trackers on your hull and there appear to be at least two, maybe three beings watching for you on Antlia Five station right now. There are a number of shuttles in clear view of yours and several folders. That’s why we approached Lightwave in the way we did. We didn’t want to alert your watchers of our involvement.”

“I’ve spotted two of those shuttles myself. And I knew about the trackers, but chose to leave them in place.” Al-Kindi shrugged. “What is the point of removing them? I have no intention of avoiding these people.”

Porter nodded, as did the Captain. 

“I also know that any attempt to trade Scholar Sessan for Nari will likely end in all our deaths. I knew this before any of these revelations. Phalanx Eagle has no reason to release any of us. Despite your involvement, Circinus holds little political power. Now that she has stated her real name and profession, I am sure Scholar Sessan is the reason you are here.” Al-Kindi turned his attention to her. “Scholar, as painful as it was for Nari, I appreciate your attempts to shelter her by removing yourself. I suspected you had a secret life, but I did not suspect the magnitude of this secret.”

Saree grimaced. “Few do, fortunately. I wish I didn’t have to tell you now.” She shook her head slightly. “I know you are good at keeping secrets.”

Al-Kindi bowed his head, keeping his eyes on her. “I am. I will keep this one unless it is required to retrieve Nari. Even then, it will be only under the most extreme circumstances that I would expose your secret. I know my life is not made safer by knowing.”

She sighed. “No, it’s not. For what it’s worth, I am sorry. I don’t know if it’s any consolation, but there is a bigger secret and my continued existence is part of the...greater struggle. I will attempt to not share that with you.” She shrugged. “If I was merely a Scholar of Ancient Music, I’d offer to be traded. What good would it do them?”

Al-Kindi flashed a sardonic smile. “I would pay credits to watch you bore a bunch of mercenaries to tears with your lectures on filk.”

“You may see that yet, Gentle,” Porter said grimly. “If everything goes wrong, that is exactly what you will see.” 

Saree rolled her eyes. Was Porter a ‘worst-case’ person, determined to lead off with the worst possible outcome? “Followed by the injection of drugs and the truth coming out. Followed quickly by a war between the Sa’sa and—” she couldn’t burden Al-Kindi with Galactica “—possibly all humanity. Which would probably spread to other species.”

Porter nodded at her and turned back to Al-Kindi. “May I send Los—” she pointed at Lopez “— back to your shuttle with you? I’d like him to trace what he can of the message origination.” 

Finally, something useful from the Gov Human team.

“Certainly. I doubt it will reveal much.”

Porter nodded at him again and looked at the Captain. “Los would be happy to work with Security Officer Katryn Phazeer on that particular task, if you’d like, Captain.”

“Excellent,” he rumbled. “Gentle Al-Kindi, do you mind?”

“Not at all. One, two or four, the disruption to my life is no less.” He scowled.

“Very true,” Porter said. “Do you have anything else to add, Gentle Al-Kindi?”

“No, unfortunately.”

“Very well. Time Guild Member Saree, do you have anything to add?”

“Only that if necessary, I can call on the Sa’sa Enforcers, the Warrior Class.” If she could figure out exactly how to do that. “They will not work under your command or even cooperate with you, but they may listen to me. There are no guarantees.”

“Thank you. I’d prefer not to do that.” 

“Nor would I, Chief Porter.”

Porter nodded and faced Captain Ruhger. “Can you or your team enlighten us further? Please be aware we have all the information Time Guild Member Saree gave Colony Administrator Inara, as well as the information you shared.” She held up a hand. “It was brought by a courier to us in a physical chip, and we’ve destroyed it and the reader. The information wasn’t transmitted via any communications system.”

Thank the seven suns of Saga for small mercies. Saree nodded at Porter to acknowledge her statement.

Captain Ruhger’s mouth twisted. “We have nothing further regarding this particular situation with Nari Al-Kindi. I can send you some vids regarding our tactical and operational capabilities if you’d like.” His normal glower deepened into a glare. “Although I feel obligated to share that Tyron, Katryn and I have all been negatively impacted by the Mensian Brain Drain drug. The antidote helped, but all of us are still suffering from some symptoms. Our reaction times have slowed somewhat and some memories are gone. We all sleep more than we used to and sometimes lose focus during long, uneventful watches. We’ve put procedures in place to minimize some of these effects, but the loss of reaction time can’t be compensated for real-time.”

Porter’s expression softened slightly. “Thank you for telling me. I know it couldn’t be easy.”

“Since I have little to do right now, Captain, I would like to review your medical data and run some tests,” Al-Kindi said. “I may be able to help. I’ll need access to your medical database and the antidote.”

“Certainly,” the Captain said. “We’d be very happy to have your help. When we—” he coughed “—obtained the antidote, we also obtained the drug itself. It’s not the same source as the one administered to us, unfortunately.”

“A supply of the drug itself is very helpful. Not only for you, but all humanity,” Al-Kindi said. “The Mensian DNA is different from human DNA, and the Mensians have never released DNA sequencing for their species. Since Brain Drain affects us the way it does, and Mensian body modders can work with the human body, there must be some similarities. If it was simply a poison, the results would be different. Many species have attempted to map Mensian DNA, but it has some unique characteristics, so no one has been entirely successful.” He grimaced. “Hopefully I can find something with a supply of the original drug.”

Saree certainly hoped Al-Kindi could do better than they had.

“I’d like to help with that project,” Doc said. “I’m a trauma medico, but I might be able to add something. I know research protocols and the basics of DNA sequencing.”

Well, at least one member of the pararescue team was helpful.

Porter turned to Doc. “Military duties take precedence.” 

Saree kept her face expressionless, but it was difficult.

Doc smirked. “Of course.”

Porter turned back to the Captain. “I am impressed with your reaction to our shuttle’s approach. While we could have used explosives for entry, you still reacted faster than the vast majority of folders.”

“You wouldn’t have gotten as far as you did without using the Gov Human system,” Katryn hissed. “A system forced on us without adequate documentation.”

“Perhaps. Los will share what he knows to help you secure and trap it.”

“Oh, it’s trapped,” Katryn spat.

Captain Ruhger held up a finger, cutting her off. “We’d appreciate it. After you investigate Al-Kindi’s message, of course.”

Porter nodded. “Of course. Anything else?”

“I don’t know if it’s in the Gov Human documentation, but there is history between Phalanx Eagle, Lightwave and Time Guild Member Saree.” The Captain waited, but Porter just nodded again. “I’m sure you know most of us on Lightwave were originally Phalanx Eagle members, raised by Phalanx Eagle members and officers. What you may not know is Wreck, the current PE leader, achieved his position by mutiny and murder. There was supposed to be an amicable, planned breakup. Instead, Wreck killed most of the leadership. My parents escaped the mutiny and took two folders with them, rescuing the children of Mining Colony Jericho.”

“Yes, we know this,” Porter said.

“Time Guild Member Saree is one of those children.”

“Interesting.”

“More importantly, if Wreck knows this, it’s not because he discovered it. Nor does he care, other than her bounty. He’d never live to collect, but he’s not smart enough to realize that.” The Captain grimaced momentarily. “What he does care about is revenge on us. It’s already driven him to some ridiculous lengths. I believe if he’s holding Nari Al-Kindi, we can again use those emotions against him.”

“We’ve heard the Lacerta communication between you, so we were aware of the animosity,” Porter said. 

Captain Ruhger’s mouth flattened. “Wreck evidently wanted my mother. That’s what the entire thing was about.” He huffed, “Idiot.”

“From what I know of the individuals involved, I believe your assessment is correct,” Porter said dryly. “Thank you for being upfront about this.”

“It’s important we have all our strengths and weaknesses out on the table.” The Captain speared Porter with his glower. “I expect some reciprocity as far as the capabilities and weaknesses of you and your team.”

“I’m sure some of that will become obvious. But we’re not the basis of the issue, we’re here to solve the problem,” Porter said, cerimetal frosting her voice.

“Typical,” Katryn hissed, glaring.

Porter ignored her. “Anything else?”

Captain Ruhger shook his head but glowered harder.

Before Saree could say anything, Loreli jumped in. “Yes! You are all invited to a constellation arrival dinner tonight. It’s formal.” She glimmered, wiggling her brows. “I do love a military member in uniform.” 

Saree heard faint exclamations from the Gov Human team, with varying levels of surprise, and tinged with a little derision from at least one of those team members. Probably Fisk.

Porter said, “Thank you for the invitation. We don’t bring dress uniforms on missions. But we’ll see what we can do.” She stood. “Los, take Katryn Phazeer with you. Doc, you can go with Gentle Al-Kindi. Keep your comms active.” She leveled a long look at Doc, who finally nodded back. “We’ll see you at dinner, Captain.”

Captain Ruhger glowered fiercely. Tyron whispered something in Katryn’s ear and her expression smoothed. 

Al-Kindi stood, also glaring. “This little display of dominance doesn’t give me much confidence, Chief Master Sergeant Porter. I thought I would be working with professionals. I hope Nari survives the petty battle you’ve just started with Lightwave’s crew.” He turned, his robes billowing in his wake. “Come then, if you’re coming.” Katryn was on his heels immediately, Los following her and Doc sauntering along in their wake.

Saree waited until Al-Kindi was gone. “I have to agree with Al-Kindi, Chief Porter. I’m more than a little disappointed. Captain Ruhger went out of his way to tell you things he didn’t have to, and you’ve made no effort to reciprocate. Arrogance and lack of information gets people killed. If you expect my cooperation, I expect better.” Saree stared at Porter who just stared back, blank-faced. But Porter’s shoulders were so tight they were up around her ears. “I’m sure your team can manage to simply stun me and carry me away, but that would be unwise.” Saree smiled just a little. “Remember it’s not just Gov Human you have to answer to. The Time Guild and the Sa’sa are part of this and my life is important to them. And I can call in the Sa’sa Enforcers using methods you’ll never have access to, no matter how good your net skills are.” Saree didn’t wait for an answer to her bluff. She walked from the dining hall and made her way to ‘her’ cabin. 

Entering her codes, she plopped down on the bed. If only Hal was here. With him, this whole conversation be different. He’d dig into the Clobbered Turkey’s systems and find every scrap of information about the team and Gov Human’s intentions. He’d also snoop on Captain Ruhger and the crew, making sure they acted in her best interests. Right now, their interests intersected. They all wanted to help Al-Kindi get Nari back and get rid of Phalanx Eagle once and for all. But once they had Nari back? All bets were off.

She drew her knees up to her chest, hugging them. She missed Hal’s friendship more than anything. Was he still alive? What about her shuttle? The Mensians closed their entire constellation to every other species. They weren’t letting anyone in or out. Saree dropped her head to her knees, but kept herself from crying. She’d shed enough tears. She had to find a way to act, to get him back. She needed Hal.
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Chapter Three
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RUHGER WATCHED THE Gov Human team walk away. 

Chief slapped his wrench in his palm, over and over, glaring at their backs. 

“You did the right thing, Ruhger,” Grant said. “If they’re gonna be rad-blasted black holes, there’s not much we can do about it.” Grant smirked. “I’ll see what I can dig up on the team. Everyone’s got weaknesses.” He shrugged. “Might be hard to find, but there’ll be something.”

Ruhger huffed. “Well, that’s the last time I volunteer anything, especially something personal. We all knew this would be painful, it was a question of how painful. But it’s obvious now they have no intention of working with us. Idiots. Short-sighted and arrogant.”

Tyron pulled a long wand out and a small black box and waved the wand over the table, then crawled under it. “And they’re actively attempting to spy on us. They’ve placed bugs all over this table. Probably all along the route between here and their shuttle, and they’re probably actively infiltrating our comms.” Wisps of smoke wafted up. “Or trying to. I’ll work with Katryn to trap the Gov Human comm system. We don’t need their so-called help. I don’t want that Los guy, or any of them, anywhere near our communication systems or our command and control equipment. We need eyes on them whenever they’re on the folder. I’ll mount some additional vids at their airlock and a few outside their shuttle in case they decide to take the long way around.” 

“Good idea, Tyron.”

“I’ll do the outside, Tyron,” Chief said. “Gives me something to do. Something useful, that is.” He walked away, the smack of wrench on flesh trailing him. 

Chief was going to bruise his palms. Ruhger shook his head. They’d all end up bruised. Whether those bruises were physical, mental or both remained to be seen. They had enough mental bruises—the Brain Drain drug deepening those bruises—and telling the pararescue team about the effects and their painful history with Phalanx Eagle didn’t help. Especially when they failed to reciprocate. Ruhger stood. He may as well return to Alpha shuttle. Entering the passageway, he could hear the whirring of a floor-cleaning bot, so he prepared himself for the onslaught of sharp citrus and sped up. He jumped over the bot, skidding a bit on the wet plas, and entered the crew quarters, carefully securing the hatch behind him. 

Once inside Alpha shuttle, he could feel the tension in his shoulders release. Home. He swung into his morning y’ga routine to loosen the rest of his body. He finished, his mind and body quiet. Then he allowed himself to consider the Scholar. 

He was... concerned about her and what she might do. Since they had left Mensa, Hal sacrificing himself to help them escape, the Scholar was distant and depressed. Oh, she pitched in, studied piloting and fold math, and performed the tasks he set her, but her enthusiasm, joy, determination? Gone. She showed the occasional flash of emotion, but mostly, she plodded along unenthusiastically, staying in her compartment whenever she was off shift.

His ridiculous need to comfort her had grown. Over and over, he stopped himself from pulling her into a hug. It wasn’t sexual. Ruhger’s mouth twisted. Well, mostly. He could admit, in his own mind, that he still wanted her desperately. But every time he was tempted, Ruhger remembered what she was—the human Clocker, a dangerous person with the Sa’sa Warrior Class on call, and a danger to his crew. Her existence, her talent, and her connection to the Sa’sa forced them into servitude, something they’d avoided at all costs. But leaving this service would cost them not only their lives, but potentially the lives of many beings.

They were stuck. But there was no sense in sticking it to himself. 
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KATRYN ENTERED THE shuttle, startling Ruhger from his half-awake state. Would he ever recover from this rad-blasted poison? Tyron followed her, a twisted half-smile of commiseration on his face when he met Ruhger’s eyes. 

“We didn’t find anything from the message, Ruhger, not that we expected to, but we did find a lot of traps and reporting mechanisms in Al-Kindi’s system. Familia, Gov Human, some I think are the work of the Circinus government, and a bunch neither Los nor I could identify. We didn’t scrub them, but we quarantined all of them so we can feed them only the information we want them to know.” Katryn’s grin was fierce and proud and she seemed more awake and alive, more like her old pre-Mensa self, than Ruhger had seen in a long time. “A couple of them are tied to the trackers on Al-Kindi’s hull, and we found another tracker in the his comm connections. Sneaky bugger, that one. I think it’s Gov Human, because Los tried to hide it from me. I didn’t let on that I’d caught him.” She bounced on her toes. “After we finished, Al-Kindi shooed Los out of his shuttle, and I told Al-Kindi what I’d found. He agreed to leave it alone if I set up an alert, so he’d know what it was reporting and when.”

“Another confirmation the Gov Human team isn’t willing to work with us.” Tyron frowned and shook his head. “Not that we needed confirmation; it was pretty obvious.”

Ruhger nodded in agreement. “Good job, Katryn. Hopefully your help will counteract some of Al-Kindi’s understandable anger. I don’t think there’s much we can do about the Gov Human team other than continue to demonstrate our competence.”

“And speaking of that, I learned more from Los than he intended,” Katryn said, flashing another proud grin. “I’m going to dig into our systems next and I’ll show Tyron what I found. We’ll fix them.”

“Very good, Katryn. Thanks.”

“Of course.” Her eyes practically sparked with excitement.

“I found a bunch more bugs, Ruhger,” Tyron said. “Anywhere those people go, we can expect to find more. I left a few in place to give them a false sense of security and give us an easy way to feed them information or misinformation, depending on the circumstances. We need to keep them out of the crew quarters. I’m implementing DNA security on the crew hatches and adding another vid or two on a non-net system. And I’ll set up bug scanners just inside the crew hatches.”

“Good ideas. Painful, but necessary.”

“Chief got the vids outside and I put a few more inside, particularly around their shuttle bay,” Tyron said. “Katryn can trap those comm connections too.”

Grant sauntered in. Guess everyone was determined to talk to him in person today. It was the safer option with Gov Human’s spying. Grant’s smirk echoed Katryn’s, full of wicked happiness and pride. 

“Got ‘em,” Grant said. “They’re in trouble with the high-rankers. They screwed up a mission and their big boss is annoyed with them, so he shoved them on us.”

Ruhger nodded thoughtfully. “Well, that explains the attitude to some extent. Good job, Grant. Got any details on what went wrong or why?”

Grant shook his head, a frown on his face. “No, unfortunately, just rumors of an early return and lots of yelling at the upper command levels. I’m pretty sure there’s more to the story; I need to keep digging.” His frown morphed back into a smirk. “Got to love loose lips on social media. The spouse’s network is priceless for this kind of research.”

Grant was too charming and too clever. He’d always found it easy to wriggle his way into conversations using a being’s need for acceptance and love. Or lust. One of these days, it was going to bite him. Unease rumbled in Ruhger’s belly. “None of these spouses are from this particular team, are they?”

Grant shook his head again. “No. No one on this pararescue team are contracted or in any kind of long-term relationship.” The smirk returned. “In this case, that might be good for us.”

“You mean for you, Grant,” Tyron said, chuckling sardonically. “You’re just looking for your next conquest.”

Grant shrugged. “Well, of course, but there’s no reason not to make it profitable in more than one way.” He waggled his brows suggestively.

Ruhger huffed. Grant would never learn. “Just remember, all of these people can kill you. Easily.”

“You’re such a Klee nest-mother, Ruhger.” Grant snorted. “But, in this case, you’re right. I’ll be a little more cautious than normal.”

“That’s not saying much, Grant,” Tyron said. 

“You and Ruhger can sit on the nest together.” Grant rolled his eyes.

“If you can get on their shuttle, that would be worth the danger,” Katryn said with a sharp-edged grin.

“Not likely to happen, Katryn.” Grant frowned. “Blast. It’s a military shuttle; they probably have shared quarters, and they won’t want me on their shuttle, and we don’t want them in our crew quarters either. Hmm. I’ll have to find a little hideaway.” He tapped his chin with a finger.

Katryn shuddered. “Just tell us where, Grant, so we can disable the vids. There are things you can’t unsee.”

Ruhger barked a laugh, surprising himself.

“Think of it as a life-safety measure. Voyeurism was never so necessary.” Grant grinned. “You might pick up some pointers.”

Katryn’s eyeroll was so pronounced, Ruhger thought they might roll right out of her head. Tyron just frowned at Grant. Grant laughed back at him. 

“Enough, Grant. Katryn and Tyron, keep working on Lightwave’s net. Grant, you keep digging. Oh, and decide what we’re calling Lightwave next. And new names for us, too.”

“Sure. That’s easy enough.” Both of Grant’s brows rose. “Might be a good time to use one of the Gov Human-supplied identities. With the Pararescue team around, there’s no reason not to.” 

“True.” Ruhger shrugged. “Just let us know.”

Grant flipped a hand in a parody of a salute and sauntered out of the shuttle, Katryn and Tyron following him. Tyron called, “We’ll be in the security room if you need us.”

“Thanks. Good job, both of you.” Tyron waved an acknowledgement and secured the hatch. 

Ruhger sat back in the pilot’s seat, the mechanism creaking loudly. He really was going to end up on the plas one of these days. He should change seats, but tradition was hard to overcome. 

Hmm. He should do a little research. What traditions did the pararescue teams follow? Was there something there they could take advantage of? Ruhger rubbed the smooth pleather of the arm rest. Especially if they could find out what went wrong on their last mission. Ruhger smiled, fully aware it wasn’t a nice smile at all. The pararescue team might have Gov Human on their side, but his team was smart, clever and tighter than any military unit. 

Except for the Scholar. 

Ruhger shook his head. Nothing he could do about her right now. What could he do? Plan folds around Circinus. There were a large number of uninhabited systems a hostile force could hide in. Circinus wasn’t a heavily populated constellation, wasn’t fully explored and was full of hazards. Rather like their life right now. 
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A COMMS REQUEST FROM Al-Kindi startled him. Ruhger blinked the sleep from his eyes and accepted. 

“I’ve received the exchange instructions, Captain.” Al-Kindi’s face was drawn, dark circles stark against his bronze skin, and his voice was low, like a knell of doom. “I’m forwarding them to you. The message includes ‘proof of life’ for Nari, although that is easy to fake. The message also includes a specific time-table, probably to keep us from requesting assistance.” Al-Kindi’s face twisted in an ironic smirk. “If they wanted that to work, they should have done this somewhere other than Circinus. Intergalactic communications are too slow here.”

Ruhger nodded in agreement. “Where are we going?”

“Moore system in Caldwell Eighty-Eight.” Al-Kindi’s face showed his puzzlement at the destination.

“Interesting choice. I almost didn’t plan a fold for that one.”

“I’m happy you did. The sooner we go, the better our chances.”

“Not necessarily. They could have an entire fleet waiting for us.”

Al-Kindi’s brows rose. “But the bounties all specify capture.”

Ruhger shook his head. “Wreck might care about the Scholar, but he’d rather see the rest of us dead than collect our credits.” He smiled. “Maybe we can use that against him. We know they’re on the edge of financial disaster.”

Fury kindled on Al-Kindi’s face. “Do not risk Nari’s life for your schemes.” 

“I won’t. But I also don’t want to risk ours for nothing.” Ruhger huffed a breath and nodded once. “Let me send your message to the rest of the crew. You send it on to the pararescue team and we’ll plan after dinner.” He forwarded the message to all crew and the Scholar.

Al-Kindi’s eyes narrowed. “We should plan now.”

“Give everyone time to consider alternatives and options, Al-Kindi. Besides, angering Chef Loreli is never a good idea. You should know that by now.”

He snorted, some of his anger dissipating. “Ah, yes, the artistic temperament. If we ruin her constellation arrival dinner...” Al-Kindi shook his head slowly. “Very well, after dinner.”

Ruhger nodded. “After dinner.”

The vid went dark, and Ruhger brought up the message. All the normal threats: don’t tell anyone, no government involvement, follow the instructions exactly, Nari will die if you don’t. Blah, blah, blah. Ah, here we are. The fold point coordinates were precise and significantly different from his pre-planned fold. He’d do a little more research and see if he could figure out why that particular orbit was chosen. Probably no planets, asteroids or large debris near the orbit to hide behind. Since the Moore system wasn’t inhabited, there wasn’t a lot of information available. Ruhger’s planned fold brought them in behind the red dwarf component of the binary star far from the official fold point. They might still do that. They could pop in, take a look around, then fold out and back in, hitting the specified point. As long as there wasn’t an entire fleet siting there, waiting. 

Exactly what Ruhger would do. Wreck probably had half his fleet there already, waiting. He wasn’t stupid, just rash and emotional. 

Ruhger continued scanning. “Specific instructions will be sent upon arrival.” Of course, no time allowed to adjust to conditions. “Complete surrender of Lightwave and all personnel required, especially the human Clocker, also known as Scholar Cary Sessan...” and a list of her aliases. But not her real name. Wreck didn’t know who she really was. Interesting. Probably not useful, but interesting. 

A list of ways to de-arm and secure weaponry, proof of presence for all Lightwave personnel and the human Clocker, requirement to lower all shields immediately upon arrival, admin access to net granted, cargo bays open, personnel lying down in the passageway at shuttle bay delta-two, no weapons, armor or e-torcs, or clothing. All personnel must be stunned. 

Nothing unexpected. It was difficult to ensure a complete surrender. There were so many ways to hide things, fight back. The only way to properly do it was overwhelming numbers and firepower. A few bots were helpful too. Send in a bot with stunners, remove the living beings, then set off some EMP to destroy any electronic surprises left. You might destroy some of the spacecraft’s capabilities, but it was safer to blow a few housekeeping bots or other systems than have your people attacked upon entry.

Still, surrenders in space rarely went as planned. There was always an attack, a revenge, a mutual assured destruction, counterattacks, or something. Ruhger frowned. The odds weren’t good for any of them.
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Chapter Four
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SAREE SIPPED FROM THE tiny cup cautiously. Spicy Masala tea, brewed in the Neo-Ahmadiyya tradition. The warm spices and faint astringency of the tea complemented the sharply sweet, slightly chewy fennel cookies perfectly. The lingering scents from the meal combined with the dessert into a calming, soothing combination. Saree’s tension from the stilted dinner conversation released despite the upcoming conversation.

Al-Kindi smiled. “Delicious, Chef Loreli.” He raised his cup. “Thank you for this reminder of home.” He set the cup down with a click. “And now, may we discuss how to bring my home, my Nari, back to me? The strict specifications in the message do not give me much hope.”

Captain Ruhger’s glower deepened. Porter smiled. The two of them, side by side, were a little scary. Would they work at cross-purposes? 

The Captain returned to his normal stern expression and turned to Porter. “Chief Porter?”

Saree stifled a chuckle when Porter scowled at Ruhger. Didn’t want to go first, did she?

Porter turned back to the table and said, “I propose a multi-fold approach. First, we fold in here, as soon as possible.” She brought up her holo, displaying Circinus Eighty-Eight and the Moore system, a bright yellow point highlighting the surrender location specified, a small square of blue behind a gas giant blinking to indicate Porter’s recommended fold coordinates. “From here, we survey the system, find any pre-planned surprises and decide how to negate them. After the survey and final planning, my team leaves Lightwave and flies toward the specified fold point in our cloaked mode. Lightwave folds out. Then, when Phalanx Eagle folds in, if they aren’t there already, we attack their command center, both in person and on the net, two hours prior to the specified surrender time. Lightwave folds in ten minutes later and attacks, supporting us.”

Captain Ruhger’s glower deepened. “What if they don’t fold in early? What if they’re planning on folding in after we get there? That’s what I would do.”

“You would give your enemy time to prepare in-system?” Al-Kindi asked.

Ruhger’s expression turned slightly sardonic. “If I had Wreck’s resources—with three folders and thirty shuttles, all of them set up for offensive action—I’d have two folders, with their full complement of shuttles, come in early. They’re probably there now, waiting for us, sure we won’t follow the directions.” Ruhger shrugged. “I wouldn’t. Then, I’d bring in the third folder with the leadership after the specified surrender time. If I didn’t get a proper response from one or both of those folders, I’d assume they’d been taken, and I’d fold right back out, ordering the remaining folders to destroy Lightwave. If those folders remained under PE control, then they’ll follow the orders. If they’ve been taken over, Wreck still has a folder and he survives.”

Porter glared at him. 

Saree stared at her, puzzled. Did Porter
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