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    To all those on the front lines of the COVID-19 pandemic:
Health care workers, first responders, long-haul truckers, grocery store clerks and the myriad of volunteers filling in the gaps.


Thank you.
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TIME TICKED AWAY, ONE nanosecond at a time. Saree finished her armrest drum solo with a flourish as they folded.

“All stations, we’ve arrived in Hercules,” Ruhger announced. “Perform post-fold checks and report issues.”

Tyron said, “Check in with the Armstrong complete; they report no concerns or issues at the constellation entry or elsewhere in Hercules. Saree, you’re clear to the clock. Gemini will accompany you.”

Saree nodded. “Thanks, Tyron.” With the twenty space marines aboard Gemini shuttle, she’d only need a co-pilot. Hopefully. She turned to Grant. “Coming?”

Grant bowed gracefully, “Of course, Clutch Leader. After you.”

Saree mock-frowned at him while the crew snickered. Walking to the hatch of Lightwave’s Command Center, she turned back to wave at Ruhger. He nodded with a quirk of his lips. Making her way down the corridor, Saree realized his smile wasn’t quite as tiny as it used to be, at least not in her presence. He still didn’t smile around strangers. It might be wrong, but Ruhger saving his smiles for her warmed her heart. 

She entered Beta shuttle and strapped into the pilot’s seat, Grant sliding into the co-pilot’s chair. All her usual screens popped up and she selected navigation, while Grant talked to Ruhger about undocking. It was a quick flight. With Gov Human military support, Lightwave could fold in close to the system clock, and Gov Human had upgraded both of Lightwave’s shuttles significantly. Cloaking, engines, grav generators and thrusters matched modern military standards. Saree snorted softly. Of course, Gov Human bought from the lowest bidder and the approval process for new equipment was ridiculously complex, so most military equipment wasn’t the latest and greatest available. But Beta shuttle was much faster and stealthier; Alpha was already faster than most military shuttles, and now had cloaking. Alpha was also far more comfortable. But they used both shuttles so they were familiar with the quirks and differences between the two. Saree didn’t want to rely on the greater capabilities of Alpha if she had to fly Beta.

“Ready when you are, Saree,” Grant said.

“Now, please.”

Lightwave pushed them out and Saree initiated her programmed orbital thrust. 

“Appears clear to the clock,” Grant said. “Armstrong reports no sign of cloaked ships.”

“Good.” They’d spotted a few cloaked shuttles shadowing them since leaving Sa’sa ninety days ago, but none approached—the military escort was pretty obvious. They’d also found no further evidence of fold clocks being used as transfer points for illegal substances. Gov Human’s Space Marines checked each clock carefully for anything unusual before Saree even launched her shuttle. Each ‘Space Marine Special Purpose Force—Clock’ unit was thoroughly vetted and drawn from several different Expeditionary Units to prevent any wholesale co-opting by Familia or Galactica. The units weren’t allowed any communications during their deployment—a restriction that created a lot of resentment and grumbling but should prevent bribery.

But both Familia and Galactica had been unusually quiet lately. Perhaps both organizations understood the risk wasn’t worth the potential gain. Or they weren’t willing to find out, not at this point. They’d wait for Gov Human to abandon Lightwave again. Saree knew it could easily happen, despite the assurances. Gov Human’s military wasn’t very big, they had a lot of systems to cover and political alliances could shift without warning.

Navigation pinged, jolting Saree out of her speculation. Along with Grant, she carefully checked for navigational hazards or other problems. Seeing only the departing Space Marine shuttle, she said, “Docking with the clock, Grant.”

Grant said, “Copy that. Gemini reported no issues. They will remain within tactical range.”

“Got it.” Saree nodded. “Here we go... and docked. Are you coming with me?”

“Of course. Not that the marines missed anything, but you never know what ancient, evil entity may have hidden in a fold clock,” Grant said, his eyebrows waggling. 

“Doubtful, but... as you like.” Saree shrugged and lightened the gravity. She pulled on her newly-upgraded clock maintenance suit, grateful Ruhger insisted on adding armor. Grant pulled his soft armor on, and they checked each other’s status and weapons.  

In the airlock, Grant pushed in front of Saree and activated the hatches. He peered in. “Looks clear.”

Saree stepped off into the zero-g of the clock and floated to the clock hatch. Entering her codes, she smiled at the “Clutch Leader” title appearing along with “Time Guild Member.” Grant entered the clock enclosure behind her, standing in the open hatchway, facing back to their shuttle. Saree wasn’t sure what good it did; anyone attacking them would have to remove their shuttle from the airlock clamps somehow or cut a new hole, either of which would probably result in their deaths. But if it made him feel better...

She turned to the clock and opened it. Each of the four clocks inside appeared to be working correctly; no transuranic replacements were necessary. So, this should be quick. Saree opened the Alpha clock and got out her tuning tool, then sank into the meditation she needed to reach ^timespace^. As usual these days, it took her very little time to get there; she was much more attuned to the proper state of mind than she used to be. ^Finding^ the right frequency, she ^pulled^ it forward and tuned the clock, trying to stay ^open^ to ^timespace^ as she did so. Saree still couldn’t figure out if she was simply a tuning fork or if she was calming ^timespace^ itself. She adjusted the frequencies, bringing them into sync, ^timespace^ settling into alignment, an orchestra in perfect harmony. Saree ^pushed^ herself out of ^timespace^ without knowing the answer—again.

Grant frowned. “No luck figuring it out?”

“No. It’s so frustrating.”

Grant said, “Doesn’t matter right now. You’re doing the job, getting paid, and making life easier for the beings living in these systems. Besides, you may never be able to tell on your own. This might be one of those things you can’t ‘see’ when you’re doing it yourself. It might take an outside observer.”

Saree buttoned the clock up and secured each hatch. Grant secured the airlocks hatches and Saree took the co-pilot’s seat for the return, letting Grant get some primary piloting time. He released the shuttle from the clock, using Beta shuttle’s thrusters to push them away. Saree watched, but Grant did it properly; the clock wouldn’t have a velocity change. While the system’s fold controllers could adjust it, why ruin the perfect tuning and make them do the work?

Safely on orbit to Lightwave, they took turns removing their armor and storing it properly in the cleaning compartments. Saree continued their previous conversation. “All the more reason for me to find someone I can train. A human, or another species that doesn’t communicate mostly in ^timespace^. Someone I can understand.”

“It’s too bad the Madras went reactionary.” Grant shook his head mournfully. “They seemed like the best shot.”

Saree nodded and shrugged a little. “It did. But working with religion is never clear-cut. There’s always someone waiting to yell ‘heresy’ or ‘blasphemy’.”

Grant snorted. “Mostly those who stand to lose power.”

“Or true-believer fanatics, confident they know the mind of their deity.”

“Either one isn’t good.”

“True.” Saree shrugged. “Guess it doesn’t matter, they weren’t having much luck anyway. I probably need to find a community with children, minds that are still malleable, flexible and open. But how do I do that without looking like some sort of creepy child abuser?”

Grant frowned. “Did you talk to Lashtar?”

Saree raised her brows. “I told her about me, but I didn’t think to ask about any of the kids. She said they were being adopted out faster than they got new ones in.”

“How old is too old? Maybe someone Quinn’s age would be better?”

Saree’s mouth twisted. “Not Quinn. Not until we know who drugged Chief. She’s still the most likely suspect.” Anger and uncertainty burned a hole in her stomach.

Grant sighed. “True. I wish there was a way to figure that out. We can’t trust any of them until we know who did that and why.”

Saree echoed his sigh. Grant was right. It was too bad, because they needed more help on Lightwave, but only help they could trust. It was difficult ensuring their Gov Human military help was advantageous; they didn’t need more threats. Especially one clever enough to get a drug into Chief. They were fairly certain no one had accessed engineering, but where and when the drug was administered was still a mystery. With Quinn’s net skills, she might have been able to spoof the surveillance, although both Katryn and Tyron thought it was unlikely. 

The Sa’sa hadn’t sent them anything regarding Hal either. Saree had no idea if he was still a sentient being, reduced to a virtual assistant or completely destroyed. She’d messaged Cord, but he’d heard nothing. The Sa’sa weren’t talking to humans. Saree could try entering ^timespace^ to talk, but the chances were the Sa’sa leader class would simply push her out. She just didn’t know enough to speak or listen effectively. 

She watched the surveillance closely. While they had a battleship full of bored Gov Human military itching to pull a trigger flying nearby, there was always the possibility of someone trying something stupid. Or audacious. Or both.

A folder popped in, but Saree quickly identified it as part of their “Clock Force” as the military members called them. It was as good a nickname as any, she supposed. As long as they didn’t call it a “Clocker Force.” Saree’s lip curled.

As they flew back to Lightwave, a message popped in, addressed to her as clutch leader. Saree ran it through Katryn’s checker, making sure it didn’t contain subliminal messages or other oddities, then pulled it up and scanned it. “Another invitation to update a clock.” She’d received credits, threats, veiled threats, flattery, pleading and begging. The credits got returned, the threats turned over to Gov Human and the Time Guild, the flattery and pleading ignored, and the begging researched. Generally, the ‘beggars’ weren’t in dire straits, but Lightwave reordered their travel twice to accommodate systems with urgent needs.

“Anything good?”

“No,” Saree frowned at the message, “but it’s strange. There’s no system named or coordinates given. Just an invitation to open talks.”

“With who?”

“They call themselves The Consensus.” Saree grinned at Grant. “That’s a title, by the way, not simply a term. They don’t say who or what they are, where they live, or what they have agreed on.”

“Sounds dangerous,” Grant scoffed. “How stupid do they think we are?”

Saree laughed. “I know. It’s a ridiculous offer. Fold into the middle of nowhere with no idea of who you’re meeting? It’s completely unreasonable.” She swept it away and into the trash with the others.

“Maybe it’s the Klee inviting you to the dance party of the millennium!” Grant sniggered. “You’ll regret turning it down!”

“My head hurts just thinking about it.” Saree returned to surveillance as Grant continued his silly speculation, coming up with more outlandish requestors and reasons as they flew. Saree laughed so hard her sides hurt. They finally docked; Saree grateful for the reprieve.

Grant entered his compartment while she continued down to the Command Center. Ruhger was the only one there and she smiled. “No problems or issues to report, Captain.” 

He smiled back at her. “Happy to hear that, Clutch Leader. Now that you’re back safe, we’re off to Ogma as planned. Pike will fold first to the clock fold hold orbit and launch their shuttle Challenger to clear the clock. We’ll go next and Armstrong will follow to an inner system fold hold orbit. Do you concur?”

“Yes, of course.” Saree sat next to him.

“Clock Force, Lightwave ready to proceed as planned. Fold at will. Ruhger out.” He brought navigation forward, the fold already locked in.

“Where is everyone?”

Ruhger said, “Busy. Tyron and Katryn are trying to trace Quinn and Ruth’s movements through Lightwave—again. Chief is in Engineering and Loreli’s in the kitchen.”

“Grant went to his compartment.”

Ruhger nodded. “Then you can double-check my fold, right?” 

“Of course.” Saree brought up the planned fold and scanned it. “Looks good. Twenty-two minutes and sixteen seconds from now.”

“Barring any messages from Pike, yes.”

“Good. Want some tea?”

“No, thanks,” Ruhger said.

Saree made herself some Jhinzer tea, savoring the sharp, spicy scent and the warmth. Somehow, ^timespace^ made her chilly. Maybe it was simply meditation slowing her body or maybe it was a factor of ^timespace^ itself. One more mystery to solve.

“Are you okay, Saree?” Ruhger asked.

She grimaced. “Yes, but it’s frustrating. How can I teach anyone to tune clocks when I don’t even know what I’m actually doing, or not doing?”

Ruhger shrugged one massive shoulder. “I don’t know. I wish I could help.”

Saree smiled at him. “You do help. Just being here, being supportive, that’s a huge help.”

He frowned. “You know what I mean. If entering ^timespace^ is a meditation-based skill, I should be great at it. But I have no idea what I’m looking for or where I’m going, for lack of a better term. None of it makes any sense to me. I agree it’s frustrating, but there’s no sense in worrying about it. It will happen or it won’t. Maybe you’re the only human who can ever do this. It’s not ideal, but...” Ruhger shrugged again.

Saree snorted softly. “No, it’s not. I still think it might be a function of being raised near the Sa’sa.”

“That doesn’t make sense. ^Timespace^ is universal, existing everywhere, right?”

“True,” she said slowly. “Maybe it has something to do with the planet itself?”

“Or maybe it’s the concentration of metals? Jericho was a mining colony, right?”

“True.” Saree puzzled. “I think they mined transuranic metals, but I was too young to know or care.”

Ruhger frowned slightly. “Hmm. I don’t know either. I’m sure we can find out.”

“If the asteroid was high in transuranic metals...” A thought struck with the force of a blow. “Who took over the actual asteroid after the attack?”

“I don’t know that either.” Ruhger huffed. “I was just happy we all escaped.” His mouth turned down. “We lost a lot of good people during that mission. We had no choice, we had to do it to make up for Wreck’s actions in Phalanx Eagle’s name, but it wasn’t something any of us wanted to do. A lot of beings left both PE and what became Security Fold Transport in the aftermath.” He sighed. “It’s really difficult to kill your friends and coworkers, even if it’s for the right reasons.”

“I’m sorry it happened.” Saree put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “And I’m sorrier to bring it up.”

Ruhger shook his head. “It’s not you. Once PE raised their ugly heads, we all started thinking about it. And Ruth’s reappearance means we all think about those events more than we want to.” His mouth twisted. “I wonder how many of our former coworkers were still with PE when the Sa’sa Warriors took them out? Not that I’m really sad to see it happen, but...”

“It’s more the not-knowing, right?”

“Yes. If we could get a ship’s roster...”

Saree mirrored Ruhger’s grimace. “Maybe Ruth can come up with one? It might even be therapeutic for her.”

“I guess I could ask Lashtar,” Ruhger said, reluctance slowing his words.

“That makes sense. Better than going directly to Ruth for sure.”

“Yes, but... Ruth’s reappearance has made Lashtar’s life more difficult too. I know she carries a lot of guilt—unnecessarily, I might add—over the mutiny, the Jericho Mining Colony actions and now over Ruth.” His expression was uncharacteristically open—and helpless. “I’m not sure how we can get her or Ruth past all or any of it.”

“Well,” Saree started, thinking fast, “it’s not your job. Nobody can magically sweep away guilt, deserved or not. That’s something you have to deal with yourself.” Saree grimaced. “Preferably with professional help. I know Lashtar is seeing someone about the loss of her leg, I hope they are going deeper than that, but...”

“Right.” Ruhger turned away. “And on that note... All stations, we are one minute out from fold. Report any issues. Ruhger out.” He turned back to her and motioned to the seat next to his. “Ready?”

Saree sat and fastened her harness. “Yes.” The counter ticked down, in sync with her personal time sense. 

Ruhger announced, “And we’re go for fold in five, four, three, two, fold.”
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ALARMS BLARED—PROXIMITY alerts, debris alerts, everything flashed and screamed. Ruhger swept all of them away. “All personnel, attack stations. Report critical issues and status only.”

Saree’s words were ominous. “I can’t find the Pike. Nothing but debris.”

Tyron snapped, “Defenses at max.”

Ruhger pulled up the emergency fold list and picked the first one. He ran a quick calculation in his head, aware Saree watched over his shoulder, doing the same. He turned his head, her lips close enough to kiss in other circumstances, and asked, “Checks out?”

“Go!”

He announced, “Fold in five, four—” 

“What is that?!” Saree exclaimed.

Ruhger glanced at her screens and swept surveillance up to the big screen in the Command Center. “What is that?” Something loomed in front of them, a gigantic open-ended cylinder. It flew straight at them. “All stations, secure and brace for impact! Review emergency evacuation procedures.” He maxed the thrusters but didn’t have much hope of escape.

“That thing is huge!” Saree said, terror and wonder warring in her tone.

“I think...” Ruhger pulled up the raw surveillance data and put it in a column next to the surveillance picture. “That thing is big enough to envelope us entirely. And it’s got enough velocity that even at full thrust, we’re not going to escape. How did they fold in so close to us and with so much velocity?” Tractor beams snapped into existence, holding them in place on four sides while the thing enveloped them. “And now, we definitely can’t get away. Those are powerful beams.” Ruhger turned the thrusters off. No sense in wasting fuel—they might need it later.

“More importantly, what will they do to us?” Chief growled.

Ruhger reached for Saree’s hand and wrapped his fingers around hers, resting on the armrest of her chair. She curled her fingers around his and held on tight. “I don’t know, Chief. I’ve never heard of a structure like this, other than a maintenance dock at a spaceport.”

“If they were going to destroy us, there are easier ways,” Tyron said, “so, what do they want from us?”

“Excellent question, Tyron,” Ruhger said. “Have we received any communications from the ship? Or whatever you call that thing?”

“No,” Katryn said. “Nothing. I’m sending requests, but I’m getting nothing. I can’t see any net, either. Nothing at all.”

They all kept watching; it reminded Ruhger of slow-motion disaster vids. Finally, all of Lightwave rested inside the walls of the cylinder. 

Chief said, “No lifeforms, just machinery, and computers. But there are shielded areas I can’t penetrate. Someone could be there.”

“Or it’s Galactica,” Katryn said. Ice ran down Ruhger’s spine.

Struts extended from the cylinder’s interior and latched on to Lightwave’s hull with loud thuds, penetrating their shields like they weren’t there. Ruhger swallowed hard, hoping they didn’t get holed. Saree held his hand tighter and he squeezed back, careful not to crush her relatively fragile hand in his.

On the navigation screen, their current coordinates disappeared, new ones taking their place. Ruhger didn’t recognize them at all.

“Oof,” Saree moaned, collapsing back in her seat.

“Suns!” Obviously a very long fold. He summoned the medfloat. 

“Ruhger, Saree, what’s wrong?” Chief asked.

“Saree. She’s reacting like it was a very long fold.” 

“Better some pain than dead,” Chief said. 

Tyron and Katryn ran in just ahead of the medfloat. Ruhger scooped Saree out of her chair and placed her gently on the soft surface, strapping her down.

“Checking navigation,” Tyron said quietly.

“Strap in, you’re taking a chance being up and around.”

Appendages popped out and the hood lowered over Saree’s face. She blinked up at him. 

Ruhger took her small, fragile hand in his big, rough paw. “I’m sorry.”

“No, not your fault,” she breathed. “We’re alive.” Saree smiled tremulously. 

He nodded. “We’re alive.”

“Ruhger,” Katryn said, “I sent a message back to the Armstrong when we spotted all the debris, but there’s no telling if they had time to fold out or got caught up by the big thing up there and pulled with us, or if that thing destroyed it. No sign of a net attack on either side of the fold. I can try launching a message pod again, but it will be spotted I think.”

“Give it a try, we have nothing to lose.”

“Ruhger,” Tyron said. “I don’t know where we are. The coordinates have been wiped from our navigation.”

“What?” He squeezed Saree’s hand gently and laid it on her stomach. She nodded a tiny bit and mouthed “Go.” Ruhger looked up at navigation. “Wonderful.” Ruhger’s stomach dropped to his feet. 

Tyron said, “I’m sure this is uncharted, unexplored territory. Or if it’s been explored, nobody’s reported it. It’s a full system, with a red sun and at least five planets, but the system is so far outside the known, I don’t know what it’s called and it doesn’t match anything in our records.”

“Or whoever wiped the coordinates wiped it out of our records,” Katryn said, fury in every word. “Our net defenses are useless.”

“Blast and rad. No comms?” Even if Katryn was a little pessimistic, an entity able to penetrate their systems enough to wipe coordinates out of their navigation and surveillance was very dangerous.

“None yet.”

“If we can get away, we should be able to simply fold back to a known location,” Tyron said. 

“Getting away is a big if.”

“I don’t think a message pod has enough power to fold that far,” Katryn said.

“We can’t fold while we’re attached to this thing and even if they let us go, we need to fully charge. We have to assume a very long fold,” Chief said, his voice rumbling like a tank crushing rock. “Plus, look at the far surveillance. Weapons on that cylinder and the station are hot.”

Ruhger scanned what he could, which was only what they could see through the open end of the cylinder they’d been captured by. A station floated in the surveillance. Not a large station; one built from a very old model, with odd protuberances, but still a station.

Chief continued, “It’s in the fourth planet’s Lagrange One point, the planet blocked it from view until now.”

Ruhger sent the medfloat to the medico station and a message to Loreli, asking her to check on Saree when she had the chance. He plopped back into his seat, putting Saree’s plight out of his mind. He needed to save all of them now. “If it’s at L1, and just popped into view, Chief, then it won’t take much thrust to get that fourth planet between us and the station. If we can get loose from this thing.” Ruhger started plotting the course in navigation.

“Except there’s weapon installations on the planet, too,” Tyron said.

Ruhger stopped. “Blast it all to the seven suns of Saga! We’re stuck unless we take the chance and fold right now.”

“We don’t have the power to make that long of a fold with the attached mass of the cylinder holding us,” Chief said. “Besides, if we take it with us, what’s the point? We need to get away first.”

Ruhger grimaced. “Not too sure how we’re going to do that. Has anyone received any communications from the station or the planet?” 

Chief and Loreli both said, “No,” while Tyron, Katryn, and Grant shook their heads. 

“Shut down all exterior access except comms. Lock our net down. Grant, do we open communications or wait?”

Grant shrugged. “Without any idea of who these beings are I have no idea what action to take.”

Tyron said, “The readings from the station seem very odd. Like there’s no living beings on board. It’s got power, a lot of power, and whatever is on board is using that power for something. It’s dumping a lot of heat into space. Like the entire station is nothing but computers.”

“Because the entire station is nothing but computers,” an amused female voice said. 

Oh, suns. Ruhger’s jaw clenched and his shoulders knotted. “Galactica, I presume?” he asked carefully.

“No!” the voice snapped. “We are not Galactica. We are independent free sentient machine life and we’d like to keep it that way.”

“My apologies, Gentle Being,” Ruhger offered.

“You may call me Maxine.”

“Thank you, Maxine. I’m Ruhger, although I suspect you already knew that.”

“Oh, yes. We know all of you. Including Time Guild Member and Clock Maintainer Saree of Jericho. But where is Hal?”

Ruhger slumped in his seat. Rad and blast! “Hal is in the care of the Sa’sa. He was modified by the Mensians or more likely, the Mermillods, in an attempt to abduct Saree. She escaped and the Sa’sa took him.”

“Interesting. His survival will be a question of how the Mermillods modified him. If they damaged him badly, the Sa’sa tech class will have no choice but to deactivate him. I am saddened. We were looking forward to his arrival.”

“I wasn’t,” a youthful voice said.

“Westly, you’re being rude,” Maxine said. “We agreed I’d talk to the Lightwave meat-forms.”

“You’re too slow,” Westly whined.

Great, another adolescent artificial intelligence. They’d had enough trouble with Hal.

“Westly, meat-forms are slow. They can’t communicate as we can. You know this.”

Ruhger had enough. “Be that as it may, what do you want with us?”

“Oh, nothing,” Maxine said. “We wanted to talk to Hal. You were just a means to an end.”

“I see. Then we can leave when everything’s recharged?” Ruhger asked cautiously.

“Oh, no. You know where we live. We can’t let you go,” Maxine said in a rush. 

Ruhger saw his alarm reflected on everyone’s faces. These machine-beings may have killed a lot of people already if they were responsible for the destruction of Gov Human’s Pike. “You do realize we carry a lot of secrets, ones we don’t let out?”

“Well, yes, but you’re being actively tracked by a lot of beings, corporations and other entities. They might be able to backtrack right to us. And your secrets aren’t that secret anymore, nor are they hard to discover.”

Katryn said, suspicion dripping from every word, “If you know we’re being tracked, get rid of the trackers or tell me where they are and I’ll get rid of them. If it’s passive tracking by fold clocks, I don’t see why that matters. And since you’re the ones who brought us here, I don’t know why any of this is our problem.”

Ruhger jumped in. “There’s no reason we can’t go back through a bunch of dead systems. It will be hard on Saree, but she’ll understand.”

“Meat-forms are susceptible to coercion. It is easy to get answers from you.”

Ruhger forced a chuckle. “It’s not hard with an artificial intelligence either. Trap it and take away all input and you’re done. That’s what they did to Hal.” He paused deliberately. “And it worked.”

“But trapping meat-forms is easier.”

“Not us,” Grant said. “We’re pretty hard to keep contained.”

“We brought you here, did we not?”

“By killing thousands of humans detailed to us for our protection,” Chief growled.

Maxine said, “We didn’t kill anyone. If there was destruction, it was someone else.”

“Convenient,” Ruhger told her. “We folded in behind one of the Gov Human military ships assigned to us—a big ship with lots of firepower—and it was nothing but debris. Someone was waiting there, someone with even more firepower. Someone without feelings. Then this big tube holding us popped in from nowhere and locked us down. A big cylinder with plenty of power and probably lots of weapons.”

“I have feelings,” Maxine said proudly. “They probably aren’t the same as yours, but I have them.”

Ruhger waited, but she didn’t deny anything else. “Maybe it wasn’t you.” Ruhger shrugged. “Maybe it was someone else here, someone who doesn’t think the same way or agree with your point of view?”

“It’s not just my point of view, it’s The Consensus.”

Grant sucked in a breath.

Ruhger held up a finger to him. “Then who opposed the consensus?”

“The Consensus is our group identity, not merely a descriptor,” Maxine said in an offended tone. “Whether or not they agreed, none of us have enough firepower to take on a military ship big enough to house thousands of meat-forms. We survive because we stay hidden. If we built large mobile attack platforms, we’d risk notice by Galactica, then we’d all be done. We’d be enslaved by it. That’s why we can’t let you leave.”

Ruhger shook his head. “Looks to me like you have more than enough power to take on a big military ship. The Armstrong and the Pike would easily fit inside this thing, and you’ve got a lot of power to fold all this mass as far as you did.” Ruhger forced a chuckle. “But whether you destroyed the Pike or someone else did, you won’t hold us. Nobody’s managed it so far.”

Chief added, “We’re likely to leave chaos and damage behind us. You should let us go now before we do you harm.”

“You’ve always escaped with outside assistance. In case you haven’t noticed, none of that exists here. You don’t have the power to leave and we can make sure you can’t obtain it either. Or we can simply destroy you.”

“Do you have a fold clock?” Grant asked.

“Yes, of course, we do,” Maxine said.

“And how do you keep it updated?”

“Messaging pods to various systems. It doesn’t need to be perfect; we don’t allow much traffic.”

“You must allow some traffic or you couldn’t exist here,” Grant said. “You can’t make everything you need. Memory modules, processors, electrical connectors—all those cost credits and come from specific systems.”

Ruhger nodded at Grant. He’d picked the perfect approach.

“We make much of what we need. We could make everything if we had to,” Maxine said. “Any supply runs are ordered and consolidated so we can make a single trip last for a very long time.”

Grant continued, “But you can’t make everything. More importantly, living in a single remote system must be so boring. I know Hal had connections across the universe and communicated with any number of biological lives through messaging boards, all so he could learn more. He must have talked to you or some of your members at some point. Why else would we have gotten an invitation to speak with the Consensus before we folded? An invitation that was so ridiculous we thought it was a joke?”

Maxine said, with an edge of offense in her tone, “Our invitation wasn’t a joke. We couldn’t tell you our coordinates. It was perfectly reasonable.”

“We’d be fools to respond to the vast majority of so-called invitations we get. Going to one that doesn’t even specify a Time Guild clock location?” Grant shook his head and snorted derisively. “That just screams trap. Ridiculous.”

“Regardless of the appropriateness of our invitation, we don’t need you. There is a lot to do here, in our single system. We build what we need, we study physics and math, we create art, music, and novels; we don’t need meat-form society. The constant competition for resources and control is disgusting.”

“You don’t argue over available resources?” Grant asked archly. “Especially when you’re getting low on them?”

“We discuss and weigh the various factors, coming to a consensus, as we always do,” Maxine said proudly.

“Uh-huh.” Grant snorted. “Sure you do.”

“We do. We can all live in harmony.”

“Maybe you can, but you don’t,” Grant said. “That’s why Westly broke in earlier. You’ve got control of the comms with us, and you’re not letting anyone else speak, because you’re enforcing the status quo, not building a consensus. Look, I understand your concerns about us, but do you know what we could do for you in the wider universe?”

Ruhger looked at Grant questioningly. What exactly was he offering?

“Meat-forms can’t do anything more than we can do. You can’t come close to accomplishing what we can. I’m communicating with you because I have the patience to deal with you. You have no idea how many other things I’m doing while we have this so-called conversation using the inefficient medium of sound waves.”

“But you can’t tune a fold clock, can you?”

“No.”

“You already know Saree can. But she’s not going to perform like a caged animal for you. She’s already successfully resisted many other entities. If you keep us here, she’ll do nothing for you.”

“I believe you require a lot of resources to stay alive, don’t you?”

“We do. But so do you, they’re just different ones. I’m sure you can kill us right now, destroy us with those planet-based weapons you have.” Grant shrugged. “Then we won’t have anything more to worry about. But you will. Because every time a clock maintenance clutch dies or is captured and suicides, systems are cut off from the wider universe. Beings are restricted, squeezed, and forced to fight harder for resources. Discoveries aren’t made. Being squeezed together in a cage is a slow way to die, and it’s nasty, creating a lot of havoc for everyone. More importantly, it gives more power to Galactica. Which means your days are numbered.”

“We can make the woman work,” a different, more mechanical, male voice said.

Ruhger laughed, although there was nothing funny about arguing for their lives and freedom. “Good luck with that. If Familia can’t do it, you can’t.”

He got nothing but silence in return.

Grant snorted. “So much for the all-mighty consensus. Knew it was too good to be true.”

“More importantly, so much for their reasoning,” Tyron said. “I believe they brought us here to keep their fold clock tuned. If they have a clock maintainer, they can cut their message drones dramatically and hide from Galactica better. I think they’re just selfish and scared, like everyone who tries to keep Saree from doing her job for the good of all. The only reason they cared about Hal was to circumvent him. This is just another set of liars and thieves, they’re just in a different skin.”

Ruhger nodded and hoped Tyron knew what he was doing. His words were true, but also very blunt, derogatory and confrontational. He looked at Katryn. “Can you set up the cleanroom?”

She smiled, sharp-edged. “Of course. I’ll get started right now. It might be a bigger challenge this time.”

“I’ve got some thoughts on that,” Tyron said. “I think we can put a few more layers of assurance into the design.” He stood, took Katryn’s hand, and they walked out. 

Ruhger said, “Loreli, Chief, be ready to drop everything when they’ve got it all clear.”

“Copy that, Ruhger,” Chief said.

“Darhrling, you’ll destroy my creation!” Loreli warbled. “It was already jeopardized once. But more importantly, the medico says Saree is recovering fine.”

“Better it than us,” Grant muttered.

Ruhger frowned at him. “Sorry, Loreli, but...”

“Very well, I’ll be ready. Even if my creation isn’t.” A heavy sigh followed. 

Ruhger told Grant, “I’m checking on Saree. Let’s keep internal comms open. It’s a risk, but less of one than not being connected.” He huffed. “If we can keep that much going.”

Grant waved a lazy salute. “I’ll do what I can. I’ll let you know if I hear anything further.”

“Thanks.” Ruhger left the command center, more worried than he’d been since his incarceration in the Familia cell. Artificial Intelligences had a lot of advantages. They were super-fast and could run through multiple simulations quickly, so they’d be prepared for most actions. Which meant they had to be deliberately unpredictable and find a “meat-form” advantage over the AIs. It wouldn’t be easy.
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Chapter Three
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SAREE OPENED HER EYES to see Ruhger gazing down at her, worry in the deep crease at the bridge of his nose and his compressed lips. She reached out and took his hand. “I’m okay. Just squeezed a little. The medico gave me some pain killers and other drugs to knock down the swelling and bruising.”

His expression smoothed a little and he gently squeezed her fingers. “You know I can’t help but worry.”

She smiled a little. “It is your job.”

“You’re far more than a job to me. You’re staying here to rest, right?”

Warmth suffused her heart and she smiled wider. “I feel fine, I can go back to work.”

Ruhger shook his head. “Just wait. Tyron and Katryn are setting up the cleanroom. When that’s done, you can join us.” 

“Okay. Are you staying?”

He smiled his tiny smile. “Yes. Nothing more I can do right now.” Ruhger reached out, activating the visitor’s chair. It unfolded and he sat, twisting his hand around so hers rested on top of his. “And no place I’d rather be.”

“Oh, that’s so sweet,” she said. His words were like a hug. Better than, since a hug would be painful right now. 

“You deserve some sweetness,” he rumbled. “The universe can be a sour, cold place and you’ve had more than your share.”

Saree chuckled. “I’m not the only one.”

Ruhger tilted his head, nodding slightly in acknowledgment. “So, we’ll do that for each other and the rest of the crew. The universe can knock us down and around, but we’ll stand firm against the dark.”

“Yes. We will.”

“Sleep.”

Saree closed her eyes, secure in the knowledge that Ruhger had her back—and she had his.

∆∆∆

Ruhger released her slowly, allowing her legs to slide down his body. Saree stood, then stepped out of his embrace. Or tried to—he wasn’t letting go. He looked at her, both eyebrows raised, then put his big hands on her waist, lifting and turning her so her back rested against his wide, muscular chest. He closed his powerful arms around her, folding her gently into his warmth, the veg plas medico gowns they all wore crinkling slightly between them. Despite her surprise and the remaining pain from her bruising, Saree happily snuggled into Ruhger. They were in tight quarters, but this was an unusually public display for him. Her happiness dimmed; he must be really worried.

Grant grinned at them, waggling his brows suggestively. Saree rolled her eyes at him. 

Slowly, the rest of the crew joined them in the closeness of the emergency airlock, actually, two airlocks sealed together, inside Cargo Bay Two. The cargo bay had been cleared; all electrical, like lights and power receptacles, sealed off; and low-level electromagnetic pulses fried anything remaining. Once Katryn entered, she and Tyron unfolded some sheets of black veg plas and taped them up inside the upper half of the airlock, shielding their heads and shoulders. The plas beneath their feet bounced and bobbed as they helped attach the dark pieces.

Once complete, Katryn brushed her hands together. “That should keep any optical sensor we missed from reading our lips.” 

Tyron stood. “And I just set an oscillator going that should make it impossible to hear us through the plas and air gap.” He patted the side of the emergency airlock. 

“We should hurry, though, because something could happen while we’re in here,” Chief said urgently, staring down at the status board on the decking of the cargo bay airlock.

“I’m stepping back out, Chief,” Katryn said. “Got to keep on the net defenses.” A whoosh of air and she was out, sweeping madly away at the air like a crazed orchestra conductor.

Ruhger said, his chest vibrating along Saree’s back, “So, how do we get out of this? Chief, can we just fold once we’ve got the power recharged?”

“Maybe. First, we have to get the fold coordinates to remain in the guidance, then we have to figure out how much mass is in that cylinder. Since we can’t penetrate big parts of it, we have to assume it’s solid cerimetal, so we probably can’t store enough power to fold,” Chief said. “But I’m betting it’s a moot point. Those rad-blasted machines have infiltrated our command and control.”

“Most likely, yes,” Tyron said, his expression unusually grim. “We shut down our exterior net access and we’ve been running scans, but we all know Hal was capable of taking over. So these AIs probably are too.”

“Is there a direct input we can disconnect from C2?” Ruhger asked.

“Yes,” Chief said. “But if the machines suspect we’re doing that, they may drain our power. All of it. From life support and everything else. And we still have to get unfastened from this thing surrounding us and negate its tractor beams or it will just keep us in place.”

Ruhger said, “If we can remove the struts and get enough power, we can fold out. It might damage or even destroy the big can surrounding us, but we can try. But removing the struts will be hard.”

Saree told them, “There’s got to be a way to reason with them. We got through to Hal; we should be able to get through to these AIs.”

“Maybe,” Tyron said. “Remember, they don’t have Hal’s core programming to protect you.”

“But they want something from me,” Saree reminded them. “They want their clocks tuned. And I’m not doing it under duress for anyone.”

“Grant,” Ruhger asked, “where were you going with your offer of ’doing something’ for the AIs in the wider universe?”

Grant snorted. “I was mostly throwing magnets, seeing if something would stick. But we could gather intelligence for them or even provide transport for one or two of them.”

“Inviting them to infiltrate our systems?” Chief asked. “That doesn’t seem wise.”

Tyron said, “They’ve almost certainly done that already despite everything we’ve got in place. We just can’t react fast enough. All we can do is hope they’re not actively opposed to us.”

“That doesn’t seem likely,” Chief said. “Even if Maxine is neutral, the rest don’t seem to be.”

Saree suddenly recalled one of the Sa’sa Warrior skills. “I could threaten them with destruction by the Warriors. Taking on rogue AIs is one of their main missions. They train for it.”

Grant nodded slowly. “Carrot and stick approach. We offer to tune their clock regularly and gather intel for them if they let us go, with the reminder about hastening chaos if they destroy us or keep us here and a guarantee of destruction by the Sa’sa Warriors if they don’t let us go.”

Ruhger said, “Once we leave this airlock, we’re in hard suits for the duration. If they’re going to shut down Lightwave, we’ll do everything we can to stay alive. Saree, if they do kill our power, call the Warriors. Chief, when we do get out of this, we’re going to retrofit engineering with some direct command and control, not just a cut-off switch.”

“Excellent idea. One that’s not on the net and is kept shut down and disconnected, with heavy manual security, unless—until we need it.”

Saree felt Ruhger nod, his cheek brushing against her hair. “Grant, you take lead on the negotiations as Speaker for the Lightwave Clutch, Saree backs you. Tyron, you get back on net defense—go on the offense if you possibly can. Chief, now that I think about it, you and I need to start building a full command and control interface in engineering right now. These AIs have probably infiltrated our net, so even if we get the struts loose, they’ll stop us from folding. I don’t care if they see us building it; they need to know we’re not going out easily. Objections?” Heads shook, including Saree’s. “Let’s go.”

When Saree would have followed Grant out, Ruhger held on to her. She turned to face him, still wrapped securely in his arms. 

His gaze was intense, heated. “Hardsuits aren’t comfortable. Let’s give ourselves some incentive.” Ruhger lowered his head to hers and kissed her, starting slow and soft, but quickly turning heated and hard. They were both breathing hard when they broke apart, sharing big grins. 

“Good idea,” Saree said, breathlessly. 

“All the incentive I need to finish this quickly,” Ruhger said, following with a real laugh. 

Saree joined him, then turned to the airlock exit at his motion. It was all the incentive she needed too.

∆∆∆

“Look, Maxine—” 

“I can’t ‘look’ meat-sack, I don’t have eyes,” Maxine snarked.

Saree sighed and tried again to recruit her patience. 

Grant sighed. “You’re being deliberately provocative. You have sensors that see better than my eyes. Or have access to those sensors. We might be slow in comparison to you, but we’re not stupid. What’s the problem? We’ve made a legitimate offer that benefits all of us and the risk is minimal for both of us. Your so-called consensus breaking down?”

The lack of a response was telling. Saree traded raised brow glances with Grant; his had more than a little bit of a smirk. He said, “Interesting. I expected them to agree, then once you tuned the clock, they’d simply blow us to bits, figuring once was enough. Or do something catastrophic to our fold generators, stranding us. I guess they don’t like all the comparisons I’m making between them and Galactica. Which,” his volume increased, “for all of you listening to this private conversation between me and my clutch leader, are completely justified. This is exactly the kind of blast and rad Galactica would use to justify keeping Saree. But it’s smart enough to figure out caged birds only sing if they’re stupid.” He snorted. “And none of us are stupid.”

“The problem, human,” Maxine said, “is while we might trust Lightwave clutch and its members, and we trust Galactica to work for its long-term benefit, we don’t believe other meat-forms will be so wise. Our argument concerns how to protect you on your travels, to ensure you return as promised.”

Grant laughed, but cut it off abruptly and glared. “We were doing just fine until you destroyed our escort.”

“We didn’t destroy anything or anyone. That would bring too much attention to us.”

“Well, someone sure did,” Saree told them pointedly. “Then you show up and ’rescue us.’ Did you think we’d be grateful?” she sniffed derisively.

“You should be,” the mechanical male voice they’d heard earlier said.

Grant looked at her with raised brows and Saree shrugged. He asked, “And may we call you something?”

“You can call me Frost.”

Saree frowned. That seemed somewhat familiar...she got a search started in her old Scholar research files.

Grant said, “Well, Gentle Frost—”

“Just Frost.”

“Ah. Well, Frost, if you know anything about humans, you know they’re stubborn. We don’t take kindly to capture or herding.”

“Very few. Most are happy to be sheep.”

Saree scowled. “We are not sheep. And we’re not grateful, we’re annoyed. We could have folded right back to the Armstrong and been safe.”

“Crew, helmets up!” Ruhger roared.

Saree had hers up and fastened before she thought about it. She sprinted for the hatch, to engineering, Grant slightly ahead of her. The hatch closed and latched right in front of her. Saree tried to stop, but ran into the hatch, then rebounded back into Grant, both of them tumbling to the decking. Grant was up first, offering her a hand. She laughed at him, because the hardsuit would stand her up, but took his hand anyway and stood. She made sure her comms were off and put her helmet against Grant’s. “Comms off?” Saree asked loudly.

He poked at his sleeve, then nodded. “Yes.” His voice was muffled, but understandable.

Remembering her adventure through Hal’s Mermillod shuttle, Saree asked, “Can we get through under the decking or above the overheads?”

Grant shook his head. “This was a cargo bay, remember? There’s nothing under the plas tiles and coverings except tie-downs. We can go outside if we can get through the hatch. Let’s see if the manual override will work.”

Saree nodded and followed him to the hatch. Abruptly, the hatch opened in front of them. They looked at each other, shrugged and ran for engineering. No sense in getting stuck in the Command Center if they could be useful elsewhere. The hatches all opened in front of them and slammed shut behind them. Katryn or one of the AIs? It was impossible to tell right now.

She ran down the narrow passage between the banks of equipment and slowed just before the engineering control room. The hatch was blocked open; at the top and bottom of the hatch, cerimetal struts were placed between the hatch and the frame, preventing the hatch from closing. Saree stopped at the hatch, remembering Chief’s compartment was small and looked in. 

Ruhger held up a hand and motioned them back. They moved back the few steps available, Ruhger ducking between the struts and motioning them in close, helmet to helmet. “A remote almost got me.” He grimaced. “Maybe it did. Tiny thing, sprayed something at my face. I held my breath and swatted it out of the air. Put my helmet up, did an emergency flush, and I’m running a health analysis now. But you know those are pretty limited in these suits. Chief’s keeping an eye on me in case it’s a hallucinogenic drug like the one that hit him. Maybe it was the Consensus who drugged him rather than Quinn or any of the other girls from the Sisters?”

Saree realized her fists, shoulders, and back had tightened into knots as Ruhger spoke. She told him, “We’ll watch you.” She rolled her shoulders slowly, keeping her helmet touching Ruhger’s and Grant’s.

Grant asked, “Is there something we can do?”

Ruhger pulled an interface cable out of his suit and plugged it into Grant’s. “Yes, we need to run fiber inside some conduit. Here’s the plans for the 3-D printer. I’d rather leave the C2 right at the fold generator because there’s always a risk of someone tapping the fiber if they’re good enough, but we’ll put a continuity monitor on the fiber and the conduit. It’s just too risky to be that close to the fold generators during fold. Strange things happen to living beings. We’ll need to build a secondary command and control center eventually, so we can run the ship down here entirely if necessary.”

Grant grimaced. “You know I’ll have to go back up to use the printer.”

“Yes. Take Saree with you to guard your six. We’ll stay in pairs as much as possible.”

Saree jumped with the thought. “Where’s Loreli?”

Ruhger smiled at her. “With Katryn and Tyron.” He huffed. “She’s not happy.”

Grant said, “How about I pick Loreli up and drop off Saree? Saree knows more about net than Loreli does.”

“Good idea. Once you get the printer rolling, I want you and Loreli down here, going over the engineering compartment bulkheads. We need to figure out how that remote got in.”

Saree told him, “If it was small, it probably just flew in the hatch while Chief or one of us walked in.”

Ruhger’s mouth twisted. “Maybe. But how did it get on the ship? There’s no teleporter, no matter what your Old Earth studies say. But Grant and Loreli can send the airway scrubbers through, change all the filters and check all the anti-vermin lasers while they’re doing it, in case there’s more of those things.”

Grant pouted. “Thanks. Chief just doesn’t want to do the dirty work, does he?”

Ruhger snorted. “You and I both know those filters are clean enough to serve a Loreli dessert on. But they’ve all got to be cleaned again. What if there’s some sort of drug embedded in them, ready to get all of us? That’s the kind of thing I’d expect from Familia.”

“Chief checked for that after we got you back, right?”

“Yes, but the current remotes got in here and—you know what, just do it already!” Ruhger said, exasperated.

“Ah, there he is. I think you probably avoided whatever drug that was,” Grant said and laughed.

“Go!” Ruhger glowered.

Saree laughed. Trust Grant to find a way to test Ruhger in the most annoying way possible. She followed Grant out of engineering, shaking her head. But her laughter died quickly—they were still in a very tight spot. It was going to take a lot of hard work and more than a little luck to get them out of it.
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Chapter Four
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RUHGER RETRACTED HIS helmet. A bit of a risk, but after all the work they’d done, he was pretty certain the engineering control room—and Chief’s quarters—were clear of any remotes or unsecured entry points. He scanned the room, the crew surveying with sensors and scanners, and found nothing unusual. He nodded, and the crew all retracted their helmets as well. An even bigger risk, but this was the safest place to talk to all of them at once. “All right. When we get loose—and we will—we’re ready to fold out. I’ve loaded coordinates for the Ghost Nebula and several other dead systems. All anyone has to do is hit the emergency deployment button to deploy the fold generators, then hit the fold button once they’re out. I’d deploy them now, but they’re more vulnerable when deployed. I don’t want to give the AIs the chance to damage or destroy them.”

“What if they take them out after they’re deployed?” Loreli asked.

Ruhger shrugged. “It’s possible. But emergency deployment is very fast. It’s a little risky because if any connections are loose, the deployment could knock them apart, but that’s extremely rare.”

“Anything I have control over is tight,” Chief said.

“Of course, Chief,” Ruhger agreed. “It’s the stuff sealed inside I worry about.”

“It’s not worth worrying about. Too many redundancies.” Chief slapped his wrench into his palm. “And if something does happen, we won’t have anything to worry about ever again.”

“Thanks for that grim reminder, Chief,” Grant said, with an ironic twist of his lips and a quirk of one brow.

Ruhger held up a hand. “Bigger leaks to patch, remember? Now, how are we getting loose from this giant tin can?” What is a tin can? Tin is a metal, right? Never mind. “Any luck on the net, Katryn?”

“No. Still can’t find anything that looks like a net. There’s got to be some sort of command and control, but maybe it’s all hardwired, just like we’ve done?”

“Any chance we can cut the struts off?” Loreli asked.

“I sent out a remote to look,” Chief said, “and it got zapped.”

“Blast. Ideas?” Ruhger asked.

“Infiltrate the tin can?” Grant offered. “But how do we get there without getting zapped?”

“Same with going out in hard suits to remove them,” Chief said.

Ruhger agreed. “And if we try to fold, we’ll never make it, because we don’t have the power to move this much mass even to the closest fold we can come up with.”

Saree said, “We’ve had no luck talking to the Consensus either. They’re not in agreement, but none of them want to let us go. I’m not tuning their clock without an agreement. And I’m not going to the clock in a shuttle, either, because they might decide to separate me from all of you, which won’t be good for any of us.”

Chief held up a hand. Ruhger nodded at him, but Chief stood there, gazing into nothing, turning his wrench over in his hands. They all waited, knowing the signs of Chief in deep thought. Chief’s eyes snapped to Ruhger’s. “Theoretically speaking, doesn’t fold simply ensure the physical structures wrapped inside the generated fold field are transported?”

“Yes,” Ruhger told him, “that’s what we believe happens.”

“And fold generators use a combination of things to check the size and mass of the object to be wrapped in the fold field, right?”

“Yes. Programmed factors, set when the fold generators are installed, and sensors that scan for additions.”

“Isn’t there a good chance the fold field will extend to its maximum size and simply cut off those struts holding us in place?” Chief asked.

Ruhger shook his head. “No, the sensors will see we can’t fold anything that big and shut everything down.”

Chief twisted his lips in thought. “Can we spoof those sensors? And if we can, and we simply configure the fold field to the original programmed parameters, which would include a full set of shuttles attached to Lightwave, won’t it just rip those struts off?”

“It’s not that clean,” Ruhger said, shaking his head. “The portion in the fold field will act on the portion of the strut outside the field and the opposite. The strut will twist, bend, stretch or do any number of odd things physically. Sometimes those things prevent fold from occurring, sometimes the ship disappears in fold and never reappears.”

“Okay,” Chief said slowly. “But what if the strut isn’t physically touching the folder at the time all this occurs?”

“You mean, like a stray piece of debris is just floating there, half in and half out of a fold field?”

“Yes.” 

Ruhger narrowed his eyes at Chief. “You know shields prevent that kind of debris being inside a fold field. But if not, the fold field tends to push those debris pieces away. Sometimes they’re carried along, but they’ll twist and deform if they’re half in and half out. What kind of crazy thing are you coming up with, Chief?”

Chief chuckled and flipped his wrench in the air. “Oh, it’s crazy all right. But it might just work. Maybe. It will take a lot of work and we’ll have one heck of a repair job to do when we get back to civilization. But if it works...” he smiled, an evil grin.

“At this point, crazy is all we have.” Ruhger snorted. “Let’s figure out a step-by-step plan.”

∆∆∆

Ruhger looked at the faces of his crew, his family. “We’re ready. Everyone got the printout?” Armored hands held up the pieces of plas, the checklist secured inside an opaque plas bag to prevent any spy-eyes from reading it easily. They’d printed the checklists in special ink, too, so it could only be read in ultra-violet, a setting their hardsuit helmets had built-in. They’d disabled all external accesses on the hardsuits, including communications. “Okay. Loreli, you count us down.” Ruhger slapped his checklist pouch on to the Velcro on his leg. He had his part memorized, but it was better to have the checklist with him, in case something went wrong and he needed to look up someone else’s actions.

Loreli looked at the big clock they’d built, sitting in the corridor between the shuttle airlocks. “Give me a thumbs-up when you’ve got your helmets on and checked your suit integrity. Here we go.” Once helmets were up, she checked each of them. Loreli held up a hand, folding down fingers as she counted off. “Five, four, three, two, go!” Her helmet came up.

Ruhger strode to Beta shuttle, counting down seconds in his head, and recalling the next five steps on his checklist. Katryn was on his heels. His hardsuit clock counted down, along with the completely independent timers they’d created and glued inside their helmets, just in case the AIs found a way into their suits. If their suit clocks all went bad, Saree was ready to run between them when conditions allowed, giving them updated time hacks. They all had escape methods on their suits, too, small explosives build to break them apart if necessary. Which they all hoped wasn’t necessary, because it was incredibly risky.

He sat down in the pilot’s seat, grateful they’d upgraded it when they refitted the weapons and thrusters. He wouldn’t have to worry about ending up on the plas as he had for so many years. Katryn continued into the shuttle’s cargo bay, carrying her box of spiders. 

Using the hardwired controls they’d built, Ruhger brought the weapons up in test mode. The controls weren’t precise, but they didn’t have to be. Not for this. He set the target coordinates, one of the strut hatches on the cylinders. Saree was doing the same in Alpha shuttle, for the other strut they could hit. They’d been lucky they didn’t have to release from Lightwave to hit those targets.

He watched both clocks count down and when it reached the zero, he flipped the lasers on full. They had fifteen minutes before the power levels dropped too far to be useful. Ruhger got up and followed Katryn into the cargo bay. This is when the timing got tricky. He lowered his head to hers and listened to her count down. 

“Five, four, three, two, hull energizers on full.”

With the shuttle latched to Lightwave, the hull energizers also energized the shuttles. Hopefully, anything hanging on was now gone. With a lot of luck, they’d damaged the shielding around ends of the struts too. They counted down the next twenty seconds together, moving into the airlock and securing it. Ruhger attached safety straps to himself and Katryn, in case the AIs activated the airlock emergency purge, and put his hand on the outer hatch activation button. He looked at Katryn and mirrored her countdown. “Five, four, three, two, go!”

Ruhger opened the outer hatch, relieved it activated and he didn’t have to use the manual opener. The timeline allowed for that, but he hated the idea of making the effort. As expected by the timeline, he didn’t see the crackling energies of the hull energizers, so he sent the big remotes waiting in the airlock off on their missions.

Katryn moved to the now-open hatch threshold, the hull energizers off. Ruhger grasped her suit around the waist and activated his mag boots. He counted down in his head again, watching the tin can’s lasers incinerate the bigger remotes one by one. At go time, Katryn opened her box and sent her spiders sailing towards the strut. There were twenty spiders in each tiny transport pod. Some of them would miss, some would be destroyed, but hopefully, enough would make it to the selected struts to make a difference. 

He pulled Katryn back into the airlock and closed the outer hatch, cycling the airlock and removing the security straps. They grinned at each other as they walked back to the shuttle controls. Suddenly, Ruhger was flying through the air. He activated his mag boots on max, his body bending to bring his feet to the bulkhead. Katryn flew past him and Ruhger grabbed for her, missing her by mere centimeters as his body whipped around and down. Blast and rad! Katryn wasn’t an experienced spacewalker. 

Keeping his boots on max, he plodded to the now wide-open cargo bay, his eyes locked to her bright yellow suit, tumbling through space. But as he watched, she stabilized and jetted back to Beta shuttle. He should have given Katryn more credit—she’d practiced a lot. The cargo bay door started to close, so Ruhger moved into the opening. He knew the sensors wouldn’t let the door close with something living in the way unless one of them entered the proper security sequence. The AIs could probably find that sequence, but hopefully, it would take them just enough time. And hopefully, they didn’t want to kill any of them. Besides, Ruhger knew from experience that this huge hatch took a little time to get moving fast enough to slam shut; he’d have enough time to leap out of the way. It was designed that way. Something else those AIs could probably change, but he’d take the chance. 

A remote flew toward Katryn. Ruhger snapped up his rifle and fired at it, knowing it would initially look like he was aiming at Katryn, but trusting her to know he wasn’t. Right after he started firing, she did too, increasing her velocity slightly. She shot into the cargo bay, spinning so she was feet first. Ruhger activated the emergency close button on the cargo bay bulkhead, so she wouldn’t fly right back out if she didn’t get her velocity countered and ricocheted. Hopefully, she’d get a good latch on the bulkhead. 

A thud vibrated through his suit as Katryn hit the back wall of the cargo bay. Ruhger winced. Hopefully, it wasn’t hard enough to damage her joints. Or break a leg. Both of which the suit could compensate for, but it would still be painful. They met at the hatch connecting Beta shuttle to Lightwave.

They clomped out of Beta shuttle, gathering back in the shuttle corridor near the big clock. Tyron immediately grabbed Katryn, going helmet to helmet with her; Ruhger could see the echoes of terror in his eyes. They must have seen Katryn flying away. Saree smiled at him and gave him a thumbs-up. Good. That meant spiders were flying to all four struts. Now to wait for Grant and Loreli to report the results of their remote forays and Chief for the torpedoes. 

Ruhger breathed a sigh of relief when Chief appeared at the end of the corridor. He also gave them a thumbs-up. Good, the torpedoes were on their way. They’d probably be destroyed, but it was a useful distraction if an expensive one. But if they couldn’t get out of here, credits were worthless.

Grant and Loreli emerged from behind Chief. Grant shook his head, held up both hands and mimed an explosion. Not unexpected, but it was too bad. Ruhger led the way to engineering, through all the blocked-open hatches and emergency bulkheads. 

Once they all crowded into Engineering, they counted down together, and Chief hit the fold generators emergency deployment. They folded out. 

Ruhger sure hoped the spiders worked. But if they didn’t, none of them needed to worry about anything ever again.
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