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Cast of Characters:(When they first appear)
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Corrigan, Admiral and Chief of Space Operations (CSO)

Koenig, (Wolfe), Commander, CO of Excalibur

Nakatomi, Commander, CO of Durendal

Torriega, Commander, CO of Curtana

Hanson, Commander, CO of Tizona

Strucker, (Karl), Commander, CO of Sting

Henriques, (Teresa), Commander, CO of Tassfaronga

Soriya, (Eriko), SubCommander, XO of Excalibur

Vasily, (Karine), SubCommander, XO of Sting

Carson, (Angela), Senior Commander, GED Base

Flannery, Lieutenant, shuttle pilot

Munro, (Matt), Head of Excalibur technical team

Conrad, (Walther), SubCommander, XO of Excalibur

Chen, Lieutenant, 3rd Officer on Excalibur
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List of Ships and Origins of Names:
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Anduril (Aragorn’s sword from Lord of the Rings)

Caliburn (Name of the sword that Arthur pulled from the stone)

Curtana (Ceremonial sword used in coronation of British Kings and Queens)

Durendal (Legendary sword supposedly given to Roland from Charlemagne)

Excalibur (Sword given to King Arthur by the Lady in the Lake)

Hauteclere (mythical sword belonging to a character from the Song of Roland)

Savannah

Sting (magical sword given to Frodo in Lord of the Rings)

Tassafaronga (Named for the WW2 naval battle between US and Japan)

Tizona (Name of sword carried by legendary Spanish warrior, El Cid)
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​Glossary of Terms:
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AstroComp – Computer programmed specifically for astrogational computations.

BDO – Bridge Duty Officer

ComComp – Computer programmed specifically for communications computations.

ECM – Electronic Countermeasures (used to jam/spoof or negate enemy radar)

EngSysComp – Computer programmed specifically to monitor engineering systems.

EVA – Extra-Vehicular Activity

Graser – short form for Gamma Ray Laser

MOE – Margin of Error

OAE – Optical Alignment Error

TacComp – Computer programmed for tactical computations.

TOSF – Treaty Organization Space Force

UETO – United Earth Treaty Organization
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​Background information on the Swordships Odyssey universe:  
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Interstellar travel is based on jumps through hyperspace. Once a ship is in hyperspace, it will continue indefinitely until it bumps into a region where the fabric of space is stretched due to the gravity of a nearby star or potentially a planet, if large enough. The distances that can be safely traversed in a single hyperjump are limited by how accurately a starship can aim itself at the gravity well of its destination star. The further away the destination star, the more difficult it becomes to hit its gravity well. Therefore, travelling over a long distance has to consist of a series of short hyperjumps, and after each one, the starship must travel around the star to get to the other side of the gravity well. Ships need to reach speeds of at least 15,000 kilometers per second before they can slip into hyperspace, and even then only if they are far enough away from the center of a star-generated gravity well: 508 million kilometers from a star the size of Earth’s sun.

Some regions of space have voids, the traversing of which is possible only when there are isolated star systems that can form a chain of shorter jumps in order to create a bridge.

The United Earth Treaty Organization (UETO) has primary responsibility for monitoring, supervising and safeguarding all extra-terrestrial colonies, stations and shipping. Its enforcement arm is the TOSF (Treaty Organization Space Force)

Commercial starships can accelerate in normal space at rates of up to 987Gs. TOSF ships can accelerate at 1597Gs. Missiles are long range weapons that can accelerate at 4,181Gs. Gamma ray lasers (grasers) are short range weapons capable of penetrating even thick hull armor. 

The TOSF has made contact with two alien races on opposite sides of explored space. The Jabs are a race that has only recently achieved star travel. Their space is across a void that has three known bridges. They have asked for technical and military equipment assistance to defend themselves against another race on the opposite side from the UETO. The TOSF has transferred warships containing old technology to the Jabs who have secretly improved the technology and built a large fleet.

On the opposite side of human space are the Tongs, who are openly aggressive, with a militaristic culture that glorifies battle. They are currently believed to be involved in a war with another race.

FTL communication is considered impossible by the scientific community.

The development of highly sophisticated but non-sentient AIs enables TOSF warships to have very small crews, typically a dozen technicians plus ten or less officers. The bridge usually has only one officer at a Command Station monitoring multiple AIs, each assigned to a specific task such as astrogation, communications, tactical, etc. 
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Synopsis of what has gone before:
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The first book in the Swordships Odyssey series, Scimitar’s Glory, is not being published here for strategic reasons. Therefore, I have written this synopsis to bring readers up to speed on the situation at the beginning of Excalibur’s Quest. 

The Javelin-class light cruiser Excalibur, while on a covert reconnaissance mission in a Jab-controlled star system, detects a large fleet of Jab ships heading for the only star system containing a human colony in the chain of systems that crosses the Rift. It manages to return there to warn 7th Fleet and its commander, Admiral Rostov, of the approaching threat. Rostov, realizing that 7th Fleet is heavily outnumbered, makes the decision to retreat back to the Roark’s Drift Colony system—which guards the human end of the Rift Bridge—where reinforcements can be obtained. But in his haste to get his ship out of the line of fire, he orders a risky jump with insufficient astrogational preparation. The Fleet misses their target gravity well and continues on in hyperspace until they run into another star’s gravity well by sheer luck. Three of the Fleet’s ships did not hit the gravity well and are presumed lost.

Unfortunately, the rest of the Fleet now find themselves in unexplored space a long way from home. Heading back to human space will take longer than their combined food supplies will last. Excalibur’s CO, Tyler Dejanus, learns that Rostov has apparently committed suicide and that his flagship’s CO is attempting to assume command of the fleet. She objects, and another officer is recognized by the Fleet COs as the legitimate Acting Fleet Commander. When he is murdered by the disgraced pretender, Dejanus assumes the AFC position and begins to plan to get the Fleet home.

The lack of precise astrogational data means that the Fleet must stick to short jumps to avoid another gravity well miss, and that criteria means the path back will involve 89 jumps, with the last few jumps passing through Tong space. Dejanus tells her ship COs that their only hope of getting home depends on three options. The main body of the Fleet will move along the 89 jump path while searching for potential food sources on planets that sustain biologically compatible life. The heavy cruiser Saratoga will make a very risky and very long jump directly back to human space along a specific jump trajectory, and the light cruiser Javelin will attempt a direct path back involving 21 jumps between very large stars that have larger gravity wells. If either of the two ships make it back, a resupply fleet could attempt to rendezvous with 7th Fleet at a specific star system roughly two thirds of the way along the longer path. 

As 7th Fleet begins its journey along what Dejanus calls the milk run path, the reconnaissance of nearby star systems reveals an alien civilization that suffered a recent pandemic, leaving deserted colonies and abandoned ships. The discovery of the alien home world and the relatively few survivors, also solves the food problem. The biology of the alien planet is compatible with human physiology. In exchange for technical assistance, the aliens, who call themselves Aren, provide enough foodstuffs to enable the Fleet to make it to the rendezvous point. 

Excalibur, under the command of Dejanus’s Executive Officer, Wolfe Koenig, is now given the task of attempting the highly risky, 21-jump ‘gauntlet’ mission. Along the way, it finds additional Arenian ships and is able to salvage some advanced weapons technology from the derelict fleet. After detouring around an exploded star, the ship eventually reaches human space again.

Upon reaching the closest human space station, Koenig finds the station gone and the science outpost on the planet below has been obliterated with a nuclear weapon. The conclusion is that the Tong have now also attacked humanity. The nearest still intact human outpost is a corporate-owned R&D station that is able to retro-fit the salvaged Arenian gravity cannon to Excalibur’s hull. 

With time running out to link up with 7th Fleet at the rendezvous point, Koenig leaves word for HQ to organize a relief fleet and then takes Excalibur to the rendezvous point where he finds a Tong fleet waiting to ambush 7th Fleet. He manages to warn 7th Fleet and lead it back to human space, with the loss of two ships, the heavy cruiser Tassafaronga and the resupply ship Reforger, due to a missed gravity wells.

7Th Fleet returns to Earth to find that the TOSF has taken heavy losses in battles with both the Tong and the Jabs. Both alien races have stopped advancing for reasons unknown. HQ organizes a task force under Dejanus to lead three light cruisers, including Excalibur plus two resupply ships, back to the Arenian home world to obtain more copies of the gravity cannon plus any additional data that might help the war effort. 

The Arenians agree to let the humans take multiple copies of the new weapons in exchange for help in gathering many of their dispersed fleet of robotic warships for use in defending their home world. With the additional copies on their way to Earth on one of the resupply ships, Dejanus takes the task force into Tong territory to create a strategic threat that would distract the Tong from attacking Earth again soon. That mission is accomplished but the second resupply ship is lost in battle.

Dejanus is criticized for losing the resupply ship and is given a staff position. The task force is broken up. Excalibur is sent on a mission to the frontier with the Tong Empire and discovers a Tong attack on a human colony with a Tong fleet headed for another colony at Tau Ceti. Excalibur is able to warn Earth in time for a hastily-assembled fleet, under Dejanus, to get to Tau Ceti before the Tong do. A combination of luck and Koenig’s insightful tactics saves the colony and Earth from attack.

With the Tong given a bloody nose at the Battle of Tau Ceti and the Jabs still consolidating their territorial gains, the war enters a temporary lull. HQ uses that time to finish constructing the first of a new class of super-heavy cruiser. The events that follow are described in Chapter 17 from Scimitar’s Glory, which has been included in this book.

The new super-heavy cruiser Scimitar becomes operational just in time to help defend Earth against a massive Tong attack. Dejanus is given command of Scimitar and sacrifices herself, her new ship, and her ad-hoc fleet in an attempt to inflict enough Tong losses so that Excalibur and the other swordships will have a chance to liberate Earth when Excalibur gets back from its quest.
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​Chapter Seventeen(from Scimitar’s Glory):
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When they heard the news, the initial reaction by TOSF leadership was enthusiastically positive. However, when they learned the details of the battle and how one fleet almost slipped past 7th Fleet due to Dejanus’s lack of foresight, she started receiving some criticism, although nothing official. As a result of the battle at Tau Ceti, Intelligence now believed that the Tong would have to regroup. While the total number of ships committed to the attack was only 18, analysis of tactical data strongly suggested that all of them were either heavy or super-heavy cruiser equivalents, and the subsequent loss of 17 ships represented a big chunk of those classes of ships in the Tong Grand Fleet. Intelligence also estimated that the Tong could put together another fleet if they were willing to leave their other borders vulnerable to attack by other races. Replacing the lost ships with new construction would take months, and the TOSF would be attempting to replace its losses as well. To the surprise of both Dejanus and Koenig, the Jabs continued to sit tight, even though reconnaissance flights had confirmed that reinforcements had been brought up to the beachhead on the human side of the Rift.

“I’ll bet you the Jabs are waiting for the Tong to crush the TOSF before moving in,” said Dejanus as she and Koenig chatted over lattes at a trendy Parisian café. The crews of 7th Fleet had been granted R&R leave, including the officers.

“Well, since we gave the Tong a bloody nose, the Jabs are going to be waiting a while then,” said Koenig.

Dejanus stared off into infinity. “A bloody nose? I wonder, did we really do that? Eighteen heavy cruisers are nothing to sneeze at, but I’m beginning to wonder if that was just reconnaissance in force. Did they really think we were so decimated that 18 heavy cruisers could win the war?”

Koenig took a sip of his latte and shrugged. “Don’t forget that if 7th fleet hadn’t made it back from the Great Beyond, Earth would have had to scrape the bottom of the barrel to get anything in front of that fleet, and let’s be honest here. We were outnumbered. If we had engaged them in a straight up fight, we’d have lost.”

“That’s true enough. I guess I’m just being paranoid. I can’t shake this feeling that we’re barely hanging on by our fingernails.”

Koenig nodded in acknowledgement. He sometimes had the same feeling but didn’t want to encourage her paranoia by admitting it. He tried to change the subject.

“I heard that work on the latest super-heavy is coming along nicely. Another three months and it’ll be ready for its shakedown cruise. Did you know they had planned to call it Excalibur because they thought our Excalibur was lost?”

“No! I didn’t know that. I wonder why they chose Excalibur when there are plenty of other names, including names of other lost ships?”

“I suspect it’s because this new super-heavy cruiser incorporates the same kind of flat surfaces that the light cruiser version has. It’s virtually the same overall design grossed up by a factor of almost two.”

Dejanus frowned. “You mean twice the mass? That doesn’t sound like a super-heavy, more like just a heavy cruiser.”

Koenig shook his head. “No, no. Not twice the mass. Twice the length. Twice the width and twice the height. In other words, eight times as massive. It’ll apparently be one point six times more massive than Corregidor.”

“Nice! What else have you heard about it?”

Koenig hesitated. “Well...I find this a little hard to believe. I suspect it’s gossip that’s been embellished every time it’s passed along, but I heard that this beast will have 20 missile tubes, 10 on each side, and have enough missile magazine capacity for 50 broadsides. I’ve also heard it’ll have eight, count ‘em, eight grazer turrets, although I’ll bet some or all of those will be switched to gravity cannon. Apparently the first home-built prototype was successfully tested. If that’s true then we know how to build the damn things from scratch and can start working on building bigger, more powerful, and fully compatible versions. The Arenian cannon we brought back have turned out to be too damned difficult to retrofit to the curved hulls that most of our ships have.”

“Huh. If even half of that is true, that ship will be one deadly weapon. We’ll need ships like that if we’re going to win this war. Somehow, we—and by that, I mean you and I—have to find a way to hold back the Tong, and if necessary the Jabs, until that ship is ready to fight.”

“Amen to that,” said Koenig softly.

In the days that followed, Koenig kept track of the other two Javelin-class cruisers. Curtana was sent along the most likely Tong path of advance to try to determine their next move. If she found anything, she would use long jumps between giant stars to get back first and warn TOSF. Durendal was standing down for a while, just like Excalibur. When two weeks had passed, he was called into the office of the Chief of Space Operations. It was the first time that Koenig had been summoned by the CSO. The officer did not invite him to sit down.

“I called you here because there’s a mission that requires a Javelin-class cruiser. That means it’s either you or Commander Nakatomi that gets the nod. You’re my first choice because of the way you’ve handled yourself, especially at Tau Ceti. I’m not going to order you and Excalibur to take on this mission, because it’s high risk. So high, in fact, that the Strategy Board has decided it should be voluntary. You can turn it down without any negative consequences. 

“The Arenian database you brought back had some tantalizing clues buried within the technical data. What seems to be the case is that just prior to the outbreak of the plague that decimated the Arenians, they apparently made contact with another alien race that seemed to have faster than light communication capability. What we don’t know is who this race is, where they are—other than a very general direction—or whether they’re likely to be friendly or hostile to strangers. That’s literally all we know about them. It has occurred to us that the plague might have resulted from that contact, either accidentally or deliberately. So, there are plenty of risks involved. Can you find them? Are they hostile? If friendly, or at least non-hostile, can you convince them to give us the FTL technology? If they are willing to trade the FTL tech for something else, you’d be authorized to trade any technical data we have, including gravity cannons technology. Whatever ship takes on this mission will carry a special technical database that includes mark 14 and 15 warhead design, graphene hull manufacturing, gravity cannons design and function, ECM tech and lots of other more mundane technical knowledge that other races might not have. If it’s in the database, it’s tradeable. If we can implement FTL communication, it would be a major force multiplier that could literally win the war for us, so no pressure there!” The CSO smiled at the implied joke. “Do you want some time to think over your answer, Commander?”

Koenig thought for a few seconds before replying. “I may not need time if I can ask a question or two now.”

The CSO leaned back in his chair. “Ask your questions.”

“Is there a high probability of another Tong attack before the new super-heavy is ready?”

“If by high you mean greater than 50%, the consensus among the planning staff is yes. Next question.”

“Would I be correct in thinking of this FTL tech mission as more of a longer-term Hail Mary play versus the shorter-term impact of getting the super-heavy into the field?”

“I can see an argument being made for that point of view. Even if we got our hands on the FTL technology relatively quickly, deploying it might take time. Is there another question?”

“Not a question, no, sir. I do want to say that I wonder if Excalibur could be more useful in the short run in helping keep the Tong at bay long enough for the super-heavy to become operational.”

The CSO took his time responding. “I think I would feel the same way if I were in your shoes, Commander. I’m going to interpret your comments to mean that all other things being equal, you would prefer not to take on this mission. Is that correct?”

Koenig was reluctant to say yes, but the fact was that he didn’t really want to be away when the next Tong attack came. “Affirmative, sir.”

“Well, that puts me in an potentially awkward spot, Commander. With Curtana likely to be gone for weeks, maybe months, that just leaves Durendal and Commander Nakatomi. It wouldn’t be fair to give you the option and not give him the same option. If he declines the mission, then where does that leave us?”

Koenig mentally nodded. He should have expected that comeback. His own sense of duty was now telling him that he no longer had any choice.

“If Commander Nakatomi declines the mission, then Excalibur will take it, sir.”

“I’m relieved to hear that, Commander. We’ll know one way or another within 24 hours. You’re dismissed.”

When Koenig told Dejanus about the meeting, she surprised him with her response. “I hope Nakatomi turns it down, Wolfe. If the Tong attack while the mission is still going and we can’t stop them, then I think humanity’s chances of surviving this war are greater if you are the one left standing versus Nakatomi. He’s a competent CO, but you have superior strategic insights. Losing you in the next battle would be a worse outcome than losing Nakatomi.”

“I’m surprised by that, Tyler. It wasn’t all that long ago when you thought I was too impulsive.”

Dejanus nodded. “You are impulsive, and that’s exactly what saved us at Tau Ceti. Nakatomi isn’t impulsive enough! Not in these circumstances anyway, but it’ll be a tough mission. You’ll never be sure if your decisions are correct, and at some point, if you don’t find them, you’ll have to decide how much longer you keep searching. No one expects you to search until your food supplies run out, but whenever you make the decision to return, there’ll always be that nagging question: what if I had kept looking a little bit longer? If you end up going, try to get the CSO to give you firm orders concerning when to call off the search.”

“Good advice. I’ll try, but he may not make it that easy for me.”

Eight hours later, Koenig got the word by personal messenger from the CSO. Nakatomi had turned down the mission. Excalibur would be receiving official orders soon. The ship was being resupplied, and the crew recalled from leave. 

When Koenig received his orders, there was nothing in them about time limits. He contacted the CSO’s Office and requested a meeting which was granted.

“What’s on your mind, Commander?” asked the CSO. Once again Koenig was not invited to sit down.

“I’d like to request some guidance as to how long Excalibur should keep searching if it can’t find these aliens, sir.”

“I wish I could give you that guidance, Commander, but I can’t. I don’t know how long of a search is enough. Clearly you would have to call off the search when you have just enough food left to get home, but it could be the better part of a year before you get to that point. No one here expects your ship to stay out that long, so you’ll have to make a judgement call if you get to the point where you’ve exhausted all leads, if there are any, and you’re already far beyond where the Arenians had explored. For what it’s worth, that’s about all the guidance I can give you, and it’ll have to remain verbal. I won’t put it in writing because it’s just too ambiguous. Your orders were phrased in such as way as to give you the maximum amount of flexibility. Any attempt to define a time limit would only impinge on that flexibility. You can take Excalibur anywhere you think will prove fruitful. This is a suggestion, not an order, and you’re free to disregard it, but paying another visit to the Arenian home world might just result in more data. I’m sorry I can’t be more specific than that. Was there anything else?”

“No, sir. Thank you, sir.”

As Koenig left the CSO’s office, he was disappointed at not getting a firm or even a general time limit but looking for more data from the Arenian home world was something he hadn’t thought of yet, and now that it had been brought up, it was the obvious first step. There wasn’t enough time left to meet with Dejanus again before leaving orbit, so he left her a detailed message, including his hope that she would make it through any Tong attack.

When Excalibur was ready to leave orbit, he told Soriya to take the Command Pod and tell the astro AI to head for F1 by the quickest and most direct route. As the ship broke out of orbit and accelerated away, the com AI reported an incoming message from TOSF HQ

CSO TO EXCALIBUR ACTUAL. ON BEHALF OF ALL FLAG OFFICERS, I WISH YOU GOOD LUCK AND GOOD HUNTING. END OF MESSAGE.

Dejanus happened to be in the HQ Operations Center when Excalibur accelerated out of orbit. She watched the huge multi-story display that showed the actual telescopic image of the ship next to the tactical view of Excalibur’s green icon moving away. She said a silent prayer for her friend and the crew of that ship. Even as she said that prayer, she had a nagging feeling that she would not see Wolfe Koenig again.
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​Chapter One:
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Koenig awoke to find himself alone on his bed. He was actually relieved that Eriko had already gotten up and left his quarters. Waking up together would have been awkward for the both of them after what did and did not happen during the sleep cycle. They had crossed the line in terms of violating the regulations prohibiting anything other than a professional relationship between two officers servicing on the same ship, but by mutual and unspoken consent, they had not gone as far as they might have. Somehow—he couldn’t remember exactly how after drinking as much as they both had—they had found themselves lying in each other’s arms, still fully clothed, on top of his bed. At first it had been enough to just hold and be held. Then, at some point in the middle of the night, he woke up to find her kissing him with a fierceness that was both surprising and endearing. He understood what she was feeling. He was feeling it too. After months of grueling duty, side by side with occasional moments of sheer terror, they were desperate for the reassurance that only this kind of physical contact with another human being could give. That was as far as they went. They had not had sex, and in the cold light of having just woken up, that seemed like the right decision. 

An hour later, after a shower, a clean uniform and breakfast, which he lingered over longer than usual, he entered the Bridge and found Eriko in the Command Pod. He was surprised to see her and not Lieutenant Chen, who would normally have been on duty as the BDO. As he slowly walked up to the open pod, he wondered how to greet her. He self-consciously cleared his throat and began speaking.

“Shouldn’t Chen be on duty now?” he asked in an exaggeratedly casual tone.

“I felt the need for the distraction of the Bridge and relieved him early...sir.”

Koenig blinked at the formal way of addressing him. She hadn’t called him ‘sir’ for months now, but using his first name after last night apparently was too uncomfortable for her. He wanted to put her at ease.

“No need to stop calling me by my first name now, Eriko.”

“Ah, I guess not. It’s just...well, we did cross a line last night, and I’m, I don’t know... embarrassed, I guess. Does that make sense?”

He nodded with a smile. “Yes, it does. I think we both let our guard down, and maybe we needed that. I’m feeling more human this morning, and that’s a good thing, right?”

She gave a short laugh. “Ha. Now that you put it that way, I guess I feel better too. What happens from here on?”

He thought about his response for a few seconds. “Well, if you’re asking how do we interact with each other now, how would you feel about us acting as if last night hadn’t happened?”

He could see her frown. “You mean, we try to forget it happened at all?” she asked in a low voice.

“No, we don’t have to forget it. We could just tuck it away in a safe place and replay those memories in the privacy of our own thoughts when we need to feel more human again.”

“I like that idea. Okay, I’m with you on that one.”

“Good.” He looked up at the main display and the sidebar data, not that he expected to see anything he didn’t already know. Excalibur was less than an hour away from dropping into the star system that had been designated as F1. It was the home system of the Arenians, an advanced race that had been decimated by a plague and was now trying to rebuild a viable civilization. It was there that Excalibur’s quest to find the other alien race with FTL communication technology would begin in earnest. Koenig didn’t want to leave the Bridge again, so he and Eriko ended up playing chess. She beat him—again!—just before the ship was about to run into F1’s gravity well and drop out of hyperspace.

“Excalibur has dropped into the F1 system,” said the astro AI in its usual calm voice. The verbal report merely confirmed what the sidebar data was already revealing. Koenig wondered what, if anything, the four AIs on the Bridge thought about the atypical chat he and Eriko had had an hour ago. Did AIs understand human emotion at all? They were not fully sentient by their own admission, but that didn’t necessarily preclude their having some sense of how emotions motivated their human masters.

“Picking up Arenian EM transmissions from the home world,” said the com AI. 

Koenig felt himself relax without even being aware of needing to do so. Whatever tension he must have been feeling probably had to do with the fear that the Arenian home world had been attacked again by the unknown race that might have been the source of the plague. Humans had a good relationship with the Arenians, and he would have been sad to see them wiped out.

“Let them know we’re here, and request permission to enter orbit,” said Koenig. The request was a mere formality, but it didn’t hurt to treat the few thousand Arenian survivors as equals. After the delay caused by the distance, the reply came granting the human ship permission to enter orbit.

Even before they reached orbit, Koenig and Soriya were surprised at what the Arenians had been able to accomplish since their last visit. The planet was guarded by 10 wing ships that were orbiting at various altitudes. What looked like several new stations were under construction. When the ship got closer, it became clear that the construction was being done by robotic workers. Optical observation from orbit showed that a new city was being built from scratch to accommodate all of the widely-scattered plague survivors who were being ferried to it by freighters. Koenig wondered why they would build a brand-new city, but he quickly figured out the answer. Existing cities were still contaminated with the plague micro-organism and would continue to be unsafe for decades, maybe even centuries. As he took a close look at the new city, he noticed that it was surrounded by a ring of domed structures. The tactical AI had the answer to what they were.

“The domed structures are bunkers for planetary defense batteries containing very large gravity cannon.”

When Excalibur reached its designated parking orbit, Koenig told the com AI to send his prepared message to the Arenian AI that would translate it into the Arenian language. The reply came back surprisingly quickly.

YOUR REQUEST FOR ASTROGATIONAL DATA ON THE FTL RACE HAS BEEN APPROVED AND HAS BEEN SENT. WE WOULD URGE CAUTION WHEN YOU CONTACT THAT RACE. WE HAVE REASON TO BELIEVE THAT THEY ARE THE SOURCE OF THE PLAGUE. WITH REGARDS TO YOUR QUERY CONCERNING MILITARY ACTION DURING YOUR ABSENCE, THE RACE THAT ATTACKED US EARLIER DID RETURN AND WE WERE ABLE TO SUCCESSFULLY DEFEND OUR PEOPLE. WE ARE GRATEFUL FOR YOUR RACE’S ASSISTANCE AND HOPE OUR TWO PEOPLES WILL CONTINUE TO BE FRIENDS.

Koenig took a deep breath to ease the additional tension he’d been feeling over the possibility that the Arenians either no longer had the data or that they would refuse to pass it along.

“Com, send this reply. ‘If we survive our own war, we’ll continue to be friends with your people. We thank you for the data and will now be leaving orbit.’ ”

As the ship boosted out of orbit, Koenig and Soriya examined the star map containing the new data. The system where the Arenian ship had encountered the alien race, which apparently was called Vergon, was 54 light years away. The astro AI had already mapped out several possible jump routes to get there, but they all had one problem. There was a relatively small void, roughly 58 light years across, that lay in the path to the contact system. The star where contact had been made was a red dwarf sun, and it was in the middle of the void.

“Jumping across the gap to that small a gravity well is a complication we don’t need,” said Koenig. After a pause, he said, “Astro, what’s the miss probability for that jump?”

“Due to the small size of that star, the chances of missing the gravity well are 8.96%.”

“Even with the Arenian astrogational data?” asked Soriya.

“Affirmative. This particular red dwarf is less than one tenth the size of Earth’s sun, and the gravity well is proportionately smaller as well.”

“Is there any data on other systems where these aliens might be found?” asked Koenig.

“Negative.”

“Com, ask the Arenians if they have any data on where the FTL race might be from.”

The reply came back almost immediately. The Vergon did not share any information about the location of their planets.

“Did the Arenians manage to get to the other side of the void?” asked Soriya.

“Negative,” said the astro AI.

“I suppose we could go around the void,” offered Soriya.

“How possible is that, Astro?” asked Koenig.

“It is possible, but a detour around it would add another 39 days to the trip. The void is far longer and higher than it is wide.”

“Show me,” said Koenig. 

The star map on the display zoomed out and rotated. The void was one of those peculiar gaps in the distribution of stars that happened for reasons astronomers could only guess at. In this particular case, the void was tiny compared to the Rift separating human space from Jab space, but it was still large in absolute terms.

Koenig sighed. “An extra 39 days to get to the other side means another 39 days added on coming back. A lot could happen in the war during that extra two and a half months, and that’s not even considering the impact on the ship’s and crew’s ability to keep functioning at a high level. Machines aren’t the only thing that wears down over time. I’m extremely reluctant to take a detour. Is there an alternative, Astro?”

“There are several alternatives involving long jumps across the void to giant and super-giant stars. The least risky of these would involve crossing the void approximately 66 light years away from the area that is closest to the contact system. The risk of a miss-jump is 6.9%, but this could be reduced with further measurements along the way. This alternative is shown in amber.”

As both Koenig and Soriya watched, an amber-colored line connecting multiple systems snaked across the intervening space to a point near the void, then crossed the void to a system that was on the other side. It then shifted laterally more or less along the edge of the opposite side of the void until it reached a point that was closest to the contact system.

“Aren’t there any super-giants closer to the contact system than that?” asked Koenig.

“There are, but they are further away from the edge of the void, thereby making the jump across the void longer and significantly increasing the risk of a miss. This alternative also has the advantage of there being a super-giant adjacent to the launch system in case Excalibur needs to immediately return to this side of the void,” said the astro AI.

“Wait,” said Soriya, “why would we need to immediately jump back to this side?” 

Koenig answered before the AI could. “In case we meet hostile forces upon our arrival on the other side, right Astro?”

“That is correct, Commander.” 

Koenig saw Soriya’s eyes widen at the sudden comprehension of the worst-case scenario as he spoke. “Yes, I agree that having a quick way to retreat would be reassuring. Fine. We’ll take this alternative route. I want to cross the void as soon as possible while keeping individual jumps getting there to not more than 4% miss probability. How long will that take?”

“Approximately 31 days, Commander.”

“Well, I foresee a lot of chess games in the next 31 days,” said Koenig as he looked over to Soriya.

“As long as you don’t get tired of losing,” she said in a lighthearted tone.

They did play a lot of chess, and to Soriya’s surprise, Koenig won more than he normally did. By the time Excalibur reached the jumping off system that had been designated as V1, the miss probability had been whittled down to 5.7% due to measurements of the target star, V2, from different angles and distances, but Koenig had been hoping for even more improvement.

“I don’t like these odds,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “This is the longest jump we’ve ever contemplated to a star that we don’t have precise data on. What can we do to get this number down even more, Astro?”

“Please stand by,” said the AI to Koenig’s surprise. The AI had never given that kind of response before. It was clearly analyzing either a lot of possibilities or one very complicated possibility. “I now have an answer to your query. Please turn your attention to the display.”

The star map, which Koenig was quite familiar with by now, rotated and zoomed in a bit. The jump across the void had shifted to a
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