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Captain’s Ready Room,

UFP Johnston

“What do you mean there is someone onboard the UFP Griffins that you need to capture?” Crendall asked, staring at Lieutenant Shadrik, who was seated opposite him. 

“It is as I said,” Shadrik replied. 

“I don’t understand.”

“You don’t need to understand, sir. Just accept my words as the truth.”

Nothing that comes out of your mouth is truthful. Crendall grunted. He couldn’t tell if Shadrik was playing a game with him or not. It wasn’t beyond the realm of insanity for Shadrik to play with his words. The Vartok comms officer had been taking his liberty enjoying this mission ever since they had left the Vartok home world. 

“There is a human that the Vartok needs to capture, and this individual currently resides on that UFP vessel.”

Crendall pushed a bit. “Is it Captain Norman?”

Shadrik laughed, if that was what Crendall could call the hideous sound that emerged from the comms officer’s mouth. And Crendall was being kind to the Vartok officer. The sound was more of a cross between the screams the Vartok troops uttered on the battlefield and a gentle human laugh. He cringed as the laughter died down. The Vartok comms officer continued to enjoy this conversation a bit too much by keeping Crendall in the dark. 

“It is the Chief Scientist,” Shadrik revealed. 

Crendall raised his eyebrows. “Cromwell? I read her profile. There was nothing much to her. She is just another scientist trying to make a name for herself. What value does she offer to you?”

In fact, prior to leaving the Vartok home world, Crendall had been given a few dossiers on key crew members on the UFP Griffins and the Richter One base station. He had expected those of the UFP Griffins. However, those relating to personnel on Richter One had come as a surprise. Crendall had scratched his head, wondering why the Vartok species would spend time preparing those dossiers. Eventually, he had ignored those on Richter One, as they looked to be merely research staff without any military background. For the Vartok species, grabbing a UFP Captain would be much more valuable than a scientist. At least, that was his opinion. There was no comparison between the two roles.

“I can see that you didn’t read the profiles comprehensively,” Shadrik murmured. “I am surprised at your lack of discipline. Aren’t you supposed to be a decorated UFP Captain?”

Crendall took the insult in stride. “Not every profile is useful. As a Captain you need to be able to discern which ones are worth your time and which ones are a waste of your time. Cromwell’s profile was in between. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

“I don’t need you to justify your process because it doesn’t matter to me,” Shadrik said. 

Crendall struggled to control his voice. “Fine.”

“Our focus is to get Cromwell into this vessel.”

“My understanding was that Cromwell was on Richter One,” Crendall mused. “Why didn’t your troops capture her then?”

Shadrik paused for a long moment. “It was also part of our plan for Cromwell to be onboard the UFP Griffins.”

Crendall forced a smile. “Now I am really confused. Did you want Cromwell on this vessel or the UFP Griffins? She can’t be on both vessels at the same time.”

Shadrik stared at him without saying a word. 

“If you were supposed to capture Cromwell, it would have been easier to do it at the base station,” Crendall added. “Instead, now you want to mount an assault to extract her from another vessel and not just any vessel, but a heavily armed one. I can tell you that isn’t going to be easy at all.”

The Vartok species were bordering on insanity if they were thinking they could assault the UFP Griffin and grab the Chief Scientist. 

“Captain, I hope you are pretending and not that naive,” Shadrik commented. “Don’t you see it?”

“See what?”

The direction of this conversation was getting more bizarre by the minute. Crendall couldn’t tell if there was a point to it or whether the Vartok comms officer was just continuing to play with him. Shadrik was not too sick to rule out that possibility. 

“Cromwell was the reason we are heading back with the UFP Griffins,” Shadrik said. 

Crendall leaned forward. “You mean you let the UFP know you are after Cromwell so as to get us to travel with them?”

“It looks like you aren’t as naive as I thought,” Shadrik smiled. “Maybe you are too preoccupied by your family. Again, I wouldn’t worry about them. If you do what we ask of you, your family will be taken care of.”

Shadrik stood up and began to walk towards the door. At the door, he turned. “Captain, you better look at Cromwell’s profile again. I can’t be forced to tell you everything. Some things require you to make a conscious effort.”

With that, the door slid open and the comms officer disappeared from his Ready Room. Crendall didn’t wait, pulling up Cromwell’s profile again. He couldn’t believe he had missed something so significant. Was he beginning to slip? He hoped not. It was possible his thoughts had been drifting towards his wife and daughter, but he couldn’t let that happen. He had to remind himself to stay focused. His family’s life was on the line. He began flipping through the profile of the Chief Scientist until he reached the second to last page. His eyes widened, as he read and re-read that page. How could he have missed that piece of critical information?
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Williams’ Compartment,

UFP Griffins

Major Thomas pressed on the panel beside the door. He wasn’t exactly sure why Williams had requested his presence. After the end of their mission to Richter One, Williams was no longer attached to his unit and frankly Thomas was glad to get rid of the Intelligence Officer. Although Williams had been useful down on Richter One, Thomas never liked spooks. Based on his past experiences, they were too trained to be deceptive to the teeth. Thomas would never rely on a spook to save him. It was one of those personal red lines he wouldn’t cross no matter how desperate he was.

“Come in,” Williams shouted from inside his compartment. 

The door slid open and Thomas stepped inside. The compartment was a standard issue one for crew and was quite clean, which was expected for an Intelligence Officer. Williams motioned for Thomas to take a seat and he grabbed the chair closest to the door and sat down. 

“What can I do for you?” Thomas asked, as he pulled out a fruit bar from his pocket and swallowed it in one gulp. 

“I think you need to chew on it slowly,” Williams highlighted. 

For a second Thomas looked confused as to what Williams was saying, before breaking into a smile. “I am chewing on it.”

“You really are obsessed with those fruit bars, aren’t you?” Williams asked. 

“The fruit bars are an addiction that I can’t get off.”

“They will kill your health,” Williams reminded him. 

“You aren’t the first person to tell me that and I know you won’t be the last,” Thomas remarked. “So, tell me why I am here.”

“Has there been any update on the comms network?” Williams asked, as he pulled a sleek device from his pocket. 

Thomas eyed the device. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Yes, it is a private comms device that works outside the UFP comms network,” Williams explained, holding the device in front of Thomas’ eyes.

The device looked small to be so powerful, but, then again, the intelligence community had access to lots of gadgets that the military only wished they had. It was commonly known amongst the military that the budget of UFP Intelligence was substantial. Many uniformed personnel hated that fact but realized that UFP Intelligence served a critical function. 

Thomas folded his arms. “How does it exactly work?”

He had forgotten about Williams’ device ever since they had returned to the UFP Griffins. Upon arrival, Thomas had let his unit get some well-deserved down time. Anderson had wandered off without another word, while Wheeler and Riley had gone off to get some food at the mess hall. Charlene had decided to leave Richter One and volunteered to join Thomas’ unit. Captain Norman had given his approval to it although Cromwell hadn’t taken to it that well when she had heard of it. Nevertheless, Thomas was glad for the ex-Ops officer’s presence. Since his unit was short of people, any help would be welcome. With Charlene’s experience, she would be a valuable and formidable addition to his unit. Thomas had hoped a few other of the trained civilians might also want to join his unit, but no one else had voiced their interest. Thomas had broken the news to the regulars in his unit in the mess hall. The moment Anderson had heard of it, he had stood with his mouth-open, before storming out of the mess hall. Meanwhile, Riley and Wheeler had taken the news in stride, even going to the extent of finding Charlene outside her compartment and welcoming her to the unit. 

“I guess there is no harm in letting you know,” Williams said.

Thomas listened intently as Williams fed him drips of information about an array of stealth sensors that the UFP had deployed across space to maintain a private comms network. Thomas couldn’t tell if Williams was telling him the full story or not, but it didn’t matter. He had also been tempted to ask Williams how the stealth network had been established, but had decided against it since he knew he wouldn’t get a truthful response. One way or another UFP’s Intelligence arm had created its own network, the cost of which must have run into the millions. That probably explained why UFP Intelligence had such a large budget to begin with. Establishing your own network was an enormous task, made that more difficult by the vastness of UFP space. Thomas suspected private contractors would have been involved in it, to keep the stealth network under the sensors of the media.

“I assume this was set up after the end of the war,” Thomas mused.

Williams nodded. “Yes and no. Some parts were operational even during the war. And before you ask me the pertinent question, no this stealth network doesn’t have the fingerprints of the Tagbard Consortium.”

“So, it predates the consortium?”

It made sense since the Tagbard Consortium hadn’t come into the picture with UFP until the end of the Ten-Year War.

“Something like that.”

“Did you call me here to boast about your device or actually show me it in action?” Thomas inquired. 

“There is a problem,” Williams said with a sigh. “And that’s the reason I called you here.”

Thomas leaned forward. “Don’t tell me the device isn’t working.”

Williams nodded. “It is working in the sense that I was able to switch it on and send a message, but there was no reply.”

“Have you ever tested the device from the outer stations?” Thomas asked. 

Williams shook his head. 

“Then you just need to give it some time,” Thomas replied. “A private comms network won’t be as fast as the one that had been taken down by the Vartok species.”

“You don’t get it? I sent the message a few hours ago and there still have not been a response. Something is wrong.”
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UFP Space Command,

Earth

Admiral Jones kept drumming his fingers on the table. It had been several hours since he had initiated the lockdown of UFP Space Command. It had caused nothing short of an uproar amongst his staff and the hundreds of others working at UFP Space Command. Even Paul Tagbard Jr, who wasn’t even affected by the lockdown, had called him to ask for an explanation, which Jones had provided regarding the comms network being offline. Paul had been satisfied with his response and, to Jones’ relief, hadn’t pushed on the matter any further. Eventually, Jones had broadcast a message to all staff highlighting a serious threat and that the lockdown was a necessary precaution. He didn’t know if his message had gone down well with the staff, but that was the least of his concerns. The lockdown would bring a measure of control to his problems. At least until he could grasp a handle on the depth of the threat. 

Despite that, Admiral Hart had been correct in his assertion that they had been infiltrated by the Vartok species. No one outside of Admiral Hart knew of the magnitude of the real threat, but that wouldn’t last. Jones expected the media to come knocking on his door in time to come. With so many people trapped inside UFP Space Command, it was inevitable someone would leak information to the media. It was the first time a lockdown had been initiated since the end of the Ten-Year War and he also doubted his staff would be so disciplined to ensure a comms silence with the media. Once the media got hold of it, there would be numerous issues to handle, including the civilian population and potential unrest. The atrocities of the Vartok species were still fresh in many peoples’ minds and they wouldn’t take their reappearance lightly. Jones pressed his hand to his forehead, contemplating the difficult days ahead. If UFP Space Command had been infiltrated, they would need to flush out the intruders. Nothing short of that would make him lift the lockdown. 

Jones opened a comms to UFP Comms Central Command. Lieutenant Miller’s grim face appeared. “Admiral?”

“Lieutenant Miller, what is the status of the comms network?” Jones barked.

A couple of days had already passed by since the comms network had gone offline. There had been a few interim updates by the UFP Comms Central Command, but nothing of substance. Although there were secondary networks for the immediate areas, including the Mars base station, the danger to all UFP vessels out there was high. If UFP Space Command couldn’t reestablish contact with its vessels, the Vartok species could mount further attacks, without his knowledge. Jones suspected that had been the intention of the Vartok species in bringing down the comms network in the first place. He tried not to imagine what was going on out there in UFP space. 

“I was just about to update you,” Miller replied.

Jones raised his eyebrows, hoping for some good news.

“The power surge was only the beginning of the attack on the comms network,” Miller explained.

The attack. Jones didn’t like Miller’s choice of words, but people were going to have to get used to it. UFP Space Command was under attack and the comms network going offline had been the first salvo. 

Miller continued. “Prior to the power surge, there had been an electronic attack on the various comms towers themselves.”

“What kind of electronic attack?” Jones asked.

“Someone had hacked into certain comms towers along UFP space, preventing us from bringing the entire network back online,” Miller highlighted. “Prior to the comms network going offline, we observed a few discrete attacks, but didn’t assume they were part of a larger coordinated attack. We thought these attacks were due to a few instabilities in the network.”

“Someone from outside?” 

“No, sir,” Miller replied, in a shaky voice.

His facial expression gave away the gravity of the matter.

“We believe the hacker originated from within UFP Space Command,” Miller added.

Jones had to give credit to Admiral Hart. He had been way ahead of UFP Comms Central Command, by highlighting the intrusion into UFP Space Command.

“Which justifies your reason for initiating the lockdown, sir,” Miller said.

Jones inched his face closer to the monitor. “Lieutenant, you need to find out who did this and find out fast. We cannot have an intruder walking around UFP Space Command, disrupting our systems. And initiate a secondary lockdown on access to key systems immediately.”

“Yes, sir,” Miller replied and the comms ended.

Jones pressed on the console and Lieutenant Scholl entered the chamber. “Admiral?”

“Lieutenant, get me a list of all staff changes in the last three months,” Jones ordered.

Scholl looked shocked. “That could take a while as we had several dozen new staff come on-board recently, sir.”

“We don’t have a while,” Jones hollered. “Get it to me within the hour!”

“Yes, sir,” Scholl replied, turning and hurrying out of the chamber.

Jones continued tapping on the desk. Finding the spy was one thing, but it opened the door to a much bigger problem. Who had given the spy access into UFP Space Command? The protocols and underlying checks must have been subverted for such a spy to find a position within UFP Space Command. That would require a certain level of clearance. It pointed to one reality: there were humans collaborating with the Vartok species.
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UFP Space Command,

Earth

Jones hadn’t expected Scholl to make it within the stipulated deadline, but he had done it with even a few minutes to spare. Jones scrolled through the list of staff that had joined UFP Space Command in the last three months. As Scholl had indicated, the list was much longer than Jones had anticipated. He couldn’t rationalize the reason for so many new staff being on the list. During his time at UFP Space Command, Jones had heard of a small minority of staff being unhappy with the protocols of working at the facility. However, every staff member who joined UFP Space Command knew what they were signing up for. It was non-negotiable and staff always had the option to leave. Jones suspected that behavior had more to do with the movement of staff. Nonetheless, Jones was able to exclude many of the individuals based on their non-classified work. It was highly unlikely any of these individuals would have been able to get access to classified areas within UFP Space Command, as the multi-level building was cordoned off into classified and unclassified levels, ensuring no one by mistake could wander into an area they are not supposed to be at. With the lockdown, UFP Space Command had implemented protocols that restricted the movements of all staff to their primary areas. This would buy Jones some time to sift through the records and find the intruder. He was hopeful it was only one intruder. If there were multiple intruders, it was going to be harder to flush them out. 

A buzz on his console rang out. Jones blinked his eyes at the name of the caller. It was Retired Admiral Riser. That was the last person he would have expected to hear from at this very moment. Riser’s stone face appeared on the monitor. Even in retirement, Admiral Riser looked formidable.

“Sir,” Jones bowed.

“Jones, I heard of the lockdown at UFP Space Command,” Riser admitted.

Jones shared with the Retired Admiral on what had been happening at the UFP. Riser listened carefully without interrupting him.

“As I am no longer in active service, I didn’t expect you to share that information with me, but I am appreciative of it,” Riser said.

Jones had decided to ignore protocol because Retired Admiral Riser had single-handedly defeated the Vartok species. Although Jones did not understand the reason for Riser calling him, if anyone else could help him, it would be the Retired Admiral. Whether Jones looked desperate and incompetent in the eyes of Riser was of secondary concern. 

“I understand, sir,” Jones said. “Any advice would be appreciated.”

Riser narrowed his eyes. “If what you said is all true, then you need to be wary of the Vartok species. Everything we know about them from the past should be discarded because they are doing things differently with possibly human help. The Vartok species we defeated during the war never depended on any other species. That was one thing I was always sure of. The Vartok species were too proud. But it looks like the years have changed things.”

Riser was living up to his name even in retirement. Although Jones had only provided a summary of the situation, Riser had been able to make the connections rapidly. 

“Don’t ask me to come out of retirement,” Riser said. “Anyway, that isn’t the reason for my call today.”

Jones frowned. 

“I am calling you regarding my oldest daughter,” Riser admitted.

Jones cocked his head. “Your daughter?”

“For various personal reasons, my oldest daughter goes by another name that you will be familiar with by now,” Riser said. “She is known in the UFP as Cromwell.”

Jones’ blood ran cold. “You mean the Chief Scientist on Richter One?”

“Exactly what I mean,” Riser said, calmly. “I heard the Vartok species have assaulted Richter One.”

Jones wasn’t going to ask how Riser had learnt of that piece of classified information. Knowing Retired Admiral Riser was a legend in the UFP, he would have his own loyal sources. Despite that, Jones was again irritated that he had been kept in the dark. Too many things were being kept away from his eyes. When he had been given the opportunity to lead UFP Space Command, people had warned him of the bureaucracy within UFP. Too many individuals were loyal to their groups and personalities and not the UFP. Jones had assured them that he would try his best to reign in the bureaucracy. However, recent developments proved that it was an enormous task, which would take time.

“Who else knows about this?” Jones asked, still miffed that he wasn’t told of this vital bit of information.

“Only Admiral Hart,” Riser replied. “And it should remain that way. I am only now telling you this information because you are in charge. My daughter is very particular about that information being shared around. It was also one of the reasons she changed her name and chose a post in the outer stations.”

Jones nodded. There was only so much else he could say now. Nonetheless, he sensed a tone of regret in Riser’s voice. It appeared that even Riser couldn’t control his oldest daughter’s need to stay away from the family name and its inherent expectations. 

“You shouldn’t be angry with Hart,” Riser commented. “He was simply following my orders.”

“Understood, sir,” Jones replied, as he clenched his fists below the desk.

“Is there anything else you want to know?” Riser asked.

Was there any point in asking anything else? Jones felt frustrated with the lack of information and being kept in the dark, but he had a thought. “Do you think the Vartok species are after your daughter?”

Riser paused for a long moment. “I have considered it and I believe she could be a likely target. If the Vartok species are acting differently, all bets are off on what they are capable of.”

Jones suppressed a sigh. He couldn’t understand why Retired Admiral Riser had permitted his oldest daughter to go out to Richter One. If she wanted to stay away from the family name, she could have done it at any one of the other base stations closer to Earth and no one would have suspected anything. If the Vartok species were after Riser’s daughter, their assault on Richter One was motivated by pure revenge. 

“I need your help to get her back safely,” Riser said.

Jones had been waiting for it and here it was. Riser was asking for help to save his oldest daughter.

“I will do my best, sir,” Jones said.

“Your best is irrelevant if she isn’t brought back to me safe and alive,” Riser said and the comms went dead.

Jones was still fuming, as he opened a comms with Admiral Hart. Once Hart’s face appeared on the monitor, Jones didn’t hold back his frustrations. “Why didn’t you tell me Chief Scientist Cromwell on Richter One was Riser’s daughter?”

Hart sighed. “I knew Riser would contact you eventually. It was just a question of when he would do it.”

“Captain Norman and his crew have no idea of the true identity of Cromwell,” Jones complained. “They will simply treat her as another scientist.”

“Which is what she wanted by going to the outer stations, right?” Hart snapped. “Then, she has to deal with the consequences and so should her father.”

It was becoming apparent Hart had never approved of Riser’s daughter going out to Richter One. All that was inconsequential now. Jones didn’t have time to be distracted by the safety of Riser’s daughter. Instead, he first needed to find a way to get the comms network back online. 
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Mess Hall,

UFP Griffins

Norman took a sip of his drink as he stared at Commander Pratt gobbling down her food. It was as if she hadn’t eaten in days.

“Captain, stop looking at me like that,” Pratt lamented.

“Like what?”

“You know what I mean,” Pratt pouted.

Norman chuckled. “Look who is the hungry one today.”

Ever since leaving Richter One, Norman had requested his XO to return to their routine of joining him for breakfast in the mess hall. He found it better to discuss the operational matters of the vessel over food instead of in his Ready Room. 

“I wasn’t the fastest eater today,” Pratt countered. 

“I haven’t finished eating either.”

Pratt eyed his food. “Are you going to throw that away?”

Norman pulled his plate closer. “No, I am not.”

“Any updates on the comms network?”

“Nothing,” Norman replied. “Major Thomas told me that Williams had a way to contact UFP Space Command, but apparently that isn’t working either.”

Pratt arched her eyebrows. “A private network?”

Norman pursed his lips. “That is my guess too, but Williams is quite mum on the details.”

“Intelligence officers,” Pratt scowled, as she finished her plate. 

Norman then spotted Cromwell entering the mess hall. The Chief Scientist wandered to the food dispensers and ordered her food. As she was waiting, she glanced around the mess hall and to Norman’s chagrin, she waved to him. Pratt must have noticed his gaze because she picked up her tray and stood up. “It is my time to exit from here.”

“Commander, where are you going?” Norman protested.

“Anywhere other than here,” Pratt smirked, as she walked away, returned the empty tray and disappeared from the mess hall.

Norman sighed, as he watched Cromwell pick up her food tray and walk over to his table. He looked down at his more than half-eaten plate, regretting he hadn’t finished eating his food as quickly as his XO.

“Captain, may I join you?” Cromwell asked.

“Of course,” Norman gestured to her. “I just finished my morning briefing with my XO and she had to leave to tend to some matters.”

“I didn’t know you conducted your briefings here,” Cromwell commented, as she took a seat.

Norman shuffled his feet. “It is good to be around the crew to get a sense of the mood on the vessel.”

That was partially the truth, which seemed to satisfy the Chief Scientist’s curiosity. 

“Especially in these dangerous times I suppose,” Cromwell added.

“So, what led you to be posted to Richter One?” Norman asked.

Cromwell took a bite of her food and stared at him. “Captain, you know the Riser name is too famous for me to end up anywhere closer to Earth. Richter One seemed a suitable choice.”

“But you could have chosen a closer UFP colony or station,” Norman said. “Your new identity would have kept your secret.”

“I had thought of that possibility, but it isn’t that
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