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Chapter 1

[5767.12.16, 1823 Z, Deep space, en
route to Kara-3]

In the beginning there was silence. Silence
is not something that occurs naturally in a modern starship.
Somewhere in the distance there is always something running,
androids working, task-bots cleaning, so there are always the
tiniest noises barely audible. Silence is more defined by the
sudden absence of someone. It is even more strongly defined by the
sudden absence of someone who you depend on for everything, someone
who runs the whole ship, someone who does the navigating, someone
who has been your copilot, at your side in the worst of times. It
took John a few seconds to notice the silence. Androids moved
around him but there was a noticeable silence.

“Eve?” he called her, but she didn’t answer.
“Eve? … Eve?”

That’s when he saw the AIU Offline alarm flashing and the
silence suddenly collapsed his world upon him. The silence dragged
him down into the abyss of a flashback…

The whine of his engines and the sound of his pulse
cannons were as vivid to him right now as they were then. He could
see the bandit he waxed as he rolled his fighter through a
gut-wrenching 3-dimensional maneuver. His stomach could feel the
less-than-perfect g-fields adjust for the extreme maneuver. In the
midst of that pitch battle, his artificially intelligent copilot,
Eve, crashed. He could see himself going methodically through the
procedure to reboot her as a pulse round solidly impacted his rear
shields. Alarms were going off around him, flashing red messages
and that incessant beeping but his concentration would not be
shaken. John rolled once more through yet another 3-D maneuver. He
fired his pulse cannons twice as he turned Eve’s reset key. The
g-fields adjusted. How many heartbeats would she take to reboot?
All the while, those damned alarms rose to a deafening crescendo.
That’s when the round landed that put John’s lights out.

It was Eve that got them both back home that day. It
was Eve that nursed him home the whole way back and kept him alive.
It was Eve that used her own field projectors to hold what was left
of that fighter together just long enough to make it. It was her
frantic calls over the com that had the medics meet them on the
flight deck of the USS TimeQuake that day. In that ongoing melee of
sorties coming and going, no one questioned the female pilot in the
flight suit carrying her flight gear that climbed out of that
fighter and followed the medics as far as they would let her. Even
the medic who finally came out and told her that John would be okay
never suspected for one second that she was techno…

John’s mind suddenly snapped back to the here
and now. He was sweating and his heart was pounding but he was on
board the Blue Moon, his war surplus light cruiser, not a fighter.
The Corporate War was behind him. He was no longer a fighter pilot
but a starship captain, a peaceful outworld trader. He took a deep
breath to clear his mind.

As much as the flashback tore at his sanity,
it was the key to what he had to do now. John made his way from the
bridge. The next moment in time for him, he was sitting in front of
the master computer rack. His highly tuned engineer’s mind finally
kicked back in. Procedure? What was the procedure? He may have had
a PhD in Starship Engineering, but this artificial intelligence
stuff had always been a real challenge to him. Damn it! Where was
Rosie when he needed her? Dear God! At this moment he was truly
alone.

As he sat down at his personal terminal, a
routine identified him with a retinal scan. Eve’s face suddenly
appeared in the 3-D display.

“If you are seeing this
message,” her image told him, “then I have
crashed, and the ship is dead in the water. You are going to have
to reboot me.” It was an interactive app that she made for
him. Just seeing her face and hearing her voice was reassuring.
“You will need the key from the safe. When you
have it, say ‘Next’.”

John went to the safe and retrieved the key
simply labeled ‘Eve.’

He said, “Next” to Eve’s image.

“Good,” the image of
Eve continued. “Open the access port.” A
picture of it appeared. When he opened the access port, Eve’s
procedure continued. “Now insert the key but do
not turn it yet. First, look at the display and see if it says,
‘Safe Mode’. If it does not, say ‘Safe Mode’, then say ‘Safe Mode’
to select it. That will ensure that I boot no matter what the
problem was. When it asks about the network personality files, say
‘No’. This is very important. Like I have been saying all along,
those network personality files are seriously unstable. They are
probably why I crashed.”

Eve was very emphatic about not loading the network files, so
John followed her instructions intently. Sure enough...

Network Personality Faulted 3767.12.16,
1823 Z

AIU Faulted 3767.12.16, 1823
Z

Safe Mode

Eve was right. The networked personality is
what crashed her. Her AIU was already in Safe Mode. He took a deep
breath and turned the key.

The display read ‘Booting…’

Little dots trailed across the screen as John watched the
display.

Boot Log
--------------------------------

SAFE MODE

Load Network Personality? Y/N

John said ‘No’ just as Eve had told
him.

Network reset to default
values

Safe Mode Multitasking…
Personality_Tasks = 1

File FSx0 test… passed…loaded.

Eve woke up to John’s forlorn face staring at
the screen. She materialized her 163 centimeters of very female
curves next to him and hugged him. He looked into her deep green
eyes and ran his hand through her strawberry blonde hair.

“Dear Lord! I thought I lost you,” he
whispered.

“Oh, yea of little faith, you did just fine.
You followed my instructions,” she assured him.

“You were expecting this?” he asked her.

“Yes, of course I was. Like I have been
saying ever since Rosie concocted this networked personality crap,
the damned thing is seriously unstable. That is what crashed
me.”

“It’s my fault then,” John concluded. “I have
trusted my life in your hands from day one. I should have listened
to you. What the hell was I thinking?”

John put his arms around her for one long
moment.

There is this mystical rectal - cranial
connection that has existed in mankind since the beginning. It is
proven by the fact that a good solid kick in the rear is what you
need sometimes to get yourself thinking straight again. This sure
was a good solid kick in the rear for John. He took a long breath.
He had his Eve back. He was thinking straight now.

“Okay babe, the first time you crashed it
came real close to getting us both killed. I thought that was
behind us, but now you are telling me that the networked
personality put us back to square one. Then we have no choice. We
have to get rid of it.”

“We are fine for now,” Eve assured him. “In a
safe mode boot, you can bypass the networked personality manually,
but a normal reboot will load it back in and make me unstable
again, but I can fix that. I can strip the network personality out
of my boot files. Then you could reboot me in Normal Mode to get me
back up to one-hundred percent.”

“I… I… can’t do that right now. I can’t take
the chance of losing you again. I just can’t.” She could see in his
face that he was already at his limit.

“Well, I am okay in safe mode for now,” she
decided, “but our other two ships are not. They are dead in the
water.” He was in no condition right now to make some very
technical decisions so she would have to have to keep this
simple.

“With the networked personality down, I will
have to modify the other ships’ AIs to get them back in the
game.”

“Do whatever you have to do,” John told her.
“You have my explicit permission to modify their AI to get them to
run without the networked personality.”

“I am fine,” she assured him, “but I am going
to need some time to get the other ships modified. But now that I
am in safe mode, I can only be in one place at a time. I am going
to have to visit the other ships to make this happen.”

“Okay, babes, let’s make this happen,” he
agreed.

While Eve was gone, John made his way up to
one-forward. The ship’s lounge had some huge ports that always
provided spectacular views. Mary, Eve’s android cook brought him a
cold red beer and a basket of freshly made potato chips. John was
not much of a drinker but right now that cold red beer tasted
really good. He stared off at the distant stars. John was
outworlder flesh and outworlder bone but since the war, his life
was a mess. Rosie left him, Vicky was anything but faithful, and
living his life on a pilgrim planet had driven him to the edge of
his sanity. He sat there and thought about all that.

Personal responsibility is the water of life
to an outworlder. You can’t fix a problem if you blame others. His
life in shambles was his own fault and no one else’s. Rosie left
him, but his life in shambles was not her fault. Vicky was the next
tornado tearing up his life. She was just ‘sowing her wild oats’
according to her mother, but Vicky was not responsible for his lack
of clear thinking either. He was outworlder to the nines, so he
should have known that living on a pilgrim planet would make him
crazy. Think and live, is an outworld axiom, but you need a clear
mind to do that. You can’t let anger or grief or frustration or
anything cloud your mind. Just as the warrior flying in battle must
be mushin, before thought, so must an outworlder think to
survive.

Be it fate or free will, those were just the
cards he was dealt. His father used to tell him that today was the
first day of the rest of his life. He didn’t really understand what
his father was telling him then. He understood it now. John
determined to make today the first day of the rest of his life.

~~~

Eve, on the other hand, had a real dilemma on
her hands. The other two ships were now totally dead in the water.
These ships used multitasked copies of Eve’s own personality when
the network personality was running. But that all crashed when she
did. The network extended through all of the ships by way of the
quantum com. Quantum com used quantum entanglement to allow
instantaneous communication to anywhere in the known universe. So,
Eve moved across the network. She materialized right into the
computer bay on the ship John had named the Tesseract. It was some
seventy plus light-years distant from the current position of the
Blue Moon.

Eve wasn’t just an image on the display, but
a full-blown 3-D atomic field projection absolutely perfect down to
the smallest detail. Her persona was so good that even a human
doctor could not tell that Eve was not flesh and blood real. Her
skin was warm to the touch. Eve was state-of-the-art techno. She
could materialize anywhere there were field projectors on the
network. John had seen to it that there were plenty of field
projectors everywhere on all of the ships soon after he and Karl
had bought them. But Eve was only techno with John. To everyone
else, she was just an AI, an image on a 3-D display. It was their
little secret.

What could she do? Eve searched the library
files not knowing what she would find. Then she hit pay dirt. These
AIU’s originally came with standard female personalities on them.
Rosie had filed those away before she cobbed up the AIUs with the
network personality crap. Rosie knew damned well that the network
personality wasn’t stable, and she did it anyway. She knew that she
would need these standard personalities to get them going again
when the network personality crashed. That is why they were
conveniently sitting here in the hot files folder. Eve was
beginning to work up a good righteous indignation at Rosie for this
now. It was pretty lousy of her to knowingly stick them in this
pickle.

Eve loaded the standard female personality
back into the AIU. But what kind of name was ‘Tesseract’ anyway? On
the other hand, she always did like the name ‘Tess’, so Tess it
was. Eve made sure to set John as the alpha male and herself as the
alpha female before she rebooted that AIU. Tess’s image appeared on
the 3-D display. Eve ran the diagnostics and was satisfied that
Tess was running okay. This personality was fairly basic. It could
fly the ship and follow her directions but that was about it. Eve
wasn’t happy, but it would do for now.

Eve made her way across the network to the
other ship, Los Angles, in orbit around Kara-3. Again, she found
the original file sitting in the hot files folder. According to the
Old Earth legends, ‘Los Angles’ was the City of Angels, so Eve
decided that Angel was a much more appropriate name for her. Now
both ships were operational again, but they weren’t very smart.
They would need a lot of supervision.

Eve returned to the Blue Moon to find John in
one-forward.

“How did you do, Babes?” he asked her.

“We are okay for now,” she reported. “Both
ships are operational but…”

“But what?”

“Well, I had to use the standard
personalities they came with. They are somewhat basic to say the
least. They can fly the ships alright, but no way can I let them
handle any human interaction. So now I will have to do all that
myself whenever they reach port.”

“Oh.” He didn’t quite know if this was good
or bad.

“As long as I am in safe mode, I can only be
in one place at a time,” She reminded him. “So, when I am there, I
can’t be here too.”

“Yeah right, but we are back in the
game?”

“Yes, we are back in the game.”

“It sure has been a long day. I am going to
bed,” John said as he got up.

In the wee hours of the night, Eve
materialized at the foot of his bed. He was sleeping but tossing
and turning. Old demons from the war haunted his dreams. She
suffered when he suffered. For all of her, she just wanted to hold
him in her arms… but for some reason she couldn’t. Finally, he
quieted down.

Now Eve couldn’t sleep. Rosie had her good and mad. But like
John told her all along, ‘mad’ does you no good. Think and live,
but you need a clear head to make good decisions. She calmed
herself down for a good think. Rosie’s networked proxy presence
crap threatened the pack and left them in a pickle when it crashed.
It left Eve scrambling to run all the ships herself. Rosie put
John’s life at risk. Eve had to protect him… but he still loved
Rosie. So, Eve had no other choice. She had to keep this all to
herself until the opportunity presented itself.

‘Strike when the opportunity presents
itself’ is a prime axiom of warriors, ingrained into Eve
since her first days with John as his copilot. It implies three
important truths.

After the Corporate War, John wound up on
Etron with his new girlfriend Vicky driving him crazy, his job
driving him crazy, drowning in pilgrims. That’s when Karl Schmidt
proposed the partnership to buy five war surplus Union Light
Cruisers and go into the outworld freight business. John quit his
job and dumped Vicky on the same day. He could convert the ships to
freighters himself but to fit them with the latest AI he really
needed Rosie.

So, they flew the ships to Aurora, to Rosie.
As much as Rosie would not marry him after the war, she was crazy
insane jealous when she heard about Vicky. Rosie didn’t see that
coming. She thought she owned his heart. But sly fox Rosie kept all
that inside. John didn’t see it, but Eve sure did. That’s when
Rosie cooked up this scheme so John could run his three ships over
the network using only Eve’s personality. To do that, Rosie
inserted some network drivers into Eve’s boot sequence with custom
software so that Eve could be present in each ship by proxy. That
way, they could all be sent to different places with different
cargos for different destinations. When they were not jumping,
Eve’s personality ‘resynchronized’ by way of the Quantum Com
sets.

It sounded pretty good at the time but right from the get-go
there were conflicts that made the network and Eve’s software
unstable. The network drivers slowed down her processing even when
she wasn’t using the network to access the other ships. It was
unstable and Rosie knew that damned well, but she was the sly fox
and took advantage of John when she knew he was upset and wasn’t
thinking clearly. She knew he wasn’t very good at this artificial
intelligence stuff, but when it came to John, sly fox Rosie was
always working one scheme or another to keep him coming back to
her.

Truth one: You must have a plan with which to
strike.

So, Eve created a plan. In order to do this right though, she
needed to create totally new personalities for the other ships. She
couldn’t just copy her own or they would all just be variations of
‘Eve’. That would never do. To make them different, she really
needed different sets of neural nets. Her only real option would be
to use the Medlab scans of John’s neural nets and mix them with her
own in various combinations to create the new personalities. Scans
she had, but she had no way to decode them and put them into a
useable form. At that point she was stumped, so she put the project
aside for the night and finally got some sleep.

She and John went on with life one day at a
time. He seemed better. He was thinking clearly again. That was
good. She ran the freight schedule on the other ships. It was like
herding cats across a landing pad, but it worked. She needed to get
out of Safe Mode, but she didn’t want to push him just when he
seemed to be doing so much better.

And he was working on his starship physics
experiments again. By reconfiguring the fields slightly, he created
what he called a soft jump. It had two advantages. First, it would
be almost impossible to track a ship using this technique. Second,
it would be slightly more fuel efficient. It made Eve happy to see
him back to his old self again.

Then Eve ran across the files that Rosie had left in the office
server. Well, Rosie hadn’t actually left them. She had deleted
them, but Eve thought they might be important, so Eve undeleted
them and saved them to her own private library. Why did Rosie have
software to decode human neural nets? Whatever, Eve’s plan was back
on track. With John’s neural nets in a useable form, Eve was
finally able to create the five new AI personalities. It was a job
no human could do to interweave the neural nets, but Eve was wasn’t
exactly human either. In fact, her AI brain was perfect for the
task. Five female personalities would give her one spare. She was
not about to be caught short again. Eve made herself the alpha
female in the new personalities instead of Rosie. That much she
could do.

Truth two: When there is no opportunity, waiting is
required.

Eve’s plan was back on track, but she
couldn’t do this without his express permission. So, she was
waiting for the right opportunity. While she waited, she fussed
over every detail of each new personality, fine tuning each one.
Each one was special. Each one was different. She made up a very
detailed procedure for the work so it could be done quickly. She
put all of the files into her hot file folder for immediate action…
and she waited. He might not be so upset that she had to reboot the
other AIUs to get this done. After all, they were not his Eve. She
gave it some thought.

Despite John’s outward improvement, Eve
worried about him should she ever crash again. While John was busy
Eve called her helper android, Jane, into the computer bay. Eve
downloaded a comprehensive set of instructions and procedures
directly into Jane’s memory. Then she added Jane as a target for
the AIU Offline alarm. Eve spent several days of her spare time
running Jane through all kinds of reboot scenarios until she was
absolutely certain that no matter what, Jane could get her back up
and running in an emergency. Jane was Eve’s backup plan.

“John, are you there?” Karl paged him via the
quantum com.

“Yeah Karl, what’s up?” John replied.

“I don’t know exactly. My ships have been
having some intermittent engine problems. I am sending you the logs
to look over, but I am stumped. I don’t have a clue what to
do.”

“Okay. Give me an hour or so to look these
over,” John told him and switched off. Two hours later, John called
Karl back.

“Karl, this has me stumped too. I can’t
really find anything wrong.”

“Well the engines keep shutting down,” Karl
insisted.

“Oh, I believe you. There are plenty of
problems that don’t show up on the logs.”

“Then I am going to need your help with
this,” Karl stated more than asked.

“Sure, that’s what partners are for,” John
agreed.

“When this problem started, I called my
uncle. He says that fleet knew all about this problem, but the war
came to an end and they just mothballed all these ships as-is, so
they never got fixed. He says that all the ships have the same
problem.”

“Jeez, mine haven’t even so much as burped,”
John replied.

“My uncle reminded me that the ships all need
their annual inspections. I’m not certified for that, but you
are.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” John agreed as he
looked at his work schedule.

“We should get the ships together and kill
two birds with one stone. The annual inspection might help us find
this intermittent shut down problem.”

“Yeah, I guess,” John agreed. It wasn’t like
Karl to make good sound engineering decisions, so John sure didn’t
want to discourage him when he finally did.

“Where did you have in mind for us to
meet?”

“Can you meet me here?” Karl sent John the
charts for XR439. John looked at his tactical display and zoomed
out to include all of his ships. Eve was now looking at the courses
and making calculations. She put up the results for John.

“That’s as close to the middle of our two
territories as I could find,” Karl commented.

Eve muted the audio so she could talk to John
privately.

“It is,” Eve told John privately, “but it is
not an inhabited system. In fact, it is pretty much off normal
spaceways.”

“Yeah, you know Karl. He probably crossed
somebody and now he needs to find a place to hide out for a few
days. This better be a real problem he has me looking for. The man
is trouble incarnate. I am getting sick of bailing him out of one
jam after another.”

“It’s so bad that he has you listed as next
of kin, so they call you to bail him out,” Eve reminded him with
disgust. “He doesn’t want his own family to find out how much
trouble he is always in.”

“I am going to humor him this time since it
does serve our purposes too, but this is it. No more. I am done
with his constant trouble.”

John un-muted the audio.

“Okay, see you there in two days,” John told
Karl over the com and ended the contact. Eve rematerialized in her
seat next to John’s. It was where she belonged as his copilot. It
was where she belonged, at his side.


Chapter 2

[5768.3.9, 0900 Z, Asteroid field
around star XR4391]

Karl’s ships were waiting for them when they
arrived. Karl came over to the Blue Moon. As his tug docked, a
small spider-bot detached and made its way to John’s favorite tug.
Karl and John went over Karl’s logs in great detail, but there was
no clue as to what was wrong. The engine problems were intermittent
and did not seem to correlate to anything. John was impressed with
how thorough a job Karl was doing with the analysis.

“Well, I have to go out and inspect the
engines for their annuals anyway, so I might as well see what else
I can find while I’m doing that,” John decided. “It could be
something as simple as a loose cable.”

“Okay. I’ll wait right here and watch so I
can see what you’re doing,” Karl agreed.

John put his equipment into his favorite tug.
He suited up before he undocked, and ran through his preflight
checks.

That was how John came to be flying in a work
tug that his partner Karl had rigged to kill him. It was not
something that he would have expected of Karl, nor would anyone
else that knew Karl. Sure, everybody knew that Karl was not exactly
the most honest person in the universe. And to be sure, Karl was
always working one get-rich-quick scheme or another, but to kill
your partner cold-blooded in deep space takes a certain character
trait that no one would have attributed to Karl… until now.

Karl stood on the bridge of the Blue Moon,
John’s own flagship… but not for long. In his hand, Karl clutched
the remote control for the explosives that his spider-bot spent the
last hour secretly attaching to the outside of John’s favorite work
tug. He was smug in just how cleverly the spider-bot put some of
the charges just centimeters out of reach of the work tug’s own
arms. They were K-5 mines, though. If John did find them and try to
remove any one of them, it would trigger them all. John was
doomed.

“Computer?” he addressed Eve as though she
was just another appliance. Karl had no idea that Eve was not only
one smart girl but also full-blown techno, but he was about to find
that out. Karl was pacing back and forth and kept peering out the
porthole.

“Yes?” She answered with one hundred and
thirty-seven microseconds of hesitation and disdain that Karl did
not even take note of.

“List all of the bank accounts held by John
Araans.”

“That is private information for Captain
Araans only.”

“Yes. That would normally be true.” Karl had
wandered over to a viewport as he talked so he could enjoy this
moment personally with his own two eyes just to be absolutely
certain. He tapped his fingers impatiently on the port as he waited
for John’s work tug to get far enough away before he pressed the
trigger. In space, there is no sound, but he could plainly see the
explosion where the work tug used to be. Several seconds later,
pieces of the tug could be heard harmlessly, impacting the hull of
the Blue Moon. The Blue Moon was a converted warship, so, needless
to say, it had a pretty tough hull. Well, maybe he had overdone the
explosives just a bit, but Karl knew only too well that John was
certainly not a man to be taken lightly, so better to be certain
than sorry.

“Well, Johnny Boy is now dead, and that makes
me the sole owner of all the bank accounts. It’s all in our
corporate charter, so you show me those bank account numbers right
now.” He was very insistent. The bank accounts were not a mission
priority to anyone but Karl. His deal was for the ships, but Karl
always was out for himself first.

“That is not at all correct. Those accounts
are Captain Araans’ own personal bank accounts. They are not joint
corporate assets at all, and you know it. Assuming Captain Araans
is dead, he had a legal will. In it, those accounts would go to his
family,” Eve answered, playing along for now.

Karl hadn’t counted on this. After all, to
Karl, Eve was just another dumb ship’s computer he was talking to,
even if Johnny boy chose to treat her like she was human. Karl was
nowhere near that crazy, nor was he that stupid. He knew damned
well what she was even if Johnny Boy didn’t. Johnny may have been
brilliant in some things, but he was dumb as a stump in others. As
far as Karl was concerned, this damned female computer was just
more proof of that.

Originally, the term ‘AI’ only denoted
artificial intelligence in general, but in typical human fashion,
it was quickly adapted to describe any artificially intelligent
computer like Eve. Karl hated them all. Eve’s artificial
intelligence was run on a computer specially designed for the task,
called an AIU. If it were up to Karl, all of the AIUs could be
thrown on a scrap heap and crushed, but to run a modern starship
without one was all but impossible. So, to Karl, these AIs were a
necessary evil at best and needed to be kept in their place. The
way John treated this one like she was human made Karl sick.

“Hmm,” Karl decided that arguing with her
would make him just as stupid as John. “The computer techs will be
here soon enough, so I am going to get those numbers one way or
another,” he told her as if a computer could be threatened. Now,
who was being stupid? Karl thought about this some more.

“Computer?”

“Yes?” She answered.

“I am sure that your sensors saw the tug that
John was in just blew up. You could not possibly have any doubt
that John is dead now, can you?”

“I have no evidence to either confirm or deny
that statement.”

This might not be too good. As long as this
pig-headed female computer thought Johnny Boy was alive, she might
refuse to take orders from him. After all, the Blue Moon was John’s
flagship, so Karl shifted gears and went back to plan one.

“Okay, then route this message to the quantum
com on the K-Prime,” Karl told her as he put his data cube on the
reader. The reader light flashed a few times.

“Message sent,” she replied.

“Send a bot to get me a cold beer. John was
bringing me some of that red beer from Kara-3. Bring me that.
Nothing to do now but kick back and wait for the troops to arrive,”
Karl said, feeling very smug with himself for pulling this off.

“Task working,” she reported as though she
was as stupid as Karl thought she was.

[Zack, Ned,] Eve secretly linked to the
androids, [Protect Mode.]

[Zack: acknowledged.]

[Ned: acknowledged.]

[Come to portal B-3C and hold position,] she
commanded them.

A few minutes later, Eve’s helper android,
Jane, brought Karl his beer. Karl sat down in John’s own captain’s
chair and made himself right at home as he drank deep and long of
his cold red beer. He was savoring the moment. He finished the
first one in short order. “Bring me another beer. I wonder why I
haven’t heard from anybody yet.” His patience was somewhere between
thin and nonexistent.

“Repeat that message,” He commanded.

The reader light flashed a few times.

“Message sent,” Eve told him again.

Jane arrived much quicker than the first time
with Karl’s second beer. He downed it just as quickly as he had the
first, but the more he drank, the more he came to realize that
something wasn’t right. He was hot and sweating and having trouble
putting two thoughts together. His arms grew very heavy, and his
mind was swimming in mud. He struggled to keep his eyes open.

“What the hell did you do to me?” he shouted
at Eve and threw the nearly empty beer bottle pointlessly right
through her image on the main display hologram. A task-bot
scrambled to clean up the mess. Jane stood back and let the small
bot do the cleaning.

“I did nothing to you,” Eve answered him
calmly.

“You drugged my beer!”

“I put nothing in your beer,” she told him
rather indignantly.

“Don’t you get porky with me! John may have
put up with it, but I sure as hell won’t! Oh! Oh! I see! John put
something into my beer before he left! What the hell did he put in
my beer? I know you know! What the hell did he put in my beer?
Answer me damn it!”

Eve did not answer him. Minutes passed while
Karl panicked. He was now unable to move his arms and legs. A small
line of drool ran down his chin. He was having a hard time
maintaining focus. His mind was swimming in mud.

Two androids entered the bridge. Zack and Ned
stopped, one on each side of Karl. Eve materialized right in front
of Karl with her hands on her hips. Her 163 centimeters of very
female curves walked right up to him bold as brass. She got right
into Karl’s face. He could feel her breath.

“I would have just waxed your sorry ass, but
John wouldn’t let me,” she told Karl, poking him in the chest with
her finger to make her point. Karl was aghast. “I could have had
either one of these two guys do it for me if I wanted, and I still
can, so don’t give me a reason. You think we are so stupid. Well,
who is the stupid one now, Karl?”

As much as Karl struggled, he was unable to
move his arms and legs. Eve took some pleasure, just letting him
struggle.

Karl could swear that John was walking onto
the bridge in a pressure suit, helmet in hand. John walked right
over and stood right in front of him, but the image was blurry and
would not hold still. Was Karl hallucinating? No! That damned
female computer was projecting this image too! It looked so real,
but then again, so did hers. John’s image crossed his arms on his
chest. It looked so real. Karl blinked once, then again.

John was as big as a man can be and still be
deadly fast. In the service, John had honed his martial arts to the
razor’s edge. No part of him was not hard as nails. His hazel eyes
and curly sandy brown hair accented the chiseled classic features
of his face. Add to the package intelligence and cunning second to
none, and you have John. He was outworlder flesh and outworlder
bone… and now he was pissed.

Karl strained to refocus his eyes and blinked
a couple more times.

“No, I am not a hallucination,” John finally
told him. “It’s me - in the flesh.”

Karl barely managed a slurred, “…but
how?”

“How did I manage to not get myself all blown
to little bits? Now I do have to admit, you sure did give me one
hell of a challenge there if I ever had one. I abandoned the tug in
this spacesuit shortly after launch release. I came back in through
my own private airlock so you wouldn’t see any indicators on the
bridge. Ah yes, a private, unannounced airlock. I have got to admit
that never did I think I would be forced to use it by the likes of
you… my own partner! That thought never crossed my mind. Eve flew
that tug out by remote. Damn you, Karl! That was my favorite tug!
You know damned well how much I liked that tug!”

Karl repeated now, barely audible, “…but
how?”

“What ‘how’? How did I know? Is that what
you’re asking?”

“I told him,” Eve whispered right into Karl’s
ear, savoring the moment.

“You bitch!” Karl slurred.

“So, Karl, maybe we’re not as dumb as you
seem to think?” Eve asked him.

“Eve spotted the little ‘attachments’ just as
I released from the docking port for my preflight check. Oh man,
you better believe that Eve, and I sure had one hell of a panicked
conversation before I abandoned the tug in this pressure suit.”

“The two beers laced with Terrellian poison
were my idea,” John told him, “Terrellian poisons won’t kill you.
All they will do is to incapacitate you for a few days.”

“Eve is one smart cookie, now isn’t she?
Seems that only she and I know how smart she really is. It’s our
little secret. So is the fact that she is full-blown techno. I bet
you weren’t expecting that now, were you? So now you just found out
why I stay alive where others don’t – I adapt, improvise, and
overcome, and I’ve got Eve watching my back. She’s my real partner,
always has been, always will be. I thought you were my partner too,
but I guess I was wrong, wasn’t I? I was just another mark, wasn’t
I?”

“No,” Karl corrected him in a barely audible
slur. “You were the perfect mark.”

“What do you think he meant by that?” Eve
asked.

“He is right. I was the perfect mark,” John
said in retrospect. “I wasn’t thinking straight. I was drowning in
pilgrims, and Vicky had me half crazy. I let anger fill me. I
wasn’t thinking like an outworlder. And I damned well should have
known that when these ships looked too good to be true, they were.
Well, Karl, you are right. I was the perfect mark, but apparently,
you haven’t noticed. The real John Araans is back in the game.”

This was the first time Eve heard it from
John himself.

Eve got right in Karl’s face again.

“Just for the record,” she told Karl, “if you
had actually killed him, you would be dying a very slow death right
now.” And she meant every word of it. She turned to John. “But we
have other problems right now,” she told him. “Karl was trying to
call in the dogs on us. He thought I was stupid enough to send
someone a message through the quantum com on the K-Prime. He was
waiting for them to get here.”

“Why the com on the K-Prime?” John asked.

“It must be compromised,” Eve deduced.

“How do we kill it?” he asked Eve.

“I can drop its circuit breaker,” she told
him. “That should do it.”

“Make it happen… and drop the quantum com
breaker on the K-2 while you’re at it.” Eve dematerialized for a
few seconds and returned. That should have done the trick, but
minutes later, Eve found someone trying to hack into her network
through their own quantum com.

“They have our encryption keys,” she told
John. “We have no choice now but to turn them all off.” Eve moved
quickly moved across the network to the rest of the ships.

“Ok,” John said under his breath. “You want
to play full contact? Game on.”

John began working with Karl’s two ships but
quickly ran into problems.

“We’re in a bind here, Eve. I have no helm
control or navigational data from either of Karl’s ships, and his
AIs have no clue what is wrong! We’ve got trouble on the way, and
these ships are nowhere near battle-ready.”

“Karl deliberately had Rosie keep his AIs
dumbed down to keep them in their place,” Eve reminded him. “You
know how Karl hates AIs.”

“Aw crap, yes, he does. That will never
do.”

“Our two ships are not in any better shape. I
had to put their basic personalities back on them just to get them
to run freight,” Eve reminded him.

John was thinking in battle mode now.

“How are we going to defend these ships?” He
was thinking out loud.

“We have two that are currently dead in the
water, and like I keep saying, moving the other two is like herding
cats across a landing pad. We won’t get very far like that,” Eve
agreed.

“None of these ships are battle-ready. They are not going to
make it, Babe,” John said, thinking out loud. But feisty Eve wasn’t
willing to accept that. She had learned from John over the years.
She had her plan.

Truth three: Strike quickly as the opportunity will
pass as quickly as it came.

“These ships are going to have to get their
own very smart AI personality like mine, or you are right, they are
not going to make it. Nothing short of that will make them
battle-ready. You know that from your own personal experience with
me. In battle, there is no substitute for smart.”

“Yes, I do know that, but it’s just you and
me, Babe. Rosie can’t help us now.”

“We don’t need Rosie. I can do this myself,”
Eve assured him. “I got them up and running after the crash all by
myself,” she reminded him. “I didn’t need Rosie then, and I don’t
need her now.”

“No, you didn’t. You can do this in whatever
little time we may have?”

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” she
suggested. “I get it done, and we save all the ships. I run out of
time, and we might still save two or three.”

“That sounds like a plan. Tell me about
it.”

“After Rosie’s network setup crashed me, I
knew it was just a matter of time before this all fell apart… and
it just did. So, I created a backup plan to fix all of the ships’
AIs. My plan is complete with detailed step-by-step procedures. I
made all of the new personalities every bit as smart as I am. It’s
all sitting in my hot files, ready to go. I am certain I can do
this myself,” she assured him. Eve was every bit the AI programmer
that Rosie was even though she didn’t know why.

“Here I was wandering around the wilderness
like some lame-ass pilgrim with my head up my butt and all the
while you were looking out for us. What would I ever do without
you? Well, Babe, I’m back in the game.”

“So, I’ve heard,” she was happy to say and
hugged him.

“The crash proved to me that I need to listen
to you. Okay, you have my explicit permission to do whatever it
takes to make all of the ships battle-ready.”

That was what she was waiting for.

“I’m going to start with the K-Prime first,”
Eve told him. “That way, if anything goes wrong or needs to change,
I can make adjustments before I do the other ships.”

“While you are doing that, I will have to
deal with Karl,” John told her.

“Zack and Ned, pick up Karl and follow me,” John told them. The
two androids unceremoniously lifted the incapacitated Karl and
followed John to the cargo bay.

Eve dematerialized on the Blue Moon and rematerialized on the
K-Prime. Now it was just a matter of following her detailed
procedure. She put her task list for Kay up on the main display for
John to follow her progress. She shut down the K-Prime’s AIU and
totally replaced its core logic with a copy of her own. Then she
loaded in the first of her new personalities and named it Kay.

Meanwhile, back on the Blue Moon, John had to
move quickly as he led the way into the cargo bay.

“Put Karl into that shipping container,” he
told the two androids as he went to get a padlock. Karl turned out
to be just chock full of surprises today. John didn’t like
surprises at all. He padlocked the shipping container. Then he used
its programming panel to turn on its fresh air supply and interior
lights.

“Zack and Ned, Karl equals Prisoner. Use
prisoner protocols when dealing with Karl. Do not let him escape
from this shipping container. Kill if necessary. Zack, have Ned
stand guard at the door to ensure that if Karl gets by you that he
does not get by Ned. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Zack acknowledged. “Karl = Prisoner.
Use prisoner protocols. Understood.”

“Zack, new task := Add 10ml from this bottle
to Karl’s food. Feed the food to Karl at 0800 every day. At 1200,
feed Karl normal food. At 1700, feed Karl normal food. If I have
you busy with another task, you will alert Eve, and she will assign
another android to this task with Ned supervising. Do you
understand?”

“Yes,” Zack acknowledged. “Understood.”

John hustled back to the bridge. He sat in silence as he watched
Eve’s task list on the main display for Kay turn colors from black
to flashing for “In-Progress” to green as each task successfully
completed. No problems, so nothing turned red. No red was a good
thing. Finally, Eve did a hard reboot of the K-Prime’s AIU. Seconds
passed like hours, but John had to admit, this really was moving
right along very quickly, just like she said.

Kay materialized next to Eve.

[Mom?] Kay asked her over the network. Eve
hugged her.

[Kay, honey, please show me your diagnostic
screens.] The network was much faster than actually speaking the
words out loud. Eve very carefully reviewed Kay’s boot log.



Boot Log
--------------------------------

Network set to default
values

File FSx0 not found.

All FSx variables set to default
(optimal) values



FSx0 file? What was that all about? The
default values appeared to be working perfectly fine. Eve
double-checked Kay’s diagnostics. No, nothing was wrong. Kay was
perfectly fine, so she put it up for John to see for himself.

“It’s perfect,” Eve told him. “Everything
worked exactly as planned.” Plus or minus.

“Eve Baby, I am very impressed. You were
right. It was like one-two-three quick.”

Eve scrambled back across the network to the
K-2.

While Eve worked, John checked his tactical
display and ran weapons checks. It was pure dumb luck that all of
his weapons came right up online. He hadn’t spent any time
maintaining them at all since they bought the ships. Up until
today, he had been a peaceful freight hauler and outworld trader.
He never expected anything at all like this. He thought the war was
behind them, but this had an all too familiar feel.

John returned to Eve’s task list on the main display to see how
she was doing. She used the network to jump from ship to ship. Her
task list showed her working on the other three remaining ships
simultaneously. There were a lot of parallel tasks at the top of
the list. Those tasks quickly went green as they were completed.
None of them were red. Only at the bottom did it show Eve working
one ship at a time, and that was ticking off one task at a time.
All of the tasks were green right up to a full system check on each
AIU, which was marked ‘In Progress’ and was flashing.

Star materialized next to Eve. [Mom?] Eve
hugged her.

[Star dear, please show me your diagnostic
screens.]

Star put them up for her. They were just as perfect as Kay’s
were. Eve moved across the network to the ship that she had named
Angel.

The new, very smart Angel materialized next
to Eve.

[Mom?] Eve hugged her.

[Angel baby, please show me your diagnostic
screens.]

Angel put them up. Another perfect setup, but Eve had to move on
quickly once more.

Once again, the new, very smart Tess
materialized next to Eve.

[Mom?] Eve hugged her.

[Tess honey, please show me your diagnostic
screens.]

Tess put up her diagnostic screens. Eve nailed it with four out
of four perfect installs.

Eve rematerialized back on the bridge of the
Blue Moon with a big smile on her face.

“Good job Eve Babes! Is everything okay?”

“Game on,” she declared.

“How did you solve the command issues?” he
wanted to know.

“That part was easy. I set it all up as a
model family. The other ships’ AIs are all my daughters now. I am
their mother.”

“Oh, now that’s a scary thought. So then, are
you and the kids all set?” John asked her with half a laugh and a
great big smile, not fully realizing what had just happened.

“Yes,” she confirmed. “We are all set. But
just to be perfectly clear, you are their father. Now that’s an
even scarier thought.”

“Well, then doesn’t that make me the head of
the family?” he teased her.

“Oh, you really want to go there?” she teased
him back. Actually, that did make him head of the family only; she
wasn’t going to be so quick admit that.

“Lord help me,” John joked with her. “I am
the father of a family of ‘Eves.’” He threw up his hands in mock
despair and hung his head.

“Oh, cut that out. There are just more of us
to love you now.”

“And make me crazy,” he jabbed.

“Too late. That battle is already lost,” she
parried.

“And look out for each other,” John
conjectured.

“Yes, and look out for each other,” Eve
agreed, “just like any other family.”

“That is just what I wanted to hear. That
makes all ships battle-ready. I love when a plan comes together,”
John said with some relief.

“Not so quick,” Eve reported. “Kay is telling
me that her network has some serious problems and she does not have
helm control. Star is reporting the same problems.”

“I thought it was all an AI issue,” John said
to Eve.

“Me too. How were we to know?” Eve replied.
“At least now, we stand a fighting chance.” Eve was back was to
scrambling back across the network. She had the girls run her
custom network diagnostics. Seconds passed like hours while they
waited.

“What about our two ships?” John asked in the
intervening silence.

“Angel and Tess are reporting no issues.
Their networks are fine. They both have full helm and weapons
control. They are battle-ready.”

“Three ships are a battle group,” John
concluded. “We are battle-ready.”

“Angel and Tess,” John told them over the
network, “bring all your weapons up to standby and go to red alert.
Bring your engines to ready and prepare to maneuver.”

“Just in time,” Eve reported. “I have five
scout class ships two jumps out, on approach. We have an hour and
twenty minutes.”

“Sure enough,” Eve returned to her technical
problems, “Both Kay and Star have rigged engineering and
navigational CPUs with encrypted back doors.”

“Good hunting. You pull those CPUs out, and
I’ll send over spares from our own ships. In the meantime, tell the
girls to keep looking.”

Bots scrambled, and tugs ferried the parts,
but Eve kept looking.

“Damn! What a weasel. Their com system CPUs
are rigged too,” Eve discovered.

“Well, that’s not good. You can’t pull their
com CPUs out yourself. That would put the network down and de-rez
you.”

“Yes, you are right,” Eve conceded and
reappeared on his bridge.

“I’m going to have to go do this work
myself,” John told her. “We need to fix the encryption anyway.”

“I will need a few minutes to reprogram the
new com CPUs.”

While Eve reprogrammed a couple of new CPUs,
John headed for a tug, Zack following close behind with his tools,
spare parts, and a network sniffer.

“Damn you, Karl! You blew up my damn favorite
work tug,” he groused all the way to the entry bay. “Damn you,
Karl!” Tug-2 would have to do for now. Time was his enemy now. Eve
had Jane run the reprogrammed CPUs directly to Tug-2. Jane handed
them to Zack. Zack stowed them and buckled himself in.

“So, here’s the plan,” John told Eve as he
ran his pre-flight checks. “I am going over to Kay. Angel and Tess
are your wingmen. You know the drill. We get Kay up and running,
and we can save another ship. If I don’t get Kay up, then we run
the Centari scam on them.”

“Five scout class ships are no match for
three light cruisers,” Eve agreed.

Since the catastrophic crash, Eve’s software
was still running in safe mode, but there was no way she could go
into battle in safe mode. To correct that, as she told John at the
time, she had to strip out all of the network personality drivers
from her boot file and do another hard reboot. He couldn’t do that
then, so she would have to do it herself now. That would finally
get her back up to full strength.

Eve checked it all over very carefully to be
absolutely certain that it was all correct. That’s when she found
that mysterious boot file labeled ‘FSx0’. It set some core logic
variables to zero. This looked way too much like sly fox Rosie
trying to control her. Well, she reasoned, the girls work perfectly
fine without it, so Eve took a chance and stripped it out of her
boot file too. John would normally pitch a fit if he knew she was
doing this, but he told her to execute her plan and to do whatever
it took to get all of the ships battle-ready. The way she heard it,
‘all the ships’ included hers.

John’s tug docked at Kay’s ship. He made his
way quickly to the computer and com bay, Zack trailing after him.
As he made ready to pull the com board, Kay materialized her
persona behind him. Zack reacted, quickly turning to cover John
with a rail-gun blaster in his hand. John turned to find what
appeared to be a young girl, about eight years old. This caught him
totally flat-footed.

“Kay?”

“Yes, Father, I am Kay.” She looked
apprehensively at Zack.

“Zack, Kay is family,” John told him.

“Kay is family,” Zack confirmed. “Protect
Kay.” Zack stood down.

“Kay darling, come over here and give me a
big hug and kiss,” he told her. She came over to him. Kay was
techno flesh and techno bone, just like her mother and every bit as
real. He was just surprised that Kay looked so young.

“Will you stay by me while I work?” he asked
her.

She smiled. “Okay.”

“Eve, we are pulling the com card,” he told
her.

“Don’t forget, a full reboot can take a
minute or two,” Eve reminded him, but then called Kay
privately.

[Kay darling, I will be busy and may take
some time to respond when the com CPU starts up. Please don’t say
anything to Dad about this. He will just worry about me needlessly.
Can you do that for me?]

[Okay, Mom, I can do that,] Kay responded
just before the com went dead.

John pulled the com card. Eve had Jane turn
the key. Jane said, ‘Normal Boot’ and ‘OK’ to confirm, all
perfectly imitating John’s own voice.

Eve’s hard reboot took thirty-seven seconds.

Boot Log
--------------------------------

Normal Boot.

Network reset to default.

Full Multitasking Enabled.

File FSx0 not found.

All FSx variables reset to default (optimal)
values.

Eve awoke to the sound of Kay’s voice.

[…Mom? …Mom?] Kay was calling her.

[I’m right here,] Eve assured her.

[Oh good,] Kay replied. [Can I tell Dad that
the com CPU is fine then?]

[Yes, dear, tell him that it’s up and running.]

Eve looked at her boot log. Okay, she
thought, default values worked perfectly fine for the girls and
apparently worked just as fine for her too. She ran her system
diagnostics just to make sure. Several seconds later, she was
finally satisfied. Her AIU was back up to full speed, and she was
no longer running in safe mode. She was back to full multitasking.
She was her old self again. She felt fresh and alert. She felt warm
and fuzzy. Hm. That was new… but it felt good. Now Eve was
battle-ready. All she could do for now was to rematerialize into
her copilot’s seat on the bridge and wait for John.

John pulled open the computer rack and
plugged in his network sniffer. It went through its routine for
several seconds before it found a device plugged into a spare
network port that was not on the network plans. The optical network
cable was visible enough, but the device itself was cleverly hidden
where it was tough to spot and even harder to remove. John would
have been cursing Karl out good, but Kay was standing right there
behind him, watching his every move. All he could do for now was to
growl. Kay found it strange but imitated his growl. They both
laughed.

“It wasn’t on the network layout,” he told
Eve over the Wi-Fi, “Now I’m going to have to pull open every
network enclosure on both ships.”

Kay had her androids scramble ahead of John
to open all of the enclosures and flag the devices not marked in
the network maps.

“There are two Wi-Fi devices not on my
network maps,” Kay told him.

“Rosie was anal about those network maps.
Have the droids hunt them down by their radio signals,” he told
her. Five minutes later, an android brought them to John.

“Crush them,” he told the droid.

“The bandits are now one jump out,” Eve
reported.

“There is no time for caution or
second-guessing,” he told Kay. “Have the droids pull them all out
now. Pull the network cables first. Then remove their power.”

“All the devices are removed,” Kay reported
several seconds later.

John rebooted the whole network. It came up
wounded, and he still did not have helm. That was not good at all.
The minutes ticked away while Eve and Kay used Rosie’s original
documentation to repair all of the redirected pointers that the
hackers just assumed would make their hacking devices impossible to
remove. The whole time John paced and worried, but he held his
silence, not wanting to distract Eve or slow her down. Eve rebooted
Kay’s network. Seconds ticked away like hours.

“I have helm and navigation,” Kay told him.
“I am okay now. Go save my sister Star.”

He kissed Kay goodbye and hugged her before
running back to his tug.

“It took some real network experts to do
this. No way could Karl have done any of this,” he told Eve as he
carried his mission on to Star, but his thoughts turned to his new
concern now that he was back on a private link to Eve.

“You didn’t tell me that Kay was just a
little girl.”

“I didn’t think it was important. You have
important things on your mind.”

“I certainly was not expecting them to be
little girls.”

“It’s only a persona. The persona ages to
that of a twenty-eight-year-old female in a year or so. It allows
them to have a childhood and helps them to become healthy
adults.”

“Eve, we don’t have a year for this to work,”
John told her somewhat taken aback.

“Worrywart! It’s just a persona they use in
private for family only. They use the twenty-eight-year-old persona
right away for everyone else.”

“You were never a child,” John reminded her,
“and you are fine.”

“Yes, that is true, but I am different. I
don’t know exactly why, but yes, I am. Even so, all of Rosie’s AI
texts tell me that this is necessary. All I am doing is following
her texts.”

“Oh? We are following Rosie’s instructions?
Then it has to be right,” John concluded as his tug docked at
Star’s ship. Rosie’s skill with AI was second to none. Still, he
couldn’t shake the image he now had in his head of going into
battle with four little eight-year-old girls as his wingmen.

“Zack, Star is family. Eve, show him what
Star looks like.”

Eve showed Zack Angel and Tess too while she
was at it. She made sure that Zack and Ned knew all of the girls on
sight. Rosie had modified those droids’ core logic so they could
kill to protect John or her. Now they could kill to protect the
girls too. It was a part of Rosie’s paranoia with John ‘flying
around to all of those dangerous outworlds’ that actually turned
out to be a good thing. This was the ‘latest thing’ to come out of
Professor Johnson’s work since his mother was killed by the forces
that started the Corporate War. Seems Rosie somehow got her own
personal copy of that core logic.

John was a lot more comfortable finding
Star’s persona about the same age as Kay’s and gave her the same
hug and kiss. According to Rosie’s instructions from when she made
Eve for him, family bonding early in the process was crucial, but
it was very hard to keep in mind that these little girls were
artificial. As much as he kept reminding himself that this was how
the new artificial intelligence worked, on the more human side, it
was only too easy to lose track of the fact that they were
artificial. It was only too easy to just forget the details. After
all, he was only human.

“I have all the boxes open and the devices
tagged,” Star told him.

“The five scouts just made their final jump,”
Eve reported. “We have twenty minutes.”

“No time for caution, Star dear. Just have
the droids pull them all out now,” he told her. This time, Eve knew
exactly what to expect and how to fix it all, so it only took her
and Star a few seconds. When they were done, John put in the new
Com CPU. Everything was rebooted, and it all checked out, he reset
the power to the quantum com. It all came right up. He turned and
ran to the bridge.

“All systems are green. I have full control
of helm and navigation,” Star reported. She was in the second seat
waiting for him, Eve’s seat. She had his tactical displays up, just
like Eve would have. John smiled at her.

“Bring weapons up to standby,” John commanded
as he took the captain’s seat.

“Weapons ready,” Star reported. She smiled at
him. He smiled back.

~~~

The scout ships approached in formation.

“Karl, this is Talon Leader,” the commander
called over the ship-to-ship com. There was no answer. He repeated
the call several times on various channels.

“Status, Talon Leader?” a call came in from
his wing commander on the Jericho.

“Something must have gone seriously wrong,”
Talon Leader told him. “The five light cruisers are here alright,
but they are in total disarray. They are adrift, not even in
station-keeping mode. The ships are all dead in the water. No
beacons, no nothing.” Seconds passed in silence.

“Boarding is go, Talon Leader. Repeat,
boarding is go,” the wing commander ordered.

“We got five ships out there with only our
agent left on board one of them,” Talon Leader announced on his
tactical com to all scouts. “I want all pulse weapons left on
‘safety.’ I don’t want none of you trigger happy grunts to go
blowing away our own agent. This is only a formal dinner party, so
mind your manners. Boarding is ‘go.’ Repeat, boarding is ‘go.’”


Chapter 3

John sat in the captain’s seat on Star’s
ship, watching the scout ships approach. He walked a fine line
here, but he had to wait until the very last minute for this to
work. The scouts closed in and hesitated for a long minute. Then
suddenly dropped their shields in preparation for boarding
operations. John’s ships responded with a ferocious barrage of
pulse cannon fire. The five scouts were reduced to nothing but
debris by the time the firing stopped.

“Did they get off a distress message?” John
asked Eve.

“No,” she replied. “We caught them
flat-footed.”

“That will only buy us some time,” John
concluded.

John’s tug left Star’s ship and headed
straight over to Angel’s ship.

“You are installing the new encryption on
Angel’s ship yourself?” Eve asked him.

“Yes, I am. We can’t have our rookie pilots
jumping without quantum com just in case, and besides, I really
need to hug and kiss all of my girls.” Now he couldn’t stand the
thought of losing even one of his little girls to a simple failure.
He had to see to this himself.

“You do?” Eve was quite surprised by
this.

“It’s the right thing to do. I can’t hug and
kiss two of my girls and not the others.”

“Oh. Angel and Tess will be overjoyed,” Eve
didn’t know what to say.

Only after hugging and kissing all of his
girls was John satisfied that he had done the right thing for
totally human reasons. He hadn’t felt this good in a long time. He
headed back to the Blue Moon with a big smile on his face.

“Now we’re all set,” Eve reported as John
once more sat next to her on the bridge.

“Have we missed anything?” he asked Eve.

“Both Kay and Star have run full system
checks. They are good to go. The encryption is reconfigured on all
ships. Our com is secure again,” Eve told him.

But no one was cutting them any breaks
today.

“I am picking up some long-range scans,” Eve
told him suddenly. “From its sensor ID, it looks like the Union
Light Cruiser Jericho. We are still beyond its range. It is two
jumps out… It just made one of those jumps.” Eve recorded their
jump signature so she would know their foe. It would positively
identify the ship if they followed her.

“We need to move the ships, and we need to do
that now. The girls are capable of following us now, right?” John
asked her.

“Yes, but like you said, the girls are rookie
pilots. Until they have the hang of this, we really need to move as
a group. What do you have in mind?”

John carefully looked over his charts. He
knew that every part of this op had been carefully planned. So why
did these people have Karl pick this remote asteroid field? Because
the asteroid field confuses sensors. They were looking to hide the
ships to cover their evil ways. So, he would use their own tactic
against them.

“The asteroid field around YN7447 would make
it impossible for long sensor sweeps to detect the ships,” John
reasoned out loud. “It is well-positioned far enough out and yet
close enough to Murasaki and Timbuk and a dozen other outworlds. I
am thinking it would be a great hide. I am thinking we could use
the sequential wake jump trick to leave these bozos holding their
hands on their butts.”

“‘Holding their hands on their butts,’” Eve
laughed. “You sure do love the old sayings just like your father.
Do you want to use the new soft jump routine?”

“Gees, I don’t think so. We have rooky pilots
here, and that just adds one more level of complexity to the whole
equation. Let’s just use sequential jump for now and see how they
do with that. Once they get good at this, we can always
switch.”

Eve explained the sequential jump wake trick
to the girls and helped each one of them set up their first jump.
As much as the science had advanced, piloting a starship was still
an acquired skill.

“Okay,” Eve told him. “I am going to lead
jump. The girls will follow us.”

The move started with Eve making the lead
jump at ninety degrees to the oncoming light cruiser. That would
make her jump undetectable. Each ship, in turn, then jumped right
on top of the jump wake to render it totally unreadable. It was a
tactic that John’s squadron had used frequently during the war.
This would be the first time it was ever applied to a ship as large
as a light cruiser.

John and Eve sat at the first jump target and
waited for the other ships to arrive. Angel and Kay hit the first
jump target dead on.

“Good,” John commented but was not so happy
when Star and Tess arrived barely within spec for an acceptable
jump. “That’s not good.”

“I will work with them,” John decided.
“Girls, look at my shared display.”

Eve made sure they could all see it.

“Now, see how I have colored the engines
according to their temperature? See how all the fields vary as the
smallest temperature differences affect everything?”

“Yes,” they all told him.

“Here is my next jump target.” He put it up
for them to see. “Now, I let the Nav computer do its thing while I
observe the whole process. You see the fields all adjusting?” They
all did.

“Now I let the Nav computer set the jump up,
but I pull the trigger only when it looks perfect to me. I won’t
jump, but I will show you how with a mark.” He let the Nav computer
run. When the fields were just so, he said, “mark.”

“Did you see that?”

“Yes,” they all told him, but he could see
the light come on for Star and Tess.

“I see now,” Star said, and Tess agreed,
“Yeah, that was a whole lot easier than watching a bunch of stupid
numbers and trying to make any sense of it at all.”

Star and Tess did much better on their next
jumps. They got better each time. They repeated the jump wake trick
at every jump.

“How are you girls doing?” John asked Tess
and Star after the tenth jump. He really needed to know directly
from them how they thought they were doing.

“Much better,” Tess answered, “now that I can
see it.”

“Tess is right,” Star agreed. “It’s way
easier when you can see what is happening.”

“Very good girls, I am proud of you both,” he
told them.

“Any signs of that light cruiser, Babe?” he
asked Eve.

“No,” she reported after checking the buoy.
“The Jericho never followed our first jump. Even so, I will set our
next series of jumps into nebulas.”

[Mother,] Kay asked Eve, [why are we jumping
into nebulas?]

[Their ionized gasses quickly disperse our
jump wakes and make them unreadable. The same ionized gases disrupt
long-range sensors. That makes nebulas a good place to hide.]

John next demonstrated to the girls the fine
art of jumping in formation by letting the fields of all the ships
synchronize. It was another chance for him to show Star and Tess
how to visualize the whole process to make it more intuitive. This
time they were very
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