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CHAPTER ONE



 






A Red
Angel


I felt like I was on fire and scrambled to kick my
blanket off. Sweat ran down my forehead into my eyes and down my cheek. It
tasted salty. I sat up and swung my legs over the edge of the bed. In the dim
light, the walls seemed to move—bulging outward then closing inward. My
head spun and my eyes felt like they were on fire.


"Mommy! Mommy!" I shouted, but she didn't
come. I was so hot I couldn't breathe. When I tried to pull my night shift over
my head, it was soaking wet. I whimpered in panic. Had I wet the bed? Mummy
would be mad. I felt the mattress. It was soaking wet, everywhere. Maybe if I
changed … 


My legs folded under me when my feet touched the floor,
and I fell onto my hands and knees. "Mommy! Help!" I screamed, but my
voice sounded far away. 


The door to my bedroom looked alive—throbbing
like my heart. I crawled toward it, determined to find Mommy. I stopped,
gasping and panting; sweat trickled down my chest and belly.


 I woke lying
on the floor by the door. The room was a misty grey from the morning light. I
clawed my way onto my knees and reached for the door handle. Strange brown
blisters were on my hands and arms. "Mommy! Help me," I screamed, but
it came out a croaky whisper. When I finally managed to turn the handle and
pull, the door knocked me backward. 


"Bad door." I said, and tried to kick it,
but my leg felt too heavy to move. When I finally got up on my hands and knees,
one of the brown blisters had torn open and blood dripped down my arm onto the
carpet. The hallway seemed to have grown and it took hours to crawl to the
living room. When I reached it, the sun was up and the light from the windows
lit the room. Mommy sat on the couch and Daddy lay stretched out with his head
on her lap. "Mommy! Help!" I whispered, too tired to shout. No one
moved. I crawled to them and shook Mommy's leg. She felt cold, and I leaned my
forehead against her leg. I sighed with pleasure. After a while, I managed to
use her legs to pull myself upright. "Mommy, it's me. Anna." Mommy
stared over my head, not moving, and looking pale—like Grandpa Ianus in
the box. Mommy had said he had gone to Heaven. I screamed, "Come back. You
can't leave me! Take me with you." I lay with my head against Daddy’s and
cried.


I was on fire. When I looked out the window, the lawn was
covered in white. Smiling, I staggered toward the front door, fell, but began
crawling, determined to get outside. After several tries, I managed to open the
door and crawl out and into the snow. It felt wonderful. I giggled as my shift
began to freeze.


I woke to a tickling sensation. Something was inside
my night shift. It slowly slid up my leg, onto my belly and then my chest.
Finally, a small red head appeared out of the opening at my neck


"Hello, are you the angel who is going to take me
to see Mommy and Daddy and Grandpa Ianus?" The little red face didn't
answer, just weaved back and forth with its tiny black eyes looking into mine.
Its forked tongue lightly touched my lips, nose, and cheek. Then it wrapped
itself around my neck and its fangs sank into my neck. "I'm ready to go,
Red Angel."


* * *


I heard voices, but couldn't see anything. It didn't
sound like Mommy or Daddy or Grandpa.


"Hey, Doc, she's over here." A man stood
looking down at me, dressed in a white suit that covered his entire body and
head except for his face, which was covered with a funny-looking mask.


"I want to see my mommy," I demanded. He had
to be an angel and this Heaven, I decided. Another man approached wearing the
same white suit. He picked up my arm, turned it, and sighed.


"Load her into the ambulance." He turned
away from me and lowered his voice, but I could still hear. "I hate it the
worst when the Coaca Virus strikes children. Judging by those blisters, she's
in stage four. Nothing we can do but make her comfortable until she dies."
He sighed heavily.


The other man leaned down and scooped me up into his
arms. I could see his eyes looked sad. I wanted to tell him I didn't mind dying
and going to Heaven—my
mommy and daddy were there—but
I didn't want to go to the hospital.


"You're supposed to take me to Heaven!" I
said, angry now that I realized I was still on Oxax. The little red head
appeared next to my right eye. I stared back, waiting for an answer.


"There's a snake around her neck," the man
holding me shouted and dropped me . 


The shock when I hit the snow-packed ground made black
spots jump before my eyes and shocked the breath out of me. I gasped for air,
and when I could breathe again, I croaked out, "Red Angel, I want to go
now!"


The little red head ignored me, wrapping himself
around my neck with his head lying on my shoulder. I wanted to thrash in rage,
but my arms and legs were too heavy to move.


"That looks like a blue krait, although I've
never seen one with a red head," the doctor man said, looking down at me
as he squatted a few feet away. "Maybe that's the best thing that could
have happened. That krait's bite will kill her fast. She’ll suffer less than …"
He sighed again. "However, the krait is probably contagious now, so you'll
have to take her and the snake to the hospital."


"How?"


"I don't know. I'm a doctor, not a herpetologist.
Maybe you can slip one of our biosafety suits over her and the krait, preferably
before the krait decides to leave. We don't want that snake expanding the
plague when we almost have it contained."


While I waited for the Red Angel to take me to Mommy,
they put me inside a bag and zipped it closed. Then someone lifted me and put
me on a stretcher. I wanted to see where I was going but couldn't open the
zipper from the inside, and the man outside wouldn't help.


"Please open the bag. I want to see where we are
going," I pleaded, but he wouldn't.


"We are taking you to the hospital. They will
make you better," he lied. I had heard the doctor say I was going to die.


"I don't want to go to the hospital. It's the
wrong way. I want to go to Heaven, and the Red Angel can't take me if he is
tied up," I said. For an adult, he wasn't too smart. I heard the doors
close and lay there listening to the sirens wailing. I woke, feeling the
stretcher being moved. They wheeled me past people talking, into a room and
lifted me onto a bed.


"Careful when you open that bag. A blue krait is
in there with the Paulus girl," the doctor man's voice said.


"You're joking …" said a woman's voice.


"No, I'm not."


"Mattus, you're an idiot. Why didn't you kill the
damn krait? It will kill her."


"With Stage Four Coaca, she won’t last the night.
The krait's poison may be a faster, more merciful way to go … anyway, the krait
is probably contagious. I called security. I don’t expect you to handle the
snake."


Footsteps and new voices where I couldn’t see made me
angry.


"All right, let me see the girl. One of you two
open the bag and let's see what we've got," a woman said, sounding like Mommy
when she was mad at Daddy. The zipper was slowly opened, and an old lady stared
down at me. Her round face went from a pleasant smile to surprise to angry.


"Mattus, she's not in stage four, maybe three,
and you left a krait in with her. You're not an idiot, you're
incompetent," she said in a low, grim voice. Just then, the Red Angel poked
his head out and laid it against my cheek.


"Red," I demanded, and thought my voice
sounded better. "Now! I want to go now."


Just then, the doctor's face appeared, frowning as he
stared down at me. "Renata … I don’t' understand it. She's not now, but
when I found her she was in stage four. That krait, maybe? Look at her neck. It
definitely bit her, but she certainly doesn't look to be suffering from krait
poisoning—no swelling or even redness around the area."


"You expect me to believe … Mattus, for your sake
I hope you're right. If she dies ..." She shook her head slowly.
"Security, I want that snake removed, but I don't want it harmed. Do you
understand?"


"We'll need to call someone who knows how to
handle—" a male voice.


"Do whatever it takes, but the snake is not to be
harmed ... or you won't work here tomorrow," said Renata's voice. Then the
zipper was pulled up and the inside of the bag became a murky darkness.


"Red stays with me," I shouted, but no one
answered, and the room became silent as the door to the room closed. "You
better hurry," I said, reaching around and grabbing the angel and pulling
him so I looked directly at him. His tongue brushed my nose with a feather-like
touch that tickled. "Quit that! Say something! Do something!" I
demanded and received another brush of his tongue. I let go of him, and he
disappeared into my smock, sliding down my chest and belly, and finally
wrapping himself around my leg, where he remained still. I kicked my leg
several times—nothing. Tears slid down my cheeks. "Mommy, help. Red
won't take me to you."


I woke when I heard men talking, "Doctor Renata
wants the snake removed unharmed," said a male voice. Soon afterward, the
zipper was slowly pulled down until the entire bag was open. A thin man with
dark skin and a stick in his hand stood staring at my leg.


"There you are," he said, looking toward my
legs.


"Leave Red alone," I said, trying to sit up
and scoot backward, but I fell back with my head spinning. The man ignored me.
I tried to hit him, but my arm felt so heavy I could barely lift it.


"Got you," he half shouted, and I could feel
Red being pulled from around my leg. I cried as I saw the man drop Red in a box
and quickly close the lid.


"He belongs to me," I sobbed. The man
ignored me, holding the box up and inspecting Red through a glass window along
one side. "Beautiful. Definitely a blue krait, but that red head and tail are
unique," he said, his voice fading as he walked away. "Mommy," I
sobbed over and over again.


The next two days, nurses came in often, poking me
with needles, taking my temperature, and examining me from head to foot. They
all wore white suits like the men who had found me. The only good thing was the
ice cream and cookies and sweets they brought me when I couldn't finish my tray
of food or didn't like the taste. That night, I woke soaking wet again and felt
on fire. I screamed, which brought a nurse running into the room.


"What is it, Anna? Did something scare you?"
she asked and then her eyes grew wide, and she ran out the door. 


Sometime later, Doctors Mattus and Renata entered the
room along with two nurses.


"There. That's what she looked like when I saw
her lying in the snow. Stage four," Mattus said in an I-told-you-so voice Daddy
used when he won an argument with Mommy.


"Could be she was stage two and now it's
progressed to stage four," Renata said so quietly I could barely hear her.


"Mommy," I moaned. "Where is he? Where
is Red? I want Red," I choked out between moans. Sweat was running down my
forehead and dripping into my eyes. I screamed.


"Or that krait is a cure," Mattus said
loudly.


"Security, I want that krait brought to room
211," Renata said into a small phone like Mommy always carried. "I
don't care where it was taken. I want it here immediately. Send armed guards if
necessary. Use the emergency shuttle. I want it here Stat!" She turned to Mattus. "They have it at some lab
across town. I hope you're right."


The nurses put cold things across my body, arms, and
legs, which felt wonderful—like the snow had—and I slept. I jerked
awake as I felt Red twist around my neck. His mouth opened wide, showing a
white fleshy inside and two long fangs. He struck my neck. I felt the touch but
no pain. As he did, I heard gasps.


"It will kill her."


"Mommy, I'm coming," I sighed with relief.
"About time, Red." I closed my eyes as darkness descended upon me.


* * *


I used bad words to Red all day, every day as the days
passed and he hadn't taken me to see Mommy, Daddy, and Grandpa. I had lots of
visitors, but they didn't talk to me as much as to each other. I was treated
like a puppy: sit up, roll over, give me your arm, eat, sleep ... 


"This is a real dilemma," Renata said to the
people standing in the room. "We can't take the krait away from Anna
because the minute we do the virus begins attacking her organs and she goes
critical."


"So the krait isn't a cure," an older grey-haired
man said. He looked grumpy.


"No. The krait keeps the virus in remission, but
it returns shorty after the krait is removed. We tried using Anna's blood with
its antibodies, but it hasn't produced remission in those we tested and didn't
produce immunity in the animals we gave a vaccine using the antibodies. Anna
and the krait seem to have a symbiotic relationship. We think the krait feeds
from her blood and in the process injects some poison that counters the virus
for a day or two. After that, the virus becomes dominant again unless the krait
injects more of the poison."


"So you’re saying the krait provides her only a
temporary cure. Have you tried sharing the krait with others infected with the
Coaca Virus?" asked a grey-haired woman in a white jacket.


"Yes. But the krait isn't hungry so it won't
feed. And if we waited until it was hungry and it fed, Anna's virus would be
active but the krait wouldn't be hungry for another two days. I don't know how
long her heart could take the strain of repeated activation of the virus. It's
academic since her krait doesn't
appear interested in anyone except her."


"And it's a nasty creature—" a young
security guard said, holding up his hand. It served him right. He was one of
the men who took Red away from me.


"Victor is right. It's bitten several people over
the months. We have antivenin available, but that is a nasty experience,"
Mattus interjected before the guard could continue.


"That implies one krait per patient. Not very
efficient, given the virus sometimes infects hundreds before we can contain
it," the grey-haired man said. "And we don't know how long a krait
lives."


"True. We need to find some red-headed kraits and
study them, since we can't have Anna's. Maybe we could breed them, or better
yet, duplicate the toxins or organisms they inject to counter the
disease," Renata said with a shrug.


"And it's time Anna was released from the
hospital. She needs a normal life and to begin schooling. You can't expect her
to grow up here or in some lab. You've had her here for more than six months.
That's enough," Adela said. She was a nice lady and visited regularly. She
read me stories, played games with me, and answered my questions like Mommy
used to. She had even explained that Red wasn't an angel who could take me to Mommy
but necessary to keep me alive. That gave me a headache. If I died, wouldn't I
go to where Mommy was staying? And didn't that mean that Red was keeping me
from seeing her?


"You're right, Advocate Adela. She needs to be
monitored, but she doesn't have to be here for that. We'll leave it to you to
find her a suitable home, so long as you coordinate with us so we know where
she is and we can schedule regular checkups," the grey-haired man said.









CHAPTER TWO



 






Growing
up


Several days later, Adela came to take me from the
hospital. She brought a small bag where we packed the clothes she had bought me
over the months. After saying goodbye to everyone that stopped in as Adela got
me ready to leave, she took me out to a strange black skimmer. I felt the urge
to turn around and run back to the hospital that had been my home. It felt safe,
whereas the skimmer felt scary. I’d never been in or even close to one before. Where
would it take me? Would I like it there? Could I leave if I didn't? Did I have
a choice? I froze in front of the open door.


"Anna, I know it's frightening leaving the hospital,
but I promise you'll like your new home. There will be other children to play
with and for company," Adela said in her soft comforting voice. But it
didn't sound like something I would like. I was an only child and wasn't used
to having other children around. I preferred adults. Just then Red emerged from
my shirt and wrapped himself around my neck with his head lying on my shoulder
and pointing in the direction of the open door. I reached up and rubbed his
body and somehow felt better. Red never answered me, but I found touching and
talking to him helped relax me. Feeling a little better, I stepped in, decided
on a seat next to a window, and sat. Adela came and sat next to me. The door
closed and the vehicle rose into the air. I took a gasping breath and my hand
went to Red as I watched the hospital grow smaller as we rose higher and
higher. I wanted to scream but couldn't while struggling to breathe.


"Nothing to worry about, Anna," Adela said
as she took my free hand. "Skimmers are very safe. Your new home is many kilometers
away, and it would take all day by car. It will only take an hour this way, and
you can see the world as a bird sees it."


 I began to
breathe normally as she pointed out various towns, lakes, and other interesting
sites and talked about each. I had so many questions I forgot about falling to
the ground.


* * *


The house, a white three-story brick building, had a
circular driveway that led to the red front door. In the middle of the circle stood
a large fountain with four statues of chubby children with wings. The grounds
were grassy up to the trees, which blocked further view. Mommy and Daddy's
house had been made of wood in a town surrounded by wheat fields and houses
within easy walking distance of each other. 


This house looked to be alone in the middle of a
forest. At the front door, a tall man with a bushy beard and shoulder-length
hair answered. He gave Adela a broad smile.


"Hi, Adela. It's been a while. I heard you got a
promotion." His voice rumbled low in his chest.


"Yes. Mr. Veles had health problems, and the
doctor said he should do something with less stress, so I got it." She
choked out a laugh. "Jarek, this is Anna. I called Mira yesterday to let
her know Anna was coming."


"Hi, Anna. I'm Jarek. Welcome to Koria Hall."
He stepped back so we could enter. 


Just then an elderly lady wearing glasses came
striding down the long hallway. She looked at me and then Adela.


"Hi, Adela. I assume this is Anna." Her
smile was pleasant as she held out her hand. I took it carefully. "Welcome,
Anna. I'm Mira. Come, Jarek will bring some milk and cookies while we get
acquainted. Afterward, I'll introduce you to the others and show you
around." 


She led us down a hallway to a large room with a
wooden desk, four padded chairs of different colors surrounding a round table,
and a lot of pictures of children on the walls. In back of the desk was a large
curved window that looked out across a green lawn that ended at a thick line of
trees. It looked dark and scary.


"Adela, I'm a little troubled by the snake ... a
poisonous one. If it bit one of the children or the help ..." Mira scanned
me up and down looking for Red.


"The krait never leaves her. Their relationship
is symbiotic. In addition, the krait is lazy and isn't inclined to bite unless
teased. In the unlikely event someone is bitten, I will leave this anti-venin
and syringe. Fill it to the mark, which is at 0.5 cc." 


"Can I see it, Anna?" Mira asked. I reached
inside my blouse, and Red wrapped himself around my wrist. I pulled him out and
held him up for her to see but kept him close to my chest.


"What does it eat?" she asked, leaning a bit
closer while pushing up her glasses.


"My blood," I said, and she jerked back in
her chair. "When he bites, he puts something in me that keeps the virus
from killing me. He never leaves me ... even when I shower." Thinking
about it, I couldn't help giggling. Red seemed to love the water and even the
soap.


Mira looked at Adela for a long moment. "All right,
Adela. We'll try. I trust you wouldn't allow Anna here if it was dangerous."



"Anna and her krait aren't dangerous; however,
the other children need to be warned her snake isn't a pet and is
poisonous."


When Adela left, I was given a tour of the building. In
addition to Mira's office, there was a big kitchen with two cooks, a narrow
dining room with a long wooden table, two classrooms, an oversized living room
with communication and entertainment devices, and a study room. Upstairs had
two large bedrooms with bathrooms, one for the girls and one for the boys, and
rooms for the live-in staff: one cook, Jarek, another woman, and Mira. When she
finished the tour, she had the children assembled in the living room.


"Children," Mira began when everyone was
seated. "This is Anna. She is joining us as a full-time resident. Anna
caught the Coaca Virus—"


"Why isn't she dead?" one of the taller boys
asked.


"She was lucky." Mira paused, looking at me.
I didn't agree. I was alone without my mommy and daddy. I would prefer to be
with them. "A snake saved her. Anna, show the children the snake."


I reached into my blouse and grabbed Red and pulled
him halfway out.


"That snake feeds off Anna, and in the process it
injects her with a poison that keeps the virus in check. That snake is not a
pet. It's poisonous, and it bites. If for whatever reason you get bitten, you
must come get me or send someone to get me. I'll have to give you an injection
that will prevent you from dying … but you'll be very sick for several days. So
believe me, you want to leave that snake alone. It never leaves Anna, so you
don't have to worry about it being loose, and it is unlikely to bite you unless
you upset it." She then introduced the six girls and seven boys.


* * *


The first couple of weeks were the hardest. They all
wanted to see my krait. I let them see it, but I had to keep telling them not
to reach for it or bang into me. The boys were the worst, wanting to see it
moving or wanting to hold it or other dumb things. When they couldn't get their
way, they became nasty, so by the end of the month no one wanted to talk to me
or play with me. It hurt a little, but Koria Hall had its own school and
library, and most of the time, I was happy to be off in a corner reading or
studying. Besides, I had my krait for company.


At first I found learning to read and do math hard.
Then something strange happened. I was reading when Red wound himself into my
hair and laid his head on my forehead, looking down at the book like he was
interested. Since he was my only real friend, I began reading aloud softly
while pointing to each word. It was kind of fun, and Red felt like a real
friend. Over the months the subjects got easier, and I found I could remember
more with less effort. By the end of the year I was the best student in the
class, which didn't endear me to anyone.


My solitude made me an outsider subject to taunts,
ridicule, and jokes. It hurt, but I knew if I let it show, it would get worse.
Fortunately, by the second year the game had become tiring and mostly stopped.
By then I enjoyed being left alone. During the third year the trouble began
again. We were all three years older. I was going on for nine and the older
boys were now twelve and thirteen and full of mischief. They had been giving
the older girls a lot of grief but had left me alone except for remarks intended
for me to hear. Two or three boys would be huddled together, and when I passed,
they would raise their voices enough for me to hear.


"Let’s steal her precious snake. I'll bet she'd
do anything for us to get it back."


"That damn snake is dangerous. We should kill it
before it hurts someone."


"Let’s steal that snake and throw it in Mira's
room. I'll say I saw her do it. Get that stuck-up bitch expelled." And so
it went on for months. I didn't know how much they really meant, but I was
smart enough to know eventually one or more of them would do something dumb, so
I went out of my way to be in rooms with other people. Months later, while
curled up in a corner of the living room studying and quietly reading to Red,
the room suddenly became empty. I thought that funny, as there was always
someone watching the tapes, or a broadcast, or playing games until late into
the night. I stood just as three of the oldest boys entered the room, smiling.


They surrounded me, blocking the way to the door. The
oldest, Donar, blocked my way, a sneer on his bulldog face as Mannus and Sher
each grabbed one of my arms. 


"Well, snake-bitch, it's time we taught you your
place. You don't belong here with real children." He nodded to Mannus.
"Let go of her arm." He looked at me. "Vermin," he spat
out. 


I tried to jerk away at the evil look he gave me, but
Sher still gripped my other arm. 


"Reach in and get your pet, or I'll have Sher
break your arm. Or maybe I'll rip your clothes off you."


I couldn't fight them; they were bigger and stronger.
Besides, I hated even the thought of fighting, but I wouldn't help them hurt
Red. 


Donar drew back his fist and punched me. My face
exploded in pain as my head snapped back. Coppery tasting blood ran down my
lips. Donar held up his bloody fist. "Get that snake out or I'll break
more than your nose." Before I could say anything, he punched me in the
stomach. 


I doubled over, spitting blood into his face as my
breath exploded out of me. 


He jumped back and swiped the blood out of his eyes.
"Bitch! Sher, break her arm."


"We can't claim she attacked us if she looks beat
up. We'll get in trouble," Sher whined.


"What can they do to us? Besides, it's her word
against ours. Break it, damn it! Mannus, get her other arm." 


I writhed as Mannus took hold of my arm and was shoved
into Sher. Donar grabbed me by my throat but let go suddenly, jerkinh back to nurse his hand against his chest. "Damn
you!"


Sher clutched me closer and Red struck.


"Ouch," Sher shouted.


Red slid toward Mannus who let go and hurriedly backed
up. Everyone now stood several steps away from me. 


Donar clutched his hand with the other as it swelled,
already twice its size. He collapsed to his knees, bent over, and puked. Sher
moaned as his face puffed out and began turning colors: red and maroon and
purple. He bent over,gagging on his vomit.


"Mannus, run for Mira. Tell her to bring the
antivenin. They’ll die if you don't hurry," I shouted, and pointed to the
door. 


He hesitated, open mouthed, before running off. 


I kissed Red and held him to my cheek and felt his
tongue licking ... me or my blood, I
wondered? I laughed and felt my nose throbbing with waves of pain. Mira and
Mannus ran in several minutes later.


"I knew you'd be trouble," she said, looking
down at Donar and Sher. 


I said nothing. Over the years, I had gotten used to
being blamed as the cause of most
conflicts, although it wasn't in my nature to cause trouble. I watched as she
filled the syringe and injected first Donar, then Sher. Then she called the
police. 


"I want you gone," she shouted, her face
twisted in anger. I sat quietly stroking Red under my shirt. He probably didn't
care, but it made me feel better. The police arrived an hour later. I listened
as the boys claimed I attacked them with my snake. After recording their versions
of the incident, the officer walked over to me and stared at me for a minute
before speaking.


"Give me that snake, young lady."


 "No.
If you take my snake, I'll die, and you'll be a murderer. I held out my hand
with the medical bracelet they had given me at the Mercy Hospital.


"Take it off," he said, eyeing me like I was
a krait.


"Can't. It doesn't have a release, so I can't
lose it. My life depends on it." I stretched my arm out and turned
sideways to make him feel safer. He turned it slowly as he read, his eyes
darting up frequently to check on the krait. Then he dialed the number on the
bracelet.


"This is Sergeant Pilate. I have an Anna Paulus
in custody. Her snake bit two boys. She will be charged with murder if they
die." He listened and then turned to me. "All right. A senior
Advocate will be here within the hour. You sit. No more trouble, or I'll shoot
you and that snake," he said loudly while pointing at me. Nothing had
changed. No one wanted my side of the incident. I was assumed guilty because ...
actually I wasn't sure why. I sat wishing Red would end it for me. I was tired,
my arms and stomach ached, and my face was on fire. Advocate Adela arrived an
eternity later. She took one look at me and shouted.


"Look at that child. She's got a broken nose
which is still bleeding and her arms are black and blue. I'll bet you haven't
even heard her side of the incident." She held up her hand before anyone
could reply. "There will be an inquiry into this incident, but for now,
I'm taking her to the hospital. I'll be responsible for having her available
for the inquiry." She reached out her hand. When I took it, she helped me
up and supported me to her shuttle. I think I fell asleep, because the ride
seemed to take only minutes. We were met at the door by Doctor Renata, a nurse,
and a security guard.


"I've been told to keep Anna under guard,"
he said to Adela, who shrugged. I was taken to a private room and undressed.
Then Renata went over every inch of my body as I held Red in one hand then the
other.


"Anna, I know you're tired and in pain, but would
you tell me what happened, just a brief synopsis."


"Three of the older boys attacked me and wanted
me to give them Red. When I wouldn't help grab Red, they started hitting me.
When one grabbed my throat, Red bit him and the other boy when he tried to
break my arm." Adela was right, I was tired and just giving that short
explanation exhausted me.


"That's consistent with her condition,"
Renata said. Adela nodded.


"I'm going to call you to testify, Renata. The
police have her tried and convicted without even asking her what happened. I'm
afraid she's got a tough life ahead of her."


* * *


Two days later, I was summoned to the police
headquarters, accompanied by Doctor Renata and Adela. In the room, there were
several rows of chairs separated into a left and right side by a path from the
door to a desk. The three boys sat in the first row on the right side, while
Mira and the policeman who came that night sat just behind them. I sat in the
first row on the left side, while Adela and Renata took the row behind me. Another
older policeman sat by himself toward the back of the room. A woman in a black
robe sat behind the desk surveying the room. She looked to be older than Adela.
After a sip of the water on a tray next to her, she spoke.


"I'm Magistrate Bellona. This is an official
inquiry into the incident two nights ago at Koria Hall to determine what if any
charges should be pursued. I caution everyone that these proceedings are being
video taped and what is said here can be used as evidence if formal charges
result in a trial." She paused to look at a tablet lying in front of her.
"Mistress Mira, would you tell me what you know of the events,"


"I was awakened by young Mannus ..." She
went on to explain being told two boys had received snakebites and
administering the antivenin. Bellona stopped her from repeating the boys’ story
as hearsay and not relevant, much to Mira's disappointment.


"Sergeant Soto, I have your recording of the boy’s
version of events, but I don't have the girl's," Bellona said, looking
from her tablet to the sergeant.


"I didn't take a statement from her—" 


"And why not. Don't you like girls?" she
asked, but she didn't look amused.


"Well she caused the incident—"


Bellona held up her hand. "Were you there when
the incident occurred, Sergeant?"


"No ... Your Honor—" he stuttered,
then stopped when she raised a hand again. Bellona looked to the back of the
room. 


"Chief, I hope your other officers are better
trained."


"I thought so, Your Honor, but I see I was wrong.
I'll see to correcting the problem."


Bellona checked her tablet and then scanned the front
row with the boys. "Now, young Donar, would you give me your version of
the fight and how it started?" Bellona said. Donar stood and accused me of
threatening them for months and of starting the fight when I found them alone
in the living room playing a game. Mannus and Sher followed with exactly the
same story.


Bellona nodded, and then looked at me.
"Interesting story. Anna, would you like to tell me your version?"


"Yes, Your Honor. I was studying in a corner of
the living room when ..." I went on to tell what happened. About half way
through my explanation, Donar jumped up and shouted.


"She's a liar—" He stopped when
Bellona put a finger to her lips.


"Please continue, Anna." After I finished,
she questioned Doctor Renata, who stated my injuries were consistent with my
version of the story. 


"Given that Anna has a broken nose and bruises on
her arms, neck, and stomach, her story does sound more convincing. Donar, would
you like to revise your story?"


"No. She's a liar. She tried to kill us. That
snake should be killed." Donar's face was flushed red with anger.


"But that would result in her dying,"
Bellona said. I couldn't tell why she was asking the questions she was, but I
had a strong feeling—no a certainty—she was amused. Red was wrapped
around my throat with his head on my shoulder, appearing to watch the
proceeding.


"She deserves to die for trying to kill us,"
he said, and his face twisted in hate as he pointed his finger at me.


"What do you say, Anna. Are you a liar?"


"You already know who's lying," I blurted
out before I could stop and covered my mouth a bit too late. She gave a soft
laugh.


"How?"


"Because you're a lot smarter than us. We're just
kids. If you weren't, you would send us to the machine that can detect whether
we're lying." I had read about a machine being developed on old earth a
thousand years ago, so they must have one I reasoned. She smiled. 


"And you would submit to a lie detector
test?"


"Yes, Your Honor, if it helps, I'd be glad
to."


"What about you Donar, Mannus, Sher?" she
asked to open-mouthed stares from the boys. After a couple of minutes, she
continued. "I'll take that for a No.
You'll have a written decision in a week, but I will give you my unofficial
version now. The boys started the fight and are lucky they got bit by the
krait; otherwise, I believe they would have gravely injured Anna Paulus, not
realizing the seriousness of what they were doing. I'm placing them on three
years’ probation. If any one of them comes before me in that period, there will
be an adult punishment. Anna is an innocent victim of Koria Hall. I'm
considering placing that institution on probation for permitting an environment
that caused this incident. Advocate Adela, Anna needs to be placed in a very
special environment. It's obvious that unjustified prejudice against her is
widespread: The children shun her, Mira assumed her guilty when she had never
caused any trouble, the sergeant—a
trained police officer—jumped
to the same conclusion. I plan to be involved in the final selection."


"Thank you, Magistrate. I fully agree and welcome
your involvement."











CHAPTER THREE



 






A new
beginning


"I've three possible candidates, but I'd prefer
the couple with no children, which is the Bordans," Adela said. Magistrate
Bellona had requested we meet in her office to look over the selections. I
couldn't keep my eyes from the shelves of books on one wall of the room. There
looked to be hundreds, and I wished I could explore them. Bellona sat behind a
large wooden desk but wasn't wearing the black robe she had on the day of the
inquiry. At the moment, she was looking in my direction.


"Because of the snake? You believe it's
dangerous?" Bellona asked, her eyes shifting to my neck where Red lay.


"No. I believe the krait bit the boys in
self-defense. The krait and Anna have a symbiotic relationship, so an attack on
Anna is an attack on the krait. There are very few instances of krait bites on
Oxax. That is because the krait is basically lazy and nocturnal. And in this
krait's case, it has a readily available food source, so hunger doesn't drive it,"
Adela said. "I just think children will complicate the adjustment. Parents
can't help but worry about their own children, and they will have the priority.
I'd like Anna to be their priority."


"I think you're right. From reading Mira's
disciplinary reports, we know Anna got blamed in many of them. Her presence was cited as part of the
problem, although she did nothing and wasn't involved in those incidents."
She paused, her eyes meeting mine. "Anna, do you have a preference?"


"No, Your Honor," I said but then quickly
added, "so long as I can keep studying. I enjoy learning." I almost
added so does Red but knew that would
make me sound crazy. Bellona looked to Adela.


"Yes, I discussed it with the Bordans. They are
well-educated and liked the idea that Anna enjoys school. In fact, I think that
offset their natural concern about the krait."


"Good. Then it's settled. I'd appreciate you
keeping me informed of her progress, as it was my decision to let her be put
with another family. I could have had her sent to a government institution, but
I don't feel she should be punished for others’ actions. And I would appreciate
a letter from you now and then, Anna." She smiled and I could feel the affection behind the words.


"I’ll write, Your Honor," I said. I liked
her and knew she could be a friend if I would let her.


* * *


The next day, I was introduced to the Bordans, Carola
and Joshua. Their home, a two-story brick house, looked large from the outside.
The property was neat but not orderly. Carola was a middle-age woman, thin and
frail looking but with lots of energy, which was apparent when she talked. Her
short dark-brown hair had a few strands of grey, but her narrow face was smooth,
with green eyes that looked alive and inquisitive. Joshua looked average in
height and build, but his round face with its laugh lines around his brown eyes
gave him a friendly look.


"Welcome, Anna. We are looking forward to having
you and your companion staying with us," Joshua said as soon as we were
inside the house.


"Joshua!" Carola said, hitting him on the
arm. "That's not nice."


"Don't want to tippy toe around the subject for
days. Just want her to know she and her krait are welcome," Joshua said,
and looked to me. It was strange, but I was beginning to feel other people's
strong emotions. At first I thought it was my imagination, but over time I became
convinced it was real and wondered if maybe everyone could. Having no close
friends, I had no way of finding out. But Joshua's smile was warm, and he
didn't feel hostile. I liked the fact that he was being direct, so I reached
into my blouse and gently caught hold of Red and pulled him out. As I did, he
wrapped himself around my forearm with his head pointing in their direction as
if ready to be introduced.


"Mr. and Mrs. Bordans, I'd like to introduce my
companion, Red. He's lazy and spends most of his time inside my clothes or
wrapped around my neck. He never leaves my body, not even when I wash.
Actually, he seems to like the shower. He's poisonous. And although I've never
known him to bite anyone except when I was being attacked, I don't let people
touch him and try to be careful when they touch me. If it should happen, I have
the antivenin. It works, but you would be sick for a couple of days." I
held my arm up so they could see. Joshua leaned a little forward, as did Red.


"It ... he's very pretty," Carola said while
her eyes examined him from head to tail.


"Thank you, Anna. That's what Carola and I needed
to know—the rules. You have rules for us, and we will have rules for
you." After Adela left, Joshua and Carola gave me a tour of the house.
Compared to Koria House it was small, although the rooms were each a good size.
The living room looked comfortable, with two well-used lounge chairs, two
sofas, end tables, and an entertainment center. There was a small dining room
with a table and six chairs, a good-sized kitchen with a small alcove with a
table and two chairs, and three bedrooms—one
the Bordans', one converted into an office, and one which looked to be a guest
room.


"This one is yours, Anna," Carola said,
smiling although she felt apprehensive. "Do you like it?"


"It's wonderful ... thank you." I stared in
shock—my own room. It had a puffy looking bed, a night table with a lamp,
a clock, a dresser, closet, rugs on the floor, a computer and entertainment
center, and private bathroom. I was speechless as I walked around the room.
"Thank you ..." I repeated, tears in my eyes and not knowing what
else to say.


* * *


The next day, Joshua took me to a private school where
he taught and introduced me to the headmaster, Mr. Valerian.


"How old is she, Joshua? About nine? She should
be in the second quarter curriculum. As you know, we only teach third and
fourth quarter subjects."


"I'm aware of that Val, but she's special. I've
examined her records from Koria Hall, and she's ready for third quarter
subjects." Joshua said. "And because of her ... medication, a small
private school is the best environment." He grinned. I almost laughed.
Joshua had a good sense of humor. After an hour explaining Red and his
symbiotic relationship to me and the Coaca Virus, Valerian agreed to admit me
on a trial basis if I could pass the second-quarter test. He took me to an
empty classroom while Joshua went off to his first class.


"Anna, you will have two hours to finish the
test. You must get eighty of the one hundred questions right to pass. Do you
understand?"


"Yes, Mr. Valerian," I said. He waved me to
a small desk and gave me a tablet. 


"Read the directions and if you have any
questions I'll answer them, otherwise, your two hours will begin when you click
on the Start Test button."


I sat and read the directions, which explained all the
things that constituted cheating.


"I'm ready, sir." I said and when he nodded
I clicked on Start Test and a small
clock appeared in the upper right corner. As I began reading, Red wound his way
into my hair so only his red head stuck out, resting on my forehead. The questions
appeared in groups: geography, reading comprehension, spelling, arithmetic, and
science. They seemed easy, and I finished in a little more than an hour and
handed the tablet back to him.


"That was very quick, Anna. You have almost an
hour left if you wish to review your answers or think about the ones you
skipped," he said looking concerned.


"No thank you, sir. I'm satisfied I've done my
best."


He shrugged and took the tablet, punched in something
and stood frowning at the screen.


"Have you seen or taken this test before?"
he asked his frown deepening.


"No, sir. But I've studied all of the material on
the test."


"You scored ninety-seven percent—"


"Sir, can I see what I missed?" I blurted
and leaned forward then quickly sat back. "Sorry."


"Why do you want to see the ones you
missed?" Now he looked and felt amused.


"So I don't make the same mistake again,
sir," I said. He laughed and handed the tablet back to me. I spent a few
minutes considering each question. I decided it was material I hadn't seen before
when I saw the answers. "Thank you, sir."


"You may join the third quarter curriculum,
Anna."


* * *


The next two years went by in a flash. I came to love
the Bordans. They treated me like a daughter and included me in all their
activities. If they had rules, I never heard them. I asked once, and Carola
said I didn't seem to need them. At school, I was a loner, which was nothing
new. At first most were interested in Red, and I answered all their questions.
But as time went on, the novelty wore off, and I was ignored. I think part of
the problem was the age difference. But it didn't help that I consistently
scored better than everyone except one boy, who took it as a challenge. I
didn't care, but he became furious when I would beat him on a test or score higher
on an assignment.


* * *


I stood at the bottom of the steps leading to the
school entrance, waiting for Joshua. It usually meant some student had delayed
him. Deep in thought, I didn't notice the ground vehicle until it had stopped
and the side door slid open. A man knelt holding a small black and white party-colored
puppy. It was adorable and not much bigger than the man's hand.


"Hey there. My dog just had five puppies. Would
you like one?" he asked. A feeling of wrongness washed over me. He was
lying. I was positive. But about what? I stepped back reflexively. 


"They're free. Come have a look," he said in
a coaxing tone, holding the puppy higher. More lies. I retreated another couple
of steps. When he jumped out of the car, I spun around and dashed up the steps.
As I opened the door, I saw Joshua coming down the hall toward me.


"Sorry, Anna. Last minute questions," he
said, smiling. 


When I turned around, the van had driven off. I
reached up and stroked Red. 


"What's wrong? You look pale, and you're shaking."
He leaned over so his face was even with mine.


"A man in a car. He said he was giving away
puppies, but he was lying.".


"How do you know, Anna?" 


"His look," I lied, but I had no other way
to explain that an adult would believe. I had come to the conclusion it had
something to do with Red. He didn't talk or do anything I could interpret as
communicating, but he was becoming more and more of a presence. I could feel it.


"You have good instincts, Anna. There are some
bad men out there who prey on children. They lure them into a car or van and
kidnap them. Let me know if you see them again."


I thought I saw the van once or twice in the school
parking lot, so I never waited on the steps again and stayed inside the doors.
I passed my third quarter and was moved into the fourth quarter curriculum.
There I was even more of an outcast with the much older teenagers. After a
couple of months, they ignored me so long as I was not heard from—so I
became invisible. The instructors caught on quickly and never called on me,
which helped. That made everyone happy.


* * *


We were sitting in the living room that evening,
having a typical after-dinner discussion. Joshua and Carola were reviewing the
laws of motion with me. I loved those talks because they went well beyond the
standard textbook explanations and simplistic examples. Joshua taught math and
physics, and Carola worked at a research company that designed shuttles.


"So, if my shuttle is accelerating at one hundred
gravities, how many meters per second per second?" she asked. We had been
discussing gravity for the past hour or more. I nibbled on my lip, eyes
downcast in thought. Carola had made it easy by using a hundred.


"Nine hundred seventy six meters per sec per
sec," I said tentatively, looking at Carola. She nodded.


"You have a good memory and—"


Suddenly the front door banged opened. A tall, thin
man stepped into the room. He slammed the door shut behind him and stood there
looking at each of us. Finally, his eyes settled on me, and he smiled. My heart
pounded in my chest when I saw his hands and face were blotched with brown
blisters, and I jumped to my feet.


"Run! Out the back and get the police," I
screamed at Joshua and Carola, pointing to the hallway that led to the back
door. As Joshua stood and took a step toward the man, I grabbed his arm to stop
him and pushed him away, pointing to the hallway. "He has the Coaca Virus.
Run! He can't infect me," I shouted as I ran toward the stranger.


The man smiled as I neared him. Halfway there, I
changed direction and headed for my bedroom. He wanted Red, not the Bordans. His
footfalls pounded behind me as he chased after me. I reached the door first,
slammed it shut, and fumbled with the lock, which I had never used before.
Neither Joshua nor Carola ever came in my room unless invited, not that it
would have mattered—I had nothing to hide. The mechanism clicked into the
locked position just as the man hit the door. He tried the doorknob for a
minute and when it wouldn't open, he then threw his weight against the door. It
shook with the force of the impact. I didn't think the door was going to hold
for long or that the man was going to go away. In desperation, I searched for
something to defend myself. Finding nothing suitable, I grabbed my bedside lamp
just as the wooden doorframe splintered and he burst through the door. He
laughed as he stalked toward me. 


I swung the lamp, tearing the cord from the wall,
which slowed its momentum and reduced the force of the blow. The lamp glanced
off his face, tearing several blisters, and blood splattered everywhere. As I
pulled the lamp back for another blow, he slapped me. The impact spun me around
and into the wall. I stood against the wall, afraid to move—my head felt
dizzy and my legs weak.


"Give me the krait, and I'll leave," he said,
grinning. I could feel his growing excitement. I ducked under his arm and
lunged toward the door, but he managed to grab my arm. Laughing, he pulled me
to him and punched me in the face over and over again. I collapsed to my knees.
He hung on, laughing hysterically. He yanked me back to my feet, and I managed
to drive my head into his face. He let go as his hand went to his nose, and I
fell back onto my bed. He growled under his breath as he reached for me. I scooted
backward and fell off the other side. 


My head still spinning, I crawled as fast as I could,
not knowing where I was going but frantic to get away. Seconds later, my head
rammed into his legs. When I looked up, he was staring down at me, grinning
with his eyes wide like a crazy man. Despair tore at me as he reached for me. I
lunged at his hand with my mouth and managed to latch onto a finger. I bit down
as hard as I could. He screamed and punched me in the face—once, twice, and a
third time. My mouth filled with blood and skin as I lay at his feet fighting
to stay conscious. He knelt next to me and ripped my shirt open to expose Red.
When he found him, he grabbed the red tail, which was the same color as the
head. As he lifted him away from me, Red struck his neck and hung on. The man
stood smiling, and I could feel the ecstasy radiating from him.


"That's it, my lovely krait. Fill me with your
wonderful elixir." 


After a long while, he walked out of the room singing
loudly. I lay there in despair, my face and body throbbing from all the blows,
but that didn’t matter. I was going to die. 


When Red had discovered me all those years ago, I
would have welcomed dying so I could join my parents in Heaven. Today I was
content to wait. I would die eventually like everyone else and then I would
find my parents or not. Compared to the clock in Heaven, my time on Oxax was
but a fraction of a second. I already missed Red. He not only kept me alive, but
he had become a part of me—a companion who listened to my fears and
shared my joys. I loved him. Tears streaked down my face as I cried. The physical
pain was nothing compared to the pain of losing Red. I lay still wanting to die
but knew it would take days of suffering before peace came at last. I couldn't
help moaning softly as the pain intensified. I welcomed it, as it took my mind
away from Red, if only temporarily.


Sirens wailed and lights flashed through the windows.
The police had arrived—too late, I mused now, beyond emotion. I had died
inside.


"Are you all right?" Carola's voice came
from outside my window.


"Stay away, Carola, please. The man was
contagious. This house will be contagious. Tell the police to contact the
hospital. They will need protective suits," I croaked out just above a
whisper that I hoped was coherent. I think my jaw was broken.


"Lady, step back. Someone may still be in there.
What does she mean ... contagious?" the man's voice faded as they walked
away. As I lay on the floor losing consciousness, I dreamed I felt Red slide
onto my chest, wrap himself around my neck, and his tongue brush my cheek—a
wonderful dream.


* * *


I awoke in the hospital where it had all begun years
ago—with
machines beeping, an IV in one arm, and a blood pressure wrap on the other. As
I tentatively explored my body, I came to the conclusion I was a mess. My jaw
was in some kind of a brace, I had a soft cast on my arm, my chest was
bandaged, there was a patch over one eye, and I think my one leg felt heavy
like it had a cast. I laughed. It seemed futile to fix me up so I could die in
a day or two. Then I felt Red in my hair and his head on my forehead. My head
was probably the only place without bandages. I cried with joy—the
happiest day of my life.


"I see you’re awake, Anna," Doctor Renata
said. "You didn't have to go to all this trouble to see me. You could just
have called." Her smile was warm. "How do you feel?"


"Wonderful," I blurted in a strange sounding
voice, which caused her mouth to drop open.


"I doubt that. How is your level of pain?"


"I'm comfortable. But what happened?"


"You don't remember?"


"Oh, I remember the fight, if you can call it a
fight. It was a bit one-sided. No, afterward. He ran off with Red ... and Red's
back." I looked up to where his head rested.


"I don't know all the details, but I know they
found the man who attacked you dead in the living room. It appears Red gives
you enough poison to keep the virus under control. He injected the man with
enough to kill twenty, which is strange. None of us thought the krait would
care who he latched onto so long as he or she had the virus, but he apparently
does." She stood staring down at Red. "Thank you for warning the
police the man was contagious. He could have caused another epidemic if you
hadn't. Oh, I have two very anxious people waiting to see you. They’ve been sitting
outside your door for more than forty-eight hours." Renata left, and
shortly afterward Joshua and Carola entered.


"How are you feeling, Anna?" Carola asked,
tears in her eyes.


"Lying here I feel fine, but I doubt I'd enjoy
getting out of bed." I gave a small laugh, which confirmed what I thought
as pain shot through my chest and face.


"We are looking forward to you coming home
..." Joshua said, and I felt their conflicting emotions. They loved me but
were afraid.


"No, Joshua, Carola. You wouldn't be comfortable
with me in your home now. And I love you too much to put that burden on you.
That man was the first, but he won't be the last. The Coaca Virus will drive
men to do what they wouldn't otherwise. And this time we were lucky he didn't
get anywhere near you."


"We weren't lucky. You risked your life to keep
him away. We can't abandon you after that. Besides, we've come to love you over
the years." I felt the truth of that and saw it in Carola's misty eyes.


"Thank you, but no. I feel fortunate to have had
four wonderful years with you. Let's not destroy that." 


They stayed for several hours and then left sad but
relieved. I was a dangerous person to have around, which led to the question I
didn't want to think about—where could they put me? I don't know how my
attacker found me, but he had upped my notoriety.









CHAPTER FOUR



 






A new beginning—again


I stayed in
the hospital for two weeks while I healed and Adela tried to figure out what to
do with me. She had stopped in every other day, and we spent hours talking
about my stay with the Bordans, the school I attended, and life in general. I
liked her. What you saw was what she was, based on my growing awareness of
people's emotions. She wanted to help but couldn't figure out a solution. I
would pose the same risk to any family as I did to the Bordans, and she agreed
with me that it wasn't a good idea to go back to them—for their sake and
mine.


Adela called
the day Doctor Renata cleared me for release and told me to be ready to go the
next day. I was confused, since I knew she hadn't come up with a place for me
to go.


"Ready?"
she asked. "I have your clothes in my skimmer. The Bordans packed
everything of yours and had it delivered to me. You live a very Spartan life,
considering I know the Bordans would have bought you anything you wanted. They
really do love you."


"I know.
I didn't need anything. I had everything I wanted. Things don't interest me,
maybe books."


"Aren't
you interested in where I'm taking you?" she asked as we entered the
skimmer. I guess I was afraid to ask for fear I wouldn't like it, although all
I was doing was prolonging the inevitable.


"Would
it change anything?" I asked and immediately regretted it. "Sorry.
I'm feeling sorry for myself. I love the Bordans and was happy there. They
treated me like I was their daughter."


"I
understand. They feel the same way. Magistrate Bellona has asked to see you.
She has taken an interest in you, and I understand you write her
regularly."


"Once a
month. We've had some interesting discussions. I like her." The first time
I wrote her, I hadn’t expected a reply. I had written because she asked me to.
But she had answered promptly, and over the years I had begun to think of her
as a friend who I could ask for advice.


"Well,
she likes you. Let's hope she’s smarter than we are, because I admit to being
stumped as to where to place you." She shrugged and gave me a lopsided grin.


I laughed. "Maybe
I could go to the planet Surus and become a monk and wander the land
begging."


"Let's
hope the solution is a bit closer to home." The remainder of the flight
was made in silence. I thought the monk idea wasn't too bad. I had become a
loner out of necessity and had adjusted to where I was comfortable. Red helped,
a lot.


When we
reached Magistrate Bellona's office, she was waiting and waved us in.


"You've
grown, Anna. I'd love to give you a hug, but it probably isn't a good idea. Red
might not understand." She smiled and put out her hand, which I took in
both of mine. 


"I'm not
sure. He's lazy and doesn't seem to mind people, but I wouldn't want to take
the chance. The antivenin would save your life, but you would be sick for
several days." 


"Consider
yourself hugged," she said. "It’s not your fault, but you present a
problem. Actually, to be precise, your red-headed friend presents a problem.
You seem to have him under excellent control, but we do have periodic outbreaks
of the Coaca Virus. When we do, some people like that man who attacked you are
going to consider Red their savior. And I envision thieves will soon be
involved. The medical researchers have only found four other red-headed kraits
to date, so supply is miniscule and the demand great. Consequently, they are
worth tens of thousands of credits to the right person. That threatens you and
those around you. By the way, everyone was impressed by the way you handled
that incident. Warning the police saved lives and perhaps a larger outbreak.
And risking your life to save the Bordans was very brave." She sipped at
her water, looking pensive. "We've exchanged a lot of letters over the
years, and I think I understand you. Red keeps you isolated. Your love of
learning and Red's companionship have compensated for your lack of a social
life and friends. Come live with me. I have security and will double it. And it
won't be for long. I'm working on getting you into an advanced school as soon
as you pass your fourth quarter."


I didn’t know
what to say and sat with my mouth open. I liked Bellona and would love staying
with her, but my presence would put her at risk. The thought of continuing my
education was exciting, but that would put me with much older ... young adults.
I wasn't sure how that would work out. Would I live with them at school? It
seemed to me the older kids got, the crueler they could be. Eventually, I
closed my mouth and took a deep breath. I stroked Red, which tended to relax
me.


"I’d
love to stay with you, Your Honor—"


"Alexa,
please."


"Alexa.
But that would put you in danger, and I would hate myself if I caused you to be
hurt."


"I was
in the navy for thirty years, Anna. I'm used to risk. Some things are worth
taking a risk for. I think you are. My security is good, which will preclude
men from breaking into the house, and you and I will use reasonable caution."


I could feel she meant what she said. "I'd
like that ... Alexa." My eyes stung with tears as relief washed over me. I
had tried to ignore the problem of what Adela was going to do with me, but all
the terrible alternatives, like being confined to a ward and treated like a lab
rat or locked away someplace out of the way had run through my mind as I lay
awake at night.


"I'm as
relieved as Anna, Bellona. I have gotten some unpleasant suggestions from
people I thought better of," Adela said, confirming my worst fears.


"Then it’s
settled." Bellona smiled. "I'm looking forward to having company. I
too tend to be a bit of a recluse." 


After Adela
left, I met Alexa's driver, Jason, and we were taken in a ground vehicle to her
home, a grey two-story stone mansion set off by itself on several acres of
wooded land.


"Let's
start by giving you a tour of your new home." She took me into a large
living room. The room looked comfortable with its two lounge chairs, an
oversized couch, tables, and an entertainment suite. A large bank of windows
looked out in front of the house. Several landscape paintings gave the
cream-colored walls a splash of color. Off the living room was a formal dining
room was a mahogany table with eight upholstered chairs. Down the hallway a
bathroom, office, kitchen with a large island and two chairs and equipped with
modern appliances, and a bedroom with its own bathroom. Stairs in the hallway
as we entered the house led to the second floor. There, Alexa showed me to her
study, which intrigued me with its shelves of books and computer equipment. On
the walls were pictures of military cruisers and groups of individuals in naval
uniforms. From there we passed two empty rooms which were probably intended to
be bedrooms and then entered Alexa's bedroom, which had a bathroom attached.
She smiled as she opened the door to the last bedroom.


"And
this is your room. You are welcome to change it to suit your taste," she
said with obvious pleasure. I wandered around in shock—it had its own
bathroom.


"It's
..." I stuttered, choked with colliding emotions of gratitude and relief. "The
room is lovely ... Thank you for saving me." When I looked at her, her
eyes were misty.


"You're very
welcome."


*
* *


The next day,
Alexa drove me to a private school about a half hour drive from her house. When
we arrived, we were ushered into a small conference room where a man and a
woman waited. They rose when we entered.


"Alexa,
it's good to see you, it's been a long time," the man said, smiling and giving
her a hug. He was tall and athletic looking, a full head of short curly brown
hair and a pleasant smile. The woman joined them and also gave Alexa a hug. She
was nearly as tall as the man and looked to be about the same age. Her midnight
black hair just covered her ears and had streaks of grey. Her angular face
wasn't smiling, but it was relaxed and friendly.


"I'm
afraid I tend to stay in far too much, but after listening to people argue all
day long, the peace and quiet is welcome." She laughed. "Santos,
Selina, I'd like you to meet Anna. Anna, this is Mr. Hahn, the headmaster at
the Waldron School, and Mrs. Cain is the technology director."


"I'm
pleased to meet you, Mr. Hahn, Mrs. Cain," I said. 


"It's
nice to meet you," Hahn said. Cain just nodded, appearing to study me.


"She's
very ... young, Alexa, and the class you want to enter her in is in the last
half of the fourth quarter curriculum," Hahn said after some hesitation.
"I don't mind making an exception for you, but I'm concerned. That's
asking an awful lot of the child, even if she is exceptional."


"I
understand, Santos. Give her any kind of test you want, written or verbal.
Afterward, I'll abide by whatever you suggest."


"That's
fair," Cain said, nodding her approval. "What about the snake?"


"Anna
has the krait under complete control. The only people it's bitten were beating
her half to death."


"Anna?"
Cain looked at me. Not sure what she wanted, I reached into my blouse and
pulled Red out. He wound himself around my arm with his head pointing in her
direction. 


"Red
never leaves me. Never. He’s never aggressive, and I'm careful not to touch
anyone. You might think of him as an organic medicine dispenser to keep me in
balance." I shrugged, not sure what she expected. 


She laughed. "Him,
not it?"


"He’s
been with me twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week for more than five
years. He even stays with me in the bath."


"Yes,
that would elevate its status from inanimate to animate." Cain smiled.
"Santos, I'm fine with testing her and deciding afterward." 


They left me
in a small room with a wooden table and several padded chairs. Two large windows
looked out onto a manicured sports field with a track around its perimeter. 


Sometime
later, Cain returned with several tablets and a couple of books. She sat
opposite me at the oblong table and slid a tablet across to me.


"This is
one of our standard tests for admittance to Waldron. It's not a timed test, so
there is no need to rush." She sat back and picked up another tablet and
began tapping on it. 


I tapped on Start and began answering the questions.
It didn't take long to go through the one hundred questions, as they were
standard third-quarter material.


"I'm
done." 


She frowned
and tapped on her tablet. Her frown deepened.


"You got
them all correct. Have you seen this test before?" she asked. 


"No,
ma'am, but it's all standard third-quarter material."


"Yes, it
is." She tapped on her tablet again. "I've put the next test on your
tablet. Would you or your friend like something to eat or drink before you
start?"


"I'm his
food dispenser," I quipped. I regretted it immediately when her mouth
dropped open. Then she smiled.


"Symbiotic.
You both benefit from the arrangement. Would you like something?"


"Water
or juice. I'm a little thirsty."


"You can
begin the test," she said while tapping on her tablet. A few minutes later,
a young boy entered with two glasses. He set one by me and one by Cain and left
without a word. This test was a little harder, as some of the material was new,
and I had to spend more time on several of the questions. When I looked up,
Cain sat staring at me.


"Does
... he always look at what you are reading?"


"Most of
the time. I would imagine life as a snake is boring." I gave a tentative
grin.


"Yes, I
would imagine it would be." She chuckled, then looked at her tablet.
"I see you're done with the test," she said, looking at her tablet,
which was obviously linked to mine. "You missed six. That’s impressive,
considering it's fourth quarter material. It's the final test for fourth
quarter students. Seventy-five percent is passing, so you passed. At this rate
you are going to graduate college before your age group is struggling with
fourth quarter material." She shook her head and gave a short laugh.
"Well, let's go tell Alexa she has a prodigy on her hands."


*
* *


At my
suggestion, the instructors didn't call on me or single me out, and the five
months went by quickly. I enjoyed the classes and the time with Alexa. She was
an interesting person. She had been in the Oxax Navy for thirty years, had been
promoted to captain, fought in several border wars, and had been injured in a
space battle that had required a career change to the judicial branch, which
was the reason why she became a magistrate when she retired.


Many nights
we sat on her oversized couch talking or just reading like we were
tonight—quiet companionship. My concentration was broken when I realized Alexa's
cold feet were resting on mine. Somehow the contact was comforting, and I
closed my eyes and sighed with contentment. I opened them when I felt her foot
change position and found her staring at me and looking concerned.


"Are
your feet always so warm? You feel like you’re burning up."


"The
doctors claim it's the effect of my body fighting the poison Red injects me
with. But I'll tell you that after the Coaca fever, this is nothing. I lay in
the snow in only a light nightshirt and still felt scorching hot—" I
froze as I felt Red working his way down my leg, and his head appeared at my
ankle.


"Alexa,
trust me and don't move, please," I said just above a whisper. Alexa's
eyes flew wide open and her jaw dropped open, but she didn't move. Red's head
slid onto her foot, wound around her ankle, licked her skin, and then retreated
back into my nightdress.


Her voice was
raspy when she spoke. "I just aged ten years. I don't think I was ever
that scared, even in war." She gave a strangled laugh. "But if that
means I can hold your hand and give you a kiss on the cheek good night, it was
worth it." 


I nodded. Red
seemed to know friend from foe—at least I hoped so. "I'd like that."
I had missed being touched—very much. 


She slowly
reached out and gave my hand soft squeeze. "I meant to bring up … I hope
you don’t mind that I talked to a few friends at the Naval Academy. There's a
chance they might let you attend. You wouldn't graduate as a naval officer at
the end of it. You would be too young. But you would get a good education, and
I'm hoping the military environment would mean less trouble than a normal
college."


She was
thinking about my future, which I tended to avoid. What was I going to do as an
adult? I needed a job, a profession, so that I could support myself. The
thought terrified me; being a kid with a poisonous snake and an incurable
disease was scary enough.


"Thanks.
I don't know what I would do without you," I whispered. She squeezed my
hand again.


"Anna …"
She took a deep breath. "I’d like to adopt you. It would help for getting
you into the academy, but that's not why. If you agree, I would do it
regardless. I want you to be my daughter." 


I was too choked
up and happy to even talk, so I kept nodding my head. Family. The Bordans had
made me feel loved and wanted. I needed that, much as I tried to convince
myself I didn't. I forgot and in my excitement hugged her, then froze. Where
was Red? Around my neck and hers. Alexa smiled.


"I guess
I just adopted a red-headed krait too."


*
* *


Alexa had
some very influential connections, because I was admitted to the Oxax Naval
Academy as a student. I would be enrolled in all the normal cadet classes but
wouldn't have to drill, or live in the cadet's quarters, or exercise, or be an
ensign on graduation, or serve in the military—everyone seemed happy. As
Alexa said, the drilling, exercising, and
other details are strictly to teach the youths discipline. You already have
more than most will ever have. 


The first
week of class was comical. I stood one hundred forty-centimeters, where the
average cadet stood around one hundred eighty. I would show up around the time
they had finished their morning chores and exercises—just in time for morning
classes. Alexa's driver, Jason, drove me to the academy each morning and picked
me up each night. I'm not sure whether the cadets envied or despised me,
probably a little of both. By the third week, the novelty had worn off and I
was ignored.


I loved the
classes. The instructors were all naval officers—commanders
and above. Their attitude in the beginning varied: a few didn't like my
presence, and a few pretended I wasn't there, but most seemed willing to accept
my presence conditionally.


The few who
didn't like my presence apparently thought to drive me out by embarrassing me
in front of the others. That didn't work well, as I studied hard and was always
prepared. At times, it became a contest between the instructor and me—and
Red. He seemed to be more interested than normal in my studying, whether in the
car or at night. And that seemed to make everything easier to understand and
made me delve deeper into related issues. Consequently, I could hold my own
with the instructor, and we were soon off on tangents. At some point, they
realized it wasn't having the intended result and stopped. Although most
ignored me completely, a few came to accept me and would talk with me before
and after classes.


When the
instructors found I was always prepared, they used me to drive the cadets to
work harder—who wanted to be embarrassed by a child? By the end of the first half-year, it was acknowledged I was
there to stay, and life settled into a routine.


"Well,
Anna, I have to admit I thought admitting you to the academy was a bad idea for
several reasons, but you've been a surprise," Commander Pogue said as we
sat watching the cadets in a marching drill while I waited for Jason to arrive.
"You're so young, I thought you would be disruptive in class. It turns out
you not only aren't, but you are making the cadets study harder to avoid being shown
up. And I like the way you go beyond the basic materials in class. I think
you're winning over most of the first-year instructors. And a few of them are
hard nuts to crack. I hope the navy finds a place for you."


At home that
night I told Alexa about my talk with commander Pogue and his comments.


"I've
talked with several of your instructors, and their comments were very positive,
even those that are still against admitting you to the academy. They had
nothing bad to say about you and had to admit you were a good student,"
Alexa said between bites of her raspberry soufflé.


"Thank
you for taking a chance on me. I know you risked a lot getting me enrolled at
the academy."


"You're
welcome, daughter. I never had any doubt you wouldn't succeed. The risk was the
challenge to tradition. People don't like that. Tradition is comfortable. But
we have to be able to adapt, or we will miss our opportunities when they come
along—like you. You have great potential, and we have to help you achieve
it." She patted my hand and smiled. 


I had been
too busy surviving to think about the future until now, and now I was afraid to
think too far ahead for fear of losing what I had. One man had destroyed my
life with the Bordans.


"Yes!"
Alexa shouted, causing me to jerk back and spill my glass of water.
"Sorry, Anna. We have to prepare you to defend yourself. You can't always
depend on Red," she said as if she had read my mind. "I'll arrange
for arms training for you." 


I sat with my
mouth open. I'd never been a fighter, preferring to ignore or walk away from
trouble. Of course, Alexa was right. It wasn't always possible to walk away.
The boys at Koria Hall and the man at the Bordans proved that. And the man had
threatened Joshua and Carola's lives as well. And now Alexa was risking her
life by adopting me. I would do it for her—not me.


The next day
I was wakened extra early, and Jason had me to the academy and hour and a half before
my first class. A petty officer met me as I exited the car. He was dressed in
working fatigues with a Master Chief insignia on his sleeve. He was average
height with close-cut brown hair receding at the temples. His angular face had
a pleasant smile, but it was a no-nonsense face with penetrating eyes that I'd
wager didn't miss anything.


"Hello,
Anna, I'm Master Chief Ransom. Retired Captain Bellona asked me to teach you
basic arms training. Many of us knew her when she was a captain. She was one of
the really good ones."


"I
agree, Master Chief. I'll try my best for her sake, but ..." I stopped,
not sure what to say.


"That's
all we can expect," He led me into a long narrow building and sat me down
at a long table which looked like it had seen years of use with its many
scratches and stains. "First, you are going to learn how it works, how to
take it apart if necessary, and then how to hit something with it." He
spent the hour explaining the theory of how a basic laser pistol worked.
"Same time and place tomorrow."


For the rest
of the semester, Ransom explained the theory behind lasers, projectiles, and
shard weapons, then introduced me to hand guns, rifles, and multifunctional
weapons. The theory included taking each weapon apart, cleaning it, and putting
it back together again. Finally, during my last two months, he took me to the
range. I noticed he had changed the image of a half-man target to a series of
circles with a small black one in the middle.


"The
object is to hit the small black circle in the middle. Think of it as a tent at
an amusement park. If you can hit it, you win a prize," he said, smiling. 


I had never
been to an amusement park, but I knew what he meant and appreciated his attempt
to take my mind off the real intent—killing. I preferred to think about
it as protecting those I loved more than life.


"Thanks.
I'm ready," I said. He then demonstrated the correct stance and posture
and finally shot the laser he was holding. The target was only twenty meters
away, and I could see he hit the bull’s-eye. When he nodded, I steadied myself,
assumed the posture he had shown me, aimed, and pulled the trigger. I hit the corner
of the target, high on the left. We both laughed.


"No
fuzzy doll for that shot." The Master Chief was a good patient instructor,
and by the end of the school year, I could hit within the circles consistently
and the bull’s-eye now and then with the laser. We arranged to continue again
next year. Red didn't seem interested in weapons.











CHAPTER FIVE



 






Intriguing patterns


The second
year flew by, a wonderful year I hated to see end. I was no longer a phenomenon.
Only the freshmen turned to look at me as I wandered the campus and attended
courses. I loved each and every class and scored at the top of each. Master Chief
Ransom had patiently managed to qualify me in each of the four weapons he
considered necessary. I had successfully deluded myself into thinking that
learning how to put an object into the center of a target was just another
academic course. Ransom did insist I continue to qualify each year. For Alexa's
sake, I agreed.


The third
year went smoothly as a repeat of my second year. I even made a few friends.
Cadets Linsey Braswell and Bradon Morley both had at one time or another sought
me out and questioned me about a problem he or she was having. They were both
at the top of their classes and either weren't intimidated or felt it more
important to maintain their grades. So, in our third year we began eating lunch
and taking breaks together.


"I can't
imagine having a snake on me," Linsey said with a genuine shudder. Bradon
laughed.


"It sure
wouldn't help to attract the girls." Bradon was a professional flirt
according to Linsey. He was tall with curly dark-brown hair, an athletic build,
and a handsome clean-shaven face. Linsey on the other hand was several
centimeters shorter than average with a plain-looking round face, but her red
hair and shapely figure made her popular with the boys. She was a gentle girl,
and I wondered how she would like the navy.


"I've
had no choice, like being born with six fingers or maybe three eyes. Actually,
that's not a good example. You can have the extra finger or eye
removed—"


"Ack,"
Linsey said, her face screwed up in disgust.


"Red
keeps me alive. Without him, the Coaca Virus would return and I'd die within
days." 


"You
could survive. Some people do," Bradon said.


"Less
than one in a hundred. I was in very bad condition when Red magically
arrived." It had been magical
the way he showed up: winter, snow on the ground, in daylight. And strange that
Red hadn’t stayed with the man who attacked me at the Bordans, since he had the
virus. Strange that he didn’t bite Alexa, who now thought nothing of hugging me
or giving me a kiss on the cheek or holding my hand. Strange that I could feel
people's emotions. Strange the interest he took in my studies. Strange that I'd
want him to stay even if his leaving wouldn't kill me. "I never liked
snakes either, Linsey. But Red has become like an arm or leg. You don't think
about it; it's just there and useful."


"If you
say so." Linsey laughed. "I guess if I caught the virus and someone
offered me a krait to save my life I'd jump at it."


*
* *


One day
midway through the second semester, I was approached by a navy commander as I walked
out of my navigational lecture.


"Miss
Anna Paulus?" 


"Yes?"



"I'm commander
Stauffer." He held out his hand, and I shook it briefly. "I've talked
to your computer science instructor, and he is quite impressed with your
pattern recognition ability. Would you mind taking a small test for me? You can
check with Magistrate ... your mother tonight. She knows me." He handed me
a sheet of paper with writing on it. "It's in code. I'd like to see if you
can decode it for me."


I took the
sheet of paper and read it. It appeared to be a message from a man sent to a
relative telling him about his recent fishing trip.


"If
mother says it's all right, then I'll try. How do I get in touch with
you?"


"Let’s
keep this private except from your mother. There’s no time limit. Take all the
time you need. And if you decide you can't or you think you have decoded it or
have questions, tell Alexa. She will know how to get in touch with me." He
smiled, then turned and left. 


I stood
frowning at his back. "That's strange, Red." I folded the paper and
put it in my pocket. The rest of the day I was restless, wanting to get home
and show Alexa. Jason had barely stopped the car when I hopped in and waved for
him to go.


"I could
wait while you go to the ladies’."


"No, I'm
in a hurry to talk to Mother."


He laughed. "All
right, maximum velocity, stop for nothing." He saluted good-naturedly and sped
away, pushing me back into the seat. 


I laughed. I liked
Jason. He seemed to enjoy life and was always in a good mood, unlike most
people. We arrived home at least ten minutes sooner than normal. 


"Thanks,
Jason," I said as I flew out the door and headed for the house. I found
Alexa upstairs in her office. The door was open, but she sat frowning at her
tablet and didn’t notice me. "Mother." I hopped from one foot to the
other in front of her desk. She looked up, put down what she was doing, and
waved to me.


She chuckled.
"Come here and tell me what has you so excited. Even Red looks excited."



I ran around
the desk and hugged her as I took the paper from my pocket. "A man said he
was commander Stauffer and gave this paper to me. He said it was in code and
asked me to decode it. I said I wouldn't unless you said it was all right. He
said you knew him."


"Yes. I
know commander Stauffer. He's a spook. That's navy slang for he works in navy
intelligence. To them, everything is a secret, even when everyone else knows
it. But Carl is all right for a spook. So, if you want, you can play with his
little puzzle. Can you show it to me?" 


"He said
I couldn't tell anyone except you ... so I should be able to show you." I
handed the paper to her. 


She studied
it for several minutes before handing it back to me. "A test, he said?"


"Yes, he
said my computer science instructor said I was good at pattern
recognition."


"Well,
you like puzzles, and this looks like a good one, but don't neglect your other
studies. Forget I said that. You're probably weeks ahead of the class." She
laughed.


I took the
paper and ran off. After dinner, I cut my studies a little short and picked up
the paper and read it again. Then I looked at each sentence, then each word,
looking for any anomalies. A few words were misspelled, but I saw nothing else
of significance. Although it was not unusual for someone to misspell a word,
electronic messages usually had software that corrected misspellings. It was
late and Alexa had gone to bed hours before when I finally folded the paper and
fell into bed.


*
* *


Over the next
week, I studied the message every free moment and could barely concentrate
during my classes. Finally, I put the paper away and forced myself to study and
give one hundred percent during the lectures. Alexa was right: my education
should be the priority. I ignored the message for an entire week. Afterward, I
resolved to limit my time to only three hours a day. 


After dinner
that night, I sat on the couch with Alexa on the opposite end—our
favorite positions for relaxing at night—and unfolded the paper. Red
wound himself into my hair and laid his head on my forehead, ready to read. I giggled,
a snake that read. In a few minutes, I saw the solution. As I had suspected,
the key was the misspelled words. I quickly typed a message to commander
Stauffer: 


commander Stauffer, I need to talk to someone
with knowledge of the banking laws. Anna Paulus. 


I touched Send and sat back with a smile as Red
slid into my blouse.


"You
look like you’re gloating, and I notice that Red has lost interest."


"Me
gloat?" I pretended to be indignant.


"Solved
the problem, did you?"


"Sort
of. I know the gist of it, but I'm going to need to understand the banking laws
to figure out the specifics. I told Stauffer."


"I'm
proud of you. Not for solving the spook's puzzle, but for the way you handled
it when the puzzle became an all-consuming distraction." She returned to
her reading. 


I truly loved
that woman.


As I left my
last class the next day, a tall young lieutenant stood waiting.


"Miss
Paulus?" When I nodded hesitantly, he said, "I'm Lieutenant Nollad. Commander
Stauffer sent me to answer your questions about the banking laws. You can call
me Noll, everyone does."


"Hi,
Noll. I get the impression there are banking laws concerning deposits and
withdrawals."


"Yes,
when it comes to reporting to the government ..." Noll spent the next hour
explaining the laws, the reasons behind them, and answering my questions.


"Thanks.
You can tell commander Stauffer I have the message decoded."


"Can you
tell me? I'm interested."


"I don't
think I should. Commander Stauffer was very specific that I shouldn't talk
about it ... to anyone. I wouldn't want to get you or me in trouble. Mother
says the spooks classify everything as secret, even when it's public
information—" I stopped and was sure my face had turned scarlet.


He laughed. "She's
right, Anna. We are all paranoid. I'll tell the commander." He walked away
grinning.


That evening,
Commander Stauffer showed up at the house and settled down on the couch.


"I'm
sorry to interrupt, Alexa, but your daughter says she has decoded the message I
gave her. I admit to being overly curious and thought you might want to be
present."


"Thanks.
I admit to also being curious."


"All right,
Anna. What do you think the real message says?"


"The
sender, who works at a bank, is notifying the recipient of the message to
deposit money into three accounts from his two in random amounts to circumvent
the reporting laws ..." I went on to explain how to identify the accounts
and how the payments were to be staggered. Stauffer clapped his hands for
several seconds.


"Very
good, Anna. You are one hundred percent correct. I know because it is an old
case, so I know all the details. It took us longer to deduce what was going on,
and even then we didn't have the details you just told me."


Alexa
laughed. "Carl, she took a week off because she felt her studies were
suffering."


"If you
have no objections, Alexa, I would like to offer Anna a part-time job."


"Doing
what?" she asked, frowning. I held my breath.


"First,
I'd like to acquaint her with the type of machines we have to assist us in
breaking codes and the various methodologies we employ. Then I’d ask her to do
some part-time work decoding messages." He watched Alexa as he talked.
"Nothing dangerous, and she can do her work at home. Of course, we will
pay her for her time. I can loan her some basic machines and give her access to
others as necessary. She has a real talent. It took the team back then longer,
and they didn't figure out all of the details until afterward."


Alexa looked at
me, worrying her lip as she often did when she had to make a difficult
decision—a magistrate decision.


"Let us
discuss it, and we’ll get back to you when we’ve decided."


"I
understand. It's a great opportunity, but like all decisions, it has
consequences. Take all the time you need." After a cup of coffee and a bit
of reminiscing, he left.


"The
decision is yours, Anna, but I would like to discuss it with you before you
make it," she said later as we settled on the couch. I sat with my feet
touching hers, feeling I wanted the contact. She was my mother and could make
the decision for me, but she was leaving it up to me. She trusted me to think
it through, which made it a tougher decision.


"Your
life is centered on the present, and that's not only normal for a girl your age
but understandable given what has happened to you. And I wish you could do that
forever. I'm an adult and can't help thinking about the future and you. Red
will complicate your life. You can hope for a cure for the Coaca Virus, but you
can't plan your life around that. Graduating from the academy will give you a
good education and that will open doors for you. Your working in naval
intelligence could also lead to something. I know that's not much help, but I'm
here if you want to talk or have questions."


"I won't
make a decision without discussing it with you, because I won't do anything you
would be uncomfortable with. I love and respect you, Mother," I said,
leaning forward and hugging her.


"Thank
you, daughter. You're the love of my life."


*
* * 


I spent the
next week wrestling with the problem. I would learn the tools and methods the
spooks ... the intelligence agencies used to decode messages they intercepted,
be involved in decoding plots against the government, and get paid. And it
might lead to a full-time job with them. But it would definitely interfere with
my school studies. I knew from decoding their test case how easy it was to get
caught up in the puzzle. I was sure I wouldn't fail any classes, but my grades
would suffer, as well as my understanding of the material. And the fourth year
curriculum looked really interesting. I'd be learning the functions of flying a
cruiser—but then I'd never be assigned to a cruiser with
Red—animals weren't allowed on cruisers. I fell asleep each night
exhausted and woke tired.


"What do
you think, Red?" I asked and waited for some sign. He mimicked signs of
intelligence, like when he lay on my forehead while I was reading as if he too
were interested, and I always felt I learned faster and understood more when he
did take an interest. And then there was my increasing ability to feel other people’s
emotions, which I attributed somehow to him. But he never gave a sign that I
could interpret as communicating. "This decision affects you as well as
me," I mumbled in frustration. As I did, he appeared out of my blouse,
wound himself around my neck, and his tongue lightly touched my cheek several
times—almost like a kiss. "Thank you, Red." That kiss made my
decision easy and I walked downstairs. Alexa was sipping her coffee and reading
one of the cases before her that day. 


"Good
morning, Mother. Do you have a minute? It can wait if you don't."


"I
always have time for you, Anna," she said, looking up and putting aside
her tablet. It was true that she always had time for me. I could feel her
commitment. She would sit there all day and cancel her court appearances if
necessary.


"I've
reached a decision and would like your opinion." I paused, and when she
nodded, I continued. "I'm going to ask to be taught how to use the spooks’
equipment, but I’ll refuse to take any money, because that would give them
priority over my time. I’ll agree to accept work, but I won’t guarantee when I can
get to it or how much time I can spend on it."


"That's
sounds very wise. It must have been a very difficult decision. What made you
decide not to accept money?" She leaned forward as she asked.


"School
is important and will be especially challenging this year. That combined with
working for the spooks ... would take away from my time with you, and our time
together is more important." I said, my eyes tearing. When I wiped them
clear, Alexa was crying too. She came around the table, and we stood hugging
for a long time. Red seemed unconcerned about Alexa, although he did wind his
way into my hair and lie with his head dangling next to our faces. Family.


*
* *


My fourth
year proved as challenging as I had predicted. The subject matter was new and
tended to concentrate on an assignment to a cruiser, which most officers would
experience sometime during their career. I loved navigational theory and the
mathematics that permitted us to calculate the time between stars as the
cruiser slid down currents of energy like a boat down a river. I doubted I
would ever be on a cruiser, but the math was interesting and the concept
intriguing. Other fourth-year subjects dealt with a cruiser's environmental,
weapons, electronic counter measures, propulsion, and communications systems.


Commander
Stauffer arranged several tours of his division, each time with the individual
who was an expert with the equipment I would be learning about that day. For me
it was like touring paradise.


"How do
you like our spook world?" He quipped when he joined me at the end of my
fifth and last tour.


"Amazing.
Like ... finding a ship of alien wonders," I said, excited at the thought
of using the equipment to prevent crime and people getting hurt and killed. He
didn't laugh, just nodded.


"I was
disappointed when you decided not to accept my offer. I made it intentionally
seductive, and that was wrong of me. After talking with Alexa, I think you made
the right decision. Ironically, it's made me more comfortable working with you.
You are very young, age-wise, but you have good judgment. Welcome to Spook Heaven,"
he said, looking like a mischievous kid.


Several
months passed without hearing from him, which was disappointing, but I was
enjoying my classes, maintaining a five grade-point average, and had hours of
mother-daughter time with Alexa. Life was good. A week later, Lieutenant Nollad
hailed me just as I was about to enter the car.


"Anna,
wait a moment," he said as he approached, waving. Lowering his voice, he
said, "Commander Stauffer asked me to deliver this to you." He handed
me a plain white twenty-by-twenty-five-centimeter envelope. "Have
fun."


"Thanks.
Good timing. I thought he’d forgotten me."


"No.
You’re the talk of his group. There is always some competition when new ...
material is discovered. But I think you've intensified the pressure to be
first."


"Or at
least not second to a teenager," I said, grinning.


"Exactly,
although they would rather you find the solution if no one else can. We are
professionals, and stopping the bad guys is everyone's goal." He looked
and felt sincere. In the car, I tore open the package and found three sets of
messages. They were all current, judging by the time stamps, but they were
different like three different individuals had written them. I wondered if they
might not all be coded messages or three separate cases or ... In any event,
the timing was good because I felt my classes were under control so I could
afford to spend some time examining Stauffer's material, and Alexa would
understand. She new I loved puzzles.


"You
look happy. Like the cat that caught the mouse," Alexa said as I bounced
into her office.


"I
am," I said, waving the envelope. "From Commander Stauffer, and I
think it's real, not a test."


"A test
and practice and real," she said, taking a sip of wine as she leaned back
in her chair.


"A test?
Why?"


"A test
in the sense that he probably has several teams working on it. So it's an
opportunity to see how you do—a test. And practice because it provides an
opportunity to gain experience."


"Oh, I
see what you mean. That makes sense. Well, I'm off to wash and get ready for
dinner." I gave her a kiss and ran up the stairs. I curbed my desire to
begin analyzing the messages and put the envelope aside for later. As Alexa had
said, Stauffer had others working on it, so I could consider this practice and
experience.


As usual,
dinner was a recap of our day. I found I was learning a lot about the law
listening to Alexa talk about her cases and the law that applied to them. She
already knew everything I was studying but enjoyed listening to me talk about
the classes, instructors, and people.


Afterward we
retired to the couch, where I decided to spend an hour on the message before
doing my homework, which was mostly reading. I took out the message and Red
settled on my head. I would have loved to know what Red was thinking or seeing
or feeling. Whatever, his lying on my head with his nose pointing at the
material was a deliberate act.


One message
concerned crates being returned to Eastar, the United Alliance of Stars
capital. The second talked about a children's party, decorations, food, etc.,
and the third was recipes for several entrees and desserts. Red seemed more
interested in the crates being returned to Eastar than the other messages. Or
at least, he seemed to be more restless when I was reading that message.
Normally he lay quiet as I read. I laughed, which caused Alexa to look up.


"Red's
like a baby who can't talk. When it cries, you know something is wrong but not
what," I said, feeling frustrated. In a way, Red was like an itch I
couldn’t scratch.


"You're
convinced Red is more than just a krait that likes the Coaca Virus," she
said. I didn't get the feeling she was making fun of me but rather trying to
understand. 


"Yes,
too many instances of intelligent-like or non-krait-like behavior."


"Like
lying on your forehead when you are reading, and killing that man who stole him
when he also had the Coaca Virus?"


"And I
feel I learn better when he reads
along with me. I can't prove it, but I'd wager it happens." I wanted to
mention my growing ability to feel others’ emotions but decided not to. I hated
keeping secrets, but I was afraid it would make her nervous around me.


"And
your ability to read people," she said as if she had heard my thoughts. I
closed my mouth when I realized it was hanging open in shock. I felt only
curiosity and amusement. "Anna, it doesn't bother me. I love you and will
always be honest with you. No pretenses, ever."


"Yes,
and that. Too many strange things to discount."


"I
agree. It's easy to assume it's your imagination because of your symbiotic
relationship and the years you've been together, but I don't blame you for
wondering if there isn't something more going on. Like why hasn't he bitten me?
It's easy to say he ignores me, but I don't get the feeling I'm being ignored
so much as being accepted."


"Thank
you, Mother. Anyone else would think me crazy or delusional or impressionable, insisting
that Red is nothing but a krait—" Krait ... crate. I grabbed my
tablet and began typing. As I did, I felt Alexa slide closer. After twenty
minutes of research using access Stauffer had given me, I sent an urgent
message to him:


Red-headed kraits are being smuggled out on
the Wheeler tomorrow. 


"That
was clever," Alexa said, as she leaned back. She had been following my
search of the space-station's records.


"Red
knew. I know that sounds insane, but he knew hours ago."


"I don't
doubt you, but I would warn you to keep it a secret."


*
* *


"How did
you know it was the Wheeler?" Stauffer asked as I sat in his office with
several others of his staff. 


"The
message gave the time of delivery in Eastar, so I computed the time to Eastar
from Oxax and then used the access you gave me to check the merchant ships
scheduled for departure over the next week. Only the Wheeler met the
criteria."


"And the
Red kraits?"


"The
reference to crates started me thinking,
and then it all became clear."


"Excellent
work. They had three red-headed kraits on board. Our medical folks are
delighted. They only had two. The trouble is everyone is looking for them, but
they are not being turned over to the medical department when they’re found.
I've been told they bring thousands of credits on the black market here and can
be sold for a hundred thousand and more on other planets, like Eastar."


"I would
prefer to remain anonymous, sir."


"That's
one of the negatives working for Intelligence. We don't advertise who works in
the group. So when someone does something noteworthy he or she gets
congratulated among his peers but gets no public recognition."


"Good,
since I have one of those hundred-thousand-credit kraits," I said with relief
and received nods of agreement.











CHAPTER SIX



 






Graduation


Alexa, Stauffer,
and I sat on the balcony watching the cadets receiving their diplomas, which
officially made them junior lieutenants. They were currently calling names
beginning with the letter K. I felt a bit nostalgic as cadets I knew from my
classes walked onto the stage to receive their diploma and letter of promotion.
These past four years had been the best years of my life. But now what? I
cringed at the thought. Where would I go and what would I do? I had begun to
panic when Stauffer thankfully distracted me.


"Seems
like you should be receiving your diploma down there," he said, knowing I
had received mine in the academy president's office in a private ceremony with
several of my instructors and Alexa.


"No.
They had to endure drills, daily exercises, lectures on supervising, extra
duties like cleaning latrines, and only got to see their family for short
periods of time. I had all the fun classes and got to go home each night. No,
it wouldn't be right for me to be receiving my diploma with them," I said,
satisfied with having a diploma from the academy and more importantly, a good
education … to do what? I was mentally being pulled into that dark tunnel of
self-pity and depression.


"I
offered you a job last year, which you turned down for good reasons. But you've
helped me several times this year for free. I can't in good conscience expect
you to continue with that arrangement. Besides, I want you full time. You are
too young to be commissioned as an officer, and offering you an enlisted slot
wouldn't be right with your education and experience with my department.
Therefore, I'm offering you a civilian consultant's position at a position
equivalent to the rank of a junior lieutenant." He smiled. 


I sat with my
mouth open in disbelief. 


"It
doesn't even require your mother’s approval, although I'm sure you will want to
discuss it with her, and you should. I've talked with my team, and they all
want you in the group. Age isn't as important to them as catching the bad guys,
and you've proven you can contribute. Take whatever time you need to
decide."


"Thank
you, Commander Stauffer. The offer sounds too good to be true, but you're
right. I do want to discuss it with my mother," I said looking to Alexa,
who smiled but said nothing. I was sure there were a million things I needed to
consider, and she would know what they were. Regardless of how much I wanted to
accept, I wouldn't if it endangered my relationship with her. She was my
lighthouse, guiding me to safety past treacherous rocks in stormy seas. There
was nothing in my life more important than her.


I continued
taping the ceremony, but my mind raced with excitement: a job I liked, a salary
to support myself, a future ... After the ceremony ended and Stauffer left,
Alexa took me to an expensive restaurant in Eteos City, which was close to the
academy and the Naval Intelligence offices but more than an hour from our
house.


The
restaurant looked and felt old. Not old and decrepit but old money and steeped
in tradition. The wooden tables were covered in maroon satin tablecloths and
set with china plates, crystal glasses, and heavy silverware. The chairs were padded
and covered in a maroon material with a crest I didn't recognize. The walls
were covered with oil paintings: portraits, various landscapes, and scenes from
old Earth. And the lighting and background music subdued to make for a relaxing
and intimate atmosphere.


"Wow!"
I whispered.


"This is
the Aughoes, one of the oldest restaurants on Oxax. It attracts the rich and
famous. You will never be rushed or interrupted here. You could sit here all
night with just a cup of coffee."


"It seems
very inefficient. How do they stay in business?" I had studied economics
and understood the basics of running a business.


"Both
the membership fees and the coffee are very expensive." She laughed but
looked pensive until we were seated and given menus. "Well, my daughter,
what do you think of Stauffer's offer?" 


"The job
is wonderful, but ..." In truth I wasn't smart enough to know what
questions I should be asking. "You've provided me everything I’ve ever
needed. That's been wonderful, but it means I don't know how to take care of
myself or what this new job would require or what you expect of me. Can I still
live at home ... your house?" Tears clouded my vision as emotions and
fears I hadn't had in years surfaced. She reached out and took my hand in hers.


"Anna,
you are my daughter. Everything I have is yours to share while I'm alive and
yours when I die. It's not my house; it's our home. But you are right; there
are lots of things to consider with this job or any job. For example, would you
prefer to live on your own or stay home for now—?"


"Home!"
I blurted, squeezing her hand. The thought of living on my own terrified me as
much as not having Alexa's companionship each day. 


"I'd
like that. But we must consider how you are going to get to work and back.
Jason won't work, for two reasons. First, the hours. You and I will have far
different schedules, and I believe yours will be less predictable. You will
need transportation of your own—"


"I can't
drive!" I interrupted, feeling desperate. I was starting to feel like a
child and wanted to run home to my bedroom and throw the covers over my head.


"I hired
Jason to drive a ground vehicle. Although it is much slower, it provides me an
opportunity to relax and read if I want. You will not want to spend nearly
three hours driving back and forth. I suggest we buy a small two-person
skimmer—"


"I can't
fly ... sorry, I keep interrupting." 


"It's all
right. Having graduated the academy, you’ll only need driving practice. You
already know the theory. I'll set up the classes. You'll also need work
clothes. And ..." Alexa stared at me for a long time without talking, her
eyes growing misty. "I've gotten a magistrate to sign an order authorizing
you to carry a weapon, concealed if you wish. He agrees with me that Red is an
asset valuable enough to justify you being armed to defend against theft, and
your cadet training qualifies you to carry one." She studied me carefully.
I understood her concern and fear. Before, I was either home, going or coming
with Jason, or on a military base. Now I would be out and about on my own and
the threat exponentially higher. "So, daughter mine, you are going to take
the week off and go shopping with your mother for clothes, a skimmer, and a
laser, and eat out and have fun."


* * *


The next day,
I told Stauffer I accepted but explained I had a bunch of things to take care
of before I'd be ready to start work. He told me to take as much time as I
needed.


I had dressed
work-appropriately for my classes at the academy, as the cadets were always in
uniform, but Alexa had me buy a couple of extra outfits and a small suitcase to
keep a day or two of clothes, as she knew there would be times when I'd have to
stay overnight or possibly even travel.


Next, we
found a shop that sold civilian weapons and purchased a small laser with enough
power to burn through most materials along with a belt, holster, and charger.


The following
day we went to a skimmer mall. For two days, we were shown a variety of models
and given demo rides.


"Well, which
one did you like?" Alexa asked that night back at the hotel. My head spun
with the cost of the twenty or so skimmers we had seen or ridden in.


"Something
inexpensive. You've spent so much money on me. How can I ever repay you?"
This shopping trip had been a revelation, because I had little idea of the cost
of things. It made my head ache.


"We needn’t
be conscious of cost. I'm well off because I never spent any money while I was
in service, have a retirement, and get a good salary as a magistrate. And you
working will help. Nevertheless, I can't think of a better way to spend my
money than on you. You never ask for anything. Consider this your graduation
gift." She gave me a tight hug. 


I didn't know
what to say and couldn't with the lump in my throat. I vowed to learn the cost
of running the house, skimmer, and everything else—and
to help now that I was earning a salary. A good start would be learning how
much I'd earn. I couldn't help laughing.


"You
have a clueless daughter. I promise to get smarter."


"All
right. Which one?" she asked, smiling. We spent the next hour going over
each one: design, functions, and I insisted—cost. Late that night we
reached a compromise: a middle of the price range, four-seat Air Stream sports
model with all the latest navigation and communications devices and a few nice-to-have
features like especially comfortable seats.


The next day
we signed the paperwork, and the salesman promised to have it delivered to the
training school where we arranged for lessons for Alexa and me. I had insisted
she learn to fly it too, as it was our skimmer. She agreed and would only need
familiarization training, as she knew how to fly one, although it had been a
long time. I didn't have a clue, although I knew the theory on how to fly a
cruiser.


*
* *


"That's
a nice skimmer, Miss Paulus," he said after walking around it and
explaining all the things I should look for on a visual inspection. I knew I'd
remember, as Red's head was on my shoulder the entire time—watching.
Timothy was nervous for the first twenty minutes but relaxed as the time went
by and Red didn't show signs of wanting to attack him or even move, and I
assured him it was harmless. I thought the lie easier than the truth, since the
end result was the same—except for the time to explain the truth.


"Magistrate
Bellona says you graduated from the Naval Academy, so mostly you need driver
lessons, but let me briefly go over the gauges." He spent some time
pointing out each gauge and the signs that would indicate trouble of some kind
or another. "All right Miss Paulus—"


"Anna,
please."


"All
right Anna, I'm going to take us for a ride, so you and your friend watch
carefully because next time it's your turn." He smiled and started the
engine. Three hours later, I couldn't wait until the next day.


"Mother,
it's ... magical." I didn't have the words to describe the feeling I had.


"Yes, it
is. I miss the feel of a cruiser under my feet ... at my command." Her
gaze was into the past, and she radiated a strong sense of loss. I hugged her, wanting
to make it go away, and slowly it did. "I've had a good life and much to
be thankful for," she said, returning the hug.


I had ten
days of lessons. Then Alexa decided we needed a vacation, which turned out to
be a tour of Oxax with me having to determine the route and fly us there.
Except for in the skimmer and in our room, Red stayed out of sight, which was a
good thing. No sense advertising I had a red-headed krait. And for three days
before I was scheduled to start work, Alexa accompanied me flying to and from my
workplace. By the day I was to report to work, I was nervous but confident I
could manage on my own.


*
* *


When I
arrived at the naval headquarters' building, they gave me a visitor’s pass and
directions to the Naval Intelligence Agency, NIA. There, a navy petty officer
led me to Stauffer's office, where three others waited.


"Welcome,
Anna, I've assembled the team you are going to be working with. The team is new
and tasked with finding and stopping a major smuggling ring we think is
operating out of the Free Peoples Union, FPU, which has some twenty plus
planets and two billion citizens. Mostly the smugglers deal in drugs or other illegal
items ... like Red," he said, and all eyes turned toward me. I assumed it
was my cue, and I reached inside my blouse, pulled out Red, and held him to my
chest where he wound himself around my neck with his head on my shoulder.
Everyone stood up to look closer but kept a safe distance.


"I'm
Kristyn Sinclair. You can call me Kris. I've heard it's poisonous and never
leaves you," she said like a fact, but it was really a question they all
had and which Stauffer had cleverly introduced. Kristyn’s sleeve had two
half-inch gold rings under a gold trident, indicating full lieutenant rank. She
looked to be only three or four centimeters taller than my current one hundred
sixty-five centimeters, but her figure was shapely, whereas mine was just
beginning to develop, and I didn't really need a bra. The doctors thought Red
was slowing my development. Her brown shoulder-length hair framed a pretty
heart-shaped face with blue eyes and an olive complexion.


"Hi,
Kris. Yes, the red-headed krait is very poisonous and currently the only known
antidote to the Coaca Virus. The only problem is that the poison is only
effective for a couple of days. So, Red is my automatic shot dispensary."
I noticed Kristyn wince in reaction. "So I'm glad he stays with me night
and day. I'd hate for him to get lost."


"I'm
Adrian Shrader, I go by Adrian. That sounds awkward, especially if you mean
twenty-four hours a day." He frowned in disbelief. Adrian's tan
complexion, narrow face, and sharp features made him look intense, and his one-hundred-seventy-centimeter
height made him a bit intimidating. He too was a full lieutenant.


"Hi,
Adrian. Yes, twenty-four hours. I was four when he adopted me. I guess if I had
been older, I too would have thought it awkward. But children adapt quickly to
most any condition: loss of a limb, or sight, or hearing."


"Hi. I'm
Wilber Weiss. Call me Wilber. I notice you refer to the krait as he and have
given him a name …" He was another full lieutenant, which definitely made
me the junior in the group in every way.


"Hi,
Wilber. It turns out he is a male krait, but to answer your question, he
doesn't talk or communicate with me in any manner I can recognize. But after
thirteen years, he feels like a companion. And yes, I talk to him, even though
he refuses to answer," I said, eliciting laughs from everyone. 


"Good,
you've taken care of the introductions. As most of you are aware, Anna has
worked with us before and been instrumental in catching bad guys. Red has never
been a problem. That I'm aware, Red has only bitten anyone on two occasions.
Both times, the individuals were attacking Anna and attempting to steal the
krait. She was in the hospital for ten days last time. Consequently, Magistrate
Bellona, Anna's mother, insists she carry a laser. Anna, most of us have weapons.
We usually lock them in our desks while we are in the office. There, I think
I've covered all the important issues. Any questions?" He paused to look
at each of us. When no one said anything, he continued. "I'll leave it to
you to get Anna a permanent badge and get her settled in as a member of the
team, because I want results, and you haven't produced any as of yet." He
tried to look serious, but a twitch of his lip spoiled it. To me, he felt
amused.


"Come,
Anna, we still have some getting settled to do ourselves. We arrived just a
couple of days ago and only reported in yesterday." Wilber nodded toward
the door.


By the end of
the day, we had obtained our permanent identification badges, were provided
desks, and assigned our own private conference room. We were just getting ready
to leave when Stauffer appeared with four folders, each at least eight
centimeters thick.


"Your
homework, since you haven't gotten any work done today," he said, dropping
them on our conference table, hardly able to restrain a grin. "One for
each of you."


*
* *


"How was
your first day?" Alexa asked when I sat down at the dinner table that
evening.


"Exciting
and scary at the same time. Scary flying the skimmer on my own into the city,
exciting meeting the people I'll be working with, scary they are all full
lieutenants and much older than me, exciting ... I talked through the entire
meal and for hours afterward, describing every detail of my day. Alexa felt
content as she quietly listened, a small smile on her lips. Finally, I jumped
up. "I forgot; I've got homework. Sorry," I kissed her on the cheek
and was getting ready to run off when she stopped me.


"You can
use my office. We'll have to convert one of the spare bedrooms into an office
for you. This won't be the last time you bring work home, and a comfortable
environment will make it easier to concentrate. Now off with you." She
waved me away. I made my way down the hall to her office and entered. Sitting
in her chair, I couldn't help giggling. My
own office. I spent a few minutes looking around and thinking about how I
would like my office to look and feel. Sometime later, I sighed and opened the
folder Stauffer had left.


Inside were
reports from many different agencies on ten of the thirty planets in the United
Alliance of Stars, UAS, covering a period of seven years. Kristyn, Adrian, and
Wilber had each worked on at least one incident involving the smugglers.
Kristyn was from the Intelligence agency at Eastar, Adrian from Sutan, and
Wilber from Safe Harbor. It was early in the morning before I finished. I think
even Red was tired at that point.


When I
arrived in the morning, Adrian was already at his desk leafing through our
homework, although I had arrived fifteen minutes early. He waved but didn't
smile.


"Am I
late? I thought—" I stopped when he laughed.


"Normal
hours are from eight to five, but we have no hours or place of work. Over the
next couple of weeks we will get to know each other. Some of us are morning
people while some like working through the night. We shouldn't force people to
conform to some artificial workday. If someone works best at night, that's when
they are the most productive and the best time for them to work. Results are
what count. How about you, Anna? When do you like to work?"


I laughed.
"This is my first real job."


"Okay,
when do you like to study?"


"At
night ... but that may be because I'm in school during the day." I
shrugged. 


"Well,
don't feel you have to be a day or night person. Here come the others. Let's go
to the conference room and have our first team meeting." He got up and
waved for the others to follow. I was shocked when they didn't. Kris headed for
the ladies latrine, Wilber for the small canteen. Adrian grinned. "See
what I mean? We need to get to know each other before we can work well
together. Come, they will join us eventually." He sat and began reading
from his folder. I took the hint and went to my desk and locked up my laser,
fetched a glass of water, and then went to the conference room. Several minutes
later, Kris and Wilber joined us.


"Good
morning, has anyone read our homework?" Kris asked sitting down with a
coffee mug in hand.


"Stauffer
didn't say when it was due," Wilber said to nods and snorts.


"We’re
going to be together for years. These smugglers have been in business for ten
or more years and are well-established. We aren't going to destroy their
organization in a week, or a month, or a year. If we're lucky, maybe before
Kris's children are five or six," Adrian said with a grin.


"I'm not
even married yet," Kris objected, then smiled. "You're right. We need
to bond as a team. We each have strengths and weaknesses and the team needs to
understand that and shore up the weaknesses and capitalize on the
strengths."


I sat there
in shock. I don't know what I had expected but it wasn't this. More like sit at
my desk all day ... thinking. I laughed mentally.


"Well
did anyone look at the contents of these folders?" Adrian asked. I raised
my hand and everyone laughed, to my embarrassment. "Good for you, Anna.
What did you see? I mean, your first impression." He and the others sat
back, their eyes on me. I sat stunned and reflexively reached for Red, as he
seemed to help me relax. I felt no strong emotions from Adrian. Kris felt
curious, and Wilber amused.


"I saw
that each of you have worked on one or more cases involving the smugglers and
that each of you came from a major NIA office. The smugglers appear to have
well-established contacts in the UAS, in as many as ten systems. The smugglers
might have originated in the Free Peoples Union, FPU, or the Peoples Republic
of Stars, PRS, but the UAS has a well-established organization."


"Why do
you think that?" Adrian asked.


"Because
the smuggling appears to go both ways."


"She's
right," Kris said. "Some of the drugs being smuggled are unique to
the UAS. And then there was the attempt to smuggle those red-headed kraits from
Oxax. That was good work, Anna. Yes, I peaked at your case folder. The
powers-that-be selected each of us for a specific reason. This is a very high
priority case, so I was interested and impressed. I suggest," she said
looking around the room, "no rank among us; we are all equal team
members."


"Agreed,"
Adrian and Wilbur said together. I nodded, although I knew that was mostly for
my benefit. We spent the rest of the morning going over our homework folders,
coming up to speed on what had been discovered over the years.


"I'm
hungry," Wilber said as he stood and stretched.


"Me too,
and I'd like to look at the Wheeler, which I understand the navy
impounded," Kris said and then tapped on her tablet. "We'll need a
government car, or better yet a skimmer assigned to us. The navy impound
platform is across town."


"I have
a skimmer," I said tentatively. Adrian looked to the others and received
nods.


"All
right, we still need another, since there are four of us and we won't always be
going to the same place. And we need to get you authorized, so you get
reimbursed for the miles you log. That's a good deal for the navy as it's
cheaper than taxis or rentals," Adrian said, rising and heading for
Stauffer's office. I concluded I had lots to learn.


"It
looks like we have our unofficial team leader," Wilber said, smiling.
"That's good, because it's a lot of extra work." He laughed. Kris
nodded agreement.


"He'll
made admiral someday and maybe drag us up to commodore." Kris grinned.


When Adrian
returned, he was smiling. "All settled. Anna, you are to keep track of the
mileage you log going anywhere on team business and submit a report to Stauffer
each month. He has agreed to one cred per mile." He grinned and I felt his
satisfaction.


"Thank
you, Adrian." I suspected that was a very generous rate.


"You’re
part of the team, and it's one for all and all for one." He looked around
the room and received nods of agreement. We made our way to the skimmer parking
area, where I unlocked the door and everyone found seats as I typed in the
address of the navy impound platform and activated the GPS system.


"Nice
skimmer," Wilber said as he and Adrian settled into the back and Kris
joined me in the front.


"It was
my graduation present," I said, feeling a sense of pride.


"Do you
think your mother would adopt me?" Wilber said to general laughter as I
lifted off the pad and steered into the traffic lane that would get us to the
naval shuttle port. I was still nervous flying the skimmer and wasn't going to
be pulled into a side conversation. Traffic was light, but I was new and hadn't
flown there before. When I landed, Adrian was first to speak.


"Good
flying, Anna. I was a little concerned—new skimmer and new driver. But
you are not reckless or easily diverted from what you're doing. You can be my
taxi anytime," he said as we exited. We ate at one of the restaurants on
the base. When the bill came, they all took out their credit chips.


"I'm
sorry ... I don't have a credit chip," I said, blushing with shame.


"How do
you pay for things?" Kris asked.


"I
haven't had to. The meals at the academy were free, I lived at home, and mother
paid for any clothes or books I needed."


"Don't
worry about it. I'll pay for your meal. Sit next to me on the shuttle and we
can discuss what you need to do. You are going to need a credit chip ..." Kris
explained I would need a bank account in my name where my check and expense
reimbursements would go and how my credit chip would be used to pay for things.


"I
appreciate the help, Kris."


"Remember
what Adrian said, one for all and all for
one? Well right now you need help, so I'll help. Your turn will come some
day. Unless I'm mistaken, you and this team will grow old together. And if we
are successful, we'll retire together." She laughed.


After getting
clearance from the station commander, we boarded the Wheeler. It felt strange.
I had graduated the naval academy but had never set foot on a spacecraft.


"What
are we looking for?" I asked no one in particular.


"Don't
know until we find it. We are trying to determine whether this ship was used
for smuggling or just paid to transport the kraits. According to the team that seized
the Wheeler, the crew claim they didn't know the consignment was kraits. They
were paid to transport the container to Eastar. Customs searched the ship but
didn't find anything, so they may be telling the truth, or at least not be part
of the smuggling organization. Anyway, Kris wants to look, so here we
are," Adrian said with a slight shrug.


I was
beginning to understand. We would be working together for years, and it was
important we understood each other's strengths and weaknesses if the team were
to be successful. Kris wanted to see the ship, so we would visit the ship; I
needed help with money matters, so Kris would make sure I got squared away;
they needed a ride, so I volunteered; and Adrian liked taking charge, so they
let him—one for all and all for
one.


I began at
the Bridge, feeling that was what I would know the most about. The controls on
a merchant ship were different than on a warship but similar enough that I
could understand them. This ship had a small weapons panel, I assumed for
protection against pirates. It looked like small missiles and a bank of twenty-centimeter
lasers. I turned on the panel, after switching it from active to simulator
mode. As I did, Red appeared, twisting around my neck and into my hair where he
laid his head on mine, watching while I worked my way through the functions. As
I finished the last step in the sequence, the active light came on, which it
shouldn't have done in simulator mode. Confused, I strolled down the hallway
looking for the weapons-loading area. I passed someone who said something, but
I was too engrossed to tell who it was or what they said. When I reached the
room, I entered and stood surveying the delivery mechanism. It looked like a
standard small missile system; however, there shouldn't have been a missile in
the loaded position, because I had been in simulation mode. I had a strong feeling
of wrongness. As I sat there going over what I had done on the weapons panel,
Adrian entered.


"What
are you—and Red—up to, Anna?"
he asked as he sat next to me. As usual, I had failed to notice Red lying on my
forehead.


"Can we
take that missile apart?"


"Why?"


"I don't
think it's a missile. Well, that's not true. It's a missile, but I don't think
it has a warhead. I think maybe it's a hiding place ..." I said hesitantly.
After some thought, I had come to the conclusion the simulator controls had loaded
this missile by design and not because I made a mistake. 


"I don't
think any of us is qualified, but I can get someone who is if you think it's
necessary."


"I think
so," I said, still staring at the missile. What if I’m wrong suddenly shocked me out of my trance. "I
could be wrong ..." 


"Then we
will all learn how to take a missile apart." He grinned as he flipped open
his navy-issued communication and personal computer, CPC, and tapped in
something. "We need to get you a CPC issued," he said while he
waited. "Yes. This is Lieutenant Shrader of the NIA. I need someone to
dismantle a missile on the Wheeler. Yes, today. Thank you." He smiled at
something. "They will have someone here in an hour." 


While we sat waiting,
Kris and Wilber joined us.


"There
you are," Wilber said as he and Kris entered the compartment. "Are
you waiting for something, or are you planning on launching that missile?"


"Anna
doesn't believe it's a real missile. We're waiting for someone to take it
apart," Adrian said, continuing to stare at the missile. "If it
doesn't have a warhead, then maybe it has goodies."


"This is
exciting, like waiting to see the message in your Chinese fortune cookie,"
Kris said. She felt excited.


"What if
..." I began.


"What if
you're right?" Adrian said. "We have to chase every possible lead.
Most won't turn out. But if we don't, we might miss the one that could break
the case." 


What seemed
like an eternity later, a chief petty officer and a petty officer entered the
room. 


"You
want a missile dismantled, sir?" he asked, scanning us.


"Yes, Chief.
The one sitting on the loading rack," Adrian said.


"Is
there something wrong with it?"


"We want
to know if we shoot it at something, and we hit it, will it explode?"
Wilber said, amused. The chief just shook his head. I could feel his
frustration.


"Yes,
sir," he finally said. He opened his tool kit, and he and the petty
officer began taking the missile apart with all of us watching, including Red.
Thirty minutes later, he removed the shell covering the warhead. "It won't
explode, Lieutenant," he said with a snort. Inside were some twenty
packages. Adrian collected the packages and had the chief replace the cover.


"Chief?"


"Hartley,
sir."


"Chief
Hartley, what happened here is classified. If you or your mate leak what you
saw, it will mean not only your careers, but prison time. You can make up whatever
story you want. Something to the effect of those idiot lieutenants wanted to
know if those missiles were real and of course they were or ... anything but the
truth. Understand?"


"Yes,
sir. The petty officer and I will come up with something."


"Thank
you, Chief." He waited for the two to leave, and then turned to Weiss.
"We need to have cameras installed here and elsewhere just in case someone
tries to retrieve what's here, and we need to connect the cameras to our
CPCs."


"I'll
take care of it," Wilber said, smiling. "I could get the equipment
today and do it tomorrow under the pretext of continuing our inspection."


"Good.
It wouldn't hurt to look around some more." Adrian scanned us and received
a nod from Kris. We spent another four hours. I spent the time on the Bridge,
not that I expected to find anything more, but I liked examining the panels and
imagining the ship in space. Red also seemed to enjoy it.


"That
was a good discovery, Anna. And it's given us a good lead to follow,"
Wilber said back in the skimmer on our way back to the office.


"Lucky,"
I said, not knowing what else to say. I wasn't sure why I was operating the
control panels. Was I playing or working?


"Maybe,
but knowing something wasn't right wasn't luck," Kris said.


"You're
right, Kris. I found her sitting there staring at that missile. She knew
something wasn't right." Adrian said.


"You
trusted me," I said almost to myself, after I had shut off the engine's
power. I had been surprised at the time—I was young and inexperienced
compared to them.


"We're a
team, Anna. We have to trust each other's instincts. Kris wanted to see the
Wheeler, so we went. It paid off, but it wouldn't have mattered if we found
nothing or if your missile was really an active missile. The powers-that-be
selected each one of us for a reason. This is an important project, so we have
to assume they got it right," Adrian said as we exited the skimmer.
"Anna, you can keep going if you want. I'll take our find to Stauffer so
he can have it analyzed, unless anyone wants to come along."


"Sounds
boring," Wilber said. "I'd prefer a good meal and a cold lager."


Kris nodded.
"I agree, I'm for a shower and a look for that husband who's going to give
me those kids Adrian predicted," Kris said with a grin.


"He
didn't say nothing about a husband," Wilber quipped, which produced smiles
from Adrian and Kris. I felt some apprehension, which I attributed to my age.


"I don't
think my chaperone would approve," I quipped. For a moment all I got was
blank stares, then snorts.


"See you
tomorrow, Anna. You did well today," Adrian said as they walked away
waving goodbye. 


Yes, it had
been a very good day, and they made me feel like one of them. At home, I
showered while waiting for Alexa.


"From
the glow on your face, I can see it was a good day," Alexa said as she
took off her robe.


"We
searched the Wheeler, and I discovered their secret stash," I said,
jumping up and hugging her. "They've made me feel like I'm one of
them."


"Maybe
sometime in the future, you could have them to the house for dinner. I'd like
to meet your team, since it's likely you will together for a long time,"
she said. I grinned.


"Adrian
says we’ll be lucky to destroy their organization by the time Kristyn's
children are five or six, and she isn't married or even engaged."


"He's
right. You will be lucky to ever completely stop them. They are most likely out
of the PRS or FPU empires, which we have no control over. The best you can hope
for is to contain their activities within the UAS."


*
* *


When I
arrived at work the next day, Adrian was already at his desk reading. He waved
but didn't say anything. I was surprised to see Kris and Wilber arrive not long
afterward. They had barely gotten their coffee when my new CPC buzzed with a
message from Stauffer to join him in his office. I noticed everyone on the team
rose as I did. In the office, Stauffer smiled as we entered.


"Close
the door and take a seat." He waited as everyone got settled.
"Congratulations. Nobody expected you to produce results so soon. Because
of your diverse backgrounds, I thought it would take you a couple of months to
find your legs as a team." He seemed to scrutinize each one of us as he
sipped his coffee.


"It's
strange," Kris said. "My first impression wasn't good, but we seem to
be a perfect fit."


"Good.
Judging by the contraband you discovered on the Wheeler, the ship and the crew
were an integral part of the smuggler's organization. We can assume they
operated in all three empires, because the drugs were unique to the other two
empires and one package contained restricted chips from the UAS. Your discovery
will put pressure on the crew to talk, since running illegal drugs and
restricted chips could get them multiple life sentences." He handed Adrian
a sheet of paper. "That's a list of what you found and the places they
most likely originated. Anything you need while you're in my good graces?"
He smiled, clearly amused. Adrian looked around the group. Kris was right: he
was our leader, and I thought a good one based on our Wheeler experience.


"Nothing
right now. We’ve gotten everything we've asked for to date," Adrian said.


"Your
team has priority, so don't hesitate if you need anything."











CHAPTER SEVEN



 






Night visitors


Nothing much
happened over the next couple of days. No one was caught on our hidden cameras
on the Wheeler. We spent our time looking for patterns based on the contraband
we discovered, the merchant's previous schedule, and the material in our homework files. The team came and went
at odd hours, which I studied for patterns. What emerged was that we met around
ten hundred hours in the conference room for an update and to resolve or pose
questions. Some stayed and some left. Adrian could usually be found in the
office. I varied my morning based on Alexa's schedule. If she left later than
usual, I stayed to spend extra time with her.


Feeling
frustrated late that night, I finally put my work aside and crawled into bed. I
had barely turned out the light when I heard gunfire. I threw off my blankets,
grabbed my laser from my bedside table drawer, and headed for my bedroom door,
wondering if I could shoot someone if I had to. I opened the door to find Alexa
creeping down the stairs with a multifunctional handgun: projectiles and
shards. When she saw me, she waved me back. I slowed but followed. If there was
trouble, it was because of me; therefore, I was responsible and wasn't about to
allow Alexa to meet it alone. She began firing as she proceeded down the stairs
with plaster from the walls and wood chips from the banister filling the air
around her. Two men in the hallway went down. One slammed into the wall. The
other was thrown backward as multiple projectiles from Alexa's weapon scored
direct hits. When she reached the bottom step, she stumbled and collapsed face-first
on the landing. I screamed and blood pounded in my head as I raced down the
stairs to her.


"She's
down," someone shouted as he came running up the hallway. Rage filled me
as I took aim and fired. A scream stuck in his throat as my laser burned a
steady line from his chest up his neck and into his head. 


"That
bitch girl has a gun, and she killed Bryce," a man's voice shouted as I
slid next to Alexa. Blood was everywhere. I stayed close to her with my gun
pointing into the hallway, determined to defend her at all cost. As I waited, a
laser light crept up the hallway and stopped at Alexa's head.


"Give us
that krait and we won't kill her," a man shouted from somewhere out of
sight. I reached into my shirt, pulled Red out, and stepped into the hallway,
blocking the laser light targeting Alexa. I let Red dangle in front of me,
hoping they wouldn't shoot for fear of killing him.


"You can
have the krait," I said, walking up the hallway waving Red in front of me
until I could see two men. One had a rifle with a laser sight, the other a
multifunctional weapon. They smiled. I could feel their amusement and somehow
knew they would kill me and Alexa after they got Red. "Here!" I
shouted as I threw Red high into the air, arching toward them. The first man's
head and eyes followed Red, ducking as the krait flew over him. I shot him
several times in the back of his head. He pitched forward, blocking me from the
second shooter. 


"Bitch,"
he shouted. As the first man hit the floor, I could see Red had the second man
by the throat. He grabbed Red by the tail and flung him away as he staggered
backward gagging and holding his neck. I shot at him but missed as he exited
the door. Shuffling backward so I could watch the hallway, I made it back to
Alexa and knelt next to her, reaching for her throat. Relief washed over me
when I felt a weak pulse. I tore strips from my nightshirt and tied off her arm
to stop the bleeding from a nasty gash to her forearm and tied another to stop the
bleeding from a wound to her thigh. Then I wadded a large strip and held it to
her side to plug the wound there and prayed, hoping the gods were listening. 


Sometime
later I felt Red twist around my leg.


"I hate
you," I said, looking down at his red tail, which was all that was
currently visible. He was the cause of Alexa lying there dying. Tears poured
down my cheeks and a black cloud descended on me—I wanted to die. If I killed Red, raced through my mind.
My laser jerked up as I heard a noise in the hallway. I slid in front of Alexa,
my finger beginning to tighten on the trigger.


"Don't
shoot! I'm Sergeant Koontz, Eteos police." A man stepped cautiously into
view with his hands raised. He was in a police uniform, so I lowered my gun.


"My
mother needs a doctor!" I shouted. He nodded and continued forward,
stepping over the two bodies.


"You've
been shot," he said, pointing to my shoulder. When I looked, blood was
running down my arm.


"Be
careful of the snake, he's poisonous. Call Doctor Renata at the Mercy Hospital
in Vaobel. She’ll explain and know what to do," I said as I descended into
darkness.


*
* *


I woke to voices
far in the distance. My foggy mind tried to reason who and where. Heaven? I wondered, trying to make out
what they were saying. My mother? I
doubted I could recognize my birth mother after so many years. Alexa? Was she dead too? Bone tired, I
returned to the darkness without a fight.


The beep of a
monitor and the hum of equipment woke me, but I kept my eyes closed as I
continued to listen, not sure what I would find. Then Red wound himself into my
hair and hung his head on my forehead, and his tongue brushed my eyelid.


"I'm
sorry, Red. It wasn't your fault. I blamed you for their evil, their
greed," I mumbled, reaching up to touch him.


"She's
awake," a woman's voice. Kristyn! My eyes snapped open. 


Adrian rose
from the chair he had been sitting in and Wilber came through the door with a
sandwich in his hand.


"How's
my mother?" I asked as the nightmare returned. I tried to sit up, but pain
shot through my body and restraints held me in place.


"Relax,
Anna," Kris said, patting my leg. Smart
woman. "Your mother will live, thanks to your first aid. She's at the
naval hospital in Eteos City. They brought you here to Mercy Hospital because
Doctor Renata insisted you and the krait required special handling. I doubt
anyone else wants to treat you with Red watching."


"But you
forgot to take care of yourself," Adrian added. "You almost bled to
death from that wound to your shoulder."


"You,
your mother ... and Red killed five men. If they were part of the smuggling
organization on Oxax, you may have eliminated their entire operation."
Wilber gave a grim laugh. "I imagine they thought it easy: snatch the
snake and leave rich."


"Why are
you here?" I asked, confused. They
should be back at NIA working.


"Because
one of our team members is here. So we're working here," Adrian held up
his homework folder and a small smile creased his lips. I felt genuine concern
from each.


"Thanks,"
I said, not knowing what else to say. Just then Doctor Renata walked in.


"You
look better. How do you feel?" she asked as she untied the restraints and
scanned the monitors. "You had me scared. You lost a lot of blood, which
by the way Red requires on a regular basis. If he stops ..." She left the
sentence hanging—the Coaca Virus
returns and you die.


"Tired,"
I said.


"Rest
and regular meals and you should be out of here in four or five days."


"I can't
... What about work? And I want to see my mother." I felt overwhelmed with
conflicting emotions: I was holding up the team; I wanted desperately to see
Alexa and hold her hand for her sake and mine; and what would happen to me now?
I couldn't live with Alexa anymore. I would not put her in danger any longer.
Adrian appeared on the other side of the bed. "Now that we know you're all
right, we’ll return to the office. Commander Stauffer is providing you with
round-the-clock NIA security from now on. Take as much time as you need to
recover. In the meantime, I'll send you daily updates on your CPC and you can
share your thoughts with me." He patted my leg before leaving with Wilber.


"If you
need anything or want company, let me know. It's only an hour by shuttle,"
Kris said as she squeezed my leg. "Anna, you scared us to death. Get well
quickly. The team won't be complete without you."


*
* *


The days
dragged by with little to do. True to his word, Adrian sent me daily updates.
They were tracing the identities of the men Alexa, Red, and I killed.
Surprisingly, the four they had identified didn't have criminal records that
they could find. The other man was still unknown. To my delight, Alexa
contacted me on my CPC on the third day, and we had frequent discussions during
each day. She was weak but feeling better each day and looking forward to
seeing me. We avoided a discussion of the incident. For my part, I dreaded
having to tell Alexa I couldn't live with her anymore. Maybe that was her
reason too. At night when the hospital quieted, I wrestled with my feelings on
having killed three men, directly or indirectly. Red didn't seem concerned, I
mused. I didn't seem to be either, but I thought I should be. It had been up
close and personal, not impersonal like sending a missile at an opposing
cruiser. Right or wrong, I knew in my heart that I would do it a hundred times
again to save Alexa—and Red. I giggled mentally. I would gladly give up
Red to save Alexa's life but not to some evil men who would kill others for their
greed.


*
* *


Doctor Renata
released me four days later, and Kris came to pick me up in my skimmer. "I
sure do like your skimmer, Anna. I'm jealous." She laughed. "Where
to?"


"I'd
like to go to the Eteos City hospital and visit my mother. I can drop you off
anywhere you want."


"If you
don't mind, I'd like to go with you and meet your mother. I understand she was
a captain in the navy."


"Yes,
she commanded a cruiser in the border wars with the PRS. No, I don't mind. I
know she wants to meet the team sometime. She was planning a dinner before ..."


"No
rush. We’re going to be together for a long time." On the flight to the Eteos,
Kris brought me up to date on the team’s latest inquires. The hidden cameras
still hadn't caught anyone fooling with the missiles. The remaining
unidentified man had been identified. He was from the planet New Zheng but
didn't have a record. 


When we entered
Alexa's room, she was sitting up eating. Her face lit when she saw me, and her
arm flew open to envelop me in a tight hug, which I knew caused her
considerable pain, as the wounds were still swollen and painful. I was overcome
with the feeling of love that radiated from her.


"You
scared me," I said when I could breathe again. She laughed then winced
with pain and sobered.


"Then
we're even. You scared me. When I'm recovered, you'll have to give me all the
details. I don't remember much after I shot the two in the hallway. I'm told
there were five men and you killed the other three." She closed her eyes
for a moment. When she opened them, she gestured toward Kris. "I guess the
pretty lieutenant is your team member, Kris."


"Sorry.
Mother this is Lieutenant Kristyn Sinclair. Kris, this is my mother, Alexa
Bellona," I said, feeling a bit embarrassed.


"Alexa,
please. It's nice to finally meet you, Lieutenant Sinclair. When I'm better,
I'd like to have the team over for dinner. Anna is fortunate to work with
people she likes and admires."


"Kris,
please. It's a pleasure to meet you ... Alexa. Your daughter has been a very
pleasant surprise. I admit I had my concerns when I heard she was only
seventeen, but she not only fits right in, she adds a unique perspective to the
team. She's a keeper," Kris said, giving my arm a squeeze. "I'll go
get something to eat and give you two a chance to talk."


"Mother,
I think I should get an apartment on my own," I said, hating each word.


"Why?
Tired of living with me?" 


"No. I
almost got you killed!" I blurted. "More will come after Red. They
won't stop until they get him."


"My poor
daughter," Alexa reached out and pulled me to her. "Yes, there will
undoubtedly be more attempts over the years. And if they do succeed, you will
die. So we need to take all necessary
precautions to prevent that. Not by being separated, but by being together. The
NIA will provide you with security now that you have been attacked and almost
killed, if for no other reason than that you are part of a team on a critical
project. And the police will provide me with additional security because I'm a
magistrate and my home has been attacked. So we will both have additional
security, which will be doubled if we are together. And if that isn't enough,
I'll purchase extra security. In addition, we will make modifications to the
house to make it more secure." She paused, giving me a hug. "If you
want to move to be on your own, I'll help. But if you want to move to protect
me, I'd prefer you stay."


"I love
living with you, mother, but I'd never forgive myself if you got killed because
of me."


"Good.
Then let's take reasonable precautions and not let evil men drive us apart.
Life is too short to begin with."


"All
right," I said, overcoming my raging fear of losing her and shaking off
the image of her lying on the floor in a pool of blood. She moved over with
considerable effort and patted the empty space.


"Sit and
give me all the gory details." 


I recounted
the incident, trying to skip over some parts, but she insisted on hearing every
detail. Kris returned halfway through the tale, and I had to repeat the story
from the beginning. The telling somehow seemed to make the incident a little
less terrifying. It helped that Alexa and Kris managed to find humor in certain
parts that I had to admit were funny—like when I threw Red into the air.
When I left with Kris, I was feeling much better and had shaken off my
depression.


"Thanks
Kris ... for everything."


"You're
worth it." She smiled.


*
* *


When I
arrived for work the next day, everyone was already there, which was unusual,
and Adrian called for an early conference room meeting. I was surprised to see
Stauffer join us.


"First,
Anna, are you recovered enough to be at work?" Stauffer asked, and I felt
his concern. 


"Yes,
sir. My shoulder is a bit stiff, but otherwise I'm all right."


"Good,
but if you feel you need more time off, you're certainly entitled."


"Sir, I'd
like a few days off when my mother is released from the hospital."


"Take as
much time as you need. And you'll need to get clearance from the NIA psychology
department. It's required after a shooting where someone died."


"Sir,
while my mother lay in a pool of her own blood bleeding to death, they had a
laser beam on her head and threatened to kill her if I didn't give them
Red."


"What
did you do?" Wilber asked.


"I gave
him to them, and as they watched him sail through the air toward them, I shot
them. I haven't thought about them once since," I said, and was greeted
with silent nods of understanding.


"I'd
clear you, but I can't, so I'm afraid you'll have to talk to them. Just a
formality, but until they clear you, you can't officially come back to work. Of
course, I'd understand if you talked with your friends." He grinned.
"And I've approved a request to provide you with security. Someone will
contact you at home today. The NIA doesn't like their people getting killed. It
interrupts getting work done." He left the room smiling.


"Would
you mind sharing the story with us?" Adrian asked. "We'd like to know
what happened, and something might help us link those men to the smugglers or
eliminate them as opportunists."


"No, I
don't mind. I had just gotten into bed when ..." I retold the story again
and somehow each time it seemed to make it a little less painful.


"I guess
a poisonous snake flying through the air in your direction would be a bit
distracting." Wilber laughed. "What a dilemma. A poisonous snake
worth more than a hundred thousand credits flying toward you—to shoot or
not to shoot.


"Here,"
Adrian handed me a CPC chip. "This contains all the information we've
discovered about the men that attacked you and your mother. Maybe you can see
some way to connect or eliminate them from the smugglers' organization."


*
* *


When I got
home, two men were waiting in a ground vehicle. I would have panicked if they
hadn't contacted me in the skimmer to let me know they would meet me at the
house.


"Good
evening, Miss Paulus. I'm Special Agent Rhodes and this is Agent Tidwell. I've
been assigned to provide you with personal security. If you don't mind, I'd
like to discuss your schedule and normal routines so I can have someone there
when you are most likely to be vulnerable." Rhodes said. He was several
years older than Tidwell, but they both looked like they could play
professional soccer. And they carried concealed weapons under their jackets.


"Now's
as good a time as any. Come on in and we can talk in comfort." I led the
way to the kitchen where Joetta, Alexa's cook, made some coffee for them and
fetched me a glass of mixed berry juice. "I don’t know if I have a
schedule. I work at the NIA headquarters in Eteos ..." I spent an hour
discussing how I traveled between the office and home, my work, the fact I
lived at home while they tried to established how they could best protect me.
In the end, I had a number and would keep them apprised of my activities and
whereabouts. Someone would always be guarding the house when I was scheduled to
be there. "Mother is planning on doing things to the house to make it more
secure. I'll let you know when I know." They stayed, as they were
expecting workmen to install surveillance equipment around the perimeter of the
house. 


After a quiet
dinner alone, I spent the evening examining the chip Adrian had given me. It
took me an hour to get to sleep, as I was aware of every little noise. It
didn't matter that I reminded myself the police and NIA had people guarding the
property.


The next day
workmen knocked on the door at seven hundred hours. The police had verified their
work permit and permission from Magistrate Bellona to be there.


"What
are you planning on doing?" I asked after directing them to one of the
spare bedrooms near Alexa's and my bedrooms.


"Magistrate
Bellona told me to tell you it was a surprise." He smiled and I felt his amusement.
I shrugged, wondering what Alexa was up to. Something to do with security I
guessed, and left them. Each day they arrived at seven and worked into the
evening. The room was being demolished as far as I could determine from the
outside as I was told I wasn't supposed to look. The third day, Stauffer
scheduled me with a Doctor Browder. I arrived fifteen minutes early, glad to
get out of the house with men running in and out and the noise of machinery.
Right on time, his secretary, a middle-aged woman with a pleasant smile and
manner, answered her phone and then looked in my direction.


"Miss
Paulus, Doctor Browder is ready. Go right in." She smiled for a moment
then returned to whatever she had been doing. When I entered, a white-haired
elderly man stood and came walking around his desk to meet me. Although his
round clean-shaven face was smiling, I felt no emotions. I thought that
strange, but then I had never met a psychologist. 


"Miss
Paulus, I'm Doctor Browder. Take a seat and make yourself comfortable. Would
you like something to drink?"


"No,
thank you," I said, looking around the room. Except for the chair behind
his desk, there were only two other chairs in the room. They were padded and
looked comfortable and sat facing each other with a small wooden table next to
each. Everything in the room was neutral: the chair a light tan, the walls
white with a faint blue tint, the pictures on the wall photos of forests,
rivers, and scenic landscape. I took the seat closest to me and sat.


"From
the NIA report I received, you were involved in a shooting, and that’s the
reason you're here. How have you been sleeping?"


"I've
had some trouble getting to sleep at night. The house feels very lonely without
mother home, and I guess I'm still a bit nervous and listening for
noises."


"That's
understandable. What about shooting another human being?" He asked,
sitting back in his chair.


"What
about it?" I asked, not sure what he wanted.


"How do
you feel about killing someone?"


"I hadn't
thought about it. They were trying to kill my mother and me, and almost
succeeded. I had no choice." And I would do it again, I almost said but
decided that wouldn't be wise. There was something about the doctor's lack of
emotions.


"You’re
repressing those painful emotions, but then that's why you're here." He
smiled but it didn't reach his eyes. He felt bored.


"No,
Doctor Browder, I'm here because of some department rule. Does everyone that
kills someone in self-defense or the line of duty have to see a psychologist?"


"Of
course, Anna. You are not being singled out—"


"Then
you interview the crews of navy personnel who are involved in a space battle?


"Of
course not—"


"But you
just said everyone that kills someone. Believe me, a missile into a cruiser
kills lots of people. So aren't they affected by the people they kill?"


"That's
different. You can't see the people dying. You saw the men you shot."


"So, if
you kill a hundred people with a missile, that shouldn't bother you, but if you
kill one man who's trying to kill you and you can see him, that's
different?" His logic failed me. Suddenly, I felt his anger, although the
smile remained.


"We will
discuss this over the months. You have to come to realize the trauma you
suffered killing those men. Today you're suppressing those feelings, which is
natural."


"Doctor
Browder, this is our last meeting. Those men were evil, and I'm not sorry I
shot them. You are not going to convince me I'm supposed to be sorry for
killing them no matter how many sessions we have, so there is no point in
having any further meetings."


He smiled,
but I felt the hate toward me. "Then you won't get permission to return to
work."


"Then
I'll go work someplace where the rules make sense and their doctors don't hide
their true feelings behind a smile." I wouldn't admit it to him, but I
would be sorry leaving the NIA. I liked the people and the work.


*
* *


The next day
at his request, I reported to Stauffer’s office and was sent to see Rear
Admiral Rawls, Director of NIA operations on Oxax. When I entered her office,
Stauffer was already there. He looked tired.


"Admiral
Rawls, you asked to see me?" I said, standing at attention, although it
wasn't required as I was a civilian. It was a habit I had acquired at the
academy.


"Yes,
Anna. Please sit." I felt her concern, which I assumed was because of my
confrontation with Doctor Browder and refusal to follow the rules. Well, I had
made my decision and would have to live with it. "You have upset our
Doctor Browder. He believes you have suppressed emotions and are unfit for
duty."


"Yes,
ma'am. We didn't see eye-to-eye on the rules."


"Rules?"
she asked and leaned forward slightly.


"Yes,
ma'am." I went on to explain my cruiser example. She sat back and laughed.


"Yes, I
can see why you upset him. According to the report, you shot two men. That
doesn't bother you a bit?"


"Ma'am,
they shot my mother three times, and while she lay bleeding to death on the
floor, they pointed a laser at her head and threatened to shoot her again unless
I gave them what they wanted. So no, I don't regret killing them and would do
it again in a heartbeat. Ironically, if they had offered to save my mother for
Red, I'd have given him to them."


"Even
though it would have meant your death?"


"Yes.
Any day of any week."


"Doctor
Browder doesn't understand, but I do, Anna." She picked up a stylus and
wrote something on her tablet. "Stauffer, Miss Paulus is cleared for
work." Then she turned back to me. "I'm curious. What did you do when
they demanded your red-headed krait or they'd shoot your mother?"


"I gave
Red to them ..." I went on to explain what happened. She was smiling when
she dismissed us.











CHAPTER EIGHT



 






Homecoming


Four days
later, I picked up Alexa from the hospital. She had recovered most of her color
and appeared to be moving well with only minor discomfort. It felt wonderful
having her home again.


"All
right, Mother. What have you been having done to the guest bedroom?" I
asked when we arrived home.


"Come,"
she said, and led me up the stairs to the guest bedroom and opened the door.
What do you think?" I surveyed the room, trying to remember what it had
looked like. I'd only been in it once or twice to fetch something.


"It's
smaller than I remember, and I thought it had a bathroom attached, and the
bookcase is new." I saw nothing worth all the time the workmen had spent
working in there. Alexa walked over to the bookcase and studied the floor for
several minutes, then kicked the bookcase. When she did, a panel opened like a
window. She waved for me to enter. Inside was a small room with steel walls and
an electronics suite.


"It's
called a panic room. The walls are metal and able to sustain a small rocket, it
can only be locked and opened from the inside, and we have electronics to
communicate with the outside world and to see what is happening via the
security cameras. I decided you and I’d had enough of hospitals and next time
we would just hide until the cavalry arrived."


"I like
that idea. It will avoid me having to see Doctor Browder again," I
quipped.


"I
talked with Admiral Rawls yesterday. She liked you. Said she had reservations
about Stauffer hiring someone so young for such an important project and was
considering firing you after she received Browder's report. But after talking
with you, she agrees with you about Browder and thinks Stauffer was smart to
hire you." She took out her tablet and showed me how I could tap into the
video cameras and how to alert police and NIA security. "I've also had the
doors and locks reinforced and connected to the police and NIA security. Feel
better?"


"Yes,
much." I gave her a tight hug. I had missed her more than I realized.


*
* *


I went in to
work the next day. Around nine, Kris and Wilber showed, and at ten we gathered
in the conference room for our daily required meeting.


"It's
been an exciting couple of weeks following your adventures," Wilber said
as I sat. "I particularly liked your shootout with Doctor Browder. Always
thought that requirement was ridiculous. Oh, it helps some people. But in most
cases it’s you or them, and after it's over, you aren't considering trading
places."


"Hopefully,
the excitement is over," Adrian said. "Anyone have anything they want
to share?"


"I think
we should concentrate on squeaky clean
merchants," I said. I had been reviewing everything the team had collected
over the past month and that seemed to be the most notable observation. 


"I
agree," Adrian said after a long silence. The Wheeler's crew didn't have
one member who had been in trouble with the law. In fact, that was their lawyer’s
main defense, even after we found the contraband.


"That's
true. I noticed that the few times a crew member got in trouble over the years,
they were immediately dismissed. And they were overly cooperative during all
their inspections by customs," Wilber said. "How many merchants have
crews with no records or get favorable comments from the inspection team?"


"That's
a big task since there must be hundreds of merchants, not counting the ones
coming from the Peeps and Freebees," Kris said, using the common street
names for the PRS and FPU.


"The
Wheeler was an Alliance registered merchant, so maybe we should start with them,"
Adrian said, looking at his tablet.


"But the
contraband is primarily from the Peeps and Freebees," Wilber said,
frowning.


"Maybe
that says something about the way they operate and the reason it's been so
difficult to stop them," Adrian said. "Let's start there. We can get
a list and divide it up among us. I'll see about getting the list."


Kris had been
right when she identified Adrian's role as leader, and from the look of things,
no one else wanted the role—it was a lot of work. I couldn't stop
thinking about the missile. When the meeting ended, I called Chief Hartley and
made an appointment for lunch.


I met him
outside the base, and we went to a small café several kilometers away so as to
avoid meeting anyone he knew.


"My
treat, Chief," I said as we were seated. The chief had been silent except
for recommending the restaurant and giving me directions to get there.
"Your payment is to answer a few questions for me."


"Yes,
ma'am," he said, eyeing me cautiously. He was a typical chief: a serious
no-nonsense person who knew his job and was inquisitive. He looked old enough
to be my father. His sandy hair was cropped short in a crew cut, and he had a
rugged square face with penetrating eyes.


"Anna,
please. I'm a member of the team investigating the Wheeler, but I'm not an
officer." I stopped when the waitress appeared, and we ordered the house
specialty: shredded meat in a spicy sauce on a bun with potato chips. He
ordered an Oxax beer and I ordered a mixed berry juice. It flashed through my
mind, that my drink choice emphasized my young age, but I was who I was and
shrugged it off.


"What
would you like to know, Anna?" he said after taking a drink of his beer.


"That
missile we had you take apart. Could it be launched and easily recovered by
another ship?" The thought had been nagging at me for the past couple of
days. Normally, you didn't expect to retrieve missiles, but what if you could?


"Interesting
question. You shoot it off and someone else retrieves it and its
contents." He remained quiet for a while, sipping at his beer. "I can
think of several ways of doing it, but I'd have to open up that missile in
order to tell you whether that one could be easily recovered. Without some kind
of homing device or beacon, it would be very difficult to find a missile
hurtling through space. And when it ran out of fuel, impossible."


"Thank
you, Chief. For now, we don't want you going anywhere near that missile, as it
could alert friends of the smugglers that we are aware of their innovative
storage container. But at some point I'd like you to dismantle it for me."


"Sounds
like fun. You've aroused my curiosity now. That would certainly be a clever way
of handing off contraband with little risk." He smiled. We spent the rest
of the meal sharing stories. He talked a little about his career and a few
incidents with dismantling explosives, and I in turn talked about the academy.
I dropped him back at the base before returning to headquarters. Later that
afternoon, Adrian handed each of us a chip with our list of merchants to check
out. My list had fifty-one, so I assumed there were around two hundred Alliance-registered
merchants. I took out my tablet, linked to the NIA system, and began my search.


*
* *


It took three
weeks for us to research the two hundred and five merchants Adrian had found.
We met the next day in the conference room. Adrian was first to speak.


"I found
only two merchants that met our main search parameter, that is having squeaky clean crews."


"I found
only one," Kris said.


Wilber leaned
forward. "Three." 


"Two,"
I put in.


"That's
eight eligible candidates for Smuggler of the Year." Wilber laughed.
"What now?" he asked, his question obviously directed to Adrian.


"We need
to find out their itineraries, and then one of us needs to be there when each customs
inspection is performed. We need to continue to be careful not to alert anyone
of our discovery on the Wheeler. That may have been the unique brainchild of
the crew, but it may also be the organization's current modus operandi. If it
is, we could seriously impact their smuggling operation in the Alliance. At
tomorrow's meeting, each of you needs to have the next ten-day itinerary for
the merchants you identified."


*
* *


When we met the
next day, on the one hand I could feel the excitement in the room. We were
getting close to catching those merchants working with the smugglers. On the
other hand, I had mixed emotions about traveling on my own. 


"I'll
start," Adrian said. "The Windjammer will visit Stone Ring, and the Dreamer,
Eastar.


'The Star
Trader will also stop at Eastar," Kris said.


"Interesting,"
Wilber said. "The Dealmaker will also stop at Stone Ring, but the Wanderer's
next stop is Safe Harbor, and Storm Runner, Truth Star. 


"The
Spinner’s next stop is Amend, and the Trail Blazer’s, Zaspa," I said.


"If
there were six of us, this would work," Adrian said after reviewing the
data. "Let’s see where the Wanderer, Storm Runner, Spinner, and Trail
Blazer will be over the subsequent two weeks." 


After Wilber
and I reviewed their schedules, we found the Wanderer's next stop was Zaspa,
Storm Runner's Zaspa, Spinner's Zaspa, and Trail Blazer's Eastar.


"That's
perfect. What if we split into two teams? One team to Eastar and one to Stone Ring.
The Stone Ring team can then go to Zaspa when they finish, because it's close
to Stone Ring, while the Eastar team waits for the Trail Blazer to arrive. Any
questions?"


"Why
don't Anna and I go to Stone Ring?" Kris said. "We're both women, so
the accommodations will be easier, and I can stay close to her."


I nodded.
That was a relief. I wanted to go but would not have felt as comfortable teamed
with Adrian or Wilber, although I liked both of them. Somehow I had grown
closer to Kris over the months.


"Good,
I'll make the arrangements with Stauffer. Be ready to leave on a moment’s
notice. We don't have a lot of wiggle room here." Adrian collected his
tablet and headed for Stauffer's office.


"I guess
that means the meeting's over." Wilber laughed. "Anna, you have to
show Adrian and me what you did to make that missile appear. Better yet, send
us something visual we can take with us."


"It's
simple. I'll send it to you by tonight."


"Me too,
Anna," Kris said. "So I can pretend I know what I'm talking about. I
didn't go to the academy or train to be on the Bridge, so I don't know much
about how the panels work."


Since it was
a bit early to go home, I spent the time making an animated video of a typical
weapons panel, showing how to put it in simulation mode and how the active
light would come on if it reacted the same as on the Wheeler. Then I sent it to
everyone. I was getting ready to leave when Stauffer appeared.


"A
moment, Anna. Are you comfortable going on this mission?" he asked while
sitting down beside me. He looked and felt concerned.


"I'm a
bit nervous, but if I'm going to be part of the team, I have to contribute like
everyone else. Besides, I know the Bridge panels and functions and might see
something Kris wouldn't. She'll take good care of me, sir," I said,
knowing she would. Lately, she had felt like a big sister—family.


"All
right. I just wanted to make sure you weren't being pressured into going. If
you would prefer to stay on Oxax, I'd understand." 


I knew he
meant it. He had taken me under his wing more than a year ago, and I was
grateful. 


"By the
way, Admiral Rawls found you refreshingly honest and insightful. You are no
longer on probation. Congratulations." He handed me a badge and walked
off. I stared at it for a long time. It was beautiful: a gold metal in the
shape of a shield surrounded by oak leaves. In the center of the badge was a
balance scale with a Trident in the middle. On top were two scrolls with Naval and Intelligence, and underneath, two with Agent and A. Paulus. In
addition, there was a plastic badge with the Navy Insignia, NIA, in large bold
letters, and my picture. It took me more than an hour sitting in my skimmer to
calm myself enough to be able to fly home reasonably safely. I clipped my badge
to my suit jacket lapel and clipped my ID to my breast pocket, grabbed a juice
drink, and sat waiting for Alexa to arrive home. When I heard her car in the
driveway, I walked to the door and stood waiting. She entered, stopped, and
stood looking me over.


"I
didn't do it, Agent Paulus." She laughed and threw her arms around me.
"Congratulations, Daughter."


"And I'm
off to Stone Ring on assignment ... with Lieutenant Sinclair," I added
quickly.


 She sobered. "Like any mother, I'd
like to lock you up someplace safe, but I know I can't. It will help if you
remember to stay in touch with me."


"Every
day. I'm excited and terrified but know I either have to hide forever or live
my life and take what comes. In reality, I feel I'm living on borrowed time. I
should have died in the snow back when I was four. If it weren't for Red I
would have. And no one can explain why he showed up. They aren't usually active
in the snow, since they are cold-blooded, and there are no other instances of
one seeking out a Coaca Virus victim."


"I for
one will be forever grateful to Red, whatever his reason," she said,
putting an arm around me and walking me upstairs. "I'll help you pack if
you don't mind."



 


 

 



 










CHAPTER NINE



 






Priority One Access


The message on my tablet read, report to the office at eight hundred hours. Within a few minutes
of my arrival, Kris and Wilber wandered in. Adrian was already there as usual.
Stauffer appeared only minutes later.


"Good morning. Admiral Rawls considers this
assignment the agency's number one priority and has authorized Priority One
Access, P1A. The Minerva and the Proteus have recalled their crews from shore
leave and are preparing to depart as soon after you arrive as possible."
He handed each of us a plastic card with PRIORITY ONE ACCESS in red across the
top. In the middle were NIA in large bold letters and our picture. At the
bottom were the signatures and printed titles of Secretary of the Navy Admiral
Webb and Director of Naval Intelligence Admiral Lulltrel. "These will get
you the access you need to inspect those ships and any cooperation you might require.
Good hunting," he said, and left. When I looked around, everyone was
staring at his or her card.


"I've heard of Priority One Access but never seen
one. Normally, it's only used for wartime assignments," Adrian said, shaking
his head.


"We could commandeer a warship with this,"
Wilber said, smiling.


"That's the good news," Kris said without
looking up. "The bad news is these people expect results for this card;
otherwise, they look foolish."


Well then, let go find them some results," Adrian
said as he hoisted his duffle bag over his shoulder. "Good hunting Kris,
Anna. See you in a couple of weeks. Keep me informed." He headed for the
door with Wilber following, giving us a thumbs
up.


"I think Red is reading your card," Kris said,
looking at my forehead where Red was currently lying.


"He does that. It’s silly, but I used to read the
words out loud to him when I was younger. Since then, he always appears to be
interested in what I'm reading or looking at."


"That is strange. I understand why you've given it
a name and think of it as a person—him, I mean." Kris frowned as she
stood examining him. "But he's never done anything you would consider
communication?"


"No. Maybe he thinks I'm too dumb to understand."
I laughed as I grabbed the handle of my traveling case and prepared to leave. 


"Well Agent Paulus, are you and your
high-and-mighty companion ready for the adventure of a lifetime?" She
laughed and grabbed her traveling case.


"Lead on, Senior Agent Sinclair. Fame and glory
await us," I said, mentally crossing my fingers.


* * *


A shuttle was waiting for us when we arrived. It had
apparently been held for us, because all the seats were taken except for two in
the front. Kris was quiet on the ride to the space station. I couldn't blame
her. Things had escalated quickly in the past forty-eight hours and a lot was
riding on this assignment. Since she was active military, she felt the weight
of the Admiral’s expectations more than I. Of course, I also wanted the project
to be successful—both
because I enjoyed working with Adrian, Wilber, and especially Kris and to catch
those I thought responsible for hounding me. Before I realized it, the shuttle
was pulling into an open bay. 


I rose with Kris and exited the shuttle. A young
second lieutenant stood waiting with two petty officers. He saluted Kris, and
his eyes shifted to me for a brief second.


"Lieutenant Sinclair, I'm Lieutenant Norman. If
you will follow me, I'll take you to the Minerva. The petty officers will
collect your bags. We should be leaving within the hour," he said,
pointing to the exit. We followed him to the rail transport platform, and after
a short ride we were delivered to where the Minerva was docked. A full
lieutenant stood checking IDs. Norman ignored the long line of waiting sailors
and went straight to the front. The lieutenant looked up and then checked his
tablet.


"Lieutenant Sinclair and ... Miss Paulus, if I
could see your IDs," he said. Kris handed her ID to him, which he returned
after scanning it. Then I handed mine to him. He did a double look from the ID
to me and back again. "Norman will take you to your quarters." He
saluted Kris and then nodded to Norman, who motioned toward the entrance. My
heart was racing as we maneuvered our way through the hallways and up some
stairs. I never thought I would ever set foot on a spaceship, much less a navy
war cruiser. I almost ran into Kris when Norman stopped.


"Lieutenant, if you'd put your hand on the door
plate, you'll be registered. Ma'am, if you would do the same for this
door," Norman said nodding to the next door. When I did, the light above
the plate went from red to green and the door slid open. The room was small,
with a single bed, chair, built-in cabinet, and toilet facility.


"Lieutenant Sinclair, Captain Vogel is busy
preparing the Minerva to depart, but he asked me to invite you and Miss Paulus
to dine with him at eighteen hundred hours. I'll come get you when it's
time." With a nod, the petty officers deposited our bags in our rooms and
left.


"Thank you, Lieutenant Norman," Kris said
and turned to me. "Anna, join me." She nodded and entered her room.
Once I was inside, she closed the door. "Wow, I could get used to this.
These are senior officers' quarters, and Lieutenants never dine with the
captain. We should relax and enjoy the experience while it lasts, since it's
probably the last time we get this special treatment."


I couldn't help examining everything. The room was
compact but comfortable, with drawers to store things and places to hang
clothes, a pull-down desk with slots for tablets to connect to the system, and
a full if tight bathroom.


"If this is a dream, don't wake me," I said.


"I can't wait to see the captain's reaction to
you. The Officer of the watch almost suffered whiplash trying to reconcile your
agent ID with you. Can't blame him. You're a bit young to be an NIA
Agent."


* * *


At seventeen fifty-five, Norman knocked on my door.
When I opened it, he and Kris stood in the hallway. She had on her dress blues.
From her ribbons, I could tell she had been in the navy for about seven years
and had earned the Navy Small Arms Marksmanship Commendation and some Achievement
medals. She looked perfect for a navy recruitment poster. I had chosen a navy
blue suit with pants, since I knew Kris would also be wearing slacks. She
nodded her approval, and we followed Norman down the hall toward the Bridge and
the captain's dining room. When we entered the room, Kris braced to attention
and saluted. I also braced to attention out of habit from my years at the academy.


"Welcome aboard the Minerva, Lieutenant Sinclair
... Miss Paulus. My XO, commander Tillman," Captain Vogel said, nodding to
a broad-shouldered man who was staring at me with wide eyes. Tillman was tall
and middle aged but looked like he worked out regularly. His brown hair was cut
short. "We don't often get Priority One guests. Anything you can
share?" Vogel asked. He was shorter and stockier than Tillman and at least
ten years older, judging by his greying hair. His round face had bright
intelligent eyes and a pleasant smile.


"Only with you and your XO, sir. Miss Paulus and
I are members of a special task force formed to counter smuggling in the
Alliance. We've identified four merchant ships that are potentially part of the
smugglers' organization. If we're right and one or more of them is found to
have contraband, we may be able to seriously curtail their activities, and it could
even provide us with insight into their methods of operation."


"How? I would assume customs has inspected each
of those ships," Tillman asked.


"Agent Paulus discovered how they are getting past
the customs inspections. Two of those merchants we want to examine are
presently on Stone Ring. The other one will be in Zaspa, so unless you have
other orders, we would like you to stay around while we inspect the two in
Stone Ring and then give us a lift to Zaspa," Kris said, smiling at the
look the two gave me.


"You have Priority One Access, which means we are
at your service. And if you can help us catch their cruiser—which I'm convinced
they have operating in Alliance space—we
would forever be in you debt," Vogel said. "Please sit. Miss Paulus,
I was told you have a poisonous snake with you. Where, may I ask?" His
eyes flew open and his smile disappeared when I reached into my blouse and
pulled out Red, who wound around my forearm.


"Here," I said. "It's a red-headed
krait."


"If it's a pet, couldn't you leave it in your
room? It's obviously poisonous and dangerous," Tillman said before Vogel
could decide what to say.


"No, it's not a pet, and although it's very
poisonous, it's not dangerous. It never leaves my person. Not since it saved my
life at age four. And no, I can't leave it in my room. Besides it being worth more
than a hundred thousand credits, its poison keeps my Coaca Virus from
developing. Without it, I'd be contagious within as little as twenty-four
hours," I said as Red worked his way up my arm and around my neck, laying
his head on my shoulder. The captain looked to Kris.


"It takes a bit of getting use to, but everything
she’s said is true. Consequently, it's best we don't advertise it. A hundred
thousand credits is a powerful incentive. Five men attacked Anna and her
adopted mother a few weeks ago for that snake. She and her mother were just
recently released from the hospital."


"How did they get away?" Tilman asked
Sinclair, although he was looking at me.


"They killed the five men. Her mother is retired
Captain Bellona, and Miss Paulus qualified as a marksman with a rifle and in
small arms all four years at the Academy."


"I knew Captain Bellona well. Come sit and let’s
eat, and Miss Paulus can tell us how she came to be Alexa's daughter. Anyone
she would adopt has got to be special."


The dinner went well, and Vogel even told us a couple
stories of when he served under Alexa. And he agreed to let me on the Bridge
under the pretext of showing Kris the panels we would be looking at on the
merchants' ships.


* * *


Walking onto the Minerva's Bridge was a dream come
true. As soon as the door closed, the captain spoke. "Crew, I've told this
young lady she could examine our Bridge equipment. She is a graduate of the Academy
and an NIA agent with Priority One Access," he said to open mouths and
wide-eyed looks. After introductions, I waved Kris to me.


"Kris, this is the weapons panel. You won't see
one as elaborate as this on a merchant's ship, but it will be similar. You're
looking for a switch like that," I said, nodding to the weapons' officer,
who nodded. "Throwing it puts the panel into simulation mode, and the
monitor should respond accordingly." I threw the switch and then pointed
to the monitor, which now showed the panel in simulation mode. "Next you
need to ..." I explained each step as I went through the procedure to load
a missile. "This yellow light should not turn red or green during this
procedure. That would indicate it was active, which it shouldn't be in
simulation mode." I spend a wonderful hour playing with each panel and
talking with the Bridge crew.


"I hope all the cadets graduating the Academy
today are as knowledgeable as you, Miss Paulus. It will save us a lot of time
retraining them," Vogel said as I finished.


"I wouldn't count on it, Captain. She graduated
with Distinction." Kris grinned. 


Back in my room, Kris was bubbling with excitement.
"That was fantastic, Anna. The Bridge tends to be sacred ground. Few
officers get to see it, much less during flight—and get a demonstration of the equipment."



I had to agree. Vogel had gone out of his way, I
thought largely because I was Alexa's daughter and partly because he was
fascinated with me. The trip took eight days. Fortunately, the captain had
Tillman give us a tour of each section, one each day, and we were invited to
eat with the captain several times. A good thing, since we had no assigned
duties and sitting around in our cabins would have been beyond boring.


After we docked, Kris contacted the port authority.
"They are holding the Windjammer and Dealmaker for us to inspect. They
suggested the Dealmaker first. It's a day late leaving Stone Ring, and the
captain is threatening law suits for not allowing his crew and him on the ship.
As a result, he has had to pay for his crew to be lodged in town." 


"It doesn’t matter to me." I shrugged.
Unless we found something with the weapons panel, the inspection should only
take an hour. Vogel had his shuttle drop us at the port authority, where
transportation was provided us to the Dealmaker. There, a Captain Pfeiffer met
us at the ship's entrance. He was a short overweight man with a neatly trimmed
mustache and beard. At present, his face was red and twisted in anger, but he
felt nervous.


"When do I get my ship back? We've no contraband
on board. Customs has already inspected it. And who are you and her?" he
shouted at Kris. 


"I'm the person who is going to get the Dealmaker
released."


"I want to go with you to see you don't damage
something."


"Sorry. We know the way." Kris nodded to the
security man who the port authority had posted to ensure no one entered the
ship. He stepped aside, and I followed Kris as she made her way to the Bridge.
When we arrived, she looked to me.


"I'll watch," I said. She stared at the
board for several minutes, then threw the simulation switch and began going
through the motions of loading a missile. About four minutes into the sequence,
the yellow light turned green. 


"Stop."


"That was fun." Kris grinned. "But I don't
think I'd like being in a cruiser loading missiles when someone was shooting
back at me. Would you?" she asked, frowning at me.


"I don't know. I thought the Bridge a magical
place. In reality, I'll never get the opportunity, so I guess it doesn't
matter. Come, let's go see your missile and what goodies it has for us." I
was excited. We were helping to catch smugglers, maybe friends of the same ones
who almost killed Alexa. When we reached the weapons bay, a lone missile sat on
the loading train. "You want to take it apart?" I quipped.


"You’re kidding, aren't you?"


"You watched Chief Hartley do it. A few screws
and off it came." I managed to keep a straight face.


"How do we know this one is a fake?" Kris
protested while staring at the missile. "You want to take it apart?"


"I'd like to bring it back to Oxax. Maybe Captain
Vogel wouldn't mind." I shrugged. Kris choked.


"I want to be there when you ask. Pretty please,
Captain, for my mother," she said in a little girl’s high-pitched voice
while batting her eyelids and smiling.


"We ... you could invoke Priority One
Access," I smiled and batted my eyelids.


"Seriously, do we want to let the smugglers know
that we found their clever cache? I think it's conference time. Come." 


I left the ship following Kris. At the entrance bay,
Captain Pfeiffer stood glaring at us as we exited.


"Well, are you satisfied? Can I have my ship
back?"


"No, we found some illegal drugs in one of the
crew's compartments. That warrants a further search," Kris said, and
continued walking with me almost running to keep up. In the Port Authority headquarters
building, Kris insisted on speaking to the commodore in charge, and when the
officer on duty began to protest, she pulled out the P1A badge.


"Now," she said quietly, with the badge only
inches from his face. After a couple of phone calls, we were ushered into his
office. After saluting, Kris began before the commodore could speak.


"Sir, this is a Priority One Access request. We
need a secure message transmission to Admiral Rawls on Oxax and Lieutenant
Adrian on Eastate, copy Admiral Lulltrel."


"Come, I'll take you to our communications
center. It will save time and questions. You seem in a hurry." He gave a
wry grin as he rose. He didn't seem annoyed with Kris, which was surprising
considering she was a lieutenant giving orders to a commodore. He had a
pleasant face with definite laugh lines and felt curious. "That badge can
move mountains and commodores." He smiled as he proceeded to guide us to
the basement, where the computer network was housed along with his
communications personnel. "Does one of you know how to operate the
equipment?" he asked. Kris looked to me, and I shook my head. I knew how
to operate communications equipment, but not how to sent P1A messages.


"It won't matter, Commodore. It will be
encrypted," Kris said, taking out her tablet and typing out the message.
After a few minutes, she turned it so I could see.


Priority One Access To: Admiral Rawls, Copy: Admiral
Lulltrel, Commander Stauffer, Lieutenant Adrian.


Dealmaker like
Wheeler. Holding under excuse we found illegal drugs in crew compartment. Do we
let the ship leave or keep quarantined under current excuse or open to see
contraband and alert smugglers?


"Can you add, ‘Anna believes Wheeler could lead
to the organization’s methodology if smugglers unaware of our discovery’?"


"What are you thinking?" Kris asked. "I
thought we could shut down their Alliance operation."


"I took Chief Hartley to lunch the other day. I
asked him if someone could retrieve one of those missiles once fired. He
thought it wouldn't be too hard and said he could tell if he got a chance to take
the Wheeler's missile apart."


"Oh ... Interesting. So we might catch who is bringing
the stuff in from one of the other empires. That would be even better."
She began typing again, finally turning the message for me to see. 


Priority One Access To: Admiral Rawls, Copy: Admiral
Lulltrel, Commander Stauffer, Lieutenant Adrian.


Dealmaker like
Wheeler. Holding under excuse we found illegal drugs in crew compartment. Do we
let the ship leave or keep quarantined under current excuse or open to see
contraband and alert smugglers? Agent Paulus believes Wheeler could lead to the
organization's methodology if smugglers unaware of our discovery. I concur.
Talk to Chief Hartley on Oxax.


Signed
Lieutenant Sinclair


She called up the encryption program I had named Crazy
Numbers, touched Go, and the message
suddenly became a collection of numbers and special characters. She transferred
it to a chip and handed it to the commodore, who handed it to a chief petty officer.


"Chief Bauman, set this Priority One Access to
the addresses on the chip." The chief nodded, slipped the chip into his
panel, nodded again, typed for a minute, then hit one of the switches.


"It's on its way. I'd say you should have a reply
within sixteen to twenty four hours," he said, looking at something on his
monitor. "How can I contact you, Lieutenant?"


"Send a message to Captain Vogel for my attention."


After thanking Commodore Mosby, we visited the
Windjammer but found nothing. The ship had no missiles. I played with their
laser system but discovered nothing.


* * *


"It's been more than twenty-four hours, what do
you think?" I asked Kris as we sat talking in her room.


"Admirals don't like all-or-nothing solutions.
Probably deciding who will take the blame if it turns out to be nothing."
She laughed. "You and me."


I panicked. "I didn't mean to get you in trouble—
"


"It was a joke, sort of. Usually it's the lowest
man or woman on the totem pole who gets blamed when something goes wrong, and
the ranking person who gets the credit if things go right. But Stauffer is one
of the good ones, so he would get hit the hardest."


"That's wrong," I blurted. "It's my
idea. I should take the blame." I didn't really understand. I ... we were
all just doing our jobs. Why did someone have to take the blame if things
didn't work out? My head pounded so bad I wouldn't be surprised if Red could
hear it and if that was the reason he was wrapped around my leg.


"It’s the reality of life, Anna. Credit gets you
promoted, so everyone ... most everyone spends a lot of time trying to take
credit for the good things that happen under them and trying to pass the blame
for the bad things to others. My advice is to do your best and don't worry
about the consequences."


"I've a lot to learn." I sat thinking for a
long time before coming to a conclusion. "My goal is not to change who I
am, but to understand those around me: worthwhile friends like you."


* * *


My tablet woke me with a P1A message. When I looked at
the time, it was three-thirty hours. I called up Crazy Numbers and touched Go.
Slowly the numbers disappeared and the message appeared:


Priority One
Access To: Lieutenant Sinclair, Lieutenant Adrian, Lieutenant Weiss, A. Paulus.


Let all the
merchants go. Report back as soon as inspections finished.


Signed Admiral
Rawls.


I didn't have to wake Kris; she had coffee brewing
when I knocked. 


"Well, Rawls is on the hot seat. Lulltrel probably
made the decision, but she is the one officially giving the order. I'm
surprised she didn't pass it to Stauffer."


"Maybe she's one of the good ones," I said. Kris
nodded.


"Let's notify Mosby and tell the captain we’re
ready to go to Zespa.


The trip to Zespa only took a little more than two
days, and Vogel was in a good mood after hearing a synopsis of the situation.
In Zespa we visited the Spinner, Wanderer, and Storm Runner and found
smugglers' missiles on the Spinner and Wanderer. A day later we were back on
the Minerva and heading back to Oxax.











CHAPTER
TEN



 






Chasing missiles


When the Minerva docked at the space station, a
shuttle was waiting for us along with a message from Stauffer:


To Lieutenant
Sinclair, A Paulus.


Report to the
office immediately upon arrival.


Commander
Stauffer.


"I guess that means no shower and no early night
to bed," Kris quipped. "Adrian and Wilber have probably been back for
days and everyone has been waiting on us. Welcome to the navy. A good paying
job with excellent benefits but lousy working hours and conditions."


"And they are slowing down your search for a
father for your children," I quipped.


"And that too." Kris smiled.


When the shuttle landed, I used my skimmer to fly us
to the office. Alexa had been right about me needing a mode of transportation.
My hours were erratic, and it was certainly convenient to have my own skimmer
to get around. The best part? I was getting paid to use it. We arrived at
sixteen hundred hours and found Admiral Rawls and Commander Stauffer waiting in
the conference room with Adrian and Wilber. Rawls waved us to seats when we
entered the room.


"First, I'd like to congratulate everyone. This
team has exceeded all our expectations, but don't quote me. Those of us who
were part of the selection committee want everyone to think we're geniuses and
expected no less." She grinned. "You have identified
six—probably all the merchants working with the smugglers: Wheeler,
Spinner, Wanderer, Dealmaker, Dreamer and Star Trader. Next, I like the way
this team thinks ahead. All of us were content to arrest the merchants you
uncovered and shut down the smugglers' Alliance connection. That wouldn't have
stopped the smugglers, but it certainly would have slowed them down. But the
team was ahead of us and already thinking about the next objective—the
merchants' contacts. Admirals Webb and Lulltrel were impressed and want a shot
at the smugglers’ ships, which they believe originate out of the PRS and or
FPU. Chief Hartley examined the Wheeler’s missile and found it has an emergency
beacon that can be activated at a specific frequency. He knows the frequency
but not the code that activates it. And he was able to determine the celestial
coordinates the missile was programmed to go to. However, he can't determine which
solar system. We have a team of astronomers trying to determine whether that
could be in Oxax or Eastar, since the Wheeler was in Oxax and heading for
Eastar. But of course, it could be anywhere in the Alliance. If we had the
missiles from the other merchants, we would know if the coordinates were the
same, meaning they had one drop, or whether they had multiple drop locations.
But then the smugglers would know we were on to them, and the information would
be interesting but useless. Comments?" she asked, pausing for a drink of her
coffee. 


When nobody said anything, she continued. "You
have been away from family and friends, and I'm sorry to delay your reunion,
but I wanted to bring you up to date and thank you for a job well done. You are
free to take time off while the experts ponder the problem. Of course, it would
be nice if you could come up with the answer." She laughed and departed
the room. 


Stauffer stood, which kept everyone from rushing the
door. "In a sense, I believe everyone thinks this project has ended, and
maybe it has. We certainly can't go running around in Peeps or Freebees space
looking for smugglers. But I would encourage you to use your excellent
instincts to look for anything we might have overlooked. Even if the project is
over, you are the golden team, and I predict you will be kept intact for the
next big problem. Of course, you could put in for a transfer, but I doubt you'd
get it." He left laughing.


"Anyone want a transfer?" Adrian asked,
looking at each of us. Everyone shook his or her head. "Me neither. Check
in with me to let me know how to get in touch with you in the event it's
necessary, and I'll keep you up to date on what I hear." 


We stayed for another hour, exchanging brief accounts
of our activities. It was twenty hundred hours when the meeting broke up. I was
glad the team planned to stay together. I was tired of making friends then
losing them. I would particularly have missed Kris, who I was beginning to
think of as an older sister.


When I arrived home, Alexa was still up. Neither of us
said anything. We met halfway into the room in a tight hug.


"Welcome home, daughter. I'm glad to see you
safely back in the nest," she finally said while holding me at arms’
length and examining me. "You look good and have no injuries."


"The trip was interesting and exciting, but I'm
glad to be back."


"Have you eaten?" she asked. When I shook my
head, she dragged me off to the kitchen and prepared a meat and cheese sandwich
and cut a huge slice of berry pie. Afterward, I gave her a detailed account of
my experience, which lasted well into the morning hours. It felt good to be
home.


* * *


I stayed home the next couple of days, pondering the
problem of the smugglers and a little disappointed that the team’s involvement
had ended. I checked with Adrian and had him send me the celestial coordinates,
since I was familiar with them from my studies of navigational mathematics at
the academy. Then I used my tablet and connection to the NIA computer to look
at the position it represented in the Eastar and Oxax systems. Both positions
were out of the conventional traffic lanes leading to and from the Wave
entrance and exit points. That made sense if you didn't want to be seen. Even
if one of these points were valid, the key was timing: hour, day, week, and or
month. Six merchants dropping off and picking up contraband in the same solar
system didn't seem logical. That would be easier to verify than which solar
system the celestial coordinates pertained to. I sent a quick message to
Adrian.


Adrian, if the merchants
were picking up and dropping off contraband on a regular basis, wouldn't their
itineraries give us an indication of where? Regardless, I would think the day
would have to be communicated whether it were a regular drop point or
scheduled. Anna.


Four hours later, I received a reply back from Adrian.


Anna, everyone
agrees. I'll put in a request for the information. Let’s meet three days from
now at the office. Adrian.


Kris had been right. Adrian would make Admiral
someday, and he was a good leader for the group. He never seemed to rest,
didn't mind the administrative work, and had a good leadership style—he
listened to each person, didn't feel like he had to have the answer, and
supported each of our suggestions. Two of the days, I picked Alexa up at the
end of her day and we went shopping and ate out.


When I arrived for our team meeting, everyone was
already there, to my surprise. Adrian nodded when he saw me and headed for the
conference room with us following.


"That was a good suggestion, Anna. Besides, it
will give us something to do while we await another assignment." He
grinned as he slid a CPC chip to each of us. "Homework. I suggest we each
look at the itineraries for all the merchants we identified to see if we can
determine a pattern." He looked around the table to nodding heads.


"This is going to detract from Kris's effort to
find the father of those kids," Wilber said looking serious, but I could
feel his amusement.


"What about you, Wilber? Aren't you looking for
Mrs. Right?" she shot back. "That’s going to take a while, I'd
wager." 


"The longer the better. I’m having too much fun
to settle down."


"All right, how about three days from today we
meet back here to discuss what we've each found?" Adrian said. "That
should allow for some fun and some looking."


"What about you, Anna?" Wilber asked.


"I'll have to discuss it with my chaperone,"
I said to nods and feelings of sadness. I suspected they were each considering what
their life would be like with a poisonous krait around their neck. I had been
too young to worry about that, but I was already at the age where fun and dating
were normal. But with Red, I wasn't likely to attract anyone unless he had the
Coaca Virus. For me, the future was a topic best avoided, as it presented a
black hole of depression: How long will Red live? Will someone kill Alexa
trying to get Red? Even if I could have children, which wasn’t certain, would I
live long enough to see them reach school age? If the team were dissolved, what
would happen to me? 


Everyone rose as if sensing my thoughts.


"Remember to keep me updated if you change
locations," Adrian said as everyone began leaving.


"Sorry, Anna," Wilber said as he approached
me, and I felt his genuine concern. "Sometimes my mouth gets ahead of my
brain. Actually, quite often."


"I'm looking forward to seeing Kris's children
and your wife," I said after a brief pause. I thought that a good future
to look forward to.


"And a cure for the Coaca Virus," he said
with real emotion as he headed for his desk.


"Does anyone need a ride?" I asked, since it
was early and I wasn't in a rush to get home.


"I do if you want to go to lunch," Kris
said, waving at me from her desk.


"I'll join you, if you don't mind," Adrian
said to my surprise. He was not so much unfriendly as he was serious and
focused. I laughed mentally. Like me, a loner either by nature or by
circumstance.


"Great, any preferences?" Kris asked. "If
not, how about somewhere we can hear ourselves talk. Maybe the Flamingo."


"Okay with me," Adrian said. 


I would enjoy the company and didn’t care where. The
Flamingo was on the other side of Eteos and was noted for their fish menu. The
restaurant wasn't full when we arrived, and we were seated promptly.


"Anna, I hope you weren't upset that Admiral
Rawls gave the team credit for your suggestion and your work with Chief
Hartley," Adrian said, looking concerned.


"No. One for all and all for one." I meant
it. I was content to be thought of as a full member of the team. Individual
credit didn't matter. In my experience, individual credit tended to ostracize
you from the group.


"Rawls and Stauffer know your part in the missile
discovery and work with Chief Hartley. It's normal policy to give the credit to
the team rather than individuals. Recognition is usually reflected in your
annual review and in consideration for promotion."


"I would prefer it that way. I've first-hand
experience with singling out individuals. It usually just causes
problems."


"That's the reason the team always gets the
credit. I'm glad you understand."


Kris snorted, "She's eighteen going on
forty."


"This is a good team. You never know what will
happen when you throw four people who don't know each other together for a
project, but the chemistry feels good. I for one am hoping we stay together for
a long time," Adrian said. 


After we had finished our meals, we ordered dessert
and drinks and sat around talking. It was a relaxing time, and I learned more
about my teammates as they talked about their growing up years. Adrian had been
born on the planet Sutan—the one where I had picked to be a monk when
Adela was having trouble placing me in a home. His mother and father had met
while in the navy as ensigns. Several years later they decided to get married
and his mother left the service to raise their family. Adrian was the oldest of
four and grew up on stories of navy life and lived for the times his father was
home. From a young age, his whole life had been in preparation to join the
navy, which made him an intense student and a loner. Kris on the other hand was
an only child and spoiled by her mother and her mother's sister. She related
several incidents with her aunt, who used to take her shopping and to the
theater. Her aunt sounded like a fun person to be around, and the two made a
mischievous duo. I was sorry to see the lunch end. 


I dropped Adrian and Kris off at their current residences—apartment
buildings near work—and headed for home. I too hoped the team would stay
together, even though I felt comfortable Stauffer would keep me on permanently
if the team were disbanded. I arrived home early, grabbed a berry juice, and
spent the time reviewing my bank account, which had one month's salary, a
reimbursement for the mileage on my skimmer, and the minor expenses incurred on
our trip to Stone Ring and Zespa. Then I started making a list of tentative
expenses—fuel
for the skimmer, periodic maintenance—and
quickly realized I didn't have a clue what else. I would need Alexa's help. I
wanted to contribute to her expenses now that I had money. She had spent tens
of thousands on me over the years, and it appeared I'd have a lot of credits
left over each month. Unable to continue, I inserted the chip Adrian had given
each of us into my tablet and began reviewing each merchant's itinerary. Then I
merged the six itineraries into one timeline, which turned out to be
overwhelming. I had just begun to separate the timelines by solar system when
Alexa arrived home.


"You NIA agents have better hours than bankers,
and they pay you for a full day." She smiled and gave me a hug. "Let
me freshen up and I can tell you what a working woman's day is like." She
laughed as she headed upstairs. I had just finished my new timeline by solar
system when Alexa came and sat next to me.


"Well, I went to the office, was given a chip,
went to lunch with Adrian and Kris, and came home," I said, trying not to
smile. 


"Sounds like a tiring day for an NIA agent. I
heard three very boring cases which each lasted more than two hours and then
spent the next three hours writing up my decisions," she said.


"Glad I'm not a magistrate," I said, and we
both burst out laughing. "I tried making a budget so I'd know how much
money I could contribute to our expenses but found I don't have a clue."


"A budget is a good idea. It will be a good
exercise, and you need to understand what it costs to run a house whether you
choose to live here or not. If you don't need to work on something, we could
spend an hour before dinner talking about expenses." She linked her tablet
to mine and began listing her monthly and yearly expenses: utilities, food,
Joetta the cook, Jason her driver, hydrogen for the car, and taxes. She owned
the house and the ground vehicle but explained many people paid them off with
monthly payments. Then she made a list of potential expenses: clothes;
maintenance on the house, car, and skimmer; fuel for the skimmer; and
miscellaneous items such as entertainment, eating out, clothes, and trinkets.
My head was spinning by the time Joetta called us for dinner.


"That's worse than navigational math," I
said as we rose. "I thought my pay was excessive for my needs ... and I'd
have lots left over to help."


"You do. Most of these expenses I have whether
you are here or not. We can work out some expenses you can contribute toward.
For example, you can pay for the skimmer's expenses."


"I'd like to contribute now that I can. I should
take care of the skimmer's expenses and help with some of the others."


"We'll discuss it again tomorrow. I don't need
the money, but I think it will be a good experience for you, and I'd like you
to understand what it takes to run our home." She didn't explain why, but
I knew she hoped I would live to inherit the house from her. I doubted it, but
I wanted to help her for the years of taking excellent care of me.


After dinner we sat on the couch, Alexa working on her
caseload and me reviewing my new solar system timelines. That too turned out to
be a bit overwhelming, as the Alliance had thirty-one planets and the merchants
we were tracking visited the majority of those systems at least twice each
year. In the end, I wasn't sure if developing a budget or finding a pattern for
the merchants was more difficult. I decided I needed a break and retired early.


* * *


For the next two days, I slowly eliminated one system
at a time because the merchants' travel to that system was either too random or
too seldom. That left twenty-five. Then I assumed the merchants wouldn't each
have a separate drop—although
there might have been more than one and they might occur on different days—and eliminated all
but six. Then I assumed only two drop systems and eliminated all but three. I
wasn't comfortable with making so many assumptions without anything to base
them on, but the only other choice was to give up. When I arrived at the office
on the third day, everyone looked like I felt.


"Who would like to start?" Adrian asked.


"I admit to not having any fun because I went to
bed every night frustrated and alone," Wilber said, shaking his head.
"I believe the solution lies in the data you gave us, but damned if I
could find it. Too many permutations with eight ships, thirty-one planets, and
hundreds of visits. If I had to guess, I'd say Zespa."


"I agree," Kris said. "I like Eastar
and Zespa but I wouldn't bet my rings on them."


"I had the same problem. The answer is there but
buried in the mass of data. I liked Black Water but don't have a concrete
reason. Anna?" Adrian asked.


"I had the same problem as you, so in desperation
I made some rather unsubstantiated assumptions and narrowed it down to Eastar,
Zespa, and Black Water."


"Now that's interesting. We all liked the same
systems. What assumptions did you make, Anna?" Adrian asked. I spent the
next hour going through my elimination process and each assumption.


"Reasonable assumptions, given we only know the
merchants involved and the systems they show as having visited," Wilber
said when I finished. "They could have stopped at an uninhabited system,
but then they wouldn't need the celestial coordinates or the missiles."


"Agreed." Adrian linked his tablet to the
large monitor in the room and began plotting the coordinates for the Wheeler's
missile into each of the three systems. It could have been any one of them, as
the location in each system was out of the normal traffic patterns and far
enough away for the planet to be undetectable. "I'd suggest we send our
conjecture to commander Stauffer. He might want to pass it on to someone."


"We need the time for the drop. From the timeline
I created, the Wheeler doesn't appear to have visited any of those three
systems on a regular schedule," Kris said, looking at her tablet. Reviewing
my timeline for the Wheeler, I agreed.


Adrian sat staring at his table, then nodded. "That
would make sense. This isn’t a production line where you know what and when
something will come off the line. They would have to communicate by some means,
probably coded messages. What if I put in a request for the incoming and
outgoing messages to the Wheeler from each system it visited?"


"Worth a try," Kris said. "We don't
have another project."


"All right, I'll get Stauffer to put in a request
and let you know when I get it. Actually, I'll send it to each of you
encrypted. After you get it, let's meet every three days here in the office. I
will also verify with the commander that he is okay with us continuing with our
current line of pursuit."


We all stayed while Adrian went to talk to Stauffer. I
think everyone hoped we could solve the mystery, rather than the astronomers
solving it. We all liked puzzles, and I suspected none of us wanted to hand the
solution off to someone else. He returned an hour later.


"Stauffer wants us to stay on the case and is
making this the number one priority and agrees with our line of pursuit. He was
pleased were doing it without waiting for approval. He had talked with Admiral
Rawls, and she wants us involved. He was just about to tell us when I caught
him."


Everyone left smiling. Like them, I wanted to solve
the problem. I didn't care about the credit for solving it, just that we were
able to do it on our own. And I guessed secretly, I thought that would increase
the odds that the powers-that-be would be less likely to split us up.


The next two days dragged, since I was anxious to get
started on the messages. Instead, Alexa and I spent time discussing budgets and
expenses. I came to the conclusion that a junior lieutenant's salary wasn't
that much—mid middle class at best. Alexa had a retirement at the rank of
commodore, a salary as a magistrate, and more importantly thirty years of
savings. Her wants had been minimal, and most of her money had gone into
savings and investments. That was another thing I had to learn about and
another reason I wanted those messages, so I could stop thinking about budgets
and investments. Red didn't seem interested either.


To my relief, I received a coded package from Adrian
the morning of the third day and quickly invoked Crazy Numbers and watched as
the package slowly decoded. There were several hundred messages. I sat back
trying to decide how to attack the problem. Just reading each one was not only
slow but would make it difficult to see a pattern. So I decided to sort the
messages into categories: from the Wheeler to a merchant, a merchant to the
Wheeler, in-system message from the Wheeler, in-system message to the Wheeler, inter-planet
messages from the Wheeler, inter-planet messages to the Wheeler, and lastly,
all other messages.


That produced workable piles from twenty-five to
seventy messages each. The next question, where to start? Which would be most
likely to produce results? The Wheeler had to get pickup and drop-off times and
maybe coordinates from an outside source, so communications between merchants
seemed least likely. In-system to the Wheeler seemed inefficient since the
Wheeler traveled to many sites over the months, consequently inter-planet to
the Wheeler seemed more likely. That category included forty-one messages. I
was getting ready to start when Alexa returned home from work, and I decided to
take a break. Dinner was an important meal to me because Alexa and I used it to
catch up on each other's activities.


"I'm glad you have something to work on because even
I was getting tired of budgets and expenses." she laughed as we settled
down on the couch with our drinks and reading matter.


"Me too. That was making me feel like an adult,
and I'm not ready. You'll have to put up with your juvenile daughter a bit
longer."


"Can't blame you; being an adult can take the fun
out of life." She smiled as she picked up her tablet and began reading. I
picked up mine and opened the group of letters that went through the Wave communications
System, WCS, commonly referred to as the WavCom, which provided
faster-then-light messaging between planets, and began reading. The messages
were short, as you paid by the word. I finished my first pass in three hours.
They fell naturally into subcategories: to the Wheeler from customers to the
captain, personal to the captain, and personal to crew members. It was getting
late, and looking for patterns when you are tired is a waste of time, so I
selected the ‘customers to the captain’ messages, which contained eleven
messages over the three-year period. Even so, it was late when I finished
checking the seven company names and their product lines with the messages. I
saw nothing out of place and decided to call it a night. Apparently Red didn't
either, since he had retired into my sleeping smock an hour earlier.


After a quick breakfast, I returned to the problem.
With Red on my forehead, I checked the ten sent directly to the captain. They
were about scheduling, maintenance, and fees concerning the Wheeler. Three
hours later I could find nothing that would suggest a further look. After a
break for lunch, I began on the twenty sent directly to the crew. Since the
messages were expensive, I wasn't surprised to find that only seven crew
members had received personal messages. Four had one each, one had two, and the
other two had the remaining fourteen. The fourteen messages concerned family
members and sickness. 


It was probably my imagination, but I thought Red
seemed more interested in the messages to the crew than to the captain. A two-hour
check of the Wheeler's crew rosters for the three years I was examining
indicated that Dan Mcrae wasn't listed as a crew member. He had received nine
messages concerning his ailing mother. Further digging revealed five Mcraes on
Black Water where the messages originated, but no Vanessa Mcrae—his
mother. The other crew member, Victor Decker who received five messages, did
have a brother named Charles on Black Water. Hoping to speed things up, I sent
a message to Adrian.



 

To: Lieutenant
Adrian Shrader, Copy: Lieutenant Kristyn Sinclair, Lieutenant Wilber Weiss


 There is no crew member named Dan Mcrae nor
any mother named Vanessa Mcrae on Black Water, and the hospital has no record
of a Mcrae being admitted during the period we are searching. 


Signed: Paulus



 

I forced myself to take a deep breath, relax, and stop
for dinner with Alexa. I had been at it all day and needed a rest. Two hours
later, I felt relaxed as I settled down on the couch, opened my tablet, and
began reading the nine messages. By midnight I felt certain the numbers were
times and or coordinates, but I couldn't find the key to decode them. I went to
bed hoping one of my team members had broken the code.


* * *


When I arrived at the office, everyone was there
looking tired and nursing cups of coffee.


"We all feel you found the critical messages, but
no one has managed to decipher them. Have you?" Adrian asked.


All eyes turned on me.


"No. I'll wager the coordinates we found are for
Black Water and those messages are the pickup and drop off dates and times. But
I couldn't find the key."


"I ran every code-breaking algorithm I know
against them, and nothing," Wilber said looking frustrated.


"Lots of numbers, real dates, and times, but not
meaningful for our purposes. The Wheeler wasn't in Black Water on those
dates," Kris said, throwing up her hands.


"Or in Zespa or Eastar," Adrian said,
confirming what I had thought to accomplish by sharing my
findings—examination of the data from several different perspectives. If
we could decode the Wheeler's messages, we could probably decode the messages
to the other merchants, which would hopefully lead to the foreign connection.
"What say we try brainstorming, since we are all here. Maybe we'll stumble
on something." Adrian stood and began walking toward our conference room,
with us following. The minutes passed in silence; every once in a while someone
would get up to get something to drink or visit the latrine or stand and stare
out the window.


"This is the quietest brainstorming I've ever
participated in," Wilber said, breaking the two-hour-long silence. I had
been pondering Red's lack of interest—my imagination—in Mcrae’s
messages this morning versus last night. Probably
disgusted I can't find the solution, I mused.


"Won't it be likely the entire crew was part of
the smuggling? If that's true, maybe one or more of the other messages contains
the key," I mused, thinking out loud. Suddenly, everyone had their tablets
in hand. I shrugged and began my own examination of the other messages.


"There seems to be a correlation with the receipt
of messages to the other individual crew members and Mcrae's messages. I wonder
if the two crew members with family sicknesses are the pickup and drop off
dates and times and the other messages contain the key," Kris said, her
hands flying across her tablet.


"Let's first check out the senders of those
messages. Maybe we can eliminate some as legitimate. Not only that, but also
while the names are real, the facts in the messages appear inconsistent,"
Adrian said and proceeded to distribute names to each of us one at a time. As
we finished one, he would give us another. Late in the afternoon, we finished.
"Interesting, it appears except for one, none of the messages are real. The
senders’ names are real but not the facts. Ironically, the Mcraes did live on
Black Water but moved prior to the start of the messages. I suggest we work
independently tomorrow and meet the day after," Adrian said to nods of
agreement.


* * *


That night I worked on the messages to the two crew
members who had received their messages immediately prior to the messages to
Decker and Mcrae, assuming they would contain the key to decoding Decker and
Mcrae's messages. I gave up around midnight. It had been a long day.


The next day, I began working on them after a
leisurely breakfast with Alexa. Red seemed interested as I worked, although
silent as usual. The solution eluded me all day. I figured I needed a break, so
I put the work aside and sat listening to an instrumental collection of music
by the Metzger String Orchestra.


"I hear you're having a difficult day,"
Alexa said as she entered the living room. 


"If I stare too long, my mind goes dead, and Red
has given up trying to help," I said, only half joking. 


"I understand. Some things just take time for
your brain to sort out. You can't rush them. Judicial decisions are like that
sometimes. Each solution I come up with just doesn't feel right, because it
isn't. I need—" Alexa's head jerked toward the window as I jumped
up. It sounded like shots in the distance. She grabbed my hand and pulled me toward
the stairs. I looked around, desperately wanting my laser. Halfway up the
stairs I realized I had left it in my bedroom. As we reached the landing, the
front door exploded off its hinges, and I heard men rushing in. Memories of
last time flashed through my mind, and I turned toward the door to my bedroom
and my laser. Alexa nearly jerked me off my feet as she pulled me stumbling toward
the guest bedroom. All I could think about was my laser, as I heard the
intruders shouting to each other. They sounded professional, military-like in
their approach.


"Clear," a man's voice, loud and scary as
memories of last time came flooding back.


"Clear," a rumbling base voice responded.


A woman's voice, "Music is on, so she's here
someplace." 


"Check upstairs," the first man's voice
again.


I fought to quiet the panic I felt. Will it never end? I wondered, feeling
despair. I needed a weapon. Alexa pulled my arm and pointed toward the opening
in the bookcase. I understood and dove headfirst through the opening. Alexa
followed and pressed the button that swung the panel closed. She strode to the
control panel and flipped a few switches.


"They have to be someplace. Search under the
beds, in the closets. Maybe there's a basement. Find them, damn it. We don't
have all night. The police will show up here eventually. And be careful not to
damage that krait."


"They don't have all night, but we do."
Alexa snorted. She flipped a couple of switches and the monitor showed several
men and a woman as they systematically searched each room. 


"Magistrate Bellona, the police and NIA security
have shuttles on the way. Five minutes," said a voice from one of the
in-room speakers.


"Thanks, Chief. We’re safe for now." Alexa
put her arms around me and pulled me to her. I felt like a little girl
again—afraid—and pressed closer to her. I had panicked and could
have gotten my mother killed. Shame washed over me.


"Now isn't this better than shooting them and spending
days in the hospital?" she said quietly while stroking my head.


"I ... Yes, Mother. This is much better," I
said snuggling into her embrace. "Red doesn't like guns."


It was well over an hour before a police lieutenant
and a naval security lieutenant stood in the open front entrance. The door was
a mangled mess of steel hanging by one hinge to the frame.


"It's safe to come out. The area has been cleared
of intruders, and we have men guarding the grounds," the square-shouldered
policeman said looking upward, his eyes searching for a camera.


"Thank you, Lieutenant, we'll be down
shortly." Alexa said into her microphone. Then she released me. "Are
you feeling well enough to leave?"


"I'm sorry, Mother. I panicked when I heard the
shooting and the men breaking into the house. I'm ashamed but all right now,
thanks to you."


"Then we're even. You saved me last time, and I
saved you this time," she laughed, then sobered. "I understand. The
thought that it was happening again, and your fear of me being killed—not
you. You're not a coward. You panicked because you were worried about me. Thank
you." She kissed my forehead and pulled me to my feet, hit the button that
opened the entrance, and stepped through with me following. Each room we passed
was a mess, which showed their growing anger at not being able to find me, I
thought. Downstairs was even worse: windows shot out, holes in the walls,
furniture overturned.


"Your arrangements proved necessary and
worthwhile," the young naval officer said as his eyes surveyed Alexa and
me. "We killed eight and captured two of the intruders. They were well
armed and organized. They killed the naval security guard and seriously wounded
the police officer."


"They saved our lives. Without their warning and
slowing down those men, we couldn't have gotten to safety," Alexa said, her
face tight. "I wish I could say this will never happen again, but I'm
afraid my daughter's krait is too valuable both in terms of money and as a
life-saving solution whenever there is a Coaca outbreak. But I hope we can find
a security setup that won’t cost any guards their lives next time."


"At least we're making progress. Last time you
both went to the hospital," the police officer said with a crooked grin.


"And thanks to your quick response. If you will
allow us to gather some things together, I think my daughter and I will stay in
town ... at the naval base until the house can be repaired."


I went upstairs and packed a suitcase and waited
downstairs for her. She appeared sometime later.


"I've made arrangements for us to stay at guest
quarters at the Oxax Naval Base and for workmen to begin repairs tomorrow. So
if I can catch a ride with you in your skimmer, we can be off. Cheer up, Anna.
We're alive and unhurt."


"I was thinking about our budget," I
quipped. The sight of her well and in a good mood cheered me up, and I let go
of Red, who I had been squeezing. Fortunately, he was solid muscle. She
laughed, putting her arm in mine as we headed toward the skimmer.


* * *


I missed the next meeting of our group but threw
myself into the messages with a vengeance, thinking the intruders the other
night and the smugglers were related, if only indirectly. Late the second
night, I smiled.


"Got you!" I half shouted in triumph,
jerking Alexa awake. She had been snoozing in the lounge chair where she had
been reading. 


"What?" she said, her eyes darting around
the room.


"Sorry. I think I found the key to these
messages."


"Good, you've been overdoing it the past few
days. Forget I said that. I'd hate to have you hunting me, my bloodhound
daughter. I'm going to bed." She kissed my forehead and headed for the
bedroom. 


Decker provided the key for the drop-off and pickup
systems and coordinates. By two hundred hours, I had determined that the drop-off
planet varied each year and didn't seem to have a specific time, only specific
coordinates. However, the pickup times occurred three times a year, and the
times and coordinates varied. At three hundred hours, I sent Adrian an urgent
message, forgetting until too late the time.


To: Lieutenant
Adrian Shrader, Copy: Lieutenant Kristyn Sinclair, Lieutenant Wilber Weiss


 I've decoded the Wheeler messages. If you
haven't already done so, I suggest a meeting tomorrow. 


Signed: Paulus


An hour later I
received a reply.


To: Paulus,
Copy: Lieutenant Kristyn Sinclair, Lieutenant Wilber Weiss


 It's already tomorrow for the rest of us.
See you and the team at ten hundred hours. Good work. 


Signed:
Lieutenant Shrader


* *
*     


When I arrived a little after eight, everyone was
already there, smiling. I neared them with my face feeling on fire from the
unaccustomed attention. 


"Good afternoon, or is it evening on your clock?"
Wilber asked. He laughed. "That's okay. You can interrupt me anytime for
news like that."


Adrian turned and started for the conference room,
motioning for us to follow. "Since we are all here, let’s start. I'm
anxious to hear the solution."


When everyone had settled down, I explained how
Decker's message was the key to decoding Mcrae's. "From Wheeler’s
messages, it appears the drop-off location for Alliance contraband going to the
mystery empire remains the same for the entire year. This year it's the Safe
Harbor system. The pickup locations are changed every six months. This period
it was forty-two days ago on Oxax, which was probably the contraband we
found."


"I think it's safe to assume if we collect the
messages from the other five merchants, the system will be roughly the same,
including the encryptions," Adrian said.


Kris nodded. "It sure would be nice to catch one
of the foreign ships picking up or dropping off contraband."


"I think Anna breaking the code means your kids
are going to have graduated the academy before we are dismantled." Wilber
grinned.


"I still need to find a father for those kids before
I worry about it, and this project is making that rather difficult." 


Everyone laughed, and the camaraderie felt good. The
incident with the intruders had depressed me and remained a concern, but my
life was good. I had a loving mother, friends, and interesting work. I just
needed to take reasonable precautions for my sake and for the people close to
me.


"Good work, Anna. I'll let Stauffer know what
we've found and see what he wants to do with it. Any suggestions before I
go?"


Everyone looked around at each other without speaking.


"They could assign one or more of us to a naval
cruiser patrolling a sector. With NIA clearance, we could strip the WavComs
looking for messages to our identified merchants and identify areas to stake
out," I said into the silence.


"There are lots of single officers on a
cruiser," Wilber said, trying to look serious.


Kris raised an eyebrow. "What if I don't want a
naval officer?"


"Then I guess it's going to take longer to get
those kids out of college." Wilber snorted.


"I'll suggest it. I wouldn't mind a tour on a
cruiser. It’d look good on my service record." Adrian stood, grinning, and
headed toward Stauffer's office.


"Definitely admiral material," Kris said,
and received a nod from Wilber. "How are you doing, Anna? That incident
the other day must have been scary, especially after the other one where you
and your mother were almost killed."


I nodded. "Yes, that was the worst part—the
flashback. Mother ..." I went on to explain what happened and the panic
room. 


"You've got a smart mother. Better to avoid a fight
if you can. Imagine the frustration—ten gunmen storm a house planning an
easy find, kill, and snatch of the prize, and they can't find anyone or
anything." Wilber looked far off as if seeing it unfold.


"Funny afterward," Kris said, mirroring my
thoughts. Adrian returned shortly afterward.


"Stauffer is going to run it by Admiral Rawls.
While we await a decision, I'll put in a request for the messages to and from
the other five merchants. Until then we are free."











CHAPTER
ELEVEN



 






Chasing Smugglers


Two days later, we were called into Stauffer's office
and handed chips for our CPC units.


"I've passed on your discovery and the decoded
messages to Admiral Rawls, who has been in communication with Admirals Webb and
Lulltrel. They liked your suggestion and have decided to equip three cruisers
with special NIA communications equipment capable of searching the WavComs and
stripping them of any messages selected. In fact, the equipment is capable of
editing the messages. That bit of information is classified somewhere far
beyond Top Secret and could get you a special cell of your own somewhere
unknown for the rest of your life. An NIA special agent will be here tomorrow
to qualify you on the equipment." He stopped to take a drink and looked
around for questions. 


My heart sank—three cruisers. I had never
expected to fly on a cruiser because of my condition, but the time I had spent
on the Minerva had been magical, and I had hoped I'd get another chance if they
liked my suggestion. I reached in and stroked Red, who didn't seem interested
at the moment. 


Stauffer's voice jolted me back to the present.


"Within a few days, Admiral Webb will select the
three cruisers, which will be directed to Oxax to have the equipment installed
and collect you. At that time, Admiral Rawls will meet with you and the three
captains to explain their mission and your responsibility. As far as most will
be concerned, you are communications officers assigned to the Bridge."
Stauffer felt amused and I couldn't blame him, the looks of surprise,
apprehension, and delight flashed across their faces. Like me, they never
expected to be assigned to a cruiser, much less as crew on the Bridge, but also
realized they weren't prepared for Bridge duty, so their emotions varied and
changed as they considered the ramifications of this assignment. I probably
looked like I felt—dejected—although I tried not to show it. I
understood the multiple problems with my situation.


"Until then, you are free to have fun, because
there is no telling how long you might be gone. Just make sure Adrian knows how
to get hold of you. Anna and Kris, would you stay? I'd like to talk with
you," Stauffer said, ending the formal meeting. 


I didn't know why he asked Kris to stay, as he was
probably going to give me the many reasons I couldn't go and give me another
assignment to keep me busy. Welcome to
the adult world, where your employer decides on the work they want you to do,
I chided myself. I had no reason to complain—I had work I enjoyed, good
pay, and a supportive employer.


"First, Miss Paulus, you have been promoted to
O-2 in recognition of your contribution to the team. Adrian, Wilbur, and Kris
unanimously consider you an equal member of the team with no
reservations," he said, handing me a sheet of paper which informed me that
the promotion was effective as of today. "Your name has been discussed for
two days amid all the reasons we want you to be on one of those three cruisers
and all the reasons you can't: your young age, civilian status, no animals on
cruisers, and your red-headed krait. Admirals Webb, Lulltrel, and Rawls have
been involved because of the issues and the importance of this
assignment." He looked tired. Now
comes the ‘I'm sorry but …’ part, I mused. "They came up with a
proposal for you."


I straightened in my chair and mentally screamed Yes without knowing or caring about the
terms of the proposal.


"First, Kris must accompany you—"


"I'd like that," I said, interrupting him. I
felt my cheeks burning. "Sorry, sir."


"Next, you will be placed on temporary active duty
with the rank of lieutenant, your civilian equivalent." He actually
smiled, probably at my dumbfounded expression as I tried to comprehend what he
was saying. "Admiral Webb approved it after he learned you had graduated
from the academy, so except for your age at the time, you would have qualified
to join as an officer. The promotion to full lieutenant was mostly because of
your contribution and partially to eliminate the tendency to discount a second
lieutenant as having no experience. And Kris is to make sure everyone
understands you're a fully qualified NIA agent with full authority."


"Can I have a couple of hours before I give you
my decision? I know I don't need my mother's permission, and she's going to
tell me it's my decision, but she's been my mentor, and I'd like to hear her advice."


"I can't think of a better mentor than retired
Captain Bellona. For now I'm going to assume the answer will be affirmative and
ask Lieutenant Sinclair to help you prepare for the assignment." He stood,
signaling an end to the meeting.


"Thank you, Kris, for agreeing. I'll try to act
appropriately at all times and not embarrass you," I said as we walked
back to our office area.


"I'm not worried about that. I look forward to
having you along. Secretly, I'm hoping it’s us that catch the bad
guys—girls against the boys. I'll give you tonight with Alexa and we'll
start tomorrow at first light. You'll need uniforms, and I doubt they have your
size in stock, so you will need to get them tailored." She laughed.
"I can't wait to see the looks on their faces. You're not only young, but you
look as young as you are. Also, I think we need to go over the basic military
conventions, and then ... maybe I should also talk to Alexa. She's been there.
I haven't."


I left Kris and hurried to get home, hoping Alexa
would be early tonight. At home, I paced the floor trying to decide how to
broach the subject. I wanted her input, but I was screaming to say yes regardless of the consequences. It
would be devastating to refuse, but I would never intentionally upset my
mother. My life would be nothing without her.


When I heard the car pull up, I jumped up and met her
at the door. She shook her head.


"Before we discuss this, I need a drink. Come."
She shed her robe and jacket and made for the kitchen, where she poured a glass
of wine and carried it into the living room, with me following and wondering
how she knew. "Now, love of my life, what is your news?"


"I thought you knew? It sounded like you
did," I said, feeling very confused.


"What I know is I've exchanged messages with
Admiral Webb, the secretary of the Navy, on the topic of my daughter. I served
under him when he was commodore Webb and I a commander and again later as a
captain. He didn't tell me why he was asking about you."


"They are designating three cruisers to patrol
the specific systems for the foreign ships that are smuggling contraband into
the Alliance based on the information I ... we discovered. We think we can
identify the areas were they will be, based on previous correspondence we've
managed to decode. Each ship will have an NIA agent monitoring the identified
merchants’ messages and predicting where to look."


"Go on."


"They will give me a temporary commission to
Lieutenant and Kris ... Lieutenant Sinclair will accompany me ... if I accept.
I told them I needed to talk to you first." I had hoped to know her true
feelings through my ability to feel people's emotions, but her emotions were too
complex to interpret.


"My dear child, it must have taken all your
considerable control to wait to talk to me—"


"You're my mother, my mentor, and I'd never do
anything to upset you. Nothing would be worth that." 


"You're the best decision I've made in my
lifetime. My instinct is to protect you and keep you safe, but it would be
wrong for me to keep you in a box on a shelf for my own pleasure. It would
destroy you. I'll tell you this: without Kris going along with you, I would
have serious reservations. A teenage girl among senior officers wouldn’t work
for many reasons. But it's a wonderful opportunity for you to make a name for
yourself and most likely a once-in-a-lifetime chance to experience life on a
cruiser. I would like Kris, you, and me to have a talk before you leave."


"Great, Kris says she'd like to talk to you, that
you’ve been there and she hasn't." We talked into the early hours of the
evening, with Alexa recounting tales of her life on various cruisers.


* * *


Kris spent the next several days helping me get the
uniforms I needed and drilling me on basic military conventions. At Alexa's
suggestion, Kris moved in with us temporarily. Alexa took the week off. That
gave her extra time with her daughter, who she wouldn't see for an extended
period. And the interaction with a retired captain benefited Kris and me and
was like an ongoing pajama party, at least by what I had read and imagined. 


On the third day, we were notified that the cruisers
Romulus, Scylla, and Tityus had been selected and would arrive within the next
three days, and a meeting of the captains and the team would occur on the
following day. I think each of us was sad to learn our vacation would soon end.
Kris and Alexa had liked each other from the first day, and it had been like a
family get-together. 


Not sure when the meeting with the captains would take
place, we arrived a few minutes before eight. Adrian was already there as
usual.


"Wow. Congratulations, Lieutenant Paulus. You
look smashing. Let me give you a bit of advice though. Never let anyone forget
you are an NIA agent and part of the team that has led the navy to the current
mission, and that Admiral Webb approved your assignment. You have nothing to
prove to anyone."


"That's good advice, Adrian, for me too."
Kris smiled. Just then Wilber walked in.


"I love it. Congratulations, Lieutenant Paulus.
Now that’s what I call being on a fast track."


"Okay, team," Adrian said, and waited to get
everyone's attention. "The meeting with the captains is in Admiral Rawls’s
conference room at nine hundred hours. This afternoon, I've arranged for some
simulation time on a standard communications panel at the academy. Lieutenant
Paulus will be our instructor. And tomorrow, a Commander Tanaka will
demonstrate the WavCom equipment we will be using. They hope to have the
equipment installed within the next four days. On day five, we will be given
our assigned areas and depart."


At a few minutes to nine, we made our way to Admiral
Rawls's conference room and found the three captains already there—no one
with any career aspirations was late for a meeting with an admiral. We had no
sooner entered the room when Stauffer and Rawls arrived.


"Attention," Rawls’s aide shouted, and
everyone rose to attention.


"At ease. Good morning. Before I start, would
each of you introduce yourself." Rawls sat and nodded to the captain on
her left.


The short broad-built man next to Rawls scanned the
room without smiling.


"Captain Choi, commanding the cruiser Scylla."


"Swartz, captain of the Romulus," said a
middle-aged and slightly over-weight man, frowning as he looked around the
table and his gaze settled on me. He looked to be the oldest captain there. His
hair was mostly grey, and it was receding at the forehead.


A woman looked at me like a hungry hawk spotting a
plump rabbit. "Captain Sharat of the Tityus." Her narrow face
accentuated the feeling. She was a tall woman with an athletic build and long
curly reddish hair tied back in a ponytail.


"Lieutenant Shrader, NIA Agent, Project
Smuggler."


"Lieutenant Weiss, NIA Agent, Project
Smuggler."


"Lieutenant Sinclair, NIA Agent, Project
Smuggler."


"Lieutenant Paulus, NIA Agent, Project
Smuggler," I said, and I felt an explosion of emotions: amusement from
Stauffer and my fellow team members, Swartz’s anger, Sharat’s disbelief, Choi’s
curiosity, and resignation from Rawls. Feeling like a never-before-seen bug
under an electron microscope, I stroked Red, who was inside my jacket.


"Commander Stauffer, Project Smuggler
Leader."


"Thank you. Project Smuggler was formed about a
year ago, and its members selected by Admiral Lulltrel from NIA agents around
the Alliance. Its objective is to reduce the flow of contraband, especially
illegal drugs and technology. This team has proven even more effective than we
had hoped, and being admirals, our expectations were high." That elicited
smiles and snorts. "They've identified six Alliance merchants that are
working with one or both of the other empires in what appears to be a well-organized
smuggling enterprise." When Rawls paused, Swartz spoke.


"Have they been arrested?"


"Only one, the Wheeler, and that's where you come
in. We’ve decided there is a chance of catching their suppliers if we let the
other five continue as if we were unaware of their illegal activities. It was a
significant risk, since it relied on the project team discovering their method
of communications. Last week they did just that. The smugglers communicate via
coded messages to the crew."


"If they've cracked the code, then why do we need
NIA personnel on board?" Swartz again—like a guard dog defending his
turf.


"Because our smugglers are well-organized and not
stupid. They use missiles to exchange contraband."


"Seems complicated?" Sharat said, eyes
downcast as if thinking.


"Yes, and clever. Each missile is programmed for
a specific location and has a beacon which can be activated by sending a coded
signal at a specific frequency."


"So the area changes and we need the NIA to
determine the drop-off and pickup areas for each of the five merchants,"
Choi said, nodding as if agreeing with himself.


"Exactly. Currently we only know the Wheeler's
area. The other five will have messages we must find and decode before you can
know the best area to hunt." Rawls sat back.


"So what happens now?" Sharat asked with her
eyes on me.


"Right now, NIA personal are installing special
equipment on each of your Bridges that will allow the agent with you to search
the WavCom for messages to each of the five merchants. That should be completed
in four days. In the interim, the agents have to be checked out on the NIA and Bridge
communication equipment, since only one member is currently qualified for Bridge
duty. On day five, you will be given your assignments."


Swartz leaned forward. "Do we get to
choose?" 


"No," Admiral Rawls said, firmly.


"I would be uncomfortable with anyone on the Bridge
who isn't qualified to be there," Swartz persisted.


"I would imagine your concern is Lieutenant
Paulus, who ironically is the one person qualified to be on the Bridge. She is
an Academy graduate." She paused to enjoy the moment. 


Swartz shook his head in obvious disbelief, Sharat
stared wide-eyed, and Choi nodded and smiled. 


Rawls rose. "Each captain here was either
selected or approved by Admiral Webb. Each person on the NIA team was either
selected or approved by Admiral Lulltrel and subsequently approved by Admiral
Webb. I must therefore conclude you are not only equally qualified in the
capacity you were selected, but you are the best we have and can be assigned
anywhere with equal success. For now, you are free for the next four days. The
information you've learned today is restricted until you are on your way to
your assigned area." Rawls turned on her heel and strode briskly from the
room. 


Sharat immediately walked over to me.


"Lieutenant Paulus, you are as young as you look,
aren't you?"


"I might look even younger than I am. I'm
eighteen."


"You're right." She snorted. "I'd be
interested in hearing your story. You're too young to be a lieutenant, an NIA
agent, or picked to be on a high priority NIA project. Yet, you are all three.
Well, another time perhaps." She nodded and walked off.


Kris nodded in approval. "That was a good
response. I find it's best to address the issue straight on. If she has an
issue, it's hers not yours." 


"But she's a captain, and I'm a lieutenant."


"But you aren't in her chain of command, so her
authority is very limited. Not that it's good to antagonize anyone, especially
a captain." Kris gave me a wry grin. "Come, you have a class to
conduct."


I flew the team to the academy and spent a fun
afternoon going over the communications panel installed on the latest cruisers
and the standard functions of a communications officer on the Bridge.


"Thank you, Anna. That was a good session, but I
for one would like another session or two," Adrian said to nodding heads.
"We have Commander Tanaka tomorrow. What about the following day back here?"


Everyone agreed, and I dropped them back at the office
before heading home with Kris.


"I wonder how the selections will be made and who
we will get," Kris said, frowning. "Don't think I'd like Swartz.
Appears to have some very definite opinions about who should be on the Bridge,
and I don't think any of us qualify. Rawls had his number right. I had to bite
my lip to stop from laughing."


"Choi has my number. He wasn't surprised when
Rawls said it was me."


"I think he'd be all right. Not sure about Sharat.
She's direct, which I like, but I’m not sure what she thinks about prodigies,"
Kris said looking at me. I had received mixed emotions from Sharat.


"I think she's a very competitive person and may be
combative."


"Agreed. What's for dinner tonight?"


"I've no idea. Joetta just makes whatever she
wants, although she undoubtedly knows what Alexa likes and doesn't like."


"What about you?"


"I just eat whatever she makes. I like some
things better than others, but they're all okay."


"When I have kids, I hope my daughter will be as
easy to please as you are."


* * *


I spent most of the next couple of days at the
academy. Commander Tanaka spent a half-day demonstrating how the equipment
worked and another day and a half giving us problems to solve in a special
simulator. I used the rest of the time discussing the communications officer's
duties with the team. The last day, I stayed home and Alexa took the day off. We
did some last-minute shopping, ate out, and spent a quiet evening reminiscing.


I was excited and worried on the way to the office.
The thought of being on a cruiser hunting smugglers was exciting, but I worried
about how the assignments would be made. I was as sure I wouldn't like to be on
the Romulus as I was sure Captain Swartz didn't want me there. That left the
Scylla and the Tityus. I didn't know what to think about Captain Choi. He was
quick-witted but kept his feelings to himself. On the other hand, Captain
Sharat seemed competitive and possibly combative. In the end, I would have no
control over the assignments and resolved to keep my head down and let Kris be
the visible partner. Keeping a low profile usually worked pretty well for me.
Surprisingly, when I arrived everyone was already there. I guessed I wasn't the
only one nervous about the assignments.


Adrian was first to speak. "I've collected the
messages for the past twelve months from the five merchants we will be
monitoring. If we're lucky, they are using the same or similar coded messages to
pass information. If not, we will have to find new keys. Consider it homework
while the captain gets us to his or her assigned area. I'd like a weekly
update. Send it to me, but copy everyone else."


"Good idea. That will help keep the captains
informed of any overlap in drop-off or pick up areas and provide better
coverage," Wilber said. "It wouldn't hurt to have two cruisers if we
find the smugglers and they won't come peacefully."


"I don’t think we will have a choice, but does
anyone have a preference?" Kris asked.


"I don't think choice is in the military dictionary," Wilber snorted.
"Just like I doubt Captain Swartz is going to be happy having any of us on
his Bridge—just not cricket."


Smiles of agreement greeted Wilber's remark. Adrian
might be the best match for Swartz, I thought, but wasn't sure about Wilber,
maybe Sharat. 


Just then Stauffer opened the door. "Admiral
Rawls's conference room, in fifteen minutes. This show is about to go on the
road. I've worked with Admiral Rawls to make the best pairings we could, based
on what I know about you and what she knows about the captains. That's the best
we can do. I'll let her announce them, since they are not open to
discussion." 


We followed him upstairs to the conference room, where
the captains waited. Rawls entered only minutes after we arrived.


"Attention," her aid barked, and everyone
braced to attention, since no one was seated.


"At ease. I'm informed that the new equipment is
installed, the NIA Agents have been briefed on their operation, and the
cruisers are operational and ready to depart." She scanned the room before
continuing. "Captain Swartz, the Romulus will proceed to Zespa and from
there to Amend, New Zheng, and Stone Ring. Lieutenant Shrader will be your NIA
Agent." She paused to review her CPC, and I could feel Wilber’s and Kris's
relief. Long ago I had learned not to wish for things. It resulted in less
disappointment when you didn't get them. I got the feeling Captain Sharat would
have preferred Adrian.


"Captain Choi, the Scylla will proceed to Eastar
and from there to Black Water, Holy Star and Oxax. Lieutenant Weiss will be
your NIA Agent." She stopped again, and I felt Wilber's relief. Sharat's
eyes locked onto me, although her face remained neutral.


"And Captain Sharat, the Tityus will proceed to
Westar and from there to Shadows Rest, Safe Harbor, and Truth Star. Lieutenants
Sinclair and Paulus will be your NIA Agents."


"Why two, ma'am?" Sharat asked.


"Because Admiral Webb, the Secretary of the Navy,
approved it and I thought it a good idea. Don't you agree, Captain?"


"Yes, ma'am, an excellent idea." She smiled,
but it didn't reach her eyes.


"All right. You are free to change the order of
your systems and even the area based on new information your NIA Agents might discover.
And I may send you new orders if necessary. Good hunting. Captain Sharat and
agents Sinclair and Paulus, stay." Rawls remained seated while the others
left. 


Here comes the
really interesting part, I mused.


"Sharat," she waved for her to move closer.
"Agent Paulus has a rare disorder which requires regular ... injections.
Without them, her dormant Coaca Virus becomes active." She held up a hand
to stop Sharat for interrupting. "Anna." 


My cue. I reached into my blouse and grabbed Red,
pulled him out, and held up my arm, which he twisted around. Sharat froze,
mouth open, eyes narrowed.


"It stays in her room, locked up in
something." Her voice sharp and demanding.


"No, Sharat. The doctors aren't sure why, but the
krait and Anna have a symbiotic relationship. That krait has never left Anna's
body since it attached itself to her some fourteen years ago when she was dying
of the fever. It’s worth more than a hundred thousand credits on the black
market. If it were lost, killed, or stolen, then she would be contagious in a
day or two, and dead in less than a week. And before you ask, Admirals Webb and
Lulltrel are aware of her condition," Rawls said, watching Sharat.
"The krait is poisonous but has only bitten four people. Each time, the
person was attempting to forcibly remove it from Anna. She has the antivenin
should it happen again. Good hunting." Rawls stood, waved a half salute,
and left the room.


Sharat stood glaring at me, her jaw muscles hard.
"So you're her chaperone?" she asked, looking to Sinclair. I remained
quiet, since she wasn't talking to me.


"Perhaps you weren't listening, Captain.
Lieutenant Paulus is the only one on the Smuggler Project who graduated the
academy and qualified to be assigned to the Bridge. And as NIA Agents, we are
equal ... except in age." She looked Sharat in the eye. "Don't short
change her. Anna discovered the missiles we're chasing, and like you, we want
to be the ones to discover the smugglers first."


Sharat surprised me by laughing. "Yes, you
understand me. I like it: the women against the men. All right, we've given
them enough of a head start." She turned and headed for the door with us
following.


"Unless you have a shuttle or taxi, Agent Paulus
has a skimmer," Kris said, and I could feel her amusement.


"Why not?" Sharat shook her head in
disbelief.


* * *


When we reached the Tityus, Sharat went straight for
the Bridge.


"Captain on the Bridge," someone shouted.


"I have the watch." She waved to the two new
seats. "XO, are we ready to leave?"


"Yes, Captain," a commander said after a
quick check of each station.


"Let's be off then. I'll do the introductions and
mission briefing later. Nav, a course to Westar." Ten minutes later we
were moving away from the station. Sharat smiled, I suspect because the Romulus
and Scylla were still docked. "XO, call the second shift to replace the
first. We'll meet in my conference room in an hour. Lieutenants Sinclair and
Paulus, you're with me." She exited the Bridge and entered her conference
room. "Help yourself to something to drink, and sit." When Kris and I
sat, Sharat smiled. "All right, let's hear your story, Lieutenant
Paulus."


I sat quietly for a few moments debating where to
start, knowing this might well determine our relationship for the entire
voyage.


"My family and I came down with the Coaca Virus
when I was four ..." I took my time, making sure I covered the main
points—the homes I was in, schools I attended, the attempts to steal
Red—while leaving out the day-to-day details. When I finished, Sharat sat
staring off into the distance saying nothing for a long time.


"You've had a tough life, and it isn't going to
get any easier as you get older. You got lucky being adopted by Captain
Bellona. I never served under her, but I've heard lots of stories. If she
adopted you with all your baggage, I owe you a shot. Sinclair, tell me about
the Smuggler Project." She turned her attention on Kris. It was now her
turn to get in Sharat's acceptable graces. Kris went on to explain our efforts
from day one, giving me credit for finding the missile cache and breaking the
Wheeler's code and then explaining in detail what we knew about the Wheeler's
activities.


"Sounds like I got the best NIA agents.
Good." Her smile was devilish. "May the best women win." She
looked up at a knock at the door. "Come."


"Captain," a security guard said from a
partially opened door. "Your Bridge crew is here."


"Let them in, Petty Officer." She waved them
to seats and waited. "Our mission, with the help of the NIA agents who
have identified the merchants working with them and have decoded their method
of communicating, is to find the cruisers who have been smuggling contraband
into the Alliance. The agents are going to be monitoring their communications
in the hope of determining their drop-off and pick up locations. When they do,
it will be our job to bring them in—dead or alive. Let me introduce NIA
Agents Sinclair and Paulus. Don't let Agent Paulus's age fool you. She's as
young as she looks, but she's an Academy graduate and a fully qualified member
of the NIA. Paulus."


Understanding what she wanted, I stood and pulled out
Red. "The poison from Red-headed kraits has been found to keep the Coaca
Virus in remission. The krait and I have a symbiotic relationship—it
feeds off me and in the process injects me with a poison that keeps the virus
in check. It never leaves me, so you will always know where it is." I said,
and felt a sense of relief.


"So it is not a pet and shouldn't be petted.
Lieutenant Paulus has the antivenin just in case, but I understand the bill is
several days of pain. This is not to be discussed outside of the Bridge. It
turns out the krait is worth more than a hundred thousand credits to the right
individuals. Let's not tempt anyone."


"Captain, we are short one communications
officer."


"Lieutenant Paulus is qualified and will fill one
of those slots. Do you have a preference, Agent Paulus?"


"No, ma'am. Whenever you would prefer."


"Put her on first shift for now. Lieutenants
Sinclair and Paulus are authorized to be on the Bridge at any time. Any
questions?" Sharat asked. We spent an hour answering general questions,
although Kris and I were careful not to divulge details which if leaked could
alert the smugglers and cause them to change their operating methods.
Afterward, Sharat had a petty officer show us to our rooms. 


"I was concerned about the captain, but I think
her desire to beat the men to the prize is going to cancel any competitiveness
with us," Kris said as she unpacked her suitcase.


"I agree," I said as I slipped the chip
Adrian had given me into my CPC and opened it. "Would you like to split
the merchant's messages between us?"


"No. Take one and I'll take one. When we finish
one, we start work on the next one," she said and selected the Dealmakers,
so I picked the Wanderer. Kris made some coffee, and I decided to try some,
since I would have to go somewhere just to get juice and didn't feel like it. I
kept adding milk until I liked the taste.


"That's a coffee-flavored milk drink," Kris
said after watching me make it.


"Not a bad drink." I smiled, sipping it. We
lapsed into silence as we began reviewing the messages. As I did, Red slipped
into my hair and settled on my forehead.


"That's creepy." Kris pointed to my
forehead. I nodded agreement.


The Wanderer code was similar but different. The
times, dates, and coordinates were split between two crew members as was the
key to them. As a result, it took me a couple of hours to decode them. Kris
hadn't finished, so I grabbed the Spinner's messages and began. 


"Done," Kris said and sat back and rubbed
her eyes. I had finished a third one a few minutes ago and now she had finished
the last two. "Clever, encrypting each one slightly differently. If you
were looking through a bunch of messages, they wouldn't appear the same on the
surface. One of mine had no numbers and relied on the position of the letter in
the alphabet."


"I had one of those. Let’s merge our list and see
if we have anything to give the captain."


"All right, but let's do it over something to
eat. We missed lunch ... and dinner. It's twenty hundred hours. Well, there is
always the foogenie, the food
replicator. It should be a pretty good one on an Alliance cruiser. And you can
choose what you want for dinner." She grinned. I didn't know whether it
was my early life or Red, but food wasn't important. I liked the taste of some dishes
better than others but wouldn't go out of my way for any of them. "Let's
merge the lists and we can review them while we eat." 


I knew where the general dining facility would be
located from my studies at the academy, and I managed to lead us there without
getting lost. Kris programmed a basic steak, potatoes, and broccoli dinner with
a berry pie for dessert along with milk. I chose the same. As we ate, I
reviewed our merged list:


Merchant's Ship / Pickup System / Pickup Date /
Drop-off System and pickup time


Dealmaker / unknown 
/ unknown / Holy Star +110


Wanderer / Black Water / +35 / New Zheng +80


Spinner / Fire Rock / +15 / Truth Star +220


Dreamer / unknown / unknown / Safe Harbor +140


Star Trader / unknown/ unknown / Fire Rock +10


"Although our previous analysis indicates they
change the pickup system every six months, it appears they don't assign them
much in advance. Nothing is happening in the captain's area of responsibility
for a while," I said, reviewing the list.


"I think she is going to be very happy with our
findings. Look at Fire Rock," Kris said, grinning.


"But Fire Rock isn't on her list," I
protested.


"No, but it isn't on anyone's list. You don't
think she won't consider that fair game?" Kris said, taking a bite of her
pie. I agreed. It was not only not in anyone's assigned area, it was close, and
the dates were promising. 


"Should we interrupt her now, or wait?" I
asked, not sure what I would have done if Kris weren't along.


"Now. It will tell us a lot about her. My guess
is she’ll be pissed if we wait until tomorrow." Kris spent a few minutes
typing, then turned her tablet so I could see it.


To: Captain
Sharat, 


We have decoded
current known messages. Possible target of opportunity within the next few
days.


Signed Sinclair 


I nodded, and she touched Send and went back to finishing her pie. She had just put her fork
down when our tablets lit with an incoming message.


To: Sinclair,
Paulus.


My office
immediately.


Signed Sharat.


"I guess that answers that question. She would
have been screaming mad if we had waited." Kris understood people,
something I was still learning. Although I could sense people's emotions thanks
to Red, that didn't help me understand them. Being a loner had limited my
interaction with others, which would have helped me learn.


We made our way to her office, which was just a few
meters from the Bridge. When the security guard saw us coming, he knocked on
her door, stuck his head inside, and then held the door open for us. Before the
door closed behind us and we could salute, she waved us to the chairs.


"Sit. What do you have?" Her eyes lit with
excitement, and she leaned forward in her chair.


"We've decoded the most recent messages to and
from the five merchants we're monitoring. They appear to assign the pickup
systems every six months but leave the actual pickup date until much nearer the
expiration date. We found no known pickup dates in your area of responsibility.
They assign drop-off systems yearly. The closest one in your area is Safe
Harbor, and it's one hundred forty days off." Kris said, and quickly held up
her had to stop Sharat interrupting. I smiled mentally as I could feel Sharat
losing patience. "But Fire Rock—which
is close to Westar and wasn't assigned to anyone—will be expiring in ten days for the merchant
ship Star Trader, and the merchant ship Spinner has a pickup date there only
five days later."


"It will take another ... eighteen hours to
Westar and ..." Sharat said, reaching for her tablet.


"Twenty-six, ma'am," I said, having
calculated the time to Fire Rock from Westar.


"Forty-four to Fire Rock, getting us there six
days before the drop-off year ends and eleven before the Spinner is due.
Excellent. And yes, you guessed right. I want to be informed as soon as you
know anything worthwhile, even if there is no urgency." She sat back and
smiled. "I assume the other agents will figure out the same thing?" 


"We were all given the latest messages from the
five merchants, and we all understand the basic encryption method they are
using, although they are not all exact, but how they will treat Fire Rock is
unknown. If you were to—" Kris began to explain.


 "Notify
Admiral Rawls that based on my NIA Agents' findings, the Tityus is being
diverted to Fire Rock," she said as she typed, tapped on her CPC, and sat
back smiling. "Message ready for sending when we reach Westar. I wasn't
sure I was going to like you two, but I do. You work well as a team and
understand me. Lieutenant Paulus, you are the Comm officer on first shift,
beginning at six hundred hours. Sinclair, you are authorized on the Bridge
anytime, as is Paulus."


* * *


I reported for duty at six hundred hours and took the
communications officer's seat after exchanging greetings with the others on
duty and getting a nod from Sharat. Since we were traveling in the Wave, there
wasn't much to do, so I looked through the messages being queued for sending
when we reached Westar. It was amusing, since the vast majority were to women
on Westar from men letting them know they would be arriving that day. However,
two were to relatives, which piqued my interest, since the smugglers tended to
send their correspondence to relatives.
Of course, navy personnel did have relatives across the Alliance, but I had
nothing better to do, so I pulled up the messages to and from the ship in Oxax.
The traffic was much the same, to friends and relatives. I dumped everything to
my tablet to review later and wondered if spooks were naturally paranoid
because of their work or if it were in their nature and whether I was becoming
paranoid.


"XO, notify second shift that first shift personnel
will be staying on duty until we enter the Wave to Fire Rock."


"Yes, ma'am."


"Agent Paulus, let me know when you have what you
need from the WavCom. Commander Burkett, as soon as we exit the Wave, compute
us a vector to Fire Rock. We will be leaving the minute the NIA agents say they
have what they need."


"Captain, most of these queued messages to Westar
are notifying ... people of their arrival. Should I hold them or return them to
the senders?"


"Return them. Who knows when or if we will return
to Westar," She said, somewhat distracted as she stared at the chronometer
as if willing it to move faster. Just then, Kris entered the Bridge.


"Anything interesting happening?"


"In about fifteen minutes we will be exiting the
Wave. After we search the WavCom, the captain will order us on a vector to Fire
Star. I think she's in a hurry," I said just above a whisper.


"Exiting the Wave in one minute," Burkett
said, and I repeated it over the loud speakers and sent a message to all CPCs.
"Thirty seconds ... ten ... three, two, one, now."


A tingling sensation rippled through my body, ending
in a brief dizzy feeling. I quickly sent the captain's message to Rawls and the
few directed to other systems that did not appear predicated on the Tityus
arriving on Westar.


"Captain, vector to Fire Rock on the Helm's
board. Estimated time twenty-six hours and five minutes," Burkett said,
and the captain glanced in my direction, probably remembering my estimate
yesterday, then at Sinclair who was busy searching the WavCom. I watched but
said nothing, as she seemed to have everything under control. As she worked, I
downloaded the messages intended for the Tityus. When Kris looked up, I nodded.


"Captain, we have what we need," Sinclair
said with a sigh of relief. 


I didn't blame her. I'd wager Kris could have felt
Sharat tapping her fingers on the armrest of her chair as she waited.


"Helm, execute the vector on your board,"
Sharat said. "Comm, announce entering Wave in ..."


"Ten minutes," Burkett said, confirming my
quick calculation.


"Attention, the Tityus will be entering the Wave
in ten minutes."


"XO, rearrange the schedules. I want the first
shift crew on duty in twenty-four hours. And Lieutenant Sinclair, Lieutenant
Paulus, I want you to meet with me twenty-two hours from now." 


I left with Kris when the second shift replaced us.


"No messages to any of the merchants," Kris
said as we walked toward our rooms. "I'll get you for dinner."


"I'd like to see more of this ship. It's a later
model than the Minerva. This will probably be my last chance, and I want to
enjoy it," I said as I entered my room.


Being the Comm officer was magical. And it allows for some good snooping, I
mused, thinking about the messages I had opened. Ironically, it was unethical
for a Comm officer to snoop on people, but not for an NIA Agent. The same for
the WavCom. I giggled as I held Red up to my face. "We've become spooks,
my red-headed friend," I said as I undressed for a shower. When I finished,
I intended to nap until dinner, but couldn't resist opening my tablet and
browsing the messages I had copied. A few looked as tantalizing as the
smugglers coded messages, as did one from Westar to the Tityus. The first hour,
Red lay on my forehead while I read and then disappeared when I couldn't seem
to find the key. Then I realized the merchants had a crew to hide the key
whereas this sender didn't—if it was in fact a coded message. When I
returned to his message, Red appeared as if to say, finally. An hour later I found the key, see you at eight fifteen at the Peacock. He couldn't possibly know
when we would arrive or when he would be released. The decoded message read: Need usual have schedule. I stared at it
for a long time. Was that the message, or did I decode a message that wasn't
coded? What was the usual, drugs or something else? And what was the schedule?
Ship movements, or a family event coming up? But why would you code a message
unless ... I had a cruiser-size headache. Just then, my CPC buzzed, reminding
me Kris would be coming for me in fifteen minutes. I finished dressing just as she
knocked.


"Hi, I'm ready," I said, joining her in the
hallway.


"You look tired," Kris said, looking into my
eyes.


"Is there such a thing as spook-paranoia?"


"You mean the irrational compulsion to think
everyone is doing something illegal? We spooks call that diligence." She laughed. "Why, do you suspect the captain
of doing something illegal?" She sobered. "You don't!"


"No, do you?" I quipped, but maintained a
serious face.


"What did you and Red find while you were supposed
to be resting?"


"I'm not sure. After dinner, would you look at a
couple of messages for me?"


"Sure, after dinner. Until then we'll assume the
captain is innocent." She laughed and hooked her arm in mine, then stopped
and stood holding her breath.


"I think it's already too late, Kris. Red seems
to allow people close to me to touch me. If not, I have the antivenin." I smirked
at the shocked look on her face. 


Kris was a bit pale by the time we reached the dining
area. The officers and enlisted used the same serving line, but the officers
had a separate seating area, although it wasn’t mandatory. The area was crowded,
but we found an empty table and sat.


"I agree with you: the Bridge of a cruiser is an
exciting place, and I'm glad I've experienced it, but I prefer an office on a
planet. This is what I imagine life on a submarine would be like."


Just then a lieutenant and a lieutenant commander
appeared. "Would you mind if we joined you?" the commander asked. The
Lieutenant had his eyes on Kris, but the commander's look included us both. His
stocky build contrasted with the lieutenant's taller athletic physique. Kris looked
at me, and I nodded. I tended to be a loner, but Kris wasn't, and she looked
interested.


"I'm Commander Synder, and this is Lieutenant
Emmons ... Mitch and Gene." Mitch's squarest face had a warm smile, whereas
Gene looked like a kid in a candy store. 


"Not at all. I'm Lieutenant Sinclair, and my
friend is Lieutenant Paulus... Kris and Anna."


"You're new on the Tityus, and according to the
rumors you're the new NIA Agents. We will refrain from asking you any questions
concerning your business, but how do you like the Tityus?" Mitch asked.


"I just told Anna, it feels like I imagine life
on an old submarine," Kris said, provoking laughs, including several from
two nearby tables. Before long, we had a group of some ten officers, including
two women, surrounding the table. We, well Kris, got multiple offers to tour
the various sections of the ship, which I accepted—with a nod from her.
We managed to break away after a couple of hours with names, CPC numbers, and the
best times for tours.


"That was fun. A couple of real cute guys, but I
couldn't imagine marrying anyone with cruiser duty. But they could relieve the
boredom when we go on stakeout or whatever they call waiting for an enemy
spaceship to appear."


"I hope you don’t mind me tagging along on the
tours. I can't get enough of cruiser life."


"No, but only on the tours." She chuckled.
"Send me those messages, but I can't promise I'll decode them tonight. I
hope you haven't caught spook-paranoia. It's an extremely dangerous and
difficult virus to get rid of. And it’s contagious; Red could catch it."


"I think Red gave it to me." I laughed as I
entered my room. It had been an interesting and fun day.


* * *


"Well agents, which do you think is the best area
to patrol?" Sharat asked as Kris, the XO, and I sat with drinks in her
conference room.


"The coordinates for the pickup and the drop-off
areas are quite far apart," Kris said as she created a hologram from her
CPC. "They are a good day to a day and a half apart. And two merchants are
potentially involved—the Spinner and the Star Trader—but we don't
know if it involves two smugglers' ships or one." Kris said, worrying her
lip.


"Paulus, where would you wait?' Sharat asked,
surprising me.


"The smugglers could go to the drop-off area
before the end of the year, but then they could miss some late deliveries, and the
merchandise could be delayed for up to a year. I think it would make more sense
to meet the Spinner, then go look for any drop-offs from the Star Trader. Plus,
the closeness of the timing might suggest only one ship to make the pickup and
drop-off." I had thought about the problem the night before while falling
asleep, and that was the most logical scenario. Sharat's eyes went to Kris, who
nodded.


"I suggest we give the crews a few days’
planet-side leave first. It's going to be a long boring wait."


"I wouldn't," I blurted before I thought.


"Why not?" Sharat asked, staring at me with
eyes narrowed. 


Damn, I
cursed. I didn't have any proof, and accusing someone without it would not be a
good idea.


"I ... think they may be tracking Alliance
cruisers."


"How? Who?" Sharat's eyes froze me like a
multifunctional gun aimed at my heart. I had no proof, and maybe it was my
overactive imagination. After a long pungent silence, Kris saved me.


"Captain, it's a suspicion we have, but at the
moment we have no proof, just a feeling based on some messages we pulled off
the WavCom." Kris cleverly diverted attention away from the crew by implying
the messages came from the WavCom. I'm not sure what I would have said. The
captain might not have been my commander, but she was intimidating, and I was
young. Sharat sat silent for a long time.


"I'm beginning not to like you again. How am I
supposed to make a decision based on a feeling without knowing how you got that
feeling? Spooks," she said with real venom. "If you were the captain,
what would you do, Sinclair?"


Kris looked to me and smiled. "None of us is
omnipotent, but I wouldn't wager against Agent Paulus. She has good instincts.
Besides, if she's wrong, you lose nothing; however, if she's right, you could
lose the smugglers."


"Damn you. I've never liked spooks. To you,
everything’s a secret and everyone’s guilty of something. And now I'm having to
depend upon spooks to make decisions. Damn you." She rose, and everyone
followed her to the Bridge.


"Nav, what will be our approximate position when
we exit the Wave?" Sharat asked. Burkett spent several minutes at his
panel before answering.


"Approximately 28.6 degrees, 5 hours, 23 minutes,
40 seconds, 3.2 astronomical units."


"Agent Paulus, what’s the position of the pickup
area for the Spinner?"


"22.115 degrees, 8 hours, 4 minutes, 12 seconds,
2.4 astronomical units, ma'am. About 30 hours to reach."


"Nav?" Sharat said sharply. Burkett spent a
couple of minutes before answering.


"29 hours, 25 minutes at 520 gravities,"
Burkett said, staring at me.


"All right. We will enter Fire Rock at Battle
Stations. If there are no ships in the area, Lieutenant Sinclair will do her
thing with the WavCom and then we will proceed to the rendezvous coordinates.
Once there, we'll cut our engines, switch to passive systems, and wait."


"One hour to Wave exit," Burkett announced,
and nodded to me.


"Attention. One hour to Wave exit. Repeat. One
hour to Wave exit." I said, which went out over the ship’s loudspeakers. When
I looked around the room, everyone seemed relaxed, with the exception of Kris,
who felt a bit nervous. I was too excited to be nervous.


"Thirty minutes to exit," Burkett said.


"Comm, Battle Stations," Sharat said.


"Attention. Battle Stations. Repeat, Battle
Stations," I announced, and sent the alert to everyone's CPC, and
activated the sirens and flashing lights throughout the ship.


"Ten, nine, ... two, one, now," Burkett
said, and with a brief shudder, the Tityus entered the Fire Rock system. Kris's
finger flew over the NIA station keyboard.


"All clear Captain," said the radar
operator, Lieutenant Commander Staggs.


"Comm, cancel Battle Stations."


"Attention. Stand down from Battle Stations.
Repeat. Stand down from Battle Stations," I said, and went through the
motions to ensure everyone knew Battle Stations had been canceled.


"Finished, Captain," Kris said several
minutes later.


"Helm, proceed to rendezvous coordinates,"
Sharat said and rose. "XO, you have the watch, I'll be in my office."


"I have the watch, Captain."


"Nothing," Sinclair said as she rose.
"I'm not needed, so I'll see you after your shift."


* * *


The next seven days were as boring as promised. On the
third day, I managed to convince Kris to contact some of the officers who were
interested in showing her around their sections to arrange tours. She agreed,
and for the next three days we got to see the environmental, weapons, shuttle
maintenance, automatic laser defense, and engine departments. I loved it. All
the things I had studied at the academy and seen pictures and mockups, I saw up
close and in action. Kris was less interested but did accept a few offers to go
to the officers’ club for drinks. At the captain's request, I visited the
medical unit, where I negotiated a tour in exchange for talking about Red.


"You gave him a name?" Doctor Guzman asked
after being shown Red. "Although it's a male krait, he makes it sound like a pet."


"Red has been with me since I was four years
old—every hour of every day. He might not do anything clever like some
pets, but it's earned him a name and identity." I put him on my shoulder,
where he curled around my neck.


"That is a long time. Doesn't it ... he irritate
you, crawling around your body?" She shuddered.


"Do your tongue or arm or fingers bother
you?"


"Of course not. Oh, I see. He's an integral part
of you, like an arm or fingers." Guzman spent two hours with me discussing
my doctors' findings and conclusions back on Oxax and the incidents when Red
bit people.


"Doctor Kanata gave me this antivenin in case anyone
does get bitten," I said, handing her the vial. "She said 0.5 cc in
the event it's necessary. It'll save the person's life, but they will be sick
for a couple of days."


"Thanks for being so candid, Anna. That was
certainly interesting. I had read about the Coaca Virus but never about
red-headed kraits. You've certainly had a difficult life, not only having to
live with a krait but the threat of others stealing it. Ready for that tour I
promised?"


The cruiser's medical unit wasn't magical like the Bridge,
but the advanced surgical equipment in the trauma section was interesting. I
concluded that an Alliance cruiser was better equipped than most hospitals.


* * *


I had just gotten ready for bed when my CPD buzzed and
I heard the ship’s speakers in the hallway.


"Attention. All personnel report to your duty
stations. Repeat. All personnel report to your duty stations."


I dressed and hurried to the Bridge. A few people
arrived just after me. The captain waited several minutes until Burkett
arrived.


"We have identified another ship entering the
area. Using only passive sensors, it's difficult to tell what kind of a ship,
as it has its identifying beacon turned off. But it appears to be a merchant
ship, and its radar is active. If it's here for a pickup, it's five days early.
We are approximately one quarter light-second—about seventy-five thousand
kilometers—away
from the meeting coordinates. I'm hoping that's far enough to not be noticed. I
want all units manned from now on. XO, you will man the backup Bridge with the
second and third shifts. Even an armed merchant shouldn't be much trouble for
us, but we don't know who else may join the party. First shift will use my
conference room to rest. If they bolt suddenly, I want us to be ready. It
shouldn't be able to outrun us, but I don't like surprises. Questions?"
She asked. No one said anything. "Dismissed to your stations."


"I wish I could relieve you," Kris
whispered.


"I doubt the Comm officer will be asked to do
anything exciting, but I wouldn't doubt the captain expects me here. But you're
free to leave—no WavCom nearby, and it's going to be really boring,"
I said. It proved boring, but less so than I thought. On the fourth day another
ship entered the area, its identification beacon sending—The Merchant
Spinner.


"I'm going to wait for the two ships to move
closer and hopefully use shuttles to make the exchange. That should be the
point at which they are the most vulnerable. If they run, I want both ships
disabled, but our prime target is the unidentified ship." She looked to
me. "Agent Paulus, any comments from the NIA?"


"No, Captain. It's your show." I said. It
would be nice to have them both intact, but she had the lives of the crew to
consider over the wants of the NIA. Anyway, I figured she must be aware that
intact would be a bigger prize.


Eight hours later, the two ships were within ten
kilometers of each other and a shuttle left the Spinner toward the unidentified
ship. A few minutes after it docked, the captain smiled.


"Comm, Battle Stations. Engineering, maximum
power. "


"Attention. Battle Stations. Repeat. Battle
Stations." I activated the sirens and lights and sent the message to the
CPCs. I imagined it was a source of relief after days of twelve-hour shifts and
waiting for something to happen. A few minutes later, Kris joined me.


"About time," she whispered. "I can't
imagine being confined to a cruiser for a year or more at a time. What about
you?"


"I think I'd like it, but that’s probably true of
most things I can't have." I shrugged. Kris nodded understanding. 


"Weapons active on both ships. The Spinner is a
pussycat; however, that other merchant is a tiger," Staggs shouted.


"Comm, send, This is the UAS Cruiser Tityus. Cut
power and standby to be boarded. Failure to comply will result in your
destruction," Sharat said, her eyes alive and voice steady. I could feel
her rising excitement. Everyone except Kris felt excited to one degree or
another. I sent the message. Several minutes later, Staggs, the radar operator,
spoke.


"The Spinner has cut her engines; the other ship
is accelerating. It looks to have some big engines. She's up to two hundred
gravs already." His eyes were glued to his screen.


"Comm, connect me to Colonel Mclean and commander
Givens."


I activated their channels and put them on the communications
monitor in a split screen.


"Colonel Mclean, prepare to launch a shuttle of
twenty marines. I want you to secure the Spinner. Commander Givens, launch ten
fighters to support Mclean's boarding action. You are authorized to destroy the
Spinner if it takes any aggressive action, although I'd prefer it intact. Your
remaining fighters are in reserve for possible action against the merchant we
are pursuing."


"Yes, Captain," they answered
simultaneously.


"Four incoming missiles," said Commander
Salas, the ECM operator. "Time to impact, fourteen seconds." Time
seemed to stand still, then suddenly the ship vibrated twice. "Missed two.
Their missiles are almost as fast as ours—two seconds slower at this
range—and difficult to stop at this close range."


"Tac, fire when ready," Sharat barked as she
looked to me.


"One missile penetrated fighter bay two. Two
fighters destroyed, six dead, four wounded. Bay not operational," I said
while posting the incoming reports on the overhead damage monitor. 


"Six missiles away. Time to impact, twelve seconds,"
Commander Karlton, the Weapons Officer, said with a predatory grin on his face.


"Damn, three hits but none look to have caused
major damage." Staggs said. "We're barely gaining on that ship. She's
up to four hundred gravs."


Forty seconds later, Karlton’s voice sounded harsh.
"Six missiles away. Time to impact, eleven seconds." 


Ten seconds later. 


"Four missiles incoming. Time to impact, thirteen
seconds. Reload time, one minute thirty seconds," Salas said while his
fingers danced over his keyboard. "Shit."


The Tityus took two hammer blows that made my teeth
rattle. Kris looked pale. I felt relaxed. No, I felt focused, as did the crew.


"Environmental section damaged. Three dead, four
wounded. System at seventy-five percent capacity. Additional damage to fighter
bay two. Two dead, two injured," I said, listening to the damage reports
coming in and feeling their pain.


"Three more hits on the unknown merchant. Looks
like we got her this time; she's trailing debris and slowing slightly."
Staggs’ voice was an octave higher with excitement.


"Six missiles away," Karlton said a minute later, and fifteen
seconds later, "Damn, four incoming," Salas said angrily as his
fingers danced over his panel in an attempt to stop them. "Four
hits," Staggs said, then louder, "They've lost power."


The Tityus shuddered again. I assumed Salas had stopped
all but one this time. 


"Missiles tubes one and two disabled. One dead,
four injured," I said into the silence.


"Comm, connect me to Commander Givens."
Sharat said, staring at the damage-reports monitor. Givens’ face appeared on
the communications monitor. "Givens, release your fighters. Approach
cautiously and take no chances. They don't have anything to lose, so they're
dangerous. Keep me informed."


"Yes, ma'am."


"Good work, everyone. We were too close for
military grade missiles, and they must have had military grade ECM to avoid
fifty percent of our missiles. I'll stay farther back next time. We know they
can't outrun us, so more separation will give us more time to evade their
missiles." Sharat sat back and closed her eyes.


"Commander Givens, call your fighters back, all
but one or two. Have them maintain a watch at a safe distance of at least one
thousand kilometers."


"Why, Captain?"


"If anyone is alive, I believe they will destroy
the ship. They are just waiting to take some of us with them to hell."


* * *


Four hours later, we were relieved, and Kris and I
headed for our rooms. Kris waited as I showered and changed into a clean
uniform.


"Now what do you think of cruiser duty?"
Kris asked, still feeling apprehensive and having fits of shaking.


"Kris, you have a life in front of you. I don't.
It doesn't matter what my job or profession is. Red is unlikely to live eighty
years, and he is a magnet for thieves and Coaca Virus victims and probably a
few nuts with some wild theories. While I'm alive, I'd like to do as much good
as I can. A cruiser isn't a bad place."


"Nor is the NIA," Kris said, giving me a
hug. "I for one am glad they don't want you. I'd prefer you on the project
team with me. You feel like my younger sister, and I'd worry myself sick if my
sister were on a cruiser." She laughed. "I'm hungry. Let's go get
something to eat."


"You're right. The NIA is probably the best place
for me. We're making a difference and helping to do some good, and I have
minimum exposure to people."


"While you were sitting around doing nothing on
the Bridge," she grinned, "I was looking over those messages you gave
me. I think you're right. I'd say that petty officer is trading information for
drugs. And I'll bet he's not the only one."


In the dining area, I could feel the clash of
emotions: exhilaration at having caught the drug runners and sadness at the loss
of friends and comrades. Halfway through our meal, our CPCs buzzed. When I
opened it, the captain's face appeared.


"Sinclair, Paulus, would you like to interview
the captain of the Spinner? I thought I'd like to meet him. Shuttle bay six in
ten minutes." She cut the connection. I stuffed another bit of meat in my
mouth and swallowed it with a gulp of my coffee-flavored milk as we rose and
hurriedly made our way to the shuttle bay. We arrived just as Sharat did,
boarded behind her, and were followed by ten marines. The ride was made in
silence. When we exited, a marine lieutenant was waiting.


"Captain, we have the merchant captain in his
conference room. His name is Sorrell. If you'll follow me, ma'am," he said
a led us to the room. Inside, a chubby man sat nervously wringing his hands.


"Captain, I appreciate you saving us from the
pirates, but your people seem to think we had something to do with them. We
were almost victims," he said, wiping sweat from his face with a checkered
scarf.


"Lieutenant, can I borrow two of your men? And
I'll need one with explosive experience to meet me in the missile
compartment." He looked to the captain, who nodded. I made my way to the Bridge,
switched the weapons panel into simulation, and went through the motions until
the active light turned green. Then I made my way to the missile compartment,
where a middle-aged sergeant stood waiting.


"... Ma'am, you requested someone with experience
dismantling explosives?"


"Yes, Sergeant. Would you please remove the
warhead cover of that missile on the delivery train?" I pointed to the
missile. He stared at me and then the missile and finally shrugged. After
examining the missile for a few minutes, he began removing the cover. When it
came off, he stood there and laughed. 


"I imagine this stuff would blow the head off
some lads, but wouldn't do much damage to an enemy ship."


"Corporal, would you and your mate carry that
stuff back to the conference room? The captain of the Spinner probably has an
interesting story to go along with it."


"I'd sure like to hear it," the sergeant
said as the two marines collected the packages and followed me back. When I
entered the conference room, I pointed to the table and the marines dropped the
packages there.


"Look at what I found," I said, enjoying the
look on Sorrell's face.


"This does appear to make your story less
believable," Sharat said. I could feel her amusement.


"One of the crew must have—"


"Sorrell. I have twelve dead and fourteen wounded
because of your friends, so I'm not in a mood for games. What was the name of
that other ship, and where was it registered?"


"I don't know—"


Sharat slammed her fist on the table so hard the
coffee in her cup splashed over the lip. Then she stood looking down at
Sorrell. 


"Lieutenant, did any marines die in our
engagement with this captain's friends?"


"Yes, ma'am. Two died and two are in critical
condition."


"Do you think he'll survive the trip back to
Westar?"


"If he's real lucky ... but then his luck does
seem to have run out."


"And you, Lieutenant, have you found that damn
krait yet?" She turned to look at me. Her tone was harsh, but I could feel
her amusement. I reached inside my blouse and pulled out Red. "It likes
people, well, some people." I rested my elbow on the table close to
Sorrell. His eyes flew open, and he tried to push his chair away, but the
marine guard behind him stopped the chair.


"I found it, Captain. It didn't bite
anyone—this time." I said indignantly.


"Damn good thing. For bringing that damn snake on
board, you can stand guard duty over Captain Sorrell—"


"The ship was called the Wind Witch and was registered in the FPU," Sorrell said in a
rush. After that, he became very cooperative, explaining the code they used,
pickup and drop-off procedures, and a list of his contacts. When Captain Sharat
appeared ready to quit, I thought it a good time for my question.


"How do they warn you when Alliance warships are
in the area?"


"They don't. They just don't show for the
scheduled meeting and eventually schedule another one."


"How do they know when Alliance warships are in
the area?" Sharat asked, sitting back down.


"I don't know. I've heard rumors that they have a
network of spies who work with our customers. More codes, I guess."


"Lieutenant, you can have the prisoner. Make sure
he and the others are delivered in one piece," Sharat said as she rose and
waved for me to follow.


"You were very helpful, Agent Paulus. That was
good timing with the contraband. Took all the fight out of him and saved hours
of talking. And your red-headed friend was very helpful. Sorrell obviously
dislikes snakes as much as me. I was afraid for a moment he would have a heart
attack. And Lieutenant Sinclair was right when she said she wouldn't wager
against you."


* * *


"How did it go?" Kris asked when I returned
to the room. She had been searching the Spinner for anything useful while the captain
interrogated Sorrell. 


"We're back in her good graces, thanks to
Red," I said.


"You threatened the merchant captain with Red?"


"No, but Sharat insinuated that Red gets loose
and as a punishment for bringing him on board I would guard the prisoners.
Sorrell, the merchant captain, couldn't stop talking after that, even confirmed
the smugglers have a network of spies on the planets that report on warship
deployments."


"You just confirmed something that has been
bothering me. I had wondered how the smugglers got the information to the
merchants. Unless the captain is lying—"


"He's not," I blurted. If he had been lying,
I would have felt the deception. He was telling the truth as he knew it.


"I'll take your word on it. That means the
smugglers have a separate organization they are in direct contact with. Find
that, and we'll have destroyed their organization." Kris's voice rose with
excitement and her eyes sparkled. She laughed. "And we'll be the darlings
of the NIA and have bragging rights for our entire careers."


"You're right. I also thought they gave the
merchants the time and location for these pickup meetings, but that would be
far too complicated and coordinating it next to impossible. They have some
central point of contact that gives them real-time information. Now, at least
we know what we are looking for."


"You ... we might be getting more cruiser time
than you anticipated, because the WavComs have got to be involved," Kris
said, and I knew she was right. We sat discussing what we might be looking for
in the way of messages. We agreed we would know it when we saw it—or at
least we hoped we would. Late the next day on first shift, we reached the Wave
entrance and the WavCom.


"Comm, send the following message to Admiral
Rawls:


Using the NIA
coordinates for the arranged pickup meeting with smugglers at Fire Rock, we
intercepted a merchant ship with military grade engines and weapons
rendezvousing with the merchant ship Spinner. We crippled the spaceship, but
were unable to board, as they subsequently destroyed their ship. We learned
from the Spinner captain that the ship was called the Wind Witch and registered
in the FPU. We are returning to Westar along with the Spinner to make repairs
and have our dead returned home and the seriously wounded hospitalized for
further treatment. Signed, Captain Sharat commanding the UAS cruiser Tityus.


"What do you think about the captain inviting us
to dine with her this evening?" I asked when we got back to my room.


"Sounds like we are on good terms again, or she
may be wanting the coordinates for the next smuggler's drop-off." Kris smirked.
"I liked Rawls’ idea of parking the Spinner out of the travel lanes and
sending a cruiser to pick them up. The longer we can keep the smugglers in the
dark, the better chance we'll have of locating their communications network.
Rawls probably gave orders to destroy the Spinner afterward."


"Or park it in some geocentric orbit around some
uninhabitable planet," I said. "Seeing how Sharat doesn't like spooks
and snakes, it should be interesting." We arrived at seventeen hundred
hours and found Commander Tillman had also been invited.


"As you know, I don't like spooks, but you two
have been a pleasant surprise. And it's nice to have the regular navy and the
NIA working together. It makes you real people rather than spooks."


"Unlike my fellow agent, I'm not crazy about
being on a cruiser, although it has been interesting," Kris said. The XO
laughed.


"Based on our success, I'm afraid you may be on
the Tityus for an extended period of time."


"It does appear that way."


"Admiral Rawls was quite pleased with us, not
only for catching the smuggler ship, but for warning the Romulus and Scylla of
the threat the smugglers' ships represent. So, where do you suggest we go now?
Maybe you can find us another planet not in the others’ area of responsibility
for us to explore." Sharat produced a devilish smile before taking a drink
of her wine.


"Skipper, the crew could use some planet-side
leave in Westar," Tillman said while watching Kris and me.


"No!" I said. "Sorry," I quickly
added, since it had sounded like I was in charge. Tillman glared at me; Sharat's
look was neutral.


"Why?" she finally asked, while appraising
me against some unknown standard. Kris answered, which I thought a good idea. I
still needed to be more thoughtful in my responses.


"We believe the smugglers have a communications
network in the Alliance that allows them to make almost real-time decisions.
The merchant captain more or less confirmed our suspicions. When agent Paulus
reviewed the crew’s pending messages to Westar, she noticed a couple of
messages that resembled the coded messages the smugglers use to inform the
merchants of pickup and drop-off sites and times. She and I found one which we
subsequently managed to decode."


"When were you planning to tell me?" Sharat
asked, frowning.


"We didn't decode it until we were on our way to
Fire Rock. We think it’s someone trading information for drugs, but we don't
really have proof. The message in itself looks innocent. We felt we needed to
do more digging before we accused anyone, and we decided it could wait until
after the stakeout. But if you give the crew leave, everyone knows we destroyed
a smuggler's ship and captured the Spinner. The smuggler network will know it
within hours and could shut down their operations temporarily until they work
out a new system."


"Who's the individual?" Tillman asked Kris,
but he was still glaring at me.


"What are you suggesting, Sinclair? You're right
whether that individual is guilty or not, and whether the smugglers have a
network or not. Information like that will spread like a virus."


"Send the wounded to the hospital under guard
with instructions to say it was a fluke accident—engine exploded or
something. You'll know better than me what will sound plausible. Restrict the
rest of the crew. I think the individual will try to send another message. That
should be proof enough. If not, we can use the time to check out the individual
and the recipient of his message." Kris worded her response so as not to
give any clue that could lead the XO to the individual. I probably would have
said something that could have led him to the message writer, and I'm not sure
what he would have done with the information.


"And after that?" Sharat asked.


"Anna?" Kris looked to me. I know she would
have liked to discuss it in private but thought that would unset the captain,
which we didn't need if we wanted her cooperation.


"I'd like to review all the crew’s messages to
planets they visited—"


"Snoop on the crew like we’re criminals!"
Tillman shouted.


"Enough, Frank. She's not suggesting everyone's
mail. Are you Paulus?"


 "Only
crew messages sent to the planet the ship is planning to visit. Based on
Westar, it should only be a handful at each stop."


"Sounds reasonable. How are you planning on
getting them?"


"That's the problem. I'm not sure the other
agents would know how to search the backup files to obtain the information, and
I’m not sure if we want the Comm officers in on what we are doing. I'd like to
recall the other two ships to whatever system is closest so I can do the
search."


"Don't trust the Comm officers?"


"Commander Tillman, it's not a matter of thinking
them guilty of anything, but the more people that know what we are doing, the
more chance someone will say something to alert the wrong people. We aren't
discussing catching one person selling information. We are potentially talking
about shutting down the entire smuggling operation." Kris said, and
Tillman reluctantly nodded. 


"Since you don't have any smugglers for me to
chase immediately …" Sharat smiled and gave a bark of a laugh. "I
like the idea of shutting down the smugglers’ operation. When we reach Westar,
I'll send the seriously wounded under guard to the hospital there, and I'll
contact Admiral Rawls and ask for a meeting with the task force."


* * *


When we reached Westar early the next day, Sharat
arranged for guards to accompany the sick to Westar's main hospital on Egon,
the capital city, and notified the crew there would be no planet leave since we
were only staying long enough to drop off the seriously wounded—next
stops Shadows Rest, Safe Harbor, and Truth Star. Then she held a surprise
meeting in the shuttle to Westar, where she instructed the guards and sick on the
story she had concocted—a test of some classified project had exploded,
causing the injuries, and no one was allowed to talk about it. She also let
everyone know they would spend the rest of their lives in prison if they
mentioned the encounter with the smugglers. Then she sent the following message
to Rawls:


My NIA agents
are requesting a meeting of the Romulus, Scylla, and Tityus. I concur. Urgent.
Suggest Holy Star as meeting system. Signed Captain Sharat, commanding the
Tityus.


"Wow, I'm impressed," Kris said when I
showed her the message after my shift. "She really went out on the limb by
saying she concurred with us, and I like the way she left out the details but put
urgent. Clever. I think she feels her actions on Fire Rock earned her credits
she's using to force the meeting. Another gamble like going to Fire Rock she's
hoping will pay off."


"I have the messages the crew members sent when
they learned there would be no planet leave. Only three." I handed Kris a
copy of each. She grinned.


"I'd be willing to wager this message has the
words Shadow, Safe, and Truth in it."


"You're right. It was easy to decode. The idiot
used the same key as the last one. I'm not sure about the other two. Before I
send them, I'd like us to have a good look at them." 


Kris nodded, and we sat in silence for several hours,
took a break for dinner, and returned to my cabin to continue. 


"The one to Oasis. I think it says: giant broke." I said, and Kris
laughed before sobering.


"We make a good team, Anna. I thought it said: Witch’s broom. Very clever, the writer
used two keys, each producing a different result. The message reads: The giant
broke the Witch’s broom or The Tityus
destroyed the Wind Witch ship, if you substitute, Tityus for giant,
destroyed for broke, Wind Witch for Witch, and cruiser for broom." She
took a drink of her wine. "Damn, that was fun."


"Let's go to the Bridge. I'd like to verify these
two individuals before we go to the captain."


"I thought you needed a valid account to send a
message, so ..."


"True, however, I'd like to be sure. That was a
very sophisticated encryption. Anyway, the captain makes me nervous, so I’d
rather double check," I said, and Kris joined me as I made my way to the Bridge.
On the Bridge, I nodded to Commander Pugh, the senior officer on duty, and
walked over to the communications station, where Third Shift Comm Officer Second
Lieutenant Fahey was sitting.


"Excuse me, Lieutenant Fahey. I need to use the
Comm panel for a few minutes." 


"Why?"


"As part of my duties, unless you have something
urgent you're doing," I said, willing to wait if necessary. He stood but
stayed standing over me. "Lieutenant, I need privacy. If you would move
away, I'd appreciate it."


"Why, so you can poke your nose into people's
private areas?" He sneered, radiating anger and hostility.


"Commander Pugh," I didn't have to get his
attention since he had been looking toward us all along.


"Yes, Lieutenant Paulus."


"Lieutenant Fahey is refusing to grant me access
to the Comm station without looking over my shoulder."


"Any reason he shouldn't?"


"Any reason he should?" Kris asked, freezing
Pugh's amused look.


"... No, Fehey, give the lieutenants room to work."
He wandered off with Fehey following. 


I sat and began my search. Petty Officer Dotson worked
in shuttle maintenance, and Rollins, a leading seaman, worked in the
environmental unit. But ... something was nagging at me. I split the screen on
my tablet and stared at the two side-by-side documents. I rose with Kris
following.


"Thank you, Commander Pugh, Lieutenant Fehey,"
I said as we passed by them and exited the Bridge.


"What's up?"


"I don't know." I handed her my tablet when
we entered my room. "What do you see?"


She studied it for a long time before shrugging.
"Looks the same, everything except the message of course."


"I'm going to go see Leader Rollins."


"Why?"


"To see if she actually sent that message. I
can't shake the feeling something is different about the message package: what
identifies and directs the message to the right place."


"I'm coming with you. I know I'm not your
chaperone, but ..."


"Kris, I don't mind you looking after me. I feel
better when you're around. I'm still getting my sea legs, so to speak. Anyway, I like your company and we're a
team. You may see something I don't." I still felt like a kid at times. I
liked the security of living at home, and I felt safer with Kris around. Well I am still a teenager, I mused. The
ship seemed quiet as I led us down several hallways to the steps to the lower
level, which would bring us out near the shuttle and fighter bays and the
environmental unit.


Kris slammed into me, and we tumbled down the stairs
to the bottom. I lay with my head facing Kris, who wasn't moving or making any
noises. All I could hear was someone coming down the stairs, humming softly.


"Guess I should call the medics. A clumsy NIA
idiot tripped, causing her friend and her to fall and break their necks. What a
tear-jerking shame." I heard a low evil whisper like in some horror video,
and I felt hate so strong it made me shudder. I needed to do something, but I
couldn't think clearly through my fogged mind. I saw a shadowy figure kneel
next to Kris and put a hand on her neck. "Weak but alive, for now,"
he said, grabbing her chin and head. 


Red slid out of my blouse and wrapped himself around
my arm. Adrenaline flooded me, and I flung my arm at his, hoping to knock his
hands away.


"Ow, what did you stick me with ..." The
kick to my head snapped it around with an excruciating jolt. I struggled to
move but felt as though I was in a vat of molasses. I tasted coppery blood
running down my scalp.


He grabbed my chin and then the top of my head. He
jerked, but his hands slipped. Then he let go and I heard him scrambling
backward. "Ow, shit! A snake! Where the hell did that come from?" 


I could feel Red wrap himself around my neck. The
smell of vomit filled my nose as the man puked on me.


"Bitch!" He kicked me in the ribs and then
the neck, and I felt Red uncoil, and I gagged as Red tightened around my neck.
He must have had his fangs locked into the man's leg. Then the pressure eased
and I could hear Red hissing near my ear. You've
upset my lazy friend, I thought and wanted to laugh but pain suddenly surged
through my body. It pulsed as wave after wave slammed into me. Then a tsunami
hit me and I sank into darkness.


* * *


"How do you feel, Lieutenant?" a woman's
voice said, warm and soothing. 


I didn't answer while I concentrated, seeking the feel
of Red. As if in answer, I felt his tongue against my ear and sighed in relief.


"Like I crashed my skimmer," I said, the
pain still there but subdued.


"I've given you some pain medicine in your IV.
Your snake has been relatively cooperative in letting me examine you, but I didn't
want to use any machines on you while it was attached to you, so I've been
waiting for you to gain consciousness."


"Thank you. I'd rather he didn't leave me. Tell
me what you want me to do and Red will cooperate." I reached up to hold
Red, hoping he had been lucky. "How is Lieutenant Sinclair?"


"She got a concussion from the fall, but she'll
be fine. All she needs is rest. It's a good thing you gave me that antivenin.
Your snake bit the man who tried to help you after your fall—"


"Arrest him. He pushed us down the stairs and
attempted to break my neck when the fall didn't kill us. Tell the captain."


"Can you identify him?"


"Yes, Red bit him three times, once each in the
hand, arm, and leg. In the hand when he grabbed Lieutenant Sinclair's head,
once when he attempted to break my neck, and once when he kicked me in the
head. And unless I'm wrong, his name is probably Dotson." I mentally
crossed my fingers, hoping I was right and there weren't more than two on this
ship doing business with the smugglers.


"It was Petty Officer Dotson. He had a much
different story. He claimed he found you lying at the bottom of the stairs and
when he tried to help you, your snake bit him."


"Tell the captain, Agent Paulus wants protection
for her and Agent Sinclair until we are well enough to defend ourselves."


"That won't be necessary, Paulus," Sharat
said, looking down at me. "Commander Pugh complained about your
high-handed attitude toward Lieutenant Fehey, so when I heard about your
injuries, I concluded you found something and were on your way to check it out
and therefore it was unlikely an accident. I’ve appointed two marines to watch
you and Sinclair, and I've put Petty Officer Dotson under arrest pending an
inquiry. Satisfied?"


"Thank you, Captain." I felt too tired to
even talk.


"Doctor Guzman, how long before she's fit to
walk? She doesn't look good."


"Maybe three days. She has a concussion, at least
one broken rib, a nasty cut on her head, and probably multiple bruises from
falling down the steps."


"Good thing she's young. Sounds like a week or
more for us folks over thirty." She gave a short laugh. "Paulus, I
received communications from Admiral Rawls. We're heading for Holy Star, with
an estimated arrival time of eighty-six hours. You're excused from duty until
then."


"Captain Sharat, can you have Leading Mate
Rollins visit me?"


"That's who you were on your way to visit?"


"Yes, ma'am. I believe someone sent a message to
Oasis and made it look like it was from her. We were on our way to talk to
her."









CHAPTER
TWELVE



 






Meeting at Holy Star


"Ma'am," a thin woman in her early twenties
stood at attention by the side of my bed. I had been dozing on and off and
hadn't noticed her come in. "I'm Leading Rate Rollins. The captain said I
should report to you."


"Relax, Rollins. You're not in any trouble. I
just wanted to know if you sent a message to Oasis. We had computer problems,
and I'm trying to straighten the mess out."


"No, ma'am. Don't know anyone there."


"I'm new at this Comm stuff. I wonder if you can
help me. How would you send a message to another planet from the ship?"


She smiled. "I'd need a raise first. It's very
expensive. I'd log on to my account, attach to the post office account, type my
message, and authorize the charge."


"That's it!" I half shouted, and pain shot
through every nerve in my body as a reward for my sudden exertion. Rollins
jumped back in shock. "Sorry. Would you ask the doctor to use her computer?
Tell her I want you to check your account. See if there is a charge there for a
message to Oasis."


"Yes, ma'am," she said as she hurried out of
the room past the two guards at the doorway. Several minutes later, she
appeared again. "No, ma'am. There aren't any charges for any
messages."


"Thank you, Rollins. You've been very helpful. If
anyone asks you what I wanted, tell them the new Comm officer mixed your name
with someone else's."


"Yes, ma'am." She saluted and ran out the
door. Couldn’t blame her. A leading rate asked by the captain to report to
someone—never a good thing.


I jerked awake when I felt someone grab my hand. My
eyes flew open, then I relaxed.


"I came to see how my little sister is doing and
to thank Red for saving my life." She squeezed my hand. "The doctor says
the man worked you over."


"I'm fine now that I know you're all right. You
may want to keep a distance from me. I'm a dangerous person to be around."


"Yes, you are, but you are not to blame for
others’ actions. And what kind of a big sister would I be if I abandoned you
just because you keep bad company. I'm just going to start carrying my laser—and
so are you. Actually, Dotson wanted us both dead. So what happened? I admit I
slept through the main event."


"I guess Dotson pushed you, because the first
thing I felt was you falling on top of me ..." I went on to explain what I
remembered of the incident.


"Wow, I really do owe Red, big time. He really
doesn't like people hurting you ... or your sister." She sat quietly for a
long time. "You think someone else is involved, don't you?"


"Yes. I talked to Rollins. She didn't send that
message to Oasis. That's what was nagging at me. There was no charge for
sending the message. How many people on this ship can send a message from
someone else's account and eliminate the charge?" I asked rhetorically.


"Not more than three or four I would
assume," Kris said, leaning back and staring off into the distance.
"Dotson traded information for drugs, probably to sell. But this other
individual is part of the smugglers' communications network. Could he have
notified Dotson we were onto him?"


"I don't know how else he could have found out or
how he knew we would be going to see Rollins."


"Fehey?"


"A reasonable guess. He could have queried the
system to see what I looked at, found out I would seek out Rollins, and told
Dotson."


"Do you know we are headed for Holy Star?"


"Yes, hopefully we can find the information we
need there.


* * *


We boarded the shuttle with Captain Sharat and several
marines for our trip to the Nemesis, the ship Admiral Rawls had arrived in. Two
junior lieutenants met us when we exited the shuttle. They saluted.


"Captain Sharat, if you will follow Lieutenant
Swafford, he will take you to the conference room where the other captains are
waiting. Admiral Rawls wants to see the NIA Agents before the formal
meeting," the taller and slightly older of the two said. When Sharat and
Swafford walked off, he turned back to us.


"I'm Lieutenant Herrmann. If you will follow me,
I'll take you to the Admiral. She's waiting in her office with the other
agents."


 Her office
was on the second level but in a different corridor than the captain's quarters
and the Bridge. Kris and I braced to attention and saluted on entering.


"At ease, help yourselves to something to drink
and have a seat," Rawls said and waited as Kris poured a cup of coffee for
her and a half for me, so I could fill it with milk. "It is my
understanding that Captain Sharat requested this meeting at your request,
Paulus. Why?"


"And my request," Kris added. I thought it a
nice gesture she was willing to share the blame.


"Noted," Rawls said.


"Finding out that eight Alliance merchants were
involved with the raiders indicated that the smugglers were organized and not
just independent merchants out of different systems. By accident, I noticed
several messages directed to Westar from crew that look similar to the messages
sent to the Alliance merchants. So Lieutenant Sinclair and I managed to decode
one. It appeared to imply a trade of information about our schedule for drugs.
We didn't take any action because we were headed to Fire Rock. After the
encounter with the smugglers, the captain of the Spinner indicated that the
smugglers have an information network that he suspects keeps track of Alliance
cruisers. That makes sense. It's always been a mystery how individuals on
Alliance planets were getting the information to provide the merchants
locations and times for pickups and drop-offs, and why Alliance cruisers
haven't had contact with the smugglers over the years. Anyway, I thought if I
could examine each of the ships’ logs over the last two years, I could pinpoint
the link. I wasn't sure if Lieutenants Shrader or Weiss knew how to do that,
and I didn't think it wise to involve the communications officers. And even if
they could, they would have to send the result to the Tityus, which would be
very time consuming. Besides being faster, one person might see a connection
that three separate searches wouldn't, and we don't know how long we can keep
it a secret—that
we are on to them."


"Why not involve the Comm officers?"


"We suspect the Comm officer on the Tityus is
involved and tried to have us killed," Kris said. "It means we don't
know who we can trust."


Adrian’s mouth dropped open. "Killed? When?"


Then Wilber asked, "How?"


When Rawls didn't object, Kris went on to explain what
had happened. 


"Are you sure you want to continue, Paulus?"
Rawls asked, and all eyes turned toward me.


"Yes, I'm part of the team and in no more danger
than them, maybe less. Captain Sharat has provided us twenty-four hour
security, our attacker is in custody, and as soon as we get rid of the
smugglers’ spy on the Tityus it should be perfectly safe."


"All right then, let's go join the
captains," Rawls said as she rose, and we followed her to the conference
room.


"Gentlemen, I'll let Lieutenants Sinclair and
Paulus explain why we are here and the next steps," Rawls said, and sat.
Kris nodded to me, so I again went through the events of the past few weeks and
what I wanted to review on each ship.


"You think we have disloyal sailors on my ship?"
Swartz asked, his voice low and threatening and his glare directed at me.


"We won't know until we review your logs,"
Kris said. She was my savior. I didn't think I was ready to handle captains
like Swartz or even commanders like Pugh. 


"No one on my ship—"


"Captain Swartz, you will allow the NIA agents to
examine any logs they wish, and you will instruct your loyal sailors to
cooperate fully with their requests. This is not a witch-hunt. They are
following legitimate leads that constitute a threat to the security of the
Alliance. If you feel cooperating with the NIA is being disloyal, I can have
you relieved of the responsibility," Rawls said in a normal tone, but
there was no doubt she would or could.


"No, ma'am. I'll see that they get what they
need," he said meekly, but I could feel the anger and hate directed at me.


"Good, the Romulus first then the Scylla. I want
to get you back to your areas of responsibility as quickly as possible. Sooner
or later the smugglers are going to figure out we are onto them and shut down
operations, so I’d like to bag as many as we can before then." Rawls stood,
ending the meeting. I followed Captain Swartz—and to my surprise, Adrian
and Wilber followed me, with Kris and our security trailing. On board the
Romulus, we were taken to the Bridge and given access to the Comm station.
Since I had the entire NIA project team, I made it into a learning session and
explained each step in the process. I was sure that didn't endear me to the
captain, as it took an extra hour to do. I dumped everything I collected to
everyone's tablets.


"Thank you, Captain Swartz, for your cooperation.
Good hunting," I said before turning and leaving, not expecting a
response. We then got a shuttle ride to the Scylla, where Captain Choi met us.


"Agent Paulus, Sinclair, would you like to change
ships? Action seems to follow you, or you have a gift for finding it. The
Scylla could use some," he said with a friendly grin.


"Thank you, Captain Choi. Maybe when Captain
Sharat gets tired of the action," I quipped, knowing that wasn't likely.


"This way, ladies. The Bridge awaits you."
He led us to the Bridge, and it was obvious he had talked to his Bridge
personnel. Again I used it as a training exercise to explain why we need four
agents to examine the data. As I passed Choi, I nodded.


"Good hunting, Captain Choi. I think there are
more sharks in the water."


"From your lips to the space gods." He
smiled. 


We decided to return to Admiral Rawls’ ship to examine
the data. She assigned her conference room to us and had drinks and food
served. I had loaded the files I pulled onto each of our tablets, so that each
individual could have a go at the puzzle. Five minutes later, Wilber looked up.


"This is too easy; messages from all three ships
go to Oasis, which is conveniently close to Freebees space. It shouldn't be hard
to figure out who is responsible."


"Yes, that was easy, but who sent them? It won't
be the person who appears as the sender," Kris said. "That will be
your challenge when you return to your ship. On the Tityus we believe it's
Lieutenant Fehey, but we need to prove it. Whoever it was, he or she almost
succeed in getting Anna and me killed, so be careful. They have nothing to lose
if you discover who they are."


"I guess that means we don't get to go back to
Oxax yet." He grinned.


"And, you will need to check out some of those
messages I pulled that are addressed to the planet before the ship arrives.
I've just sent you the one I decoded from Petty Officer Dotson—before and
after. You will see his key was in the message."


"Yes, I found one. Not as complicated as the one
to the merchants. Looks like information for drugs, like Dotson's," Adrian
said. "I think we can give the Oasis information to Admiral Rawls and
return to our ships with our homework. I'm sure Captain Choi and the other
captains are eager to get back to the hunt."


* * *


Junior Lieutenant Mejia was waiting for us when we
exited the shuttle. "Lieutenants, the captain would like to see you in her
office."


When we entered, she waved us to chairs. "I've
had Lieutenant Fehey put under arrest pending your review of Rollins's message.
I thought it better I was wrong than let a traitor and potential murderer run
loose on the ship. Besides, I don't want to lose my bloodhounds." She
smiled. "I'd like to have it resolved before we depart, and I'd like to
depart ASAP."


"Fehey is the most likely one, but we should be
sure, otherwise ..."


"Yes, otherwise ..."


"If that charge was cancelled, there has to be a
record of it somewhere. We need access to the system's financial records for
the time that message to Oasis was created. Maybe check Rollins's account. It
could be it was charged against her account but then reversed." Kris said,
looking at Sharat, who immediately picked up her tablet and began typing.
Several minutes later, she smiled and clicked on her CPC.


"XO, get me a connection to Admiral Rawls on the
Nemesis." She sat impatiently tapping her fingers on the arm of her chair.
A few minutes later her CPC buzzed. "Admiral Rawls, I have proof that
Lieutenant Fehey is the one who created the message to Oasis, and I believe his
CPC will confirm his call to Dotson. I wonder if you wouldn't mind transporting
him back to Oxax for trial ... and if you could loan me a Comm officer, since
I'm now short one." She looked amused as she listened. "Thank you,
Admiral Rawls. We will be leaving as soon as the lieutenant arrives." She
nodded, and then clicked on her CPC again. "XO, have Lieutenant Fehey
delivered to the shuttle bay. Then prepare the ship for departure, and plot a
course for Truth Star. We'll be leaving as soon as our new Comm officer
arrives."


* * *


"I stripped the Holy Star WavCom before we
departed—nothing," I said as Kris and I sat eating in the dining
area. We were a little late and the area had few people eating.


"I keep forgetting how young you are, Anna. You
look your age, but you act much older," Kris said while sipping her
coffee.


"Natural selection, I guess. Children my age
always shunned me because of Red and because I did well in my studies. The few
people who liked me were adults, very intelligent and responsible individuals,
and they became my role models and the ones I tried to emulate. But believe me,
Kris, most of the time I feel several years younger. Fortunately, I have
another adult role model to help me survive." I knew that without Kris
along with me, this assignment would have been a nightmare. People like Sharat
would have driven me into isolation and stopped me from doing my job.


"Thank you, but how about older sister rather
than adult. Makes me feel old and ready for retirement ... I'm glad you're with
me. We make a good team." She gave me a quick hug—very brave
considering there was no guarantee Red wouldn't bite anyone that close to me.
He seemed to understand friend from foe, but that was an assumption, since he didn’t
talk or give signals.


"What do you think the captain will do
next?"


"She doesn't have a lot of choices. She has an
assigned area which doesn't appear to have any activity for close to one
hundred days. Probably hoping we'll stumble on something like Fire Rock or that
we get information on Dealmaker, Dreamer, or Star Trader, and it's in our
area."


"It's going to be equally boring for us unless
you would like to learn something about the Comm officer's duties," I said,
thinking that would keep us busy and make the time go faster.


"No thanks. Someone might get the idea I'd like
cruiser duty. I want off this space
submarine as fast as possible. Oh, don’t forget to wear your laser. The
danger might appear to have passed, but let's not take any chances. Red may
need some support if there is a next time."


* * *


Although we entered Truth Star during second shift, I
accompanied Kris and watched as she stripped the WavCom and sent the messages
meeting her search criteria to our tablets. I noticed the captain also joined
us.


"Anything?" she asked, and I could feel her
growing excitement.


"We won't know until we review the messages. That
will take several hours. We'll let you know immediately if we find anything
important," I said as Kris turned off the equipment. Feeling Sharat's
disappointment, I felt sorry for her. She wanted to be chasing smugglers, and
it was unlikely she was going to get any action. I suspected the smugglers
would curtail their operations soon and wait for the Alliance’s investigation
to conclude so they would know the extent of the damage.


"Good luck," she said and wandered off,
probably with her fingers crossed. Back in Kris's room we settled down with
drinks, divided the messages between us, and began looking. About two hours
later, Kris broke the silence.


"To quote Wilber, this is too easy."


"What?" I asked, and immediately a message
appeared in my incoming box. I opened it and agreed. The message was similar to
the one Dotson had written—simple with the key in the message. Decoded,
it read:


To: Dreamer,
crewmember Chatman.


Pickup on
Shadows Rest in seven days coordinates: "5.115 degrees, 5 hours, 14
minutes, 0 seconds, 4.4 astronomical units.


"The captain must have a lucky charm. This is a
real gift," Kris said with a snort. I wasn’t so sure. It was too easy. My
natural paranoia reared its head and screamed. Even Red seemed agitated, but of
course, he might have been that way because I was—or it could have been my active imagination.


"Don’t tell her yet," I said almost to
myself as I sought some way of deciding whether this was a gift or a trap. 


"She won't like it if she finds out we delayed
her departure to Shadows Rest." Kris frowned at me, and I could feel her
concern.


"Blame me," I said, still debating my
options.


"Doesn't work that way, Anna. We're a team. If you
say hold it, we will withhold the information. I'd like to know the reason, but
we'll withhold the information whether you have a good reason or not. And if
the captain is unhappy, she is unhappy with both of us." I stood and gave
her a hug.


"Thank you, sister. It's just too easy. The
message is practically written in the clear; the notice to the Dreamer is too
short; Shadows Rest is too much of a coincidence; and it feels wrong. I would
like some way to verify it before the captain gets it."


"She is going to order the Tityus directly to
Shadows Rest when she hears what the message says. And although I agree with
you, we can't pretend we didn't see it or not tell her indefinitely."


"I know. Stall her until I verify the Dreamer's
current location"


"How are you going to do that?"


"I meant until I can send off an urgent message
to verify where the Dreamer is or is going. Hopefully, by the time we get to
Shadows Rest we'll know."


"Deal," Kris said, looking relieved. I
prepared the message I planned to send when I reported for first shift duty. It
was at least a five-day trip to Shadows Rest, which should be plenty of time to
find the Dreamer’s location and get the information back to me before we arrived.
And if the Dreamer couldn't make it to the rendezvous, then maybe I could
convince the captain it was a trap. I worked on the message as the hours
dragged by.


A few minutes before I was to leave for the Bridge, I
knocked on Kris's door. As I suspected, she was dressed and getting ready to
join me.


"Can you be late by fifteen minutes or so? Then
when you enter you can give the captain the good news. That will give me time
to get the message off."


"All right, what's fifteen minutes more? We've
already delayed the results by six hours."


When I reported to the Bridge, Sharat was already
sitting in the captain's chair.


"Anything, Paulus?"


"I left Lieutenant Sinclair with the messages
late last night, since I had duty this morning," I said, trying to set the
stage for Kris.


"That's funny. You look like you haven't slept."
Sharat frowned as her eyes searched me.


"I didn't sleep well," I turned back to the Comm
panel. I connected my tablet and sent the message:


To: Scylla for
Lieutenant Weiss, Romulus for Lieutenant Shrader, All NIA offices. Urgent.


Need latest
location of the merchant ship Dreamer and its schedule for the next week.


Signed: Agent
Paulus, address to Tityus


I hit send just as Kris entered the Bridge and Sharat
turned toward her.


"Nice to see you, Lieutenant Sinclair. Did you
manage to find anything after Lieutenant Paulus left for her beauty
sleep?" Sharat wasn't looking in a good mood. I suspected she knew
something wasn't right but couldn't figure what it was. Kris smiled.


"Yes, I think you'll be pleased." She handed
her tablet to her. I looked at mine and saw she had linked the display to mine.
It had the original message and below that the decoded message.


"Yes, very pleased. How long have you had
this?" If she intended to intimidate Kris, I think she was in for a
surprise—me yes, Kris no. It helped that Kris wasn't in Sharat's chain of
command.


"Since we accessed the WavCom."


"You know what I mean—the decoded
version."


"Finding coded messages and decoding them is far
more art than science. We had a lot of messages to sort through. It might take
weeks or hours to decode a message after you find it. Because you or I may want
it done quickly doesn't change the process or the result. I guess you will have
to assume I got it to you as quickly as I could." She gave an
imperceptible shrug. Sharat shook her head.


"Spooks!" She turned to Burkett.
"Commute a vector to Shadows Rest. Helm, execute as soon as you have
it."


"Captain, two hours to Wave entrance, one hundred
twenty three hours to Shadows Rest."


"How long to get to those coordinates from the
Wave exit, Paulus?"


"What are they, ma'am?" I asked. I imagined
she thought I knew already and would blurt it out reflexively.


"5.115
degrees, 5 hours, 14 minutes, 0 seconds, 3.4 astronomical units." She
stared at me while she waited.


"At five hundred forty gravities, a little more
than eighteen hours. That position isn't too far from our Wave exit."


"Burkett?" Sharat asked by way of
confirmation, still frowning in my direction.


"Eighteen hours, ten minutes, and thirty seconds
at five hundred forty gravities," Burkett said while staring at me.


"That gives us two full days to get in position.
Good." Her frown disappeared and a small smile touched her lips. The Bridge
was quiet as the Tityus was positioned to enter the Wave.


"Sixty minutes to the Wave," Burkett said,
breaking the silence.


"Comm."


"Attention. Entering the Wave in sixty minutes.
Repeat. Entering the Wave in sixty minutes," I announced over the loud
speakers and sent the message to all CPCs. I wasn't sure whether anyone had to
do something specific before entering the Wave or whether it was just standard
protocol. The next five days were not going to be fun, since I would be on
pins-and-needles awaiting the results of my query. I thought I had done the
right thing, but I should have let the captain know my concerns. Something
warned me that she would not only have ignored it but would have been upset
with unknown consequences. I didn't report to her and it was within my rights,
but she was the captain of the Tityus and had God-like powers here in space.
Kris stayed until the end of first shift, then walked with me to the dining
area.


"Thank you, Kris. I don't know why I'm being so
... paranoid," I said as we sat to eat.


"Doesn't matter. As Adrian has said, we need to
trust each other. Besides, I agree with you. That message was too convenient
and too amateurish. And I can't blame you for thinking the captain a bit ...
too eager."


"Well I've asked Adrian and Wilber as well as NIA
offices for the location of the Dreamer and its schedule over the next week. If
it's close by like Westar or Safe Harbor, I'll have to concede ... No, I’ll
still believe it's a trap, but I won't have what I'll need to dissuade Sharat."
I laughed.


"I'm not sure if anything will change Sharat's
mind, but we have a responsibility to give her the best analysis we can. Maybe
... if we can't dissuade Sharat, we should send Adrian and Wilber a message
telling them our concerns so they will be aware if a similar situation occurs.
Won't help us but might help them."


I agreed and would prepare a message, using Crazy
Numbers, and send it ... before I talked with Sharat just in case ... I didn't
know, but better to look foolish than be the cause of others’ deaths. With that
decided, I relaxed and began eating.


The next few days proved as boring as I had anticipated,
and as a result, I managed to talk Kris into touring the ship with me. We even
visited the marines’ area and were treated to a tour and got to watch one of
their practices. The captain ignored me, except for small talk, when I was on
shift. I wondered if she had the new Comm officer, a lieutenant Croft, review
the outgoing messages to read what I sent. If she had, then she knew I had
known about the decoded message before Kris gave it to her. Well, it couldn't
be helped.


The first shift was on the Bridge as we approached
Shadows Rest, and Kris was at the WavCom equipment for when we exited.


"Exit in sixty minutes," Burkett said, and
Sharat nodded to me.


"Attention. Exiting Wave in sixty minutes.
Repeat. Exiting Wave in sixty minutes," I said after activating the loud
speakers. Each minute seemed like ten as we waited. When it reached ten minutes
to go, Sharat broke the silence.


"Well Agent Paulus, should we initiate Battle
Stations?" she said, confirming that she had read my message, which
confirmed she didn't like spooks.


"I'm here to look for suspicious messages and to decode
them if I can ... and to tell you when I believe them strange. You command the
Tityus. I wouldn't exchange your responsibilities for a cure to my
illness." I stared back at her. She nodded.


"Good, so long as we understand each other."


"Exiting the Wave in ten, nine ... two, one,
now," Burkett said as we left the Wave. Immediately, Kris's fingers flew
over the keys. Ten minutes later, she transferred a packet to my tablet and sat
back and sighed.


"Well Agent Paulus, what's the news?" Sharat
asked, smiling like she had pulled something over on us. I didn't feel any
concern from her about what the messages said—just what I had expected
from her. I flipped through the messages: from Adrian, the Dreamer is in Zespa
scheduled to leave in five days for Stone Ring; from Wilber the same message;
and from two NIA offices confirmation of the Dreamer's location and schedule. I
knew a confrontation was coming and sent my prepared message to Adrian and
Will. I had used my Crazy Numbers software to encode the basic message so it
couldn't be read by anyone but the team and Commander Stauffer.


To: Scylla for
Lieutenant Weiss, Romulus for Lieutenant Shrader, Urgent.


Attached is a
coded message we received from the WavCom in Truth Star. Kris’s and my
translation is also attached. It looked amateurish and too convenient so we
sought the location of the Dreamer. It obviously can't make the rendezvous, so
Kris and I believe it's a trap and want you to be aware of similar messages. We
will try to convince Captain Sharat. You will know the results in a few days.


Signed: Agent Paulus, address to
Tityus 


I moved another message into the outgoing queue, ready
to be sent:


To all UAS
ships: URGENT Believe UAS Tityus is heading into a trap set by smugglers out of
the FPU. Need assistance from any ship within one day of Shadows Rest, at
coordinates 5.115 degrees, 5 hours, 14 minutes, 0 seconds, 4.4 astronomical.


Note: If I'm
wrong you will have wasted fuel; if I'm right you may save hundreds of lives.


From NIA Agent
Paulus.


 "We have confirmation from
several sources that the Dreamer is in Zespa and couldn't make the meeting time
in less than two weeks from today. I think that confirms the message is an
attempt to lure the Tityus into a trap."


"So what? It's a chance to kill more smugglers.
That's a good thing."


"If you win. What if you lose?"


"I know what we are facing. In case you forgot,
we've fought them and won. And that time they had the advantage because I didn't
know how their ship was armed. Today, I know the types of missiles they are
using, reload time, speed, and number of tubes." Her voice was louder than
normal, so that the entire Bridge could hear. Red had slid into my hair. As his
head touched my forehead, a great calm settled over me.


"And how do you know what you are facing? They
certainly know what weapons a UAS cruiser carries and that you destroyed their
ship. So I'd say they know more than you," I said, my voice normal. I no
longer cared what she did to me, but I was determined to have my say. Too many
innocent lives depended on it.


"And you believe the smugglers are better than
the Alliance Navy?" she shouted as she neared me.


"We aren't discussing the crew of the Tityus; we
are discussing a captain who's putting glory over the safety of her ship."


"You're young and terrified of dying, I
understand. But the crew of the Tityus is experienced and brave. They are not
afraid of Freebee renegades in merchant ships. I'm charging you with conduct
unbecoming an officer." She was back in control, and she had stopped
shouting. She clicked her CPC on. "Colonel Mclean, send a couple of
marines. I'm placing Lieutenant Paulus under arrest. While she talked, I
pressed send. When it acknowledged, I
deleted the copy.


"I'm charging you with reckless disregard for the
safety of the Tityus and its crew." I stood, reached in and pulled out my
laser, and handed it to her—handle first. Then reached up and grabbed Red
and pulled him out of my hair. I kissed him gently. "Sorry Red." And
placed him in my chair. "I'm going to the medical unit and have Doctor
Guzman place me under quarantine, since within forty-eight hours I'll be
contagious—since you're so sure we'll be alive at that time. Oh, the
laser is to shoot the krait before he bites anyone. I can't live with the lives
of that many people on my conscience," I said, and began walking toward
the door. Just then, two marines walked in. "I'm better off in the medical
unit. The Coaca Virus is very contagious." I stared back at Sharat, whose
eyes were going from me to Red and back again.


"Let her go," she finally said.
"Lieutenant Sinclair, she's y—"


To my astonishment, Kris went down on one knee in
front of my chair and slowly reached out her arm. Red slid around her arm and settled.


"She's your responsibility, Sinclair,"
Sharat shouted, then waved to the marines. "Accompany them to the medical
unit and post a guard to see she doesn't leave."


"For the record, I agree with NIA Agent Paulus. I
think that message is an attempt to put the Tityus into a trap," Kris said
as she walked toward the door. I exited with Kris, and the two marines followed
at a distance. I almost laughed. The marines would charge into enemy fire but
were hesitant to go near the krait. When we reached the medical unit, Doctor
Guzman stood waiting, obviously having been warned.


"Anna, you're acting like a little girl."


"I am a little girl." Tears clouded my
vision. "Kris, if you survive, tell Alexa I'm sorry. I just couldn't live
knowing I didn't have the words to convince Sharat to use caution. Is it her,
or are all captains glory hungry?"


 "Anna,
I too think you are acting like a young girl. One who refuses to accept some
adults aren't always wise or can let their emotions override good judgment,
even when hundreds of lives hang in the balance. We adults have come to accept
it." She looked around the unit. "Well, Doctor Guzman, where are you
going to put us?"


"Just give her that damn snake!"


"She doesn't want it, and Red seems content where
he is," She laughed, but I could feel how nervous she was. I loved her and
wished with all my heart that she really was my sister.


"I know snakes aren't supposed to have minds and
rational thoughts, but I'd swear Red won’t save her unless Paulus changes her
mind. So I'll keep him for now. And I'm not as worried about dying of the Coaca
Virus as I am of missiles. I'm afraid that Agent Paulus attacked the captain's
ego, so although what she said was true, she won't back down now."


Guzman led us to a private room, had an extra bed
moved in, and posted a guard at the door.


"Kris, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to get you
involved. I was desperate to get her to call for help or ... I don't know what.
I've made a mess of it."


"Okay, I'm dying to know. What message did you
sent and to whom, while the captain was busy calling security?"


"I sent out an urgent call for any Alliance
cruisers within twenty-four hours of the pickup coordinates. I indicated the
Tityus was being sent into a trap." I shrugged. 


Kris laughed for several minutes and when she tried to
say something, she started laughing again.


 "It's
been a pleasure knowing you, Anna." Kris lay back and appeared to fall
asleep. I hoped Red stayed on her sleeve, because Kris didn't like snakes, and his
crawling round would be a living nightmare for her. Finally, I fell asleep.


* * *


We were served our meals in the room, and fortunately
the room had a small shower and toilet.


"I can't imagine how you lived all those years
with Red attached to you. And he stayed while you showered."


"He likes the water and soap."


"If you think I'm taking a shower with him,
you're crazy."


"Grab him close to the neck and place him on the
bed. If he hasn't bitten you by now, I think you're safe," I said, hoping
I was right. Sure enough, when she grabbed him, he unwound and let her put him
on the bed. She was in the shower a long time. But when she sat down, Red slid
onto her lap and wound himself around her lower leg.


"I begin to understand why you think
Red—" 


The Tityus shook and my glass tipped over.


"I think the captain found the smugglers," I
said, and Kris nodded. For a moment, I wished I was on the Bridge so I'd know
what was happening. Then I realized I was better off not being able to see the
damage monitor. Every missile that got through meant people died. It was bad
enough hearing the commotion in the medical unit as the injured were being
carried in. That was the trouble with the Bridge, it was detached from the
reality of what was happening.


The pounding went on for what seemed like days, although
it had only been several hours. I counted twenty-six hits, each one like a
knife in my heart. And although not all of them breached the hull, I knew many must
have, based on our last encounter. There seemed to be an intense barrage, then
long periods of nothing before it began again. 


We were in a long period of quiet. I wondered if the
attackers would board at some point. Clearly we weren't winning. I figured the
ship must be close to a wreck and lucky to still be moving. But then the
bombardment started again. It lasted for only several minutes, and then I heard
the engines shut down.


"According to all the accounts I've heard, we can
expect a boarding crew shortly." Kris started laughing again and again. I
thought she had lost it. A boarding crew meant killing and rape. "The
smugglers may have won the battle and lost the war." She started laughing
again. "If you are contagious, you could destroy their whole
organization."


I joined her laughing fit. I wasn't contagious yet,
but my temperature was beginning to rise. If they didn't kill me right away,
the price for raping me could be very costly. Nothing happened for the next
couple of hours, except for an occasional explosion somewhere in the ship. The
Tityus was dying along with its crew.











CHAPTER THIRTEEN



 






Inquiry at Oxax.


"You see why I don't like water or space
submarines," Kris said, breaking the silence. "Can't see what's
happening and can't leave even if no one tries to stop you."


"You do have a point. Not much difference being
under water in the middle of an ocean or in a vacuum in endless space."
This was a senseless discussion, but it helped smooth the nerves and pass the
time until ... whatever our fate. "Wish I hadn't given my laser to Sharat."


"But if you were shot you couldn't spread the
virus."


"Turns out, the Coaca Virus is contagious for two
days after the individual dies, so—" The door opened slowly and a
woman stood there in a biohazard suit. 


"Are you Lieutenant Paulus?" she asked,
looking from Kris to me.


"That's me." I raised my hand.


"Is the Coaca Virus active?"


"I'm beginning to run a fever, but I don't
believe the virus is active enough to be contagious, unless you become exposed
to my bodily fluids."


"Who are you?" Kris stood to face the woman,
her hand on her laser.


"I'm Doctor Wyman, from the UAS Vulcan. Doctor
Guzman says you can keep the virus under control with the poison from a
red-headed krait, but you are refusing to let the krait inject you ... Can you
explain what is going on? I admit to being confused. And hurry, this suit isn't
comfortable."


"Here, Red says he's lonely." Kris raised
her leg and put it on the bed. The doctor's eyes, even through the glass of her
helmet, grew wide in shock, and she took a step backward. In truth, I had missed
Red and I guess I’d been acting ... foolish. I was prepared to be judged and
punished for my actions, so I reached out and Red slid onto my arm, up to my
neck, and proceeded to sink his fangs into my throat. I heard the Doctor gasp.
The relief was immediate, and after a minute, Red disappeared into my uniform.


"You can take off that suit now if you wish. I'm
not currently contagious. Red, that's my red-headed krait, just injected me
with the poison that keeps it in check. Sit and I'll explain."


"Doctor, we need to leave this ship. There is no
telling how long it's going to hold together," a marine sergeant standing
in the doorway said.


"All right Sergeant, although I admit I'd risk it
to hear this story." She rose and exited the door. Kris and I followed
along, with four marines tailing. I assumed that meant I was still under
arrest. The hallway showed places were the metal had buckled from the force of
hits on the Tityus. They escorted us to one bay which had shuttles being filled
with survivors. Our shuttle wasn't full, but we departed as soon as the last
marine entered and closed the door. We were on a shuttle used primarily for
planet-side transportation by senior personnel, and it had small windows. I
couldn't believe the Tityus was still functional—or at least not completely opened to space. There
didn't look like there was any area untouched, and many areas clearly had been breached.


In silence, we were taken to the medical unit and
placed in a closed room. The doctor waved the marines out, stripped out of her
suit, and sat on the bed opposite me along with Kris.


"Red was a good boy, but I'm relieved he left me
for you," Kris said before the doctor could speak.


"Okay Lieutenant Paulus, explain." Her voice
was soft, and her face had a pleasant smile.


"Anna, please. When I was four, the medics found
me..." I went on to explain what the doctors had concluded during their
six months of examining Red and me.


"That's amazing, Anna. I can understand why you
gave it a name and why you feel he has some kind of connection with you. He
didn't bite Lieutenant Sinclair and seemed content to stay with her so long as
you were in ... his sight. I'm afraid you are under arrest and restricted to
this room until there's an inquiry. Lieutenant Sinclair, as far as I know you
are free to leave and will be assigned a room."


"I like this room, so if no one objects, I'll
stay with Anna. I'm as guilty as she is. They just haven't charged me
yet."


Wyman laughed. "Are all NIA agents as crazy as
you two?"


"I hope so," Kris said, looking at me and
winking. When Wyman left, I had conflicting emotions. I wanted Kris's company,
but I didn't want her to get in trouble over something I had done.


"Kris, you should leave. I caused all the
trouble. There is no reason for you to be court martialed."


"Yes, there is. I agreed with all of your actions
except maybe I would have chosen a couple of different words when sparring with
Sharat." She laughed. "But I agreed with the sentiment."


Just then, the marine on guard opened the door and a
tall stocky middle-aged man entered. He filled the doorway, and the room seemed
to shrink with his presence. Bushy eyebrows did nothing to hide bright
intelligent eyes, and an amused smile showed below his bug-nose.


"Lieutenant Paulus," he said, looking from
Kris to me. I nodded. "I'm Captain Maclin, commanding the Vulcan, and I'm
pleased to inform you that the charges against you have been dropped. I've
arranged for more suitable quarters for you and Lieutenant Sinclair and would
like you both to have dinner with me and the other two captains you invited to the
party." His smile grew larger.


"Thank you, Captain Maclin," I looked to
Kris, who nodded. "We'd like that, sir."


"Good, see you at nineteen hundred hours. Petty
Officer Milborne will show you to your quarters and get you anything you
need." He turned and left, and a petty officer appeared in his place.


"Lieutenants, do you need any help with
anything?"


"No, Petty Officer, we seemed to have left our
luggage on the Tityus," Kris said as she stood. "Lead on." 


He led us to a two-man room, which didn’t surprise me
as the ship must be crowded even if they were equally distributed among the
three ships. The good news was that it had its own bath facilities. Milborne
managed to get us toiletries to wash and freshen ourselves.


The petty officer returned ten minutes before nineteen
hundred hours and escorted us to the captain's dining room. When we arrived,
the three captains were already present.


"My guests of honor have arrived," Maclin
said as the door closed behind us. "Captains, may I introduce Lieutenants
Sinclair and Paulus. You might recognize Paulus as the sender of the request
for help. Ladies, Captain Hargrove commands the Cabiri, and Captain Thayer
commands the Lapis."


Hargrove was a tall thin man with black hair and a
mustache on a long narrow face and eyes that were clearly evaluating us. Cabiri
was a pretty middle-aged woman who reminded me so much of Alexa that my heart
ached—I missed her so much.


We were served drinks. Kris took a white wine, and I
selected the half coffee, half milk concoction I'd come to like.


"You risked a lot arguing with captain Sharat and
sending that urgent message asking for help for the Tityus," Thayer said,
cutting straight to the point.


"I didn't consider it a risk at the time. All I
could think about were the five-hundred crew members who were going to die if
it was a trap, which appeared probable based on the information we had
gathered. And I guess I'd do it again in similar circumstances," I said,
realizing the truth of the statement.


"Lieutenants don't question captains’
decisions," Hargrove said, watching me intently. Red chose that moment to
suddenly exit my blouse and wind around my neck.


"Only if getting promoted is more important than
the lives at risk," I said, feeling like I was being propelled toward
another confrontation. Maclin roared with laughter and slapped the table. 


"Paulus, you can sail with me anytime." He
looked to the two captains, who nodded agreement. "Tell us about your
red-headed friend who has taken an interest in us."


"My favorite topic. I was four and dying of the
Coaca Virus when Red found me ..." I spent most of the dinner talking
about Red and answering questions.


"I noticed that before you replied to me, Red
appeared. Coincidence?" Captain Thayer asked staring at Red, who was wound
around my neck with his head on my shoulder.


"Maybe it's my overactive imagination or because
Red has become a close friend over the years, but his presence does relax me
and clear my head, and as you might have noticed, he does seem to appear when I
need him." I reached up and touched Red. Silence followed as they digested
what I had said. Kris finally broke the quiet.


"As Paulus and I were in the medical unit and
missed the action, would someone mind telling us what happened?


"Captain Thayer and I were on Shadows Rest to
conduct training exercises with Captain Hargrove. My XO was on duty when he
received your message. He wasn't sure what to do, as he had never seen anything
like it before, so he wisely chose to push it up the chain of command, even
though it meant disturbing his captain's well-deserved leave. I happened to be
dining with Captain Thayer and others when the priority call came. About the
same time, Captain Thayer got a priority call from her XO. We debated it for a
few minutes, but it was too intriguing to ignore. I declared all shore leave
cancelled, had my XO validate the message, and returned to the Vulcan. Within
eight hours, I had most of my crew back on board and we departed for your
location," Maclin said, and took a drink of his Westar Lager, which he had
claimed was an old Earth recipe that Westar had improved upon.


"I left about an hour behind the Vulcan. A couple
of my critical positions were slow to return," Thayer said, and her lip
curled. "That will never happen again. Anyway, when I arrived, the Vulcan
was engaging two of the smuggler ships. I doubted they were a match for Mac, so
I pursued the smugglers dogging the Tityus. The Tityus looked barely
operational."


"I had just left the Wave when your urgent
message came in. I wondered if this was part of the training exercise but
decided that didn't make sense. I verified its authenticity and proceeded to
the coordinates in the message. When I arrived, the fight was in full progress.
I joined Mac, as he was outnumbered," Hargrove said.


"And we won." Maclin raised his glass, as
did Thayer and Hardgrove.


"Again," all three chimed together.


"How did you know it was a trap?" Maclin
asked, looking from me to Kris.


"Thanks to Agent Paulus discovering the method
the smugglers were using to drop off contraband, we were able to identify the
UAS merchants that were part of the smuggler operation. That led us to
discovering their method of communicating pickup and drop-off locations and
times. They communicate via encrypted messages to the crew. That in turn led to
the formation of the current task force and the subsequent destruction of the armed
FPU merchant during their rendezvous with the merchant ship, Spinner." 


Kris stopped to look around the table for questions.
When no one said anything, she continued. 


"Then we received an encrypted message that
looked suspicious. The encryption was amateurish, the location too fortuitous,
and when we checked, it was impossible for the merchant ship, Dreamer, to make
the pickup in the time stated in the message," Kris explained to nodding
heads.


"So when Agent Paulus couldn't convince Captain
Sharat to wait, she sent the urgent request for help without the captain's
knowledge," Hardgrove said, glaring at me. "That was a huge gamble
and unauthorized and not without legal consequences."


"One of those decisions that can cost you your
career even if it was the right thing to do," Thayer said, thoughtfully. 


I didn't care. I couldn't have lived with myself if I
hadn't done it. While I had their attention and Maclin and Thayer were on my
side, I thought it a good time to see if they would allow a search of their
communications system.


"My career is important because I love what I do
and the people I work with, but not as important as preventing the unnecessary deaths
of innocent people. So, at the further risk of my career," I reached up
and touched Red and looked to Kris, who grinned and nodded. "We would
appreciate you allowing us to examine your message logs."


"Why?" Hardgrove asked. To my relief, Kris
answered.


"On the Tityus, we had a petty officer who sent a
suspicious looking message to Westar. It strongly resembled the messages sent
to the merchants supporting the smugglers. It appeared to be information for
drugs. We subsequently discovered that the smugglers have a very sophisticated
information network that tracks Alliance ships."


"You can start with me. I don't think I have a
problem, but if I do, I'd like to know," Thayer said. "I'd hate to
think we have crew involved, but the crew is a cross section of the Alliance's
population, so we have to expect a few bad apples."


"The Cabiri next. That would certainly explain
how drugs get on cruisers and why we have had so much trouble finding the
smuggler ships," Hardgrove said.


Maclin laughed. "Directing us to those smugglers was
like rubbing Aladdin's lamp. Now you get several free wishes. Take me last. I
believe I will be escorting you from here on out. And on a serious side note,
thank you. I've had your urgent message
framed and hung in my office, to remind me you spooks are on our same team. And
of course that message is going to be the talk of the navy for years to come—and the Vulcan,
Lapis, and Cabiri were the ships that answered it."


* * *


"That was fun," Kris said as we rode the
shuttle to the Lapis. "I almost choked on my dessert when you asked to
examine their message logs. Not that it wasn't a good idea."


"It's scary. Those captains are drawn to battle
like a moth to fire, as was Sharat." I didn't know them well enough to
know how they would have reacted to the Shadows Rest incident but wondered how
many would've reacted like Sharat.


"War is their occupation, and they go where and
do what they are ordered. But I know what you’re thinking—how many would
disregard logic and its consequences as Sharat did for their own personal glory?"
Kris shrugged. "Would Sharat have been portrayed a hero if you hadn't sent
that message and the Tityus had been destroyed?"


I suspected she would have been hailed a hero and the
crew of the Tityus awarded a place of honor for their bravery. And the crew did
deserve to be honored, because they had fought bravely against overwhelming
odds. But how many unnecessary lives were lost? I shook myself out of my
depressing thoughts as we exited the shuttle and were met by a lieutenant commander.


"Good day, Lieutenants. I'm Commander Jackson.
Captain Thayer has asked me to escort you to the Bridge. She says you're good
snoops," he said while smiling.


"Thank you, Commander Jackson. We try." Kris
smiled back. When we reached the Bridge, Thayer was there and quickly got us
access to the Comm panel. Kris sat and began the search with me watching. I
thought she enjoyed learning the functions of a Comm officer even though she
never intended to serve on a space
submarine. She found six messages that fit our criteria: messages sent to
someone on planets the Lapis was visiting. On an impulse, I pulled any messages
to Oasis.


"Captain Thayer, can we have someplace to sit and
review these messages so we won't disrupt Bridge operations?" Kris asked.
Thayer nodded and led us to her office and had drinks brought in.


"What did you find?" she asked. I sat my
tablet on her desk with the six messages. She sat reading them, and then
shrugged. "Look normal."


"That's the idea. A normal message to be ignored,
and most if not all are just normal messages." I took back my tablet, sat,
and began reviewing them. Before too long, Kris sent me three of the six. All
three had been sent by the same individual—from different planets. They didn't quite look
like Dotson's, but within the hour Kris and I had found the keys and had
decoded the messages. Basically, they read: Have
schedules, need supply. Kris laid her tablet on Thayer's desk and returned
to her seat. In each case, it showed the original message and the decoded
version.


"Interesting, your project team finds and solves
puzzles. What next?"


"That is for you to decide, Captain. We don't
know what this petty officer does with the drugs or other contraband he obtains
or what information he sells. It would be interesting to know but may take
weeks or months to determine."


"You're right. I need to know. This is my puzzle
to solve." She had lunch served and invited the XO in and briefed him. We
departed shortly afterward.


"That was easy, and she took it well."


"And we didn't get pushed down any stairs."


* * *


The next day we visited the Cabiri. Captain Hardgrove
was equally helpful. We pulled seven messages and retreated to his office. An
hour later, Kris handed him four messages from a marine sergeant showing the
before and after results.


"Since you've found three people, one on each of
the three ships you've been on, we can anticipate every ship has someone
selling information. That's depressing. And now it's my responsibility to find
out what he's selling, what he gets in return, and what he does with it. If
he's selling drugs on my ship, I think I'll just space him." He twitched a
smile but seemed serious.


I laid my tablet on his desk. The message read: Ambush destroyed, NIA involved.


"Private Cardova sent this?"


"I doubt it. I think we'll find someone with the
ability to manipulate outgoing messages did. They send it from someone else's
account and reverse the charge, so the individual never sees it and therefore
can't question it."


"A Comm officer," he said more as a
statement than a question.


"More than likely, but it will take time to
determine."


"We don't have time. We've received orders back
from command and will be leaving soon. And I believe you have orders awaiting
you on the Vulcan. You can leave it in my hands to resolve. Their actions would
constitute treason in a time of war, and I believe this qualifies."


"Thank you, Captain Hardgrove, for your
support," Kris said. We saluted and left, excited to find out what Admiral
Rawls wanted us to do. 


"What do you think?" I asked Kris, since I
didn’t have a clue.


"I just heard from Adrian and Wilber. They say
they’re being released back to their assigned areas, so maybe that's it." She
gave a slight shrug. It would be logical yet illogical. Within days if not
hours, the smugglers were going to know what happened and cease activities
until they could reorganize. 


Hoping that the smugglers wouldn't cease sounded
illogical if you believed their communications network was a hodgepodge of
random bits of information and we had to just hope they stopped on their own. I
didn't think it was random. It felt like a very sophisticated network carefully
built over the years. The inclusion of UAS Comm officers screamed that it was comprehensive
and organized. 


Kris getting up broke my musing, and I followed her
out of the shuttle. Petty Officer Milborne waited a few meters away.


"Lieutenants, Captain Maclin would like to see
you in his office, if you will follow me."


"Lead on, Petty Officer," Kris said. She was
as eager as I was to find out where we were headed. "You don't suppose
it's Oxax and my passionate pleas to the space gods have been answered?"
she quipped.


"No, you and I have probably been assigned as
permanent crew," I said, maintaining a serious expression. Kris stopped,
and I almost ran into her.


"Don't even say that in jest. This has been an
exciting experience, something to tell my children—if I ever get back home alive to find a
husband to have them with," She said with a sharp nod. Milborne had
stopped and stood some ten meters away staring back at us in surprise.
"What about you?"


"I miss home and Alexa. And I think I'm not
suited for cruiser duty."


"Why not?"


"I haven't learned adult-speak yet. I just say what I feel, and that doesn't work well
in the military."


"You have a point. Come, our escort is waiting on
us."


As we approached the captain's office, the guard
announced us and had the door open by the time we reached it. Inside, we
saluted.


"At ease, lieutenants, and have a seat. Admiral
Webb has requested an inquiry into Captain Sharat’s actions at Shadows Rest and
has requested I transport Sharat and you to Eastar for the hearing."
Maclin appeared particularly sober and ill at ease. I felt his nervousness and
thought he was waiting for something from us.


"Captain Maclin, I'm not mad at Captain Sharat,
nor do I want her punished for anything. I told her what I thought and hoped to
change her mind, but I never thought it my decision to make."


"But she wanted ... still wants you court martialed."


"I probably was out of line—I'm new at this
military protocol stuff. I accept that my conduct was ... unbecoming of an
officer, that I was wrong, and the consequences of my actions. But as I said at
dinner, I've no regrets and would do it again." I could feel his mood
change.


"Thank you, Agent Paulus. You’re young, and I was
afraid ... I shouldn't have been. I judged you correctly the other night at
dinner."


"She's eighteen going on forty, Captain,"
Kris said, and he laughed good-naturedly.


"So we are returning to Eastar and then I hope
I'll return with you to Sharat's original area of responsibility. You two are
exciting people to be around. Oh, I've ordered Captain Sharat, per Admiral
Webb's instructions, not to talk with either of you prior to the inquiry.
That's standard procedure and applies equally to both of you. And Admiral Rawls
had your special WavCom equipment installed here, so you are welcome on the Bridge
at any time, with access to the Comm panel. I know you still want to review our
message log. Any questions?" he asked. Kris and I shook our heads, stood,
saluted, and left.


"What do you think will happen to Sharat?" I
asked, thinking Kris with her eight years of service would have some idea.


"Not a clue. It will come down to whether the
review board considers her actions overly aggressive or reckless, and that
might hinge on her past record. Could go either way."


"What about me?" I asked, more curious than
worried. Long ago I had concluded worrying about the future was pointless. I
was already living on borrowed time—thanks to Red.


"They probably won't hang you." She looked
serious, but I could feel the amusement.


"I'll blame it all on you. You took advantage of
my innocence."


"Then we'll rot together in the same penal
institution." She put her arm in mine as we marched down the hallway
laughing.


* * *


The next day, I visited the Bridge.


"Good day, Captain Maclin. I thought I'd review
the logs."


"Good day, Agent Paulus. Let me introduce you to
the first shift." He proceeded to go around the room naming each
individual. "Commander Jimenez, let Lieutenant Paulus have the Comm panel.
She has NIA work to do."


"Thank you, Captain." I took the seat
vacated by Jimenez and began searching the logs, for both crew messages to the
planet the ship was headed and for messages to Oasis. It took a while, since I
had to check the ship’s location against each message's date to verify it was
being sent out of system. When I finished and sat back, I realized Kris was
there. She was talking with Maclin.


"Get what you needed?" Maclin asked when I
rose.


"Yes, sir. Lieutenant Sinclair and I need to look
it over."


"How long?"


"If there is something there, it could be an hour
or a week," I said. Even though I thought we would know quickly, I didn't
want to set his expectations too high.


"No rush, the trip to Eastar is ten days. Our
navigator, Commander Dowell, will have things to do, but the rest of us will
sit here like passengers on a bus. So hopefully, it will be an interesting
puzzle that does take a week."


Back in the room, I copied the seven messages to Kris's
tablet. She surveyed them quickly.


"What do you say we go eat? We missed the first
shift meal, and I'm starved," Kris said. I nodded, and we made our way to
the dining area. We had just sat down when Captain Sharat entered.


"Happy, Agent Paulus? I'll bet you are looking
forward to the inquiry," she growled, her face clenched in anger.


"Captain Sharat, we have been informed by Captain
Maclin that we are prohibited from talking to you per Admiral Webb's
instructions. I don't know what will happen at the inquiry, but I know that your
forcing a discussion with Agent Paulus would be a court-martial offense."
Kris stood, positioning herself between Sharat and me.


"Do you blame me for being mad?"


"Yes, I do. You did what you thought was right,
and Paulus did what she thought was right. You may believe her guilty of
insubordination, but you have no right to blame her for your decisions."
Kris's voice was low to avoid being overheard. Sharat stood quietly for a long
time. You’re right, Lieutenant." Sharat turned and sat several tables
away.


"Thank you," I said to Kris.


"You’re welcome. She's looking for a scapegoat,
and you're convenient."


"I think I’m also looking for a scapegoat. I want
to blame her for all those people being killed. Ironically, had she waited for support,
an equal number would probably still have died. The smugglers are to
blame."


We finished our meal with little talk. Back in the
room, Kris was first to speak.


"Let's start wearing our weapons again. I don't
think Sharat would do anything physical, but the smugglers worry me. I'm
beginning to think their organization is bigger than even we thought, to
involve UAS officers and enlisted personnel. I didn't enjoy being pushed down
those stairs." 


She picked up her tablet and began reading. It was
almost immediately obvious who the one trading information for something was,
since she had been the only one to send more than one message, but we had to
review the others. So we quit early, agreeing with Maclin. The trip would take
ten long boring days.


The next day, I found the key after about two hours.
She had managed to hide her key better than the others and used different keys
each time, but once I knew what I was looking for and that the message was
coded, it was easy. I didn't tell Kris, as it gave her something interesting to
do. But an hour later, she looked up smiling.


"All right, how long have you known?"


"Only about an hour."


"You cheat. Red gives you the answer." She
laughed.


"I think you may be closer to the truth than you
think. I wouldn't trust anyone else, because they would think I'm crazy, but
I've long thought Red somehow helps me remember more, learn quicker, and think
clearer." I hoped that wouldn't destroy our relationship. "Like why
does he lie on my forehead while I'm reading?"


"It may be your imagination, or just having him a
part of you for so long, but who's to know? Maybe the poison is a stimulus of
some kind, or there’s something about the symbiotic relationship we don't
understand. But you're right: I would be careful who you tell. I don't think
you're crazy, and I do believe you may be right. Red does some very
uncharacteristic things for a krait, like staying with me and not biting. He
needs blood to survive, and I'm loaded with it."


"Thanks, Kris. Oh, did you notice the message to
Oasis?"


"No. Oh, I disregarded that message when I
focused on Petty Officer Reaves. Let me decode it. I need the practice."


"I left it for last. The captain isn't going to
be happy, and I don't blame him." I began working on the message. Knowing
the message was in code simplified the process, and I had the key and the
message decoded in an hour. Kris finished several minutes later. I clapped.


"Red was very slow with the answer. I only
finished a couple of minutes earlier. I guess we need to tell the captain. It
will give him something to do."


"I don't know if unpleasant things qualify as
things one would like as distractions to boredom. But you're right, let's go
ruin his day." Kris opened the door, screamed, and jumped to the side as a
laser beam cut its way through our cabinet. My leg went weak, and I fell to the
floor while reaching for my laser, which I had decided to wear at Kris's
suggestion. In my panic, my first several shots were wild, hitting the
partially open door. But it caused the figure to move to the side out of view.
As my panic eased, I sighted the laser slightly to the right of the opening and
waited—my finger on the trigger ready to fire.


"Security," Kris shouted into her CPC.
"Shots fired in the hallway of officers’ quarters. Room seventy-eight.
Hurry. The shooter might still be outside."


Several minutes later, I heard voices coming down the
hallway.


"No one here."


"Intersection clear."


I eased my finger off the trigger mechanism but stayed
ready to fire if necessary. 


"Don't shoot. Security." A few seconds later
a head came into view. I lowered my laser and staggered to my feet, feeling
unsteady.


"Kris!" I screamed. She was holding her arm
and her sleeve was scorched halfway between her elbow and shoulder. "Call
a medic," I shouted as I moved her hand to look. 


It looked like it had hit more of her sleeve than her
arm, but she was bleeding. A grizzled sergeant rushed through the door, weapon
in his hand. He quickly scanned the room and lowered his weapon. "They’re
on their way, ma'am. What happened?" 


"Kris ... Lieutenant Sinclair opened the door to
go out, and someone standing in the hallway shot into the room. When I fired
back, the person—I
don't know if it was a man or a woman—jumped
to the side."


"Why were you wearing a laser, ma'am? I know you
are authorized, but it's unusual for officers to wear them," the sergeant
asked, his forehead wrinkled in a frown.


"Lieutenant Sinclair and I are NIA agents, and
this isn't the first time someone has tried to kill us. We are somewhat
paranoid at this point." I helped Kris to the bed as I talked. 


He nodded. Not long after, two medics arrived, both petty
officers with registered-nurse patches on their sleeves. By some private sign,
the woman took me and the man Kris.


"She needs help, not me," I said
indignantly.


"Please sit ... Lieutenant, and let me examine
you. Your jacket has laser marks, so you might also have been hit." She
gently removed my jacket and then jumped back as Red emerged and slid toward my
neck. I reached out with my other hand and grabbed him, and he wrapped himself
around my arm. 


"Sorry, I forget he's there. It's safe now."


She hesitantly opened my blouse, which had bloodstains,
and examined a six-centimeter cut.


"You were lucky," she said as she covered it
with a pad and taped it in place. "Can you walk?" she asked as she
stepped back. I nodded. "Good." She sighed with relief.


"I've called for a stretcher. Why don't you go ahead?
We'll be there shortly," the male nurse said while taping Kris's arm. I
wanted to stay but knew she was all right and I would just be in the way. When
we reached the medical unit, the nurse got me settled and then spent some time
in an animated talk with the doctor.


"I'm Doctor Salter. How are you feeling,
Lieutenant Paulus? The captain did mention you have a krait living with you.
But you need treatment ..."


"Yes, ma'am." I undressed as Red wound
around my neck to stay out of the way. It took a while, and every movement
brought a sharp response from my injured side. When I finished, I put on the
gown she gave me and reached up and let Red wind around my arm. "There,
Doctor. Red is out of the way and won't leave my arm."


"How do you know?" she asked, looking
somewhat amused.


"Fourteen years of experience. Besides, he's lazy,"
I quipped. She laughed.


"Since I have the antivenin, I trust you."
She called in a couple of aids to help her as she cleaned the wound, sutured it
up, and dressed it. "There, all done. You were right; he's lazy." She
walked off smiling. I felt tired and lay back, intending to rest for only a few
minutes. I was concerned about Kris, but it was four hours later when Salter
stopped by to see me. She checked my temperature, and we got to talking about
Red. An hour later, she helped me to Kris's room. I hadn't realized how weak I
felt until my relief when I sat on the side of her bed and took her hand.


"How are you doing?" I asked. She looked
pale.


"You're a dangerous person to be around. If I
didn't like Red so much, I'd insist on separate rooms." She smiled, and I
could see the pain it caused her. She was right. All my life people had been in
danger because of me. I felt Red's tongue against my cheek, as if to say ... I
didn't know how but somehow I knew he understood.


"Hey, knock it off. You're supposed to be
cheering me up. We have upset the candy-wagon, and the owners are mad. They are
desperate men hoping to make us go away. But like Sharat, Maclin, Thayer, and
Hardgrove; we are not only not going away but we are going to chase them to
extinction. You, Adrian, Wilber, me, and Red."


"Sorry. Looking on the bright side, you have to
agree that the trip is no longer boring. And we will live to be shot at
again," I said with a smile—a
genuine smile, now that I knew Kris was going to be all right. She gave a short
laugh, then winced from the pain it caused.


"Maybe a little less cheerful." She squeezed
my hand. "Yes. We are both alive, so it's a good day." 


Captain Maclin entered the room sometime later. Kris
had dosed off, and I had curled up in a padded chair—too tired go back to
my room and not wanting to leave Kris's company.


"How are you doing, Paulus?" he asked in a
lowered voice.


"Tired, Captain. Lieutenant Sinclair’s and my
wounds aren't life-threatening."


"Do you know who did this?"


"No. He or she ran off when I fired back."


"You know how to shoot?" he asked, and I
felt his amusement.


"My mother insisted I be trained in all types of
weapons, so she had a friend, Chief Ransom, teach me while I was at the Academy.
I qualified with all the standard weapons all four years. But Lieutenant
Sinclair and I identified a Petty Officer Reaves selling information for
something, and you have someone sending Oasis information about your ship's
itinerary."


"Who?" He seemed to grow and expand, and I
could feel his anger.


"I don't know yet. We were on our way to see you
when the incident occurred. The ones sending messages to Oasis tend to
manipulate the system to make it appear someone else is sending the message. It
will take a bit of digging to discover who."


"In the meantime, I've authorized you and Sinclair
permanent security guards while you are assigned to the Vulcan." He looked
at me and smiled. "I'll have them wheel your bed in here. I think you'd be
more comfortable and sleep better. You're very fond of her, as she is of
you." He left and shortly afterward my bed was wheeled in. I barely
remember getting into it.


* * *


Two days later and accompanied by my two-man security
team, I visited the marine area and sought out Corporal Bennett, who insisted
he hadn't sent a message to Oasis, which I had suspected but had to verify. I
then made my way to the Bridge, anxious to resolve our mystery Oasis-writer’s
identity. He was either the shooter or the one who enticed the shooter to seek
us out. After thanking the captain for his kindness the other day, I was given
access to the Comm panel and the system computer. As I suspected, the charge
for the message had been reversed and sent to Junior Lieutenant Toney, the
third-shift Comm officer. Within minutes of handing my finding to Maclin, Toney
was in custody. For the rest of the trip, I filled in as the Comm officer on
third shift, and all too quickly, the ten days were up and we were exiting the
Wave into Eastar. I found myself wishing the trip were longer. I sat next to
Kris, watching her search the WavCom because it was first shift and I wasn't
the Comm officer. To my surprise, a message marked urgent appeared on my tablet
from Admiral Rawls.


To: Lieutenants
Sinclair and Paulus, Captain Maclin.


Lieutenant
Shrader was attacked and wounded while on planet-side leave on Stone Ring. His
wounds are serious, but he will recover. Lieutenant Weiss was attacked while on
planet-side leave on Black Water and killed. Take extreme caution while on
Eastar and return to Oxax as soon as possible. Signed, Admiral Rawls.


"Nooooo," I wailed. When Kris turned to me,
I showed her the message. Tears filled her eyes as she read. I said, "It's
payback. Their network has identified the four of us as the cause of their
losses."


"Yes," Kris said so quietly I almost didn't
hear. "They want revenge. You need to wear a protective vest. Even a shot
that didn’t kill you might kill Red, then ..." She stopped as tears rolled
down her cheeks. I’d die, I finished.


"Sinclair, Paulus, in my office," Maclin
said as he rose. Kris and I followed. Inside, he waved us to chairs, poured
three glasses of wine, and gave us each one. "Drink. What do you want to
do? I can notify the Inquiry Board that it isn't safe for you to attend. Maybe
they will let you testify via telecom." He stared at us, awaiting an
answer. Kris and I looked at each other, also looking for answers.


"I'll go. Captain Sharat has a right to have me
present for questions, and the Inquiry Members will probably want to hear me
firsthand to decide whether my actions require a letter of reprimand or
something more."


"You go, I go. I was a witness to the ...
conversation." Her lip twitched, and I felt her amusement. Conversation, was a stretch.


"I guess I'll go along too with extra security.
I'm interested in the outcome. This feels like one of those Supreme Court
rulings on old-Earth: is it ever appropriate to tell your captain she's an
idiot?" He laughed. "Sorry, I know this is serious, but sometimes
it's better to focus on the comedy rather than the tragedy."


* * *


The next day, Kris, Maclin, six armed marines, and I
went in the captain's shuttle to New Hope, the capital city of Eastar. There,
we were transported by an armed military shuttle to the Navy Headquarters Building
and escorted to the courtroom on the fortieth floor. To my surprise, Admiral
Rawls and Commander Stauffer were present. Commander Stauffer was called to
describe the project team's mission, our success in identifying the merchants,
and the breaking of the smugglers' code—and
to answer a series of questions about Kris and me. Admiral Rawls was called
next and asked to give the background leading to the three-cruiser search-and-destroy
mission and each captain's assigned area. Captain Sharat was then called and
questioned on her actions leading up to and including the decision to go to the
rendezvous alone.


"It was a judgment call. I decided waiting might
cause the smugglers to abandon the area. Having encountered the smugglers once
before, I felt I knew what the enemy brought to the fight and figured that even
if they outnumbered me, Alliance crews were better trained, so we could give
better than we got."


Then they called Kris. She was asked a series of
questions concerning me and finally to recount the confrontation between Sharat
and me.


"Yes, sir," she said to the commander conducting
the questioning. "The conversation was heated, but NIA Agent Paulus said
nothing I wouldn't have said if she hadn't said it first. You can't plead your
case quietly when you believe the action will result in hundreds of lives
needlessly lost. And yes, I agreed with her actions in sending those messages.
The other NIA agents needed to be warned—and
why not ask for help if it's available."


Then it was my turn. 


"You are very young for a lieutenant or for an
NIA Agent, aren't you?"


"That's not really relevant, is it sir? I am a
lieutenant and an agent, and consequently I am as responsible as any other
lieutenant or agent," I said, refusing to play word games. Wilber's
killing and Adrian and Kris's near survivals had me in turmoil. I reached up to
touch Red, who had his head on my shoulder, watching the commander. The touch
calmed me.


"True. Do you feel the NIA has the right to
override a captain's orders or to dictate what she should do?"


"I don't believe I ever ordered Captain Sharat to
do one thing or the other. No, the decision was hers to make. I merely told her
what the NIA had found and pleaded for caution. You have the Bridge recording.
I'm not saying I was right or wrong. That is for you to decide. But I will tell
you that under similar circumstances where I thought the lives of five hundred
sailors and marines were being recklessly endangered, I would do it
again."


* * *


"Wow, when you and Red get going, you don't mince
words," Kris said as we sat in the waiting room while the inquiry board
deliberated Sharat and my faith.


"Red made me do it," I quipped.


"I have to admit that was a unique
defense—I'd do it again." Maclin snorted. He had chosen to stay with
us to hear the verdict. I suspect it was as much to hear Sharat's fate as mine.
Six hours later, we were told the Inquiry would resume in fifteen minutes.


"That was quick," Maclin said, and I could
feel his unease. "Means they didn't deliberate much."


"Nervous?" Kris asked, looking at me.


"No. I'll be more concerned to hear what Admiral
Rawls and Commander Stauffer think. I like working for the NIA. The navy
doesn't matter to me. Red would keep me off cruisers, so it's not
important."


Inside the courtroom, the five-member board took their
seats, and after court the clerk called for order, the senior member, a Vice
Admiral, rose.


"An interesting case, which could and probably
will have many ramifications. We find that Captain Sharat was aggressive to the
point of recklessness given she had reason to believe it was a trap; however,
it was a judgment call that was hers to make. We can't judge her by the results,
for that is hindsight. So, no charges will be pursued. As for the conduct of
Lieutenant Paulus, we find she acted responsibly in pursuing the matter and
confronting Captain Sharat with the information the NIA had obtained. Her
passion is understandable, given the information she had and the probability
that many lives could be lost. But the military is not a democracy, and order
must be maintained, so we recommend a letter of reprimand be placed in her
file. As to her unprecedented urgent request for help, we find that an NIA
issue and leave that for Admiral Rawls to handle. This inquiry is closed."


"Navy justice. Sharat acts recklessly and is not held
accountable. Anna saves the day, and she is given a letter of reprimand,"
Kris spat out the words in disgust.


"Yes, it looks that way on the surface, and that
had to be the official position," Maclin said in response to Kris.
"They clearly sent the message that Captain Sharat was reckless. That will
not help her for promotion or future assignments. If they officially censured
her, they would send the message that captains have to check with headquarters
before they make decisions. The Admiralty has to assume that they promoted the
best people to captains and therefore have to give them wide discretionary
powers. Likewise, if they hadn't slapped Paulus's hand, it would send the
message that you have a right to question your superiors. Notice they said they
understood her passion and passed any real action onto Rawls. That was a
backhanded compliment. I think the messages were clear and everyone is happy
justice was served without changing the long-standing rules of the game."


"What about you Anna?" Kris pressed.


"I'd do it again," I said, content with a
reprimand. Kris and Maclin laughed. Just then, Stauffer approached us. 


"Lieutenants, Admiral Rawls would like to speak
with you. She has a room reserved. I'll take you there in a moment." He
turned to Maclin. "Captain, Admiral Rawls has cleared it with Admiral Webb
for my aggressive duet to be assigned to the Vulcan, unless you have any
objections."


Maclin shook his head. "No. As I explained to
your duet, the inquiry was very clear. They did all the right things, and
Captain Sharat should have listened."


"The guards I assume are for their protection?"
Stauffer asked. When Maclin nodded, he continued. "Good. I'll send them
back to the Vulcan when the Admiral is through."


We followed Stauffer into the elevator, which took us
to the forty-six floor. There, he led us to a small conference room halfway
down the hallway. We braced to attention when we entered and saw Admirals
Lulltrel and Rawls in the room.


"At ease. Grab yourself something to eat and
drink, and sit," Lulltrel said, pointing to the chairs opposite them on
the oblong table. 


The conference room was clearly reserved for admirals,
with its cushioned executive-type chairs, wooden conference table, plush
carpeting, and floor-to-ceiling windows with a birds-eye view of the city. I
put two small sandwich wedges on a plate and mixed my coffee drink before going
to the chairs Lulltrel had designated. Kris joined me a minute later. 


"This has by far been the most productive and
dangerous assignment in my twenty-five years with the NIA. The project team has
accomplished the impossible in record time. I and everyone else thought it
would take years to penetrate the smuggler organization and that at best, the
team might cut the contraband in half. Taking out the merchants alone would have
cut the traffic close to zero, and we've destroyed four of the FPU ships the
smugglers were using for pickups and drop-offs. You've even weeded out several
drug-dealing sailors." 


She stopped for a drink of coffee. "I know the cost
has been high, very high. Only by luck and good fortune that you aren't all
dead." She shook her head as if to clear it. "I called you here to
congratulate you and to give you several well-earned awards: two Purple Hearts
and the Navy Distinguished Service Medal. That is for your bold action that
resulted in saving hundreds of lives and the destruction of three smuggler ships,
because without your action, those ships would have destroyed the Tityus and
gotten away. The Inquiry Board also sends its unofficial thanks. I'll leave you
with Admiral Rawls to discuss your future assignments." 


She left me with my mouth open, looking at the three
velvet boxes lying open in front of me.


"I think the admiral is pleased," Rawls
quipped. "As I am. You're also entitled to Combat and Service-on-a-cruiser
ribbons. The question is: what do I do with the three of you now? Kris, you
will be promoted to Lieutenant Commander on the next round of promotions and
your career is on a fast track. Anna, do you want to remain in the navy or
return to being a civilian contractor? Regardless, you too are on a fast track.
Needless to say, we would like you three to stay as a team within the
NIA."


Red took that as a signal to appear, winding himself
partially around my neck with his head on my shoulder. He didn't seem
interested in the awards and gave my cheek a lick, which jarred me out of my
shock.


"It's not over. The smugglers have an extensive
information network—like
the NIA, navy personnel, and logistics rolled together. They will be back in
business before long," I said, expressing thoughts that had been bouncing
around in my head for several weeks. 


Kris looked at me for a minute then nodded. "Anna's
right."


"How do you know?" Rawls asked, her eyes
going from me to Kris and back like watching a tennis match.


"It all fits together. How did the people on
individual planets know the times and locations of the pickups and drop-offs?
The messages to the merchants were from planet-side senders. How did they know
when the smugglers would be available for pickups? They got their information
from another source," I said.


"And they had, maybe still have, UAS officers
sending them updates on ships' schedules, deployments, and activities. So they
knew where our ships would be and when the smugglers would be available. They
have connections on each planet. That speaks to a sophisticated network,"
Kris said, summarizing what we had discovered to date. 


"What are you suggesting?" Rawls asked.


"I think the answers are on Oasis. If nothing
else, we might be able to cut the crucial link between the smugglers and the
Alliance." I reached up to my shoulder to touch Red, whose head was
pointed toward Rawls. Stauffer and Rawls leaned close together and talked in
low voices for several minutes.


"All right, join the Vulcan and have Captain
Maclin take you back to Oxax. Paulus, go see your mother; she must be totally
grey by now, worrying about you. Sinclair, you are free to do what you want
until I decide. I want Maclin to stay in Oxax and for you to have twenty-four-seven
security. I doubt the smuggler organization will be satisfied until you are
dead. And I can't blame them. Your team has single-handedly brought their
organization to its knees."


"A week or so on Oxax may convince them we think
we've broken their organization, and they might leave you alone," Stauffer
said as the two rose to leave. "See you back on Oxax."


"Now we know what it takes to get on the fast
track," Kris grinned. "I just hope we don't need to duplicate the
past several weeks to stay there."


"Or earn any more Purple Hearts. We were
lucky." Very lucky, I mused. Red
saved us once, and the second time Lieutenant Toney was a lousy marksman, as
were most navy crew. They knew how to use small arms, but didn't practice once
they qualified at the beginning of their career.


"Before we go back to the ship, I think we should
stop at the military shop somewhere in this building and buy some new uniforms
and ribbons." She chuckled. "This is my only good one, and the ship
doesn't have much except for work uniforms. And I doubt they have a
Distinguished Service Ribbon." A grin split her face and she pulled me to
my feet, and we made our way to the store after getting directions several
times along the way. Navy Headquarters on Eastar was a massive complex. We
purchased two sets of uniforms, planning to get them altered on Oxax, and
accessories: ribbons, rank, insignia, shirts, socks, and underwear. Back on the
Vulcan, we gave Maclin a summary of our discussions with Rawls. 


"So, you think I'll be transporting you to Oasis?
Does that mean I should get stocked up on missiles?" He grinned. "You
two are exciting people to be around."


"I hope not. I don't think my heart can stand
much more excitement. I've had my lifetime limit of space submarines, shooting
wars, and men trying to kill me. I'm supposed to be at a desk solving puzzles
and in my spare time finding a husband." Kris said, looking serious.


"There are lots of eligible men on the
Vulcan," Maclin said with a smile.


"No and No. I want a husband who is home at night,
not off in space ninety percent of the time. Get me pregnant then run off and
let me raise them? No, thank you."


"You have a point." Maclin nodded.
"Well, I've got a ship to get prepared to leave. Travel time will be about
eight days unless you want to stop somewhere."


I looked to Kris, who shook her head.


* * *


There isn't much to do on a cruiser if you aren't crew,
and there is no way to communicate outside the ship when you are in the Wave.
Captain Maclin invited us to dinner several times, which helped break the
monotony. He was an interesting down-to-earth individual with a somewhat
unusual naval career. His heritage was old-Earth Scottish, and his parents kept
many of the old customs, although undoubtedly modified over the years. He was
born and raised on Black Water and had enlisted as an able seaman when he was
eighteen and worked his way to petty officer with an engineering rating. He had
liked the work but wanted something more exciting, so he took off three years
to get a college degree and a commission. Fifteen years later, he earned a promotion
to captain. He enjoyed life and was at home with officers and enlisted alike. I
thought Alexa would like him.


Kris and I also spent a lot of time talking about our
early lives. Unlike Maclin, she had attended college because her parents held
advanced degrees and it seemed natural. An only child, Kris was used to being
on her own and loved mysteries and puzzles. Her high grades in math and logic
had attracted recruiters from the intelligence agencies. Lured by the aspect of
travel and ferreting out criminals, she joined Naval Intelligence, where she
had been successful, which was the reason she had been selected for the
Smugglers Project. Since none of the officers on the ship were in her chain of
command, she had several ship-dates, more to break the monotony of the voyage
than looking for mister right.


Kris, Maclin, and I were equally delighted when we
exited the Wave into Oxax. Kris was considering visiting her parents on Safe
Harbor if Stauffer thought we'd be on Oxax for longer than a week. Maclin
thought it a good opportunity to give his crew some extended planet-side leave,
and I looked forward to being home. When Kris and I arrived at the terminal on
Oxax, Alexa was waiting. She grabbed me in a tight hug.


"I hope Red remembers I'm your mother!" She
gave a short laugh. "Actually, I don't care. It would be worth it. I've
been so worried: attempted murders, hospitals, and an Inquiry. Hi, Red,"
she whispered. He had worked his way between us and was lying wrapped around my
neck, his head between our necks.


"I think he's also glad to be home," I said
as we parted. 


"Sorry, Kris," Alexa said. "Mothers
can't wait to touch their children as proof they are alive, especially this
one. Each day is a potentially exciting one." She snorted a laugh.


"I understand, especially the exciting part. A
few weeks with Anna, and I've already received three awards. And I suspect
you've earned several, if truth be told."


"Think how boring life would be without me,"
I quipped. "Would you like a ride somewhere?"


"You can drop me at the office. I'd like to talk
to Stauffer about a leave."


I dropped Kris at our office and then flew home with
Alexa. Joetta had prepared a special dinner at Alexa's request: a stuffed leg
of Zespa lamb with pork and apple stuffing, roasted potatoes, a vegetable
mega-mix, and a peach cobbler for dessert.


"I'm ... happy to be home. I loved the experience
of being crew on a warship, solving puzzles, and helping to rout out the bad
guys and gals, but there is no place like home. You may have to get a court
order to get me to leave."


"Then you're safe. Magistrate Bellona would deny
it on the grounds that you are the perfect daughter," Alexa said and
hugged me. "I too am happy you have a purpose in life, one you enjoy, but
I'm happy you're home. I love having you here."


* * *


By the end of two weeks, it felt like I had never
left. When I had reported for work the next day, Commander Stauffer had told me
I had the next two weeks off. Kris had been granted leave, Adrian was still
recovering on Stone Ring, and the rest would do me good as well. And it had. I
had spent the first few days discussing my future, something I had never done
before. I had never dwelt on death, just accepted my very early death as a
given.


"Mother, what do you think about the offer to
remain a naval officer versus being placed on navy reserve and becoming a
civilian again?" I asked one evening. I owed Stauffer an answer
eventually.


"Well, that reprimand certainly won't hurt your
career. It reads more like a recommendation for promotion than a censure. The
board had to make their verbal verdict sound like a censure, although
unofficially they approved of your actions. So no one will see the written
reprimand except someone reviewing your records for an assignment or promotion.
But everyone else will think you were punished for talking back to an officer—quite
clever. You have obviously thought about it. Which way are you leaning?"


"I'm not. This thinking about my future stuff is
new to me. I've learned to get out of each day what enjoyment I can. I don't
think it's morbid thinking."


"No, during combat, people tend to think much the
same, and your life has been much like combat. What would give you the most
satisfaction on a day-to-day basis?" Alexa asked.


"Being an officer, I think. I'm in naval
intelligence, and the people I work with are navy, so I think I would feel more
like one of the team, even though they have never made me feel like an
outsider. I'd have to learn adult-speak though." I laughed at the thought.


"Well there is your answer. A few more reprimands
like this one will put you on a fast track for admiral. The Red admiral."
She laughed.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN



 






Breaking the information
network


"Adrian!" I screamed when I entered the
office and saw him sitting at his desk. I ran up to him, but fortunately
stopped my impulse to grab him in a hug. "It's great to see you up and on
your feet. How are you feeling?"


"Hi, Anna. I'll consider myself hugged. I'm
feeling better each day. That shard gun caused multiple problems, but everything
seems to be healing. You look good considering you've had two murder attempts
that almost succeeded. And Red looks in top form." His head nodded upward,
and I realized Red was resting on my forehead.


"I think he's happy to see you as well." I
laughed. "I don't think the smugglers much like us. I think they are
taking it personally."


"I'd like to tell them it's you and Kris that are
the real troublemakers, but it's one for all and all for one." He lapsed
into silence, and I could feel his deep sadness. "We need to shut them
down for Wilber."


"I agree!" Kris shouted from across the
room. "Give them a taste of their own vengeance. How are you doing,
Adrian?"


"I was telling Anna, I'm recovering well. Still
in a bit of pain and have to be careful not to put pressure on certain parts,
but almost back to functional." He smiled weakly. 


Kris gave me a hug.


"Wow, was your vacation that bad, or do you just
have a death wish?" Adrian's eyes were wide and his mouth open in
surprise.


"No, the vacation was great. I'm Red's nanny when
Anna is in a really bad mood," Kris said while maintaining a serious
expression. "When we told Captain Sharat about the message we apparently
intercepted, she..." Kris related the incident at Shadows Rest in all its
gory details."


"You two are certifiably insane, but since we're
teammates, my lips are sealed." He gave Kris a hug, which from the look on
his face caused him some considerable pain. We sat in the conference room
recounting our experiences until Stauffer appeared sometime later.


"Admiral Rawls has received permission from
Admiral Lulltrel to conduct Operation Oasis. Captain Maclin is recalling his
crew from shore-leave and will be ready to depart in two days. Adrian, the NIA
doctor has declared you fit for light duty. I'll leave it up to you whether you
feel up to accompanying these two to Oasis. Trouble tends to follow them."
He gave a snort. "You again have Priority One Access. They want the
smuggler organization crushed, and they are giving you the authority to do
it." 


"Maybe I can watch their backs. I'd like to go so
long as Kris and Anna don't believe I'll be a burden," Adrian said with a
wry smile.


"I'd welcome you, Adrian. Keeping Anna out of
trouble is a two-person job." She looked serious, except for the twitch of
her lip.


"I protest. I'm young and inexperienced, and Red
and Kris encourage my bad behavior." I raised my bottom lip into a pout.
That caused everyone to start laughing.


"I'll authorize you to go. You obviously make a
good team. Anna, have you made a decision yet?"


"Yes, sir. I've decided to remain on active duty.
It feels right."


"I'm glad. I should have your P1A identification
badges tomorrow. Captain Maclin is expecting you on or before noon the
following day."


* * *


Saying goodbye to Alexa again so soon was difficult.
Being home had been wonderful, but I was looking forward to going to Oasis as
part of the project team. I drove Alexa to work, then continued on to the Oxax
ground terminal for a shuttle to the space station. The shuttle was crowded
with crew from the Vulcan, including Commander Dowell, who I sat next to, as I
was the second ranking officer on board—actually my P1A gave me priority,
had I wanted to exercise it.


"Good morning, Commander Dowell. Have a good
vacation?"


"Yes, Eteos is an interesting city with plenty to
do. How about you?"


"Yes, Oxax is my home."


"Since you are joining us, I assume we will be
chasing smugglers."


"Yes, we will continue to harass them." I
had gotten paranoid over the year and was afraid to say too much. I didn't know
who might be listening, and they had managed to corrupt Alliance officers. I
thought it best to confine the telling of our real intent to the captain. When
we docked, I followed Dowell and the others to the Vulcan, where a long line
waited to board.


"Come, Paulus," she said, and went to the
head of the line, where Lieutenant Jimenez was verifying identities. Dowell
showed her ID, which he scanned and then my NIA ID.


"Permission to board, Commander, Lieutenant,"
he said, and we proceeded onto the Vulcan. On my way to my cabin, my CPC buzzed
and Captain's office appeared on the
screen. When I arrived, I found Adrian and Kris already there with drinks in
their hands. Maclin waved me to a seat.


"Now that you are all here, why are we going to
Oasis, and why does it require P1A authority? I was assuming we were going to
continue pursuing smugglers from the FPU. Is the P1A authority a response to
the situation on the Tityus?" He frowned, and I could feel his concern.


"Captain Maclin." I spoke before anyone
could reply, since the confrontation had been between Sharat and me. "Even
if I had P1A authority at the time, I wouldn't have overruled Captain Sharat. I
don't have the experience necessary to make those kinds of decisions and
wouldn't want the responsibility. But the request for support wouldn't have
been optional."


Maclin relaxed visually. "Yes, that was my
concern. So, why the P1A?"


"We believe that the smugglers' link to the
Alliance is in Oasis. If we can cut that link, we will essentially cripple the
smugglers' organization. The Alliance has given us the authority to look where
we want and do what it takes to break that link. Without it, they could refuse
us access to files, logs, and people."


"That makes sense. Unless you object, I think I
should provide you each with a security detail. It appears the smugglers have a
Wanted Dead reward on each of
you."


"That would be appreciated. Although Sinclair and
Paulus appear to be able to take care of themselves, I worry about them."
Adrian produced an amused grin, but I could feel his concern was real.


"Good. They have already been assigned. I've
appointed Major Pannell to ensure each of you has adequate security, on and off
the Vulcan. And you are welcome on the Bridge if you need the WavCom equipment
or to review our message logs—and
to use my conference room if you need someplace quiet to meet." He clicked
on his CPC, and a minute later a tall muscular marine major entered. Although
he smiled pleasantly, I felt his silent appraisal of each of us as we were
introduced. I was surprised when I only felt a mild curiosity when my turn
came. At Adrian's suggestion, we decided to meet in the captain's conference
room.


"Any suggestions?" Adrian asked, assuming
his normal role as team leader.


"I think we should check the WavCom and review
the Vulcan's message log after we are in the Wave," I said. Kris nodded.


"Can't say I blame you. Both your attackers were
crew. And it would certainly be important news that NIA agents were headed to
Oasis. Any ideas on how to proceed on Oasis?"


"We need to examine the WavCom. It might have a
clue and, of course, every facility and person with access to it." Kris
paused, looking toward Adrian then me. "We could stick together or split
up, although I'd like to stay with Anna. She's a good shot." She quipped,
but I could feel her concern for me.


"Thank you, Kris. Yes, I'm still nervous, but
I'll have security. I hate to say it, but better we are all together in case
... We may be the Alliance’s best chance to break the smugglers'
organization."


* * *


The three of us entered the Bridge two hours before we
were scheduled to enter the Wave. I pulled the recent messages to and from the
crew since we arrived and Kris searched the WavCom for messages to and from
Oasis. After we entered the Wave, we retired to the conference room to review
what we had retrieved.


"What if we split the crew’s messages between us
and work on them after we review the WavCom messages? It will give us something
to do, and we might get lucky," Kris said. 


"Why don't I take the crew’s messages and you and
Adrian work on the WavCom messages?" I asked. Kris looked to Adrian, who
nodded. Kris sent me the crew’s messages and split the WavCom messages between
her and Adrian.


After eight hours of reviewing them, I had reduced the
pile to five, based on intuition or something ... Red appeared to have taken an
interest and had lain on my forehead during the entire time. I shook my head in
wonder. Red had become much more than a poisonous snake that fed off me.
Somehow over the years it had become
a he, and he had become something
more—intelligent. It sounded crazy, and I couldn't prove it, but I knew
it was true. Kris was already in bed asleep when I crawled into bed.


After breakfast the next morning with Adrian and Kris,
I went back to the room and began reviewing the five messages. Adrian and Kris
had stayed to discuss the WavCom messages. Sometime that afternoon, I found
what I was looking for and raced down the hallway, with my guards following, to
Adrian's room, where he and Kris had been working.


"Do you have a message from a Miss Arroyo?"
I asked, still out of breath. After a minute, Adrian looked up.


"Yes, but it's to Westar, so we ignored it."


"Very clever. From crew to Oxax to Westar to
Oasis," I said, and without another word, we all began working on the
message. An hour later, Adrian smiled.


"Message reads: Wanted team on way to Oasis in two days."


"So much for a surprise visit," Kris said,
frowning.


"I think the captain needs to know. Wanted team not NIA team could suggest an opportunity to ambush us and slow or
prevent further investigation," I said. Adrian and Kris turned a bit pale.
"They know what ship we're on, where we're going, and when we'll
arrive." I typed an urgent message to Maclin. He responded immediately for
us to meet him in his office.


"What is so urgent, agents?" he asked, but
his eyes were on me. Adrian looked to me, but I shook my head.


"We have decoded a message sent to a Miss Arroyo
from a Leading Rate Yanez: Wanted team on
way to Oasis. She in turn sent a WavCom message to Westar: Wanted team on way to Oasis in two days.
We believe that message will be rerouted to Oasis and that it presents an
opportunity to ambush the Vulcan, get revenge, and stop the investigation, at
least until a new team can be assembled and brought up to speed, which could be
months or longer." Adrian said, and sat back.


"And you want me to?"


"Be aware," I said, since he kept glancing
in my direction. He smiled.


"Thank you. I'll be prepared."


* * *


We had gathered in Kris and my room, because it was
bigger than Adrian's. We had been there for more than an hour when our CPCs
buzzed.


You are welcome
to join me on the Bridge, if you are interested. Maclin.


"Better than sitting here like blind mice.
Remember the medical ward?" I said, remembering how it felt hearing and
feeling the explosions and not knowing what was happening.


"Anna's right. At least on the Bridge we'll know
whether we are winning or losing," Kris said, already on her feet. Adrian
and I followed Kris as she made her way to the Bridge. Our collective security
remained outside as we entered. 


"Strap in, just in case," Maclin said as we
entered.


"Sixty minutes to Wave exit," Dowell said,
and Jimenez announced it over the loud speakers. The Bridge was quiet as the
minutes ticked away.


"Battle Stations," Maclin said with thirty
minutes remaining. Jimenez announced the change in status, and I knew lights
would be flashing throughout the ship. "Bridge, I want all systems
passive. If there is a surprise party out there, we don't want to spoil it for
them. Load all tubes and stand ready."


We exited the Wave, and nothing happened as the
minutes ticked by. Kris went to work on the WavCom and gave a thumbs up after
fifteen minutes.


"Looks like the message from Westar. So they knew
yesterday we were coming," Kris said for the captain's benefit. Silence
descended, and each minute seemed like an eternity. Ironically, the emotions on
the Bridge were subdued—professionals at work.


"Four missiles, no, eight missiles incoming.
Impact in sixty eight seconds. Two unknown cruisers," ECM Officer Higgs
said as he watched his monitor.


"Helm, vector nine, zero, zero, by zero, zero,
zero, for two seconds. Execute." Maclin said in a conversational voice,
but I could feel his euphoria—the game was on. The Bridge and its
occupants faded to ghosts—and
two seconds later materialized again.


"Helm: cut power to minimum. Tac: prepare to fire
at whichever one appears. Helm: prepare to go to vector: two, seven, zero, by
zero, zero, zero for two seconds." 


"Unknown cruiser on vector: two, one, two, by
zero, one, one," the radar operator shouted.


"Fired. Four missiles away, time to impact
forty-three seconds," said Tac officer O’Toole in a normal voice. 


Thirty seconds later.


"Four incoming, time to impact sixty-five seconds,"
Higgs shouted. Maclin smiled.


"Three hits on bogey one," Childs said. 


Seconds later.


"Four missiles away," O’Toole said.


"Helm, execute vector," Maclin said, and we
faded in and out again. "Comm, message to all Alliance ships in Oasis: ‘Vulcan
under attack by two unknown cruisers.’"


"Sent," Jimenz
said.


"Five hits on bogey one," Childs said.


"We can only do this two more times. Then we will
have to slug it out with them. But if we're lucky, they won't be in prime
condition," Maclin said.


I suspected he spoke more for our benefit than for the
Bridge personnel. 


Several minutes later, both bogeys appeared and Maclin
chose bogey two. We scored two. After our last available skip, the Vulcan had
scored four hits on bogey two and five on bogey one.


"Tac, alternate, four and four. Wouldn't want one
to feel cheated," Maclin said, the light-hearted banter probably intended to
keep everyone relaxed like this was a training exercise. From what I could feel,
it seemed to be working. The exchange went on for the next hour, with the
Vulcan slowly pulling ahead and an estimate of fifteen minutes until we would
be out of their missile range.


"Bogey one lost power," Childs said with
excitement in his voice. "Bogey two slowing, changing course."


"Good job, everyone. Maintain this vector.
Nav?"


"Seven hours, twenty-two minutes to Oasis,"
Dowell said, and everyone visually relaxed. I had been watching the damage monitor,
because the captain didn't want Jimenez to announce the damage as it occurred.
He had asked for specific information a couple of times. The Vulcan had taken a
beating but was surprisingly functional, which didn't mean many hadn't died or
suffered injuries.


There had been one Alliance ship in port, but by the
time they recalled sufficient crew to help, the fight was over. After hearing
what happened, they did proceed out to investigate bogey one, which had lost
power.


* * *


"Where do you want to start?" Adrian asked
when we arrived planet-side. Major Pannell had brought four guards for Adrian
and six rather than eight for Kris and me, as we had indicated we would be
together. Pannell had insisted we wear protective gear under our uniforms. None
of us objected after our previous encounters.


"Port Communications Headquarters, I would
assume. That's were all the records, files, and logs should be," Kris
said.


"I'd like to go visit the banks," I said.


"Why?" Adrian asked.


"If you can find where each individual banks,
their accounts may help us trim the list."


"That's a good alternative approach which might help
us to focus our inquiries or discover something we might miss otherwise.
Kris?"


"I'm for it. I understand money." Kris
grinned. We spent time looking at the banks where the people assigned to the communications
unit deposited their checks. There were three banks. After setting up our
tablets with the Oasis Communications Center, Adrian left for the Port
Communications Headquarters, and Kris and I went to the Bank of Oasis, the
largest of the three banks. Major Pannell chose to accompany us.


"I see you switched weapons, Agent Paulus. Have
you shot one lately?" he asked conversationally, but I could feel his
nervousness. Probably concerned I'd be more dangerous to his guards than
helpful.


"My mother is very smart. She had me taught in
all the basic non-assault weapons, and she had me qualify all four years at the
academy. I can hit the target in the bull’s-eye when it's standing still, but
when it's moving I thought a shard gun with a bit of a spread would be
better," I said. He nodded, appearing to reappraise me before commenting.


"I imagine people underestimate you a lot,
because of your youth."


When we reached the bank, Kris led us to the manager's
office, with all eyes following our procession and us. At the manager's office,
his secretary, a well-dressed elderly woman looking the typical guard dog,
attempted to assert her authority.


"Can I help you, Lieutenant?" she said as
Kris approached. 


"Yes. Please tell Mr. Saxton that Lieutenants
Sinclair and Paulus are here and require his assistance."


"He's a very busy man, Lieutenant. I can make you
an appointment for later—"


"Now!" Kris took out her P1A badge. "This
takes precedence over anything he's doing or planning on doing. Unless Oasis is
no longer in the Alliance."


After she got control of her rollercoaster emotions,
she announced our presence and the fact we had P1A badges, and we proceeded
into his office. Saxton was a short pudgy man with glasses and thinning hair.
He stayed sitting, his eyes wide as he surveyed our group. Kris marched up to
the desk and showed the P1A badge.


"Mr. Saxton, we need to look at some of your
customer accounts."


"They’re private," he protested.


"Major Pannell, arrest Mr. Saxton while I find
his assistant. I'm sure he'll prefer cooperation to prison."


"No, no, wait, I'll do it," he said as
perspiration formed on his forehead. Kris had him check every name that had
their paycheck deposited directly to the bank. Then I had him check the other
names. He found accounts for three of the other individuals on the list. I also
had him follow some money transfers and discovered two other accounts under a
different name.


We only managed to visit one other bank that day, but it produced
similar results. Afterward, we obtained rooms at the Army facility about twenty
klicks out of the city.


"An interesting day," Adrian said as we
settled down in a conference room the colonel in charge let us use. "There
has been a concerted effort to clean up. It would have passed a casual review,
but I went to the system logs and found the deletions—more than a hundred.
It's going to take a few days, but this is looking bigger that I expected. I
had thought one or two individuals, but it appears many more are
involved."


"The bank was a good idea and fun. P1A authority
is intoxicating," Kris said. "Anna had the manager check all the
names on the WavCom employee list, and we found several additional
accounts—big ones. And when we traced the bank transfers into and out of
these accounts, we found more accounts at other banks which look like they may
be aliases, again big amounts. We are talking millions of credits, and we've
only checked one bank.


* * *


For the next week, Kris and I hit all the banks, even
the small ones, and found every employee had two or more accounts and the
amounts far exceeded what these individuals could have saved on their current
salaries. Each day, Adrian identified the sender and receiver of each deleted
message. By the end of two weeks, we had a clear picture. The messages coming in
were predominately from people around the Alliance detailing the movements of
the UAS ships. The senders would have to be traced at some later date. The
outgoing messages were pickup and drop-off times with the names of real people
on Oasis but who were purported to be relatives of crew on merchant ships. When
checked, they had no relatives on merchant ships and had never sent any of
those messages.


"We have a problem," Adrian snorted.
"If we arrest all these people, the WavCom will be inoperative. The entire
unit is in on it."


"Ironically, we assumed the smugglers' operation
was run out of the FPU, when in fact it looks like it's an Alliance operation.
The FPU may provide contraband, but it’s the WavCom people on Oasis running the
operation," Kris said. "Anna was right thinking Oasis was a crucial
link."


"What if I contact the Army Colonel and have him
arrange to arrest the individuals we've identified? Meanwhile, you and Anna go
see Admiral Comstock, who is the head of Oasis's Port Authority, and let him
know what we've found and see if he has a temporary solution until he can get
permanent replacements. We can't wait too long. These people have to know we
are closing in on them and will disappear if we aren't careful." 


I didn't say anything. Something was missing, but I
couldn't place my finger on it. Everything Adrian and Kris said was true, but a
piece of the puzzle was missing.


* * *


Kris and I left for the Port Authority Headquarters
building after a quick breakfast.


"You've been very quiet, Anna. Anything
wrong?"


"Red and I think that we are missing
something."


"What did he say or do?" Kris said, a bit
amused. 


"Maybe I'm crazy, but I know when he's agitated.
Right or wrong, I trust the feeling." We arrived at the headquarters
building five minutes before our scheduled meeting with Admiral Comstock. His
secretary checked and told us to go in. Inside, the Admiral sat behind an
oversized wooden desk. He was well past middle age but looked fit, with wavy
dark brown hair and an equally thick brown mustache. His eyes assessed us like
a wildcat deciding whether we were prey, while his facial expression remained
relaxed. Kris and I saluted. He returned our salutes as he rose and came around
his desk. I almost didn't notice the armed naval lieutenant standing off to the
side against the wall.


"I understand you have important information for
me." His smile looked more like a grin. "Hopefully, it's
nothing—" he began, and then froze as Red made an impromptu
appearance with his head on my shoulder. "Get that damn snake out of here,
Lieutenant," he shouted. I could feel the anger and ... amusement. The
missing piece fell into place.


"Admiral, I'd like to examine your tablet and
office computer," I said as I approached him and heard Kris's gasp.


"How dare you? I'll have you court-martialed for
conduct—" He stopped when I held my P1A badge inches from his face.


"It's not a request, Admiral. It's an
order." I felt Red's head change position, and out of the corner of my
eye, I could see the lieutenant reaching for his gun and the Admiral beginning
to move away from me. I drew my gun and moved to put Comstock between the lieutenant
and me a second too late, and pain seared my side. Before he could shoot again,
I stepped behind Comstock and pointed my gun at his head. Given he was twice my
size, there was no way the lieutenant would chance a shot at me no matter how
good he was. But before I could say drop
that gun, he was beside Kris with his gun to her head.


"Drop the gun, or I'll kill your friend," he
sneered. I guess he thought that would frighten the young girl into
surrendering her weapon. He was right; it did frighten me. The thought of me
being responsible for Kris's death made bile rise into my throat, but I knew
with certainty this wasn't a guard protecting his admiral. He was here for a
purpose—and Kris and I were that purpose.


"Lieutenant, we are acting with Priority One
Access authority. You are facing prison time if you don't put down that weapon
immediately."


"I'll count to three, then she's dead," he
shouted this time. Kris didn't say a thing. She didn't have to. I could feel
her determination and amusement as she watched me like she was enjoying a stage
play. I thumbed the shard gun spread to the narrowest—about ten
centimeters at this range—and
grabbed Red from my shoulder. Like he understood, he didn't wrap himself around
my arm.


"One ... two ..."


"My friend will go to Heaven, and you and the
admiral will go to Hell a second later," I said, interrupting his count as
I placed my gun against the admiral's head. I had taken a huge risk, but I felt
he wasn't ready to face death.


"Not so easily intimidated. How about I cripple
her one piece at a time? How about we start at the knees?" His laser left her
head and began to move toward her leg. I steadied my breathing as Chief Ransom
had taught me and concentrated on my target.


"I'm sorry, Red," I whispered as my arm
circled down and then up. "Incoming," I shouted as Red’s wiggling
body arched high into the air heading for Kris and her attacker. The lieutenant's
eyes flew open, and his hand with his laser rose toward Red, who was beginning
his descent. Kris’s eyes went from me to Red to the lieutenant's laser as it
rose toward Red. She pushed her body backward as he and I shot simultaneously.
He screamed, his face twisted in pain as the shards tore his extended hand and
forearm to shreds. I prepared to shoot again, but it wasn't necessary. He had
dropped the laser and let go of Kris to clutch at his mangled hand and forearm.


 "Oh,
my God, Anna," Kris said as she pulled out her laser and simultaneously
kicked the lieutenant's laser across the room, then raced to pick up Red.
"You'll die ..." She scooped up Red and examined him from head to
tail. I almost laughed with relief seeing Kris, who hated snakes, examining Red
like he was a cloth toy. "He missed. If he had killed Red..." Tears
filled her eyes as she handed Red back to me.


"I just hoped I could shoot before the lieutenant,
or that being Red’s nanny, you would jerk enough when you saw him trying to shoot
Red to screw up his aim. You did." Red slid around my neck, and his tongue
flicked against my cheek.


Just then, Major Pannell came through the door with
his multifunctional weapon at the ready. 


"Arrest them, Major," Comstock shouted.
Pannell scanned the room and looked to me, then Kris.


"Major, that man needs a doctor and is under arrest
for failure to obey a lawful order by an officer with P1A authority. And
Admiral Comstock is under arrest for ... specific charges are yet to be
determined." 


Pannell nodded and waved in the rest of his detail and
began giving orders to secure the lieutenant and the admiral and to see to his
injury. I walked behind his desk with Kris following. "What do you think,
Anna?"


"I think the admiral is the missing piece of the
puzzle. I didn't think the people in the WavCom unit were smart enough or had sufficient
authority to pull this off. I think we'll find the admiral is the head of the
smuggling organization."


"I hope so. Otherwise, we're never going to get
P1A authorization again," she quipped. "You're bleeding," she
screamed and pulled up my shirt to examine the blood-soaked area. "You're
lucky, sort of. That protective vest absorbed most of the laser's beam, but you
have a nasty cut where it ends." 


Just then, a corporal handed her a towel. "Here,
hold onto this until the major can get you to the hospital," she said
while placing it over the wound.


"Can you walk, Lieutenant?" Pannell asked.
When I nodded, he supported me under my arm and walked me to the car, with two
marines following. I was glad to sit, not sure if the sudden weakness I felt
was from a loss of blood or the aftershock from the incident—the lieutenant
could have killed Red or I could have shot Kris, or both.


"You can shoot, Lieutenant Paulus. Even with a
shard gun, that was a remarkable shot. Your mother must be a Seer, Chief Ransom
an excellent teacher, and you a very clever ... woman. Even with your shard gun
set to a tight beam, you couldn't have shot the admiral's lieutenant without
hitting Lieutenant Sinclair. With a laser maybe. So that was quick thinking and
risky. If I understand correctly, if the lieutenant had killed your krait, you
would have eventually died of the Coaca Virus."


"Some things are worth dying for, Major," I
said knowing I'd do it again, and I pressed Red to my cheek in apology.


* * *


After I was released from the hospital two days later,
Adrian, Kris, and I spent the next two weeks going over the admiral's files,
CPC, tablet, and private computer system. It detailed the names of merchants—which we already knew—and his contacts
on every planet as well as in the FPU.









CHAPTER FIFTEEN



 






Returning Heroes


Two weeks later, Admirals Webb, Lulltrel, and Rawls
appeared on Oasis for a review of our findings. Arrest warrants were issued for
the names in Comstock's records and the merchants who were still loose. 


And at a private ceremony, the three of us were
awarded the Navy Cross for solving the drug and contraband crises which had
been growing for more than twenty years, and I received another Purple Heart.
To my delight, Alexa was allowed to attend the ceremony. Afterward, she took
the team to dinner at a very exclusive restaurant.


"Alexa, how would you like to adopt me?"
Kris said after the waiter delivered our drinks. They had all ordered some
wine. I thought about doing the same but in the end decided against it. I
wasn't sure how it might affect Red or me. Wine did enter the blood stream, and
Red drank my blood. "Your daughter has become like my little sister this
past year. We could make it official."


"You will always be welcome in our home, Kris. It
terrifies me Anna risked Red to save you, but it also shows how much she thinks
of you."


"That terrified me to death. I would have stopped
her if I could, but she was too quick."


"You should have seen her, Mother. After I shot
the lieutenant's hand and he fell to the floor, Kris ran over and scooped up
Red and examined him from head to tail."


"And obviously Red didn't bite her."


"No, he somehow understands those close to me. I
don't understand, but I know he’s something more than a common krait, and he
communicates with me on some level."


"I believe her. On the ship when she had her
tirade with Captain Sharat..." Kris went on to explain the incident.


"Red stayed with you and didn't try to leave or
feed off you? That is amazing," Adrian said, shaking his head in
disbelief. "Remind me not to go on missions with Anna without you, Kris.
Actually, hanging around both of you is dangerous." He laughed and raised
his glass. "One for all and all for one."


* * *


The next day, Stauffer called a team meeting, which
turned out to be a sort of mini-party.


"You have made a lot of people very happy.
Admirals Webb and Lulltrel are looking like geniuses and getting credit for
breaking up the smugglers' operation. Admiral Rawls is being promoted to Vice
Admiral and will be in line for Admiral Lulltrel’s position when he retires.
I'm being promoted to Commodore. Thank you," he said, and paused until the
clapping stopped. "Adrian and Kris will be promoted to Lieutenant
Commanders on the next promotion list. Anna, they are not sure what to do with
you. They want to promote you, but your age presents them with a dilemma."


"I understand," I said. "I'm not old
enough to be a full lieutenant."


"It's not fair." Adrian scowled. "Many
of the clues that led us to the smugglers were Anna's."


"No, it's not fair. The missiles led us to the
merchants and were our first big break. And then there was the admiral,"
Kris said, looking mad.


"I know. I don't know what they are going to do.
They might start Anna's time in grade as a lieutenant commander from today but
hold the promotion for a year or two, or ... who knows what they will decide.
It's being discussed way above my pay level." He shrugged. "Admiral
Rawls would like to keep the team together on Oxax." He paused, looking at
each of us. "Hearing no objections, I assume that means you are all
agreeable?" He received nods from each of us. "Good, you each have
three weeks’ leave coming as a bonus. By the time you come back to Oxax, I'll
have an assignment for you. I have to keep you busy, but in truth, you will be
held in reserve for the next big NIA case."



 

To be continued.
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