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March 18, 2109
  
“Dan, wake up! We have to move now!”
Vice Admiral Waikford blinked open his eyes and found himself looking up at the face of his XO, then a massive jab of pain manifested itself in his forehead. He reached up towards the spot but Carolyn caught his hand before it could reach his head.
“You have a concussion, at least,” she said as another explosion rocked the station. “I’ve got the bleeding stopped, but we have to move.”
With an effort she pulled him up to his feet and dipped her head underneath one of his shoulders.
“Report,” Waikford ordered meekly, still unsure of his surroundings.
“The fleet’s broken and what’s left of the enemy is pounding the station. We have to evacuate,” she said, walking him down an empty hall with bits of ceiling panel lying about. When they turned the corner they ran into a closed pressure door.
“Damn it,” Captain Kerber swore, having to think fast. With a none too subtle tug she redirected the American fleet commander down a side hallway, half dragging him onward.
“Clark?” Waikford inquired, grimacing against the obvious head wound obscured beneath a hastily applied bandage circling his head like a bloody halo.
“Dead,” Carolyn said as they were both thrown off their feet and into the wall by a sudden lurch. 
With a sinking feeling in her gut, the Captain in charge of the US Navy defense station knew the power to the rotational spur had just been cut, meaning the large rotating disc they were in was going to slow down and eventually leave them in zero g.
“Hurry,” she insisted, dragging Waikford on. 
“Who’s taken command?”
“Dan, it’s over. The fleet’s gone. There’s nothing left to command.”
“How?” he asked, aghast.
“Later,” she said, finally finding the hallway she wanted. “I’ve ordered the station evacuated. We’re one of the last ones left and we need to get off before the British blow our asses to pieces.”
Coming to a closed transparent door on their right, Carolyn pressed the activation button and the access way to the escape pods ground open. At the far end of the narrow hall was an identical door, one that showed a mix of broken station pieces and stars on the opposite side. The hull breach was the reason the other hallway had been locked down, preventing their access.
Most of the 36 escape pods were already gone, but three remained and Carolyn pulled the Admiral into the nearest one, then climbed in after him. Reaching up, she sealed the hatch behind them in the cramped circular pod while Dan pulled himself against the padded wall and sat down, clumsily finding the seat belt and connecting it to the appropriate receptacle. There were six such seats arrayed around the perimeter of the pod, with a small table/control console in the center. 
Carolyn stood on top of the table, making sure that the inner hatch located in the ceiling was truly secure, then she hopped down and took a seat, powering up the pod’s internal life support systems with a few key presses. Strapping herself in, she hit the release and waited. 
On the outside ring of the 8th disc in the ‘coin stack’ military defense station an armored panel blew off explosive bolts and cleared a short access tube from which the teardrop-shaped escape pod rolled out, propelled by the centrifugal force of the still spinning disc. Its straight-line trajectory moved it slowly away from the besieged station and at approximately a right angle from the debris field that contained the 106 warship hulks from the recent naval engagement. 
Twelve British ships had survived, including one of their carriers, which had refueled its fighters twice already, sending them back in with more missiles to pick away at the station while the command ship sat safely at a distance. Up closer, the other eleven warships pounded away at the American base with cannons, having long since expended all of their missiles. Chunk after chunk of the rotating discs broke off from the station, but the sheer size of the construct and the thick armor plating covering it were making it truly difficult to kill…but without any remaining opposition from the American fleet its death was all but inevitable. 
Bringing up a small video relay on the pod’s tabletop, Carolyn swiveled the exterior camera around to give them a view of what was happening to the slowly shrinking station as a fighter zipped by, causing the Captain’s heart to skip a beat, but it didn’t fire at the pod, too concerned with other targets.
 As the entirety of the station finally filled the viewscreen, Carolyn’s breath caught in her throat. She’d known the lower weapons batteries had been taken offline early on, but she hadn’t realized that most of those levels had been completely sheared off from the station. She glanced around to see if she could location them, but they weren’t in camera range and she knew it would be stupid to activate the pod’s active radar…their staying alive required them to stay hidden, as much as possible, as their limited momentum swung them free of the station’s death throws.
Some return fire from the battle station was still evident. Apparently her evacuation order hadn’t been heeded by everyone and some of the top mounted turrets were still slugging it out with a pair of cruisers, one of which had a satisfying hull breach along the port flank, but other than that the station was completely nonresponsive. The mass of weaponry that had been activated when the battle began had been completely ravaged during the course of the fighting, and it looked like this time the British weren’t interested in capturing the American facility. They appeared intent to utterly destroy it. 
Carolyn was fortunate that they hadn’t flown off the station and into one of the attacking ships or debris in the area, given that their launch vector had been entirely random. From their pod’s passive sensors they could track the transponders on all the ships and fighters, and it appeared they were going to clear the battlefield without incident. There was a distress signal button underneath a panel on the tabletop that would alert their fleet to their position, but she held off activating it, hoping to get farther away from the British before doing so. 
She wasn’t completely sure whether or not they could hope for retrieval, given what had just happened to their fleet, but she also didn’t like the idea of the angry British making target practice of their pod, so she held off activating it.
“Anyone else?” the Admiral asked.
Carolyn shook her head, with her loose hair flying every which way in the zero g. “There’s no way of knowing.”
“Use the comm panel,” he suggested, pointing to a section of the tabletop.
“I didn’t want to give away our position.”
“We won’t last very long if someone doesn’t know to come get us,” he argued, his voice weak. 
“I don’t think we have any ships in the area,” she said, knowing well that meant a death sentence. “Do you want me to signal the British and ask if they will accept our surrender?”
“No…there’s…another option,” he said, his breath seeming to escape his lungs with every word. “Code prompt...zero…zero…ten.”
Carolyn activated the pod’s comm gear and input the code, recognizing it as a Star Force prompt. “You think they’ll respond?”
“They always…watch…and…pick up…survivors.”
Carolyn dug under the table and pulled open a small panel, revealing an assortment of survival supplies. Her hand brushed across a small metallic case of foodstuffs but she pushed it aside, looking for the med kit. A moment later she found it attached by velcro to the back wall in the small cubicle and pulled it free and out onto her lap, where she held it down with one hand while flipping the lid open with the other. All the items were secured inside so they wouldn’t float off, including a series of medication vials. 
The Captain pulled out one in particular and gently solicited one of the tiny anti-trauma pills, then snapped the lid back on and returned it to its appropriate slot in the kit. 
“Take this,” she said, passing him the stabilization pill. It was designed to reduce bodily functions enough to prolong the treatability window for injuries, in this case being the Admiral’s head wound. Hopefully it would slow any internal swelling and give his body time to heal…or reach a medic, which seemed overly optimistic right now.
“Water,” he said after grabbing the tiny blue disc from her outstretched hand.
“Right,” she said, silently cursing herself for forgetting. She dug back down into the supply cubicle and found several clear bottles, then passed one over to him. With an effort, he got the pill down then continued to sip on the straw periodically, saying nothing and looking like he was having a hard time remaining conscious.
“What happened?” he asked after a few silent minutes.
“To the fleet or you?”
“Both.”
“The bridge took a hit…I’m not sure how. Maybe an internal ricochet from a hull breach. All I know is the side wall blew out and you took a chunk to the head and passed out. There was a slow atmospheric leak, but we got it patched up long enough to see our fleet get massacred.”
The Admiral’s eyes focused on Carolyn, demanding more of an answer.
“When the enemy fighters swarmed the fleet, Admiral Clark moved out to engage the carriers,” she said regretfully.
“Idiot!” Waikford cursed. “That’s just what they wanted.”
“Well they got it,” she confirmed, agreeing with his sentiment. The Captain had had a very intense discussion over the subject with Clark when he decided to leave the defensive sphere around her station and taking her weaponry out of the fight. “We had an 8 ship edge, along with more tonnage, but it wasn’t enough. They picked the fleet apart then moved on the station. They lost most of their fleet in the process, I made sure we made them pay for it, but their surviving ships are tearing apart the station. On the up side, I think they’re too busy to notice our pods.”
“You said we were the last off?”
“More or less. It took a lot of time to get your bleeding stopped, and I wasn’t going to move you leaking through the corridors. You would have bled out by now.”
“Feels like…I already have,” Waikford admitted. “Were the other escape pods…launched?”
“Yes.”
“We need to find them and…link up to maximize…our chances.”
“We’re not picking up any transponders.”
“They’re probably running dark…until…they get further away. We have to act…before that.”
“Alright,” Carolyn said, reconfiguring the comm to send out two periodic signals…the one to Star Force that cycled every 10 minutes, and the low power signal specifically designated for pod to pod location. It would cycle every 30 seconds, offering a slight ping that would show up on other pods’ passive sensors.
“Nothing,” she reported after five minutes of waiting.
“Add your designator…and if that doesn’t work…add mine.”
The Captain bit on her lip awkwardly. Adding a designator would mean she’d be broadcasting that this pod contained a high ranking officer rather than just the odd crewman. If the British were monitoring, it’d paint a big bull’s eye on their pod for the enemy fighters to target. 
Then again, if they just waited and did nothing the fighters could come around and kill them anyway. Belatedly she agreed with the Admiral’s logic, figuring they might as well control what part of their destiny they could, rather than sit around and hope for a miracle.
She input her designator code into the system and hit the broadcast button, wondering how wise this was. 
Within a minute they received a response ping.
“Got one,” she said excitedly, seeing that it wasn’t far off. 
“Get us there…slowly.”
With a flurry of commands, Carolyn brought up the navigational system onto the tabletop touchscreen. Their fuel was limited, but the thrusters had enough maneuvering capability to keep them from being completely ballistic, and according to her computations they did have enough to rendezvous with the other pod.
Knowing that haste would waste fuel, Carolyn nulled out the difference vector between the two pods then added a little extra thrust to start them drifting towards each other, but no more. It would take hours for them to rendezvous, but they wouldn’t have to waste fuel with a massive deceleration upon arrival, and the more they saved the better at this point.
When the opposite pod pinged again two others responded as well, prompting Carolyn to alter their signal, indicating that the others should rendezvous with them. Having already made things easy for the first pod, she began running the calculations for the others and discovering that they were going to have to burn a considerable amount of fuel to catch up with them, given their radial directions. They were both ‘close’ as far as being on the same side of the station, but their inertia was carrying them separate ways, with the gaps increasing every second.
The Captain knew the key was trends and predictability. If she kept making adjustments for the sake of the others, and they did the same, they’d end up wasting more fuel by having to guess where the command pod was going to be. By keeping ballistic she would give them a predictable target to rendezvous with…though she wished she could tell them that over the comms. That was a risk she wasn’t prepared to take though, for the quieter they were the less chance of attracting attention. With so much debris floating around a silent pod would look the same on radar, giving them a good chance of escape once they got considerably farther away from the quickly disintegrating station.
“I’ve got three pods now,” she said, then realized the Admiral had slipped back into unconsciousness. She unlatched her restraints and moved to the seat next to him to check his vitals, letting out a sigh of relief when she confirmed he was still breathing.
“Hang on, Dan,” she whispered, turning her attention back to the other pods.
  
Two hours later the first rendezvous occurred, and with some precision flying Carolyn was able to mate the top of their teardrop pod with the bottom of the other, thereby establishing a hard connection that came up through a second, hidden hatch underneath the control console of the other pod. When the connection was made, she floated up and through the short extendable connection and poked her head out underneath the raised console, then climbed up into their cabin like a hamster coming up and out a small tube.
“Captain, are we ever glad to see you,” one of the four crewmen in the pod said with a look of genuine relief on his face.
Carolyn glanced around, taking stock of the survivors, with her eyes landing on the medic’s uniform to her left. 
“You, come with me,” she said, pointing to the man before crawling back down the cramped tunnel. 
“Do you have wounded?” he asked, sliding down feet first. 
“Dear god!” he exclaimed once he saw the other occupant. 
“What is it?” a voice asked.
“It’s Admiral Waikford,” the medic answered back. “He’s got some type of a head wound,” the medic said, his voice trailing off as he floated down next to the still unconscious man. 
“Piece of debris hit him,” Carolyn said, floating mid cabin with a hand on the hatchway. “He’s lost a lot of blood.”
“Have you given him anything?”
“Blue pill.”
“Good…that probably helped. Get me two whites and something to grind them down with. I need them in powder form.”
Pushing off the ‘ceiling’ Carolyn dropped down to the console and began digging around inside. She found the vile with the white pills, marked as painkillers, and pulled out a pair of the dry tablets, which she placed inside an empty ration cartridge split up into sections like an egg carton. Lastly she removed her wedding ring and handed it all to the medic. 
“Water bottle,” he said next, carefully grinding up the pills using her ring as the breaker as he cupped the floating dust expertly back into the cartridge slot. “Open it then hand it to me very, very slowly.”
Doing as bidden, Carolyn unscrewed the cap then kept enough forward momentum to keep the water from flowing forward. The movement acted like artificial gravity, keeping it in place at the bottom of the flexible bottle until it got into the medic’s hand…who whipped it around in circular motion, ever so slowly decreasing speed until it was just barely moving. 
With a flick of his other hand he brought his thumb to bear over the top of the cartridge that he had been holding closed and flicked out a bit of crushed pill dust, whereupon he flew the open bottle around in mid air, collecting the dust all the while keeping a little momentum in the liquid to hold it in place. He continued with the exercise until he had all the dust relocated and he released cartridge.
“Cap,” he called, getting it handed to him a moment later. He caught the lid on the bottle and screwed it tight, then began shaking the liquid to mix in the medication.
“Well done,” Carolyn congratulated him. 
“Now for the hard part,” the medic said, jostling the Admiral. He had to shake him many times before the man’s eyelids snapped open.
“Good,” the medic said under his breath. “Admiral, can you hear me?”
“Carolyn?”
“I’m here,” she said, sliding over to his right side, opposite the medic. “We’ve docked with another pod, one with a medic.”
“Good…very good,” he said, coughing slightly, which he immediately regretted as the bodily tremors did a number on his head.
“I need you to sip this, sir. It will help with the pain,” the medic said, handing him the bottle with straw. 
“How many?” he asked his XO.
“Four,” she answered. “With five more pods enroute. We located some others while you were out.”
“The British?”
“Leaving us alone, for now. I think they’re searching their own wreckage for survivors.”
“No reinforcements, I take it?”
“No, sir. Looks like we’re going to be on our own for a while,” she said, speaking more formally now that crew were present. 
“We’re not dead yet,” he reminded them. “So long as we stay alive there’s still a chance of rescue.”
  
8 hours later that rescue would come in the form of a Star Force SR and escorts, sent to respond to the distress call as well as search the battle debris for any survivors. By that time all 7 pods had grouped together and interconnected, with the hammerhead of the SR swallowing them up inside its forward bay and attaching them to the internal airlock as work skiffs nudged the entire assembly into place, after which the Americans were free to exit their pods and move inside the pressurized portion of the Star Force ship.
The Admiral came out last, nearly catatonic, with Carolyn staying at his side the entire way to the med bay, grateful for gravity under her feet once again…which also made her overly full bladder all the more insistent. After seeing the Admiral into the hands of a proper medical staff, she excused herself and went with the rest of the rescued crew to get cleaned up and a hot meal to eat. By the time she got back to the med bay, well over an hour later, Dan was already awake and alert.
“Thank you, Carolyn,” he said gratefully as she stepped to the side of his remarkably spartan bed, which was little more than a cushioned pad with no blankets or sheets, only a built in pillow bump. On his head was a small wireless monitoring device, with his vitals being displayed on a plate-sized screen positioned over his ‘bed.’
“What was I going to do? Gramps would never have let me hear the end of it if I’d left you behind.”
“Family connection aside, I owe you.”
“Damn straight you do. Someone needs to teach you how to duck,” she said in jest, knowing that there was no way he or anyone else could have avoided that exploding wall. She’d been lucky not to be hit herself.
“Figure he’s ok?”
“I hope so,” she said, the spark gone from her voice. She looked her cousin in the eye and shook her head. “He’s not going to be happy when he hears about this.”
“He hasn’t been happy since the war started,” Dan pointed out.
“It’s worse when it’s personal,” Carolyn said, dropping her eyes. “He’ll be kicking himself for no reason, you know that.”
“Have they let you send a message?”
“Yes, they’re being very accommodating…as usual.”
“What are they going to do with us?”
Carolyn glanced at the handful of medics walking about, none within ear shot of her return whisper. 
“They’ll be sending us back to Earth, eventually,” she said, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “but first we’re being transferred to a Star Force facility in Lunar orbit.”
“That’s rather out of the way,” he said, catching her tone.
Carolyn nodded. “I have a feeling they’re going to lay down a blockade on the Moon.”
Dan frowned, less from the persistent headache than from the strategy of the situation. Ever since Mars, the American military hadn’t been sure what to expect from Star Force at Earth, though a blockade of the Moon made perfect sense. Deescalate the ground war by denying supplies, much as they had at Mars, only this time they would have the bulk of all the major players’ navies to contend with. 
He certainly hoped Washington wouldn’t be so reckless as to try and confront Star Force directly, though a part of him hoped that the British and Japanese would be so bold and get their asses handed to them. At the same time though, that wasn’t entirely a pleasant thought, given that his grandfather was currently living on Luna…and serving as Governor of a British colony, no less. 
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March 20, 2109
  
Duke Nevil Windsor slammed his fist onto his desktop, bouncing the items thereupon into the air in the low Lunar gravity. “I swear, this has gone too far!”
He left the message from his granddaughter on his screen and hauled his 92 year old body out of his chair and began to pace to and fro across his office…an old habit he’d developed in times of deep reflection, and right now he definitely needed to think.
To date his colony on Luna hadn’t been directly affected by the war, it was one of several city-states located in the UK’s various territorial zones, all scattered across the surface of the moon. His was the largest and sandwiched between Star Force, Australian, Brazilian, and Spanish territories, leaving the Americans and Germans with no direct overland access to his duchy, to which he’d been appointed Governor at the founding, some 32 years ago.
He and many of the other colonists had grown old on Luna, so much so that they couldn’t return home to the isles without risking cardiac arrest, due to what now seemed like an excessive amount of gravity. Nevil’s body had adjusted to the low g’s, and thanks to his growing up on Earth his average lifespan had been greatly expanded, as had many others whose latent strength made them seemingly superhuman compared to those few colonists that had been born on the moon. They’d never known the higher gravity, and had learned to walk, run, jump, and otherwise live normally in what others had initially felt to be an alien environment.
Nevil had a foot in both worlds now, having been on Luna for so long. Some days he felt like a native, others reminded him of his roots on Earth…but today was unique in that he held a pure hatred for his home country. A nation he had been fervently loyal to his entire life, which was one of the reasons he’d been entrusted with the leadership of Tranquility and mostly left to his own purposes with regards to the colony. He ruled here, for lack of a better term, but now he was truly ashamed of his British heritage, something that turned his stomach with all sorts of internal conflict.
The Royal Navy had tried to kill his grandchildren…and almost succeeded. They’d attacked and then destroyed the defense station they’d both been posted to, with no attempts made at capturing the behemoth American station or offering the crew an honorable surrender. The Navy, along with the rest of the UK it seemed, was out for blood.
The same could be said of the Americans, though the British/Japanese alliance had them playing more defense than offense these days, with the major exception being the ground war. When the UK had launched a combined offensive against the American Lunar territories they’d encountered more resistance than they’d expected and quickly found themselves losing territory once the new ground war kicked off. If it wasn’t for the help of the Japanese and Indian armies, the Americans would have overrun them entirely instead of the perpetual stalemate that had ensued. 
Nevil was glad that there hadn’t been a rout, because Tranquility could have come under attack with the backlash. As it was they were in a stable portion of Luna, but no territory was truly safe from a dropship launched attacked, so Nevil’s own security forces had been instructed to stay alert at all times. The small military base within the city had long since been evacuated. Its troops redeployed to the front where they had been deemed ‘necessary.’ Nevil had still been fuming about that call on the part of Admiral Popplewell, leaving him with little more than a police force should Tranquility come under attack, when the message from Carolyn had come through.
Truth be told, Nevil had been on edge ever since the war started, with four of his six grandchildren in service to the American military. Pauli was stationed on Earth and presumably safe, while Martin had been serving in the American Mars fleet and captured by Star Force when they took control of the planet and booted all the warring nations out. The Duke had been utterly distraught until he learned that Martin and the rest of the troops had been returned to Earth unharmed, feeling like he’d dodged the proverbial bullet there.
But now he had come within a hair of losing his other two grandchildren, with his own people to blame and Star Force to thank for their rescue. How could the Royal Navy refuse to pick up enemy escape pods? Where was their honor? Nevil’s blood was boiling so much that he didn’t even notice his personal assistant enter his office.
“Duke,” the thin man said politely, drawing his attention with a wave of his hand. “We have received a message from Star Force.”
Nevil came to a standstill in the center of his office, his back to the thick transparent windows looking out over the Lunar surface from the 34th floor of the royal tower. “To whom was it addressed?”
“It’s a general announcement to the moon, announcing their implementation of a blockade.”
“A blockade?” Nevil said, rubbing the thin white goatee on his thick jaw thoughtfully. “Same as they did on Mars?”
“It appears so. Only the factions involved in the war are affected. All other transit will be allowed to proceed normally. The message has been uploaded to your terminal if you would like to review it in detail. There were a number of stipulations regarding the interaction between involved and uninvolved parties.”
“Thank you, I will,” the Duke said distractedly. “Tell the quartermaster to begin tightening his stores. We may have to enact rationing at some point, and I’d rather that be later than sooner.”
The man nodded respectfully then backtracked out of the office to relay Nevil’s orders, leaving the Governor to his pacing, which resumed as soon as the door closed. His circular loop swung by his desk where he picked up a datapad and linked in to his office’s computer system, finding and pulling up the Star Force communiqué. 
As he expected, the message was both proper and thorough. They were locking down all orbital traffic, including short range hops from territory to territory via dropship. Overland transit hadn’t been banned, as of yet, but one condition of allowing the non-involved parties to continue with orbital shipping was a mandatory restriction against trade between nation zones involved in the war…which meant his duchy was completely isolated. He couldn’t receive supplies or troops from other allied territories, nor could he supply them via air traffic, and there were no overland routes available that didn’t pass through nonaligned territories. 
That meant for the duration of this blockade Tranquility was on its own with no way to resupply or evacuate…though he imagined that Star Force would allow a surrender if he allowed them to confiscate the facilities and territory. It would either be that or wait for London to decide to abandon the war…and he knew deep down in the pit of his churning gut that they’d let Tranquility rot before doing so, just like they did with their colonies on Mars. 
Nevil had kept in close contact with Duke Chamberlain, Governor of the Sunrise colony on Mars during the ordeal and he knew that they’d suffered through severe rationing up until the time came when Star Force landed troops and relieved him of his duchy, evacuating all of the colonists and tending to the sick and injured as they were shipped off planet. Privately the Duke had confided in Nevil that he had been grateful for the end of the ordeal, noting that it seemed that Star Force cared more about the British citizenry than London did.
His contemporary had recently arrived back on Earth, unsure what his future assignments, if any, would be. Like Nevil he had relished the position of Governor, both for the opportunity and responsibility of expanding British holdings across the star system. Both men had done well to grow their upstart colonies into something truly grand, second only to Star Force in terms of structural and economic largess, making the handful of large British colonies the envy of their neighbors. 
Not everyone was so keen on building civilian populations, to be sure. Many simply sought natural resources or other economic/military ventures, but the British colonization push had been civilization based, intent on spreading its people outward. Nevil had wholeheartedly agreed with this approach, and was pleased with the gentlemen’s rivalry with the Americans when the colonization rush began…it was the more recent years during which that rivalry had turned into an economic feud when his mood had soured, but he had always supported his grandchildren, even if they weren’t British. 
Why his two daughters had chosen to marry foreigners he’d never understand, but in the end they both turned out to be good men, which he was fortunate for. His family had long since been the foundation of his existence, bolstered by the fact that they were distant relatives of the royal family, but primarily rooted in the solidarity the family structure provided. He not only had close ties with his immediate family, but those of his two deceased brothers as well. The Windsor family stuck together, supported each other in times of distress and honored each other with each individual’s accomplishments adding to the family name.
Even the American branch of the family was as much an integrated part as the British components…as well as one small New Zealand offshoot. Never before had the family known division, but now Nevil’s loyalties to his British roots came into direct contrast with those of his family…and it was eating him up.
Not only that, but he, as Governor, had a responsibility to the 67,854 colonists under his care…and thanks to London they were going to be disregarded in favor of national pride. How could the common bloke back home be so ignorant? Was it because they felt themselves safe on Earth that they had no concern for those of us up here? Are we just pawns in some massive game of chess? 
Nevil sighed, tossing his datapad back on the desk as he continued to pace. His metaphor was more apt than he’d intended. London was treating the colonists as pawns…and in chess, the pawns were the first ones sacrificed in order to protect the King.
But they weren’t pawns, damn it. They were people. London had a responsibility to them as much as to those British citizens on Earth and they were completely abandoning that duty! The Duke wondered if there was any shred of honor left in the politics of parliament these days.
One thing was certain, he wasn’t going to abandon these people…not that he could leave either, but that wasn’t the point. He did have a code of honor, and as Governor he had more responsibilities than perks, and he’d be damned if he was going to let his people suffer for the sake of London’s war.
His arms locked behind his back as he paced, signaling a trend of thought. An idea was in the makings, and a bold one at that. He’d been bordering on dishonor ever since the war had begun by taking sides against his own family, but since he wasn’t involved in the military side of things he’d convinced himself that he was neutral in the conflict and posed no threat to his American kin, but his heart had still been torn in two, unable to fully support his fellow Brits when their victory could mean the death of his family members. 
Now he had an opportunity to right that wrong, even if it wasn’t of his own making. His honor would be restored and his duty to his subjects acquitted at the same time…all thanks to Star Force. Their blockade gave him the separation he needed, and if there were to be tough times ahead he was going to turn Star Force’s crippling strategy into a game changer, if they would allow him to, and he figured they just might.
The Duke stopped in front of the east window and stared out over the barren Lunar surface, then tilted his chin down a bit to look out over the city-state that seemed to be creeping further and further out from the tower each day as more buildings slowly assimilated the moon’s surface, civilizing it into a proper home, one that both he and his family could be proud of.
Or so he hoped, because if he was able to pull this off, it would be the only home he had left.
Turning about he walked over to his desk and stabbed the comm button. “Mr. Sandsbury, I need all my senior staff members in my office in one hour. No excuses for not attending. We have an urgent matter to discuss.”
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March 29, 2109
  
“First you seized our facilities and ships in the asteroid belt,” the German Ambassador complained to Davis, “then you went and kicked everyone off Mars, but now a blockade of the Moon! This is totally unacceptable! We are a sovereign nation and have the right to go to war if we so choose. It is not for you to decide if and when there is to be any fighting. You’ve already laid down your economic penalties, which are damning enough, but you’re not the UN. You have no right to dictate to us over matters that do not concern you.”
“Be wary, Ambassador,” Davis said evenly, seated behind his desk  in a practiced pose of calm with the busy backdrop of the sun-soaked Atlantis cityscape behind him with regular dropship and aircraft flights coming to and fro, making the ocean city the busiest commerce port on the planet. “If you claim to have the right to make war, then Star Force likewise has that right. And if we should choose to blockade rather than fight, then that’s our prerogative.”
The Ambassador’s face scrunched up in disgust. “You are a business, not a nation.”
“We are the guardians,” Davis said more pointedly, “and your war serves no purpose. If there was legitimate cause for fighting we’d be the first to jump in, fists swinging.”
“And you don’t consider Japan’s nuking of the American shipyards a legitimate cause?”
“If that were truly your motivation it would be a different matter entirely, but we both know it is not. It was an excuse to join in the powergrab, and we will continue to reduce the war’s scope up until Germany either surrenders or has nothing left to fight with. You still have time to save face and your Lunar territories…some of them anyway. If we have to land troops to stop the surface campaigns you’ll lose all of them.”
“So…you mean to pick us clean to the bone?”
“I hope it won’t come to that,” Davis said, steepling his fingers in front of his chest, “but we’re prepared to do so if Germany and the others nations don’t stop fighting of their own accord.”
The German Ambassador shook his head in disgust. “You have no right.”
“As of now, Germany is being stricken with a military ban on Luna. If you remove your troops immediately you will be allowed to conduct civilian projects in your current territories…though not those you took from the South Africans. You’ll have to relinquish those, but the others will come under Star Force protection when you withdraw your troops. If the British or the Japanese wish to try and add them to their holdings, they’ll have our military to deal with. If you persist in waging a ground war for territories that you know I’m not going to let you keep, then you’ll be expelled from Luna entirely.”
“You’d make all the gains my people have fought so hard to acquire mean nothing?” the Ambassador protested. “Thousands of Germans have died fighting this war to come to the aid of the Americans in what we believed was a just cause, and you’d have us give back what we’ve rightfully won as if this whole thing was some giant game where you get to reset the pieces after it’s over?”
“The pieces aren’t going back where they were, Ambassador. The map is changing, and those nations involved in this war are losing territory. You’ve already lost Mars. What do you have to gain by continuing to fight?”
The German was silent for a moment, chewing on the inside of his cheek distractedly. “If we were to back out now, the American fleet would be overrun. We won’t abandon them.”
“This war is coming to a close, sooner or later. The question before you now is how much will Germany have left when it does end?”
“You didn’t answer my question. What about the American fleet?”
“If you both surrender, my fleet will move in to protect your installations and ships, as we have always said we would do, but we will not protect those who are perpetuating the aggression.”
“You would equate Germany with Japan?”
“Not entirely. When all is said and done Japan will have to atone for its actions.”
“You intend to lengthen their ban?”
“What we do will depend on their past actions and future ones. The conflict isn’t over and I’m not about to start quoting terms while there is still fighting going on.”
“We will not surrender,” the Ambassador said firmly, “but would it make any difference to you if we pulled back our forces into defensive arrangements only?”
“It would be noted, but you’re still not going to be able to keep your captured territories.”
The German stood up in disgust and stared down at Davis across his desk. “Geh zur Hölle,” he said icily as he turned around angrily and left. 
“Always a pleasure,” Davis whispered as the ambassador descended the staircase.
Flipping his desk computer screen back on he noted the four priority flags that had appeared during the interim, one of which was marked priority 2, making it the highest non-military/emergency rating Star Force used. Davis clicked on the icon and brought up a newscast time-stamped 12 minutes ago, labeled ‘Tranquility Declares Independence.’
The Director’s left eyebrow shot up in curiosity and he touched the icon, which brought the recorded feed up on his display screen. Rather than the typical news anchor offering insights, the feed was a video statement released directly from Tranquility.
“Good morning,” an elderly man offered, accompanied by a curt nod. He was seated at a desk with the Lunar surface visible behind him, bracketed between two flag posts carrying dark blue banners with gold trim and a photo image of Luna centered on the Sea of Tranquility. “I am Duke Nevil Windsor, Governor of the British Lunar colony known as Tranquility. To date we have not been involved in the war, fortunate in geographical isolation, but the currently imposed Star Force blockade now affects us all.”
“Given our limited resources and inability to resupply, either from orbit or overland, my colony faces a difficult road ahead. Star Force won’t rescind the blockade until the war ends…and it appears that the British parliament is not of a current mind to end the war through anything short of total victory. Where then, I ask you, does that leave my colony? If the United Kingdom cannot resupply us, and we cannot purchase supplies from Star Force or our neighbors, are we to be left to starve to death?”
“That is the grim situation that we and other colonies face. I cannot speak for them or their intentions other than to instill a sense of urgency in you that something must be done now, before our colonists begin to suffer. After repeated pleas for assistance from London, they stopped taking my calls, insisting that there was simply nothing they could do so long as Star Force blockaded the moon…but this is not so. I do not fault Star Force for trying to put an end to this war, as they have repeatedly said that the blockade will end when the fighting does, and the reports from an identical situation in Mars have validated their claims.”
“Star Force is not our enemy, and I believe the London is counting on their good graces to stop short of starving us to death. They came to the aid of various colonies on Mars after militarily securing those territories, then relocating all the colonists back to Earth. During the interim both our British colonies and others suffered, while our governments back safely on Earth did nothing to right the situation. The colonies and colonists were treated as expendable, and had Star Force’s Martian offensive not been so swift, the damage to those populations would have become much more extreme.”
“I fear a similar repeat of history, even though we are early into the Lunar blockade. Unlike Mars, there are considerably more ground troops here, given our proximity to Earth, and even if Star Force repeats their ground offensive to remove all the war factions, I imagine it would take far more time to achieve than my people can afford to wait. Our cached supplies are considerable, but not infinite.”
“I am Governor of the Tranquility colony. I have a responsibility to safeguard the colonists, so too does London. They are derelict in their duty. I will not be so in mine.”
“Cut off from resupply and abandoned to our fate, the United Kingdom has betrayed us. As such, I hereby announce our separation thereof. If London is not concerned with our fate, then we shall make our own way. As of today, the 29th of March, 2109, the colony of Tranquility claims its sovereignty out of necessity and severs all ties with the United Kingdom. May they continue their war apart from us, and with the considerable wisdom inherent in Star Force, I ask that they rescind the blockade orders for Tranquility, given that we are no longer affiliated with a faction in this war.”
“To my fellow countrymen…I say that we do not take this separation lightly. It was not of our choosing, but of London’s making. If parliament cannot safeguard our citizenry, then it is up to us to do it ourselves.”
“And furthermore, if democracy is only interested in the well being of the masses and is willing to sacrifice the minority, then it is not a system for the honorable man. The honorable man fights to protect each and every citizen, poor or rich, weak or strong, worthless or valuable. This is the common cause of brotherhood.”
“Yesterday the colonists of Tranquility took part in two final, symbolic votes. The first of which was the affirmation of separation. I and the other administrators of this colony had already made the decision, the vote was to determine the level of agreement amongst the colonists. 83.2% were in favor, 2.4% opposed, 14.4% abstained.”
“The second vote was to determine the future of our new nation’s leadership. Rather than repeat the mistakes of London, it was decided that I should continue to lead Tranquility as Regent. The affirmation vote was 92.7% in favor.”
“As Regent of Tranquility, I hereby open up diplomatic channels with all the nations of Earth and Star Force. We offer the hand of friendship and economy to those who would accept it, and open our borders to civilian commerce and migration. At present, we do not possess a proper military, and do not plan on fielding one for some time. We ask that Star Force’s protection of sovereign states be extended to us as we seek to grow our new nation through economic ventures rather than warfare.”
“Finally, to my former countrymen. We will always consider you brothers, regardless of the actions of your government. Never let yourself think otherwise.”
“Again, I bid you good morning and good day. May all our futures be equally bright.”
The video feed ended, replaced by a news anchor who began to offer commentary…at which point Davis shut the link off, a wry smile forming on his face. The first cracks were beginning to show, and now the warring parties had to worry not only about the actions of their enemies and Star Force, but the possibility of secession by the spacebound populations that they’d been nil to consider while prosecuting this war. 
Davis knew that if he showed a viable path for that possibility using Tranquility as an example then others would break away, or at the least the threat of which might persuade the warmongers to seek armistice. 
Bringing up a secure comm prompt, Davis typed out a quick message to Archon command, not knowing which one of them would be on station, recommending that Tranquility immediately be exempted from the blockade and extended military protection should the British attempt to reassert their authority or should anyone else try to take advantage of the vulnerable colony. 
Next, Davis sent a message off to his wing of the corporation, indicating that the ban on services was to be kept in place for Tranquility, just in case the local merchants on Luna had ideas to the contrary. After which he contacted the Australian and Brazilian Ambassadors, urging them to offer what economic assistance they could, short of becoming middlemen reselling Star Force goods, which would be a violation of the existing rules of conduct concerning banned nations.
Lastly, he sent a message to Greg, who he thought was still in the city, requesting a naval and Archon escort for himself on a trip out to Luna. If this fledgling colony was going to have half a chance of surviving, he needed to meet with the Regent face to face to settle on terms…as well as to send a message to everyone else that he was taking their declaration of independence seriously. 
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April 3, 2109
  
Greg sat in the seat next to Davis as their dropship disconnected from the Lunar starport, studying his datapad. The thrust from the engines made the screen bob around a bit in his hands, but he had little trouble analyzing the recent reports concerning the large scale war taking place below. With the blockade in place the tactical situation had altered significantly. Without dropship transit, attacks could now only take place on adjacent territories, limiting the warring factions’ attack options…as well as their resupply routes.
Certain opportunities had presented themselves, most notably a mismatch between a German territory and an adjacent Japanese pair. An American stronghold lay just a few hundred miles to the North, but without dropship flights any reinforcements would have to come overland, passing through either Russian, Canadian, or Polish territories. Given that those nations were not involved in the war they weren’t of a mind to allow transit, thus isolating the German territory.
Japan had sought to take advantage of this, launching a new assault with what troops they had in their two adjacent territories. The Germans had been forced into a makeshift defense, with neither side really geared up for this kind of fighting with barely over 400 troops between them, but they were determined to make the most out of the situation. As it was, the Japanese had captured various satellite facilities within the territory while the German defenders held on to their main colony structure.
Reports of similar small scale engagements filled Greg’s datapad, eliciting a slow shake of his head. What they sought to gain from all of this he didn’t know. After what happened on Mars they should have known by now that Star Force wasn’t going to let them keep any of their captured territories, so why fight over what they couldn’t possess? It didn’t make any strategic sense, but it was the situation at hand and something they were going to have to work through regardless.
Further down the intelligence reports, compiled by a select Archon team working out of Atlantis, he saw that the one of the American military bases had tried to reinforce a relatively nearby base via a short dropship transfer, never making orbit, but hovering across the surface at low altitude and still a violation of the blockade. An addendum indicated that the dropships had subsequently been confiscated by a Star Force retaliation raid, which also seized control of the British facility that the Americans were attempting to overrun. Prisoner counts were tallied on both sides, with an uncertainty icon next to the numbers.
Greg tapped on the icon and got a link to a subsequent report, indicating that the satellite facilities in that territory were being swept up by Archon teams with a suggestion that the numbers would be rising in short order.
Switching back to the main map of Luna, he noted that that particular territory had a Star Force marker on it, with a yellow outline indicating that there was still some level of conflict within the area. Many others were indicated, most of which also belonged to Star Force with a scattering of national territories. Those with ongoing conflicts were highlighted in slowly pulsing red, with dozens of the tiny regions on the moon-wide map flashing as if they were viral infections on an otherwise healthy planetoid.
Switching back to the main report screen the Archon scrolled down the list of captured ships resulting from the blockade. Everything owned by the warring factions in orbit around Luna at the time had been confiscated, including 15 warships. All of those had been damaged during the seizure, but repair crews had gotten them workable enough to slowly limp to the nearest shipyard. It was also located in Lunar orbit, but with too few slips available for all of the repair and refit work needing to be done on the captured ships.
Those cargo ships that had been seized were therefore redirected to other shipyards, given that most of them had been taken without a naval fight and their engines were still intact. Small boarding teams had docked and secured the ships, followed up by assaults on the orbital facilities of the seven warring nations. In one quick operation that lasted the better part of 3 days, Star Force had locked down the Lunar micro-system, leaving only the surface of the moon still to be dealt with…though without resupply it was just a matter of time before they capitulated.
Or that was the hope. Greg knew they’d probably have to go down and root out some stubborn remnants, but with Mars setting the precedent he didn’t think that there’d be as much force required this time around. It was, however, going to take them some time to get to the desperation point. 
Davis glanced over Greg’s shoulder at his war reports. “Anything new?” he asked as the dropship began a heavier descent burn to bleed off orbital speed.
“About like we expected, though there’s a lot of small engagements popping up that hadn’t been there before. Looks like it’s going to take some time for reality to sink in.”
“Any moves against Tranquility?”
“No, we’ve got the area locked down tight and mechs ready for a hot drop in case anything does get through. If there are going to be any problems, they’ll be internal.”
“Dissidents?”
Greg shrugged. “Could be anything from a psychopath to a British intelligence cell.”
“I like the positive thinking,” Davis mocked.
“I’m just pointing out that we’ve got all the big angles covered. It’s the small ones that tend to surprise you.”
“Point taken,” Davis said as the ‘golf ball’ dropship decelerated over the Sea of Tranquility. The ‘sea’ wasn’t actually water, which would have boiled off in the airless environment, but rather a smooth basaltic plain that appeared darker from orbital views than the rest of the moon. All the ‘seas’ made up approximately 16% of Luna’s surface, with the Sea of Tranquility being of average size, a little over 800 km in diameter. 
The city of Tranquility was located in the northeastern section of the sea, which sat on a relatively flat plain between two lower regions on the east and northwest, the Sea of Crisis and the Sea of Serenity. To the north was a region of rougher terrain that swung down through the east, cutting off the Sea of Tranquility from the Sea of Crisis, and running down around to the south, making a large backwards ‘C’ that bracketed the east end of the Sea of Tranquility and several territorial zones.
Star Force owned and operated the two adjacent territories to the northeast, neither of which were leased zones. The Australians had one to the northwest, the Spanish one to the southeast, and the Brazilians with two in the center of the Sea to the west/southwest. Little pinpricks of civilization could be seen in six of the seven territories from the monitors inside the dropship, with the exception being the second and more southern Star Force territory, which hadn’t yet been utilized save for housing a connective rail line.
The Brazilians had several visible settlements, as did the Australians. The Spanish had three markers, all of which were sizeable mining sites, but it was the singular city within the formerly British territory that ate up the attention of the monitors. With a scattering of tiny satellite facilities around the perimeter, the central city mushroomed out with a series of tightly packed and interconnected buildings centering on one spire-like tower with a blue strobe light on top, seeming to visibly signal to the approaching dropship.
As they got closer two sets of landing pads became visible, with their target being the southern of the two groups that housed six individual pads, lined up 3x2 with a rectangular docking ring circling the enclosed area. Two of those pads already housed British dropships, caught on the ground by the blockade and now the property of Tranquility by default. The Star Force dropship touched down on one of the empty four slots, then waited for the docking umbilical to stretch out from the rectangular ring and mate with the airlock on the side of the giant spherical ship.
The whole docking assembly had been designed and built by Star Force, so the atmospheric connection proceeded without delay and Greg led the Davis out through the small tunnel with two armored Knights in tow. He wore no armor, but had a stinger pistol strapped to his right hip over top his pristine white Star Force uniform, marred only by the long red stripes extending down from his collar, along the length of his outer arms and legs before tucking into his spotless white shoes that the bottom of the pants melded into seamlessly. 
Greg met the Tranquility security detachment at the other side of the umbilical, sizing them up. There were four guards, armed with little more than cuffs and a baton, wearing the uniforms of British policemen. They parted respectfully as he walked out a few steps ahead of Davis to where the newly minted Regent and several other personnel were waiting for them.
Greg nodded his respect to the elderly man, but said nothing, waiting for Davis to emerge, flanked by the two Knights which reflexively drew all eyes wide and upwards.
“Regent Windsor,” Davis greeted, extending his hand.
“Director,” Nevil said graciously, returning the man’s firm grip. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance once again.”
“Oh?” Davis said, taking a second glance at the slightly taller man. “I wasn’t aware that we’d met before.”
Nevil waved off his concern. “A lifetime ago, at some conference I can’t even remember the name of. Though I must say, you’re looking fitter now than then.”
“Thank you,” Davis said, accepting the compliment without offering an explanation. Rumors surrounding his longevity had taken up far too much of his time in idle conversations for his liking. “I understand this colony has become something of a retirement home itself?”
“This way, please,” Nevil insisted as the group began to walk, with Greg nosing in front of Davis while the Knights brought up the rear. “We’ve found that the low gravity considerably extends one’s useful years. As a result, more than a third of our population is over the age of 60, but productive they still are. We’ve accumulated a bit of a brain trust that I’m thankful for, now that we no longer have the resources of Earth to fall back upon.”
“Speaking of which, how are you faring in way of supplies?” Davis asked as they were escorted into a tram terminal with the door to an empty car open and waiting.
“We’re good for the next three months, minimum,” Nevil assured him as the group stepped aboard the bus-sized monorail, which had also been designed and built by Star Force engineers as a means of both personnel and cargo hauling to and from the landing pads. Once inside and the doors sealed, the tram took off through a pressurized tunnel that would lead directly to the understructure of the central tower. 
“Though we’ll obviously need a means of resupply after that. I’ve already struck a preliminary deal with Brazil for foodstuffs and other basic items that we can’t currently produce on our own, which was one of the things I was hoping to speak with you about. We’d like to expand our infrastructure as much as we can afford, with an eye towards self-sufficiency.”
“What are you looking at as far as GDP?” Davis asked, already having run some basic guestimates.
“An improvement, actually, now that we don’t have to pay any more bloody national taxes,” Nevil said with obvious enthusiasm. “Conservative estimates say we’ll be running around 32 billion pounds, though if we can centralize our industry with a few key facilities I think we’ll be pushing 40 within two years. Now that we no longer have any red tape to work around, we’ve been getting initial inquiries from a number of corporations wishing to set up business ventures. I haven’t made any decisions as of yet, because I knew we needed to square things away first.”
“I appreciate the gesture, knowing how critical it is for you to get your economic foothold established as soon as possible.”
Nevil waved off the comment with a downward thrust of his right hand, upon which he now wore a sizeable ring on his index finger. “It is no gesture, I assure you, but rather a necessity of function. You corner the space economy, and as such set the playing field all others have to work out of, though some do try to work things out to the contrary, don’t they? That is not a complaint on my part. You’ve been even handed and notoriously fair since you began this grand corporation…or is it nation by now? Neither seems to fit Star Force these days, and I suppose it’s all really semantics. Star Force is what you make it to be, and we’re all better off for it.”
“Nice to have a fan,” Davis acknowledged as the tram came to a stop and opened up beneath the tower onto a promenade filled with kiosks circling a small park.
“Not as grand as your designs, but this is our one aesthetic indulgence,” Nevil said, raising his hands theatrically towards the park that was filled with trees and small artificial creeks, all of which were crisscrossed by paths and patios used for both transit and recreation. Davis could barely make out a few cracks of infrastructure on the far side of through greenery, otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to guess at the size of the area, save for mentally calculating the arc of the circular perimeter.
Four massive support columns rose up out of the forest and intersected with a milky, crystalline ceiling back lit for illumination and giving a decent imitation of sky. The columns, however, didn’t fit with the motif and stuck out like a sore thumb, but had to be placed there for engineering reasons to support the tower above.
“The rest of the city is economically designed,” Nevil continued. “Not claustrophobic by any stretch of the imagination, but new arrivals from Earth sometimes have a hard time adjusting to the completely urban feel. This plaza often helps them breathe during those first few weeks, after which they adapt quickly enough. This way,” he said, motioning to an elevator annex built into the outer wall.
Nevil waved his staff ahead of him, while he and Davis took the next available elevator. Greg went with them, telling the bulky Knights to follow them up to level 62 after Nevil realized that the five of them weren’t going to fit in together and offered directions in lieu of an escort that he’d already sent on ahead. 
The trio got off three levels shy of the top of the tower which fortunately, from an engineering standpoint, didn’t have the height limitations of those on Earth, thanks to the lesser gravity. As a result the builders, who were not Star Force, were able to pack a lot of living space into a very small footprint, extending the reach of the tower well above the rest of the surrounding buildings, some of which rose up above 20 stories in their own right.
“Here we are,” Nevil said, gesturing the two men towards a set of large, ornate doors that had been propped open by two security guards that stood at attention. Inside was a long, wood rimmed, glass centered conference table with a third of the chairs already taken by Nevil’s staff. Davis sat down at the head of the table opposite the taller chair where the Regent was obviously intended to sit while Greg waited in the hall momentarily for the Knights to arrive, then ordered them to stand guard outside next to Tranquility’s own guards…which fared poorly in all comparisons. 
Greg took a seat cattycorner on Davis’s left as the Director leaned forward on his elbows. “Before we get down to details, there is a matter of which I need to inform you,” he said, no emotion whatsoever in his voice. 
Nevil nodded for him to proceed, curious with a hint of apprehension.
“The ban of services imposed on the United Kingdom also falls upon Tranquility. You cannot escape it by declaring independence.”
The Regent frowned deeply. “I thought by coming here you were signaling your readiness to support our declaration of sovereignty?”
“I am and do so. As far as Star Force is concerned Tranquility is an independent nation, equal to all others in stature. You are also welcome to open an embassy in Atlantis at your convenience, the costs of which Star Force covers, of course, as all ambassadorial staff are considered our guests.”
“I’ll be pleased to take you up on that offer, but I don’t understand how Britain’s ban can affect us if you consider us sovereign?”
“As of now, the UK has a minimum ban of 35 years. That number will increase dramatically as this war continues to progress. We’re holding all the nations involved accountable for their actions, and as they continue to misbehave their penalties will likewise increase. What they do from this point on will not affect you, but what they did in the past does, for you were them at the time.”
“Tranquility did not participate in the war effort,” Nevil argued. “It seems unfair to penalize us for it, especially considering our unique circumstances and needs.”
“If we had not acted,” Greg answered in Davis’s place, “and the UK had won this war, Tranquility, along with every other British colony, would have gained from the spoils. Participation in the war effort isn’t the issue. You were part of the UK. You gain from their success, therefore you pay for their failures. We will not allow pieces of a nation to escape our ban by breaking off, even if that isn’t your intent in this case. You were British, and their black mark carried with you into your independence.”
Nevil sighed. “Logical, I’ll give you that, but it also seems excessively harsh.”
“This decision was made long before the war started,” Davis explained, “dating back to the brief war we fought with the Chinese. Up until now it hasn’t had cause to be implemented, but it has always been our policy.”
“However,” he added, holding up a hand for emphasis, “the way in which you broke ties with your home country is not irrelevant. Had this been an amicable split, you would have carried with you the same penalty in full, but since your reasons for independence put you at odds with the war that has caused the penalties to be applied, the ban upon you will be mitigated.”
“How much?” Nevil asked, a glint of hope returning to his eyes.
“Seeing as how you also acted for the protection of your people rather than for political aims, the 35 year ban is being reduced down to a single year, effective beginning with your declaration of independence.”
Nevil sat back in his chair and audibly sighed, his formerly taught body relaxing as he sagged back against the thick cushions. “Now that is the justice I’ve come to expect from Star Force. You leave just enough of the punishment in place to remind us of the seriousness of the offense and that past actions cannot, and should not be ignored, but reserve your full wrath for those more deeply involved in the crimes.”
Davis exchanged a glance with Greg. “Best compliment I’ve had in years.”
Greg smiled back, then turned to look at the Regent. “Though you have the right to construct your own military for defensive purposes, I suggest that you don’t. I can promise you the protection of our fleet so long as you hold to our rules, same as every other nation. Given your limited finances, creation of a military would be counterproductive to your country’s long term development.”
“I had hoped you’d say that. That also means you’ll prevent any militaristic move on the part of London to reacquire this territory? On that point, by the way, are you recognizing our claim to this entire territorial region as well or just the city?”
“The entire region goes with you, given that there are no nearby adjacent British territories to claim ownership,” Greg explained.
“Excellent,” Nevil said, wringing his hands together with joy. “May we then discuss future projects, to be commenced after the 1 year ban has run its course?”
“Discuss, yes,” Davis answered. “Order no. That will have to take place day 1, but there’s no reason we can’t get all your ducks in a row beforehand.”
“Ah, good! First of which I’d like to ask your advice on a foodstuff production facility. I know you offer several varieties for sale, and given that we’re going to need to be producing our own down the line rather than having to pay the expenses of importing, what sort of setup would you envision for a colony…excuse me, nation of our size?”
 “I was looking over the parameters of that challenge during my trip here,” Davis said, not missing a beat, “and I recommend buying all foodstuffs from our Lunar market during your first year. That way you can experiment with the various types of foodstuffs we produce, ironing out what your population actually needs, and then begin constructing your own facilities to make those very same products. If you start with generic factories at the onset, you’ll be dictating to your people what to eat, rather than producing what they want.”
“I see your point, Director. Patience and planning will serve us better than haste. I hadn’t realized your facilities were so specific.”
“They’re modular, but it’s costly to swap out the default equipment, so it’s more economical to adjust your demands prior to construction.”
“To maximize our limited finances, yes, I agree. Let me back the question up a bit further then. What do you suggest we start with, in terms of acquiring new infrastructure?”
Davis smiled. “An excellent question. If I were you, I’d begin with a class-3 mining substation, positioned approximately 50 miles to the southwest, adjacent to several of your existing mining sites…”
  
From there the discussion continued for hours, with Davis pouring out a host of recommendations and the two leaders coming to terms on a variety of matters, all of which would insure a close and productive relationship between the two men and their respective economies well past the Regent’s reign. The ‘Tranqs,’ as their people would come to be called, would take their place as one of Star Force’s closest allies in the years to come and set an example for other colonies that Earth was no longer the key to their future. Their destiny was in their own hands now, if they so chose to embrace it.
And many more would do so in the coming days.
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May 15, 2109
  
Archon Kelly-522 checked the report handed to her by one of the techs Star Force had assisting the South Africans with the dismantling of the weaponry on their orbital capitol station. The datapad had a list of items removed and work estimates on the remainders, coupled with personnel assignments with holes in some of the schedules due to a lack of sufficient manpower. She’d hoped to have gotten the mission accomplished within a week, but since the South Africans hadn’t supplied half of the techs they’d promised, her people were having to handle the majority of the dismantlement on the large habitat station. 
 “Reshuffle team 3 over to the PDLs. They’re a pain to get to, but once they’re finished it’ll free up a work skiff to help with the dorsal cannons,” she said, mentally reworking the schedule to shave off a few hours. Their SR had been parked outside the large space station for four days, with a fully armored Kelly and a handful of security officers boarding the station along with the techs to insure everything went smoothly. 
Three weeks previously the South Africans, feeling the pressure of the Lunar blockade and seeing the seizure of a few more isolated warships, had solicited Star Force for terms of surrender, hoping to maintain some of their space infrastructure before it was all confiscated away. The agreement that Davis struck with them included a 30 year ban on services, reduction of their Lunar territories to four, a permanent ban on any Mars activity, and complete disarmament of their space forces, including the defensive weaponry on their stations.
Kelly and other Archons were leading tech teams to assist with the dismantling, and to keep the South Africans from stalling or rethinking their surrender agreement. In exchange Star Force had guaranteed to protect them against reprisals from the others still fighting the war, contingent on the disarmament. Removal of their ground troops from Luna was already underway, with a Star Force assisted retreat from their few occupied territories, but until every single spacebound weapon in South Africa’s possession was secured, the agreement wasn’t sealed and the clock on the ban wouldn’t start to count down. 
What South African warships had survived the war to date had already been surrendered, leaving the rest of the ground troops and the station and cargo ship weapons dismantlement as the final steps to full compliance, which would take the warring nations down from 7 to 6, though those that still remained at odds were fervently pushing their offensives, seeming to want to take as much territory as they could before the blockade really sunk its teeth into their supply levels.
Naval warfare throughout the Earth micro-system had escalated as well, with the American side faring poorly. The fleet they’d lost at Mars had seriously hurt their numbers, and the recent influx of Japanese small scale capital ships, fresh off their shipyards, had begun to swing the tide to their side. The Americans hadn’t fielded a new warship since the initial attack on their shipbuilding infrastructure, and the Germans and West Africans had only added a few to theirs, with the latter making purchases from corporate suppliers in lieu of building their own.
The ground war had likewise swung the other way after a key victory by an allied German/West African assault force that took out one of the pesky Japanese strongholds. With it eliminated, the threat to three nearby American territories was lifted, allowing a redistribution of personnel that gave the impetus back to the Americans who put the screws to the British in retaliation for their orbital gains.
One of those gains was the total capture of Habitat Block 18. Once it fell, the other four complete blocks followed quickly enough, given that the Americans had pulled some troops out of the others to reinforce more critical fronts. That left the British in control of more than 90% of the orbital State of Nimbus and nearly 1 million American civilians being taken as British prisoners. The 54th state had been reclaimed by the Americans’ historical sovereign, jokingly referred to in the British press as payback for the 13 colonies they’d taken away from England during the Revolutionary War.
“Hold on,” Kelly said, raising an armored hand up at the tech, indicating that he should stay put while she received a signal via her armor’s comm system.
“Archon, we’ve just received a warning from fleet command,” the Captain of the SR relayed to her. “They report that a West African battle fleet is headed our way, four hours out.”
Kelly closed her eyes for a moment. “Please tell me we have reinforcements enroute?”
“Yes, but only one will arrive prior to the intercept window. Two more are mathematically calculated to arrive 3 minutes after the West Africans.”
“Fleet composition?”
“12 warships, frigate up to cruiser in tonnage, but staggered arrival. Apparently they disguised their approach vectors on tracks to current hot zones, then broke off towards us to get the jump on the fleet. We’ll have one cutter and SR-119 to deal with at least a pair of cruisers before our own frigate and destroyer arrive. We’ve got other ships heading our way, but hours behind.”
“Not good,” Kelly said, switching her armor’s comm system back to external audio so she could address the tech. “Change in plans. How much of the weaponry can you get back online in three and a half hours?”
“Online?” the tech asked, confused. 
“We’ve got incoming.”
“Damn,” the man said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I don’t know. What do you want us to prioritize?”
“Missiles,” she said without hesitation. If the enemy got close enough for the point defense weapons then the station was as good as dead, and there were more than 20,000 people onboard. 
“Three…unless you can scrape me up a larger workforce?”
“No promises…go,” she ordered, pointing for emphasis.
The tech scurried off, nudging his way past two South Africans as he activated his headset to inform his work crews to stop what they were doing and start undoing everything they’d been working on the past four days. He disappeared down another hallway as Kelly began walking towards the station’s control center. 
“Captain, how far out is the cutter?”
“Half an hour.”
“Where’s the nearest target?”
“If speeds hold, it’ll be here within two hours, but our best guess is it’ll rendezvous with the main group and approach at their speed. Attacking one or two at a time would be foolish.”
“Attacking Star Force is foolish,” she reminded him. “I assume they’ve been warned?”
“They don’t appear to care,” the Captain said grimly. “Their feud with the South Africans seems to be overwhelming their judgement.”
“Who has control of the cutter?”
“The Mjolnir.”
“Get me a comm relay to Harper.”
“One moment,” the SR Captain said, arranging the linkage using his ship as a conduit between Kelly’s short range transmitter and the far off Star Force battleship.
“Harper here, Archon.”
“What are your plans, Captain?”
“Get between them and you and dare them to go through,” he said icily. “If they attack us we’re going to nail every warship they possess to the wall and I’ve informed them of that fact.”
“And if they’re determined to attack?”
“It’ll be close, but I think we can take them. Can’t guarantee if the station will survive if they focus their attack there instead of on us.”
“That’s what concerns me,” Kelly admitted. “What’s the math look like for a harassment run with the cutter?”
“Dicey. We can get out and back to hit one of their lone frigates, but only if they maintain unit cohesion. If I send the cutter out and they decide to press their smaller ships forward, they’ll get to the station when it’s unguarded.”
“We’ve got to thin their numbers while we can,” Kelly differed. “We’ll have some of the station’s armament online, plus the defense systems on the SR so we won’t be totally helpless. Go kill what you can before they get here. This station’s armor is nil, and I’d rather have the least amount of enemy weapons come within range as we can manage.”
“If that’s the way you want to play it,” Harper offered.
“It is.”
“Diverting now. Keep your fingers crossed.”
“No can do, Captain. I’ve got some tech work to assist with and I’m going to need my hands free.”
  
Crossed fingers or not, the gambit paid off and the Star Force cutter was able to intercept and destroy the West African frigate, using up most of its intercepts during the battle with the larger ship, which had been designed and built by Ares Industries, a private corporation dedicated to the manufacture of space-based weaponry. Their warship line was cheap and functional, with most of their sales going to the smaller nations that couldn’t afford to run their own shipyards and design facilities. 
Their frigates were armed with missile banks and a small laser, the former of which had become the staple armament in Earth warfleets. Star Force’s ability to track and destroy most, if not all missiles fired at their ships had slowly prompted additional weapon systems to be pushed to the forefront of the market. The small laser the Ares frigate employed had been one such addition, but only managed to melt a few rivulets of armor from the Star Force cutter before the West African ship was destroyed by a series of medium laser strikes on approach, followed by an offensive missile salvo that the frigate couldn’t stop.
The missiles tore through the moderately thick, but cheaply constructed armor after the first few detonations, ripping a gash in the side of the angular ship that resembled an upright clown fish with a narrow forward profile that was the one positive tactical aspect of the otherwise subpar design. The cutter’s laser strikes hit the ‘head’ of the frigate, causing moderate damage, but it wasn’t until the Star Force warship used its superior speed to flank the frigate and fire off its missiles at the wide broadside did it get in a killing strike.
As soon as the frigate was eliminated the cutter turned around and accelerated back towards the South African station…but not precisely. Harper had the ship on an intercept course a few thousand kilometers out where he expected the main bulk of the attacking fleet to rendezvous. If he could use the cutter to hit them from behind and harass them enough to either stall or break up their lines, then the other two Star Force ships would arrive in better position to defend their people.
The cutter had only its single medium laser, 8 offensive missiles, and 12 intercepts left in its tiny arsenal. The laser would be the most effective, with essentially unlimited shots and a range decent enough to keep the ship out away from the cannons of the West African fleet. Their larger ships, in addition to an insane number of missile banks, were equipped with short ranged cannons, similar to those used on tanks, to be able to deliver a large amount of raw kill power in close engagements while their missiles allowed them to attack at range.
When the cutter finally did arrive at the back of the West African fleet, minutes ahead of their intercept with the station, it chose one of their destroyers and began chipping away at its forward, upper missile banks, given that all of the ships were in reverse position using their engines to decelerate on approach. Thanks to the cutter’s omni-direction thrust design, it was able to keep its ‘forward’ mounted laser on target and succeeded in landing a few long range shots on the openings of the missile boxes rising up along the spine of the destroyer like the fins on a Beta. 
Other missile boxes were likewise strung out below the narrow hull, but the cutter’s remote pilot kept his attack on the upper ones, hoping to rack up enough damage to disable some of them from launching…or better yet, trigger an internal explosion. 
After the first few shots were landed with impunity, the West African fleet commander decided to dispatch two of his three remaining frigates back to deal with the sniping cutter while the larger ships continued to move in towards their primary target.
Harper nodded, glad that he had succeeded in pulling off two more of their ships. As he watched, the cutter began to slowly reduce its forward speed, essentially pulling the frigates further and further back until they got within their effective missile range…or what they calculated as such, given the cutter’s abilities to chew up missiles…and launched a large, dual reprisal salvo.
With the shorter distance to target, the cutter’s anti-missile laser cupola had less time to track and shoot down the missiles, but it succeeded in knocking off a large chunk of them, then used its remaining intercepts to thin the numbers even more. The last of its offensive missiles were launched, four each at both frigates, before it took the brunt of the West Africans’ attack against its Herculium armored hull, which rotated to starboard in an attempt to protect the medium laser port even as the cupolas continued to down missiles up until the moment they hit.
When the explosive debris cloud dissipated, the cutter remained with a section of its port armor gone and significant internal damage along that side. Two engine vents in the area had also been destroyed, but thanks to the redundant Star Force design the ship was able to accelerate away from the now damaged, but still operation frigates, preserving it for some future use as they assessed their status from the light missile attack, which had managed to destroy the small laser on one of the ships.
Meanwhile the main bulk of the attacking fleet closed within maximum weapons range of the station. Immediately upon doing so racks of long range missiles blossomed from the South African station as tiny streaks traveling out in packs towards the distant ships. Halfway through their journey the attackers flipped back over, having sufficiently decelerated, and launched their own smaller version of the station’s long range missiles, targeting the habitat rather than the SR stationed alongside it, intending to kill as many South Africans as they could before Star Force eventually ground the war down to a close.
The station continued to pour out more and more missiles, never a massive, coordinated salvo, but a slow, steady stream as the launchers had to reload themselves from internal, armored stores rather than launching them from prefabricated launch boxes such as the warships possessed. A few cannons were also operational, but the enemy ships would have to get within closer range for them to become of use, and it appeared that the West Africans weren’t intent on waiting for that to happen.
SR-119 adjusted its positioning slightly, thrusting away from the projected missile track as it activated its own anti-missile systems, which included both lasers and intercepts, and began striking down the West African long range missiles, with the lasers having to rack up more hits than usual to take the larger weapons down. A few got through and hit the station, but most of the attack was blunted.
Those that did hit blew out hull breaches on the outer levels, but Kelly had already evacuated and pressure sealed those areas, creating an armor-like defensive layer made up of the station itself to protect the people inside and make the West Africans earn their kills. The more time they could buy, the closer the two other Star Force ships would get.
More and more missiles kept coming in, but so did the attacking fleet, minus a destroyer. It had been destroyed as the station’s long range missiles had targeted it exclusively. Seeing that exchanging long range fire with the station while the SR ate up the majority of their own long range missiles wasn’t going to work, the West Africans moved to engage at closer range, bringing their banks of short range missiles into play along with their cannons.
Almost as if preplanned, nearly simultaneous plumes of hundreds of short range missiles manifested from the fish-like ships as they crossed into firing range along with cannon fire being aimed at the somewhat distant station, but given its massive size it wasn’t difficult to target. Several shells hit and penetrated the outer hull ahead of the missiles, some punching through multiple levels and creating small atmospheric breaches, which pre-designated containment teams jumped into action to seal before the atmosphere was able to slowly drain out of the habitat’s interior.
As the missile swarm neared the halfway point a tiny ship streaked into view a few dozen kilometers away from the station, decelerating hard into the gap directly in the path of the attack. Before it had even nulled out all its momentum the Star Force frigate let loose with its entire compliment of intercepts, firing off the tiny, high speed anti-missile missiles against the enemy’s huge missile wave while picking at more with its fast firing laser cupolas. 
A large chunk out of the missile wave disappeared over the course of the next thirty seconds, with SR-119 trying to eat up as much of the remainders as it could. More than 20 missiles still got through, but they didn’t hit in unison, spreading a wide scar of destruction across the habitat without gutting it, helped in part by the slow rotation of the two massive gravity cylinders that made up its center of mass.
More long range missiles streaked out from the top and bottom of the station, along with sporadic cannon fire of its own as the virtually invisible slugs were exchanged with the station taking the worst of the damage. Hull plates continued to be pulverized and expelled into space, creating a cacophony of debris plumes across the metallic surface.
The Star Force frigate, now squaring off directly in the face of the encroaching fleet at less than 2 kilometers, fired off swarms of its own offensive missiles while taking a shot at one of three cruisers with its own small, modular rail gun, drilling a hole through the upper ‘fin’ of the shark-like design, which had three fins of missile banks stretching out from a thick body containing four cannons on the ‘face.’ The rail gun slug passed clean through the fin and continued out the back into space, with the damage triggering secondary explosions within the missiles banks. 
The six or so missiles around the point of impact detonated their fuel loads, sheering off the top half of the fin entirely while the cruiser fired more missiles at the station while turning its cannons on the frigate. It launched two solid shells toward the frigate, one of which hit and dented the arm on the top side, before the cruiser utterly disintegrated. The West African ship was sheered in two along the midsection with the debris wash annihilating the briefly surviving forward and back halves.
The cruiser on its port side was also hit with a glancing shot, tearing off the top fin and most of the upper hull, but leaving enough connective tissue beneath to retain something to be labeled as a corpse of the ship. The few pieces of the kamikaze cutter that remained recognizable shot off into space on the far side at diverging angles, appearing as a massive shotgun blast as it came out the side of the first cruiser and killed the second.
Before the rest of the West Africans could figure out what had just happened they came under fire from the Star Force destroyer now arriving at the engagement zone. It laid the hammer down on the remaining cruiser and destroyers with several salvos of missiles along with its twin large lasers and rail gun. The remaining enemy frigates, two of which were returning from the brief battle with the cutter, targeted the station rather than the Star Force ships, intent on taking it out before they themselves were killed.
With the Star Force destroyer now in play, coming up to replace the frigate as missile defense shield, none of the remaining missile salvos got past the pair, with the destroyer’s large supply of intercepts eating up what the lasers on both ships couldn’t handle. The offensive weapons, meanwhile, chewed the attackers apart until only a pair of destroyers remained with both of them beginning to accelerate towards the station in a last ditch ramming effort.
Both Star Force ships immediately responded, using their greater maneuverability to pace the attacking ships and ram them off course, with the frigate having a harder time of it, but both succeeded in pushing the trajectories clear, then disengaging and pulling back far enough to blow them apart at point blank range with their rail guns. 
The two Star Force warships took no mercy on the West Africans and tore their ships apart, ensuring that they couldn’t fire one more shell or missile against the station under their protection. Afterwards the damaged Star Force ships swung back around and took up parking orbits next to the station, unable to do anything further with their lack of crews, but remaining in place as guards in case any further West African ships would show up and try to finish the job.
It was an unnecessary gesture, given that more warships were already enroute to provide protection, but one that wasn’t lost on the station’s inhabitants. The outer structure was a mess, with pieces floating everywhere and the rotation of the cylinders off balanced enough that they had to be decelerated down to 1/10th speed to keep the torque from causing further structural damage, but all the South Africans had survived thanks to Kelly and the other Star Force personnel moving them to the center of the station and physically sealing off the outer layers above and beyond just closing the doors. 
It would take months to repair all the damage, but repair it they could. In the mean time SR-119 and a small fleet of civilian ships would be evacuating the inhabitants to temporary quarters on nearby Star Force stations while the warfleet went on immediate defensive deployment to lock down all other South African facilities against further assaults…after which orders went out from Archon Command to the battleship Captains to hunt down and destroy/capture every West African warship in orbit.
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June 17, 2109
  
“Director,” the German Ambassador greeted as he entered Davis’s office. “Ambassador.”
His Indian counterpart returned his greeting as the man sat down on the opposite end of the desk. “Mr. Ackerman.”
“What can I do for you, gentlemen,” Davis asked, referring to their mutual request for this meeting.
Ackerman spoke first. “We understand that your troops have now seized five of our territories,” the slightly overweight man said, including the Indian Ambassador in his statement. “We would like to know your terms for reacquiring them.”
Davis sat up a bit straighter in his chair. “As you probably know, we reached an agreement with the South Africans that allowed them to retain a portion of their Lunar territories. If you’re willing to end your participation in the war we can discuss similar terms, but the territories you’re referencing are not on the table, the reason being that those colonies have declared their independence and Star Force has already acknowledged that fact. If you wish to pursue reunification you’ll have to take it up with them diplomatically.”
“The only reason they have their independence,” Ackerman stated with a tired anger, “is because you forcefully removed our troops in those territories.”
“You stole them from us,” Rao said, more to the point.
“They made the request,” Davis answered, suppressing a smile. “And the longer the situation dragged on the more their supplies would have diminished, so we chose to take the most expedient course.”
“Do you really mean to take everything from us?” Ackerman accused, his face beginning to turn red.
“Yes,” Davis said bluntly, a bit perturbed about having to have repeat discussions. “If you continue this war we will whittle your assets down until you have nothing left. I’m surprised you haven’t noticed the trend until now.”
What normal color in Ackerman’s face disappeared, but Rao cut him off before he could blow his top. 
“I would assume that arguing you have no right to do this would be immaterial at this point, and given that you’ve already laid down client bans on our countries you’re not beholden to our sales to maintain your revenue stream. It would seem that we have very little leverage at present, so state your terms for India’s surrender.”
Davis glanced at Ackerman then turned his chair to directly face Ambassador Rao. 
“If immediately occurring, a 40 year ban on services, forfeiture of all but 1 Lunar territory, a permanent ban on any activity in the Mars micro-system, and total disarmament, with all weaponry and warships being turned over to Star Force.”
“Five territories,” Rao bartered.
Davis shook his head. “These terms aren’t negotiable, and the longer this war goes on the harsher they get.”
“You leave us with a token territory to disguise the fact that you’re conquering our territories through diplomacy?”
“If we have to do it militarily we’ll leave you with nothing at all,” Davis warned. “After Luna, we start confiscating orbital stations and your civilian fleet.”
Rao didn’t say anything for a moment, weighing what options his nation had. “How long will the military ban be in effect?”
“Permanently, same as the Chinese, South Africans, and West Africans.”
Rao’s face skewed with the first visible sign of emotion from the man. “You’d force us to become defenseless?”
“As you well know, Star Force protects its clients and everyone else committed to civilized economic ventures, in part by instituting these bans. Those nations that cannot behave themselves will not be allowed weapons, thus decreasing the likelihood of future belligerent actions.”
“Leaving you with full control of the star system!” Ackerman said, pounding a fist on Davis’s desk.
A glance from the Director down at the man’s hand prompted the Ambassador to draw it back slightly. The desk was made of glass, after all, and his facial expression made it clear he wasn’t going to tolerate such inappropriate gestures.
“We do not deny nations the right of self-defense except in cases where the military in question has been misused. Star Force is not, and will not be, the only military power in space…but we are the stronger and will remain so in order to maintain stability. Your countries screwed up and are being penalized for it. Either take it on the chin and move on or see the penalties continue to escalate. We haven’t barred anyone from access to space itself, but that option is still in play, so don’t push your luck.”
Rao sighed, seeing that their hand had been dealt. “May I request one small deviation in your terms?”
“You may always ask…” Davis said, leaving the rest of the unnecessary sentence unfinished.
“We have very few warships left, and our civilian fleet has been hard hit as well. Would it be acceptable if we removed the weapons on our warships and repurposed them for civilian use, to help replace our losses?”
Davis rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I’ll make you a counter offer. Turn your warships over to us. We’ll do the weapons removal and refitting, free of charge, and return them to you for civilian purposes in exchange for India ceding Star Force possession of Bitra.”
Rao’s eyes narrowed. “You want the island?”
“And the surrounding seafloor equidistant to each of the surrounding islands,” Davis said, referring to the location of one of their six spaceports in India. This one, however, was not located on the mainland, but rather on a small island off the west coast which Star Force had built up considerably with material dredged from the sea floor and shipped in from elsewhere. 
“Which would deny us the tax revenue, as well as making your spaceport on sovereign soil,” Rao continued, thinking it over. 
“You’re not going to be getting much tax revenue from them anyway,” Davis pointed out, referring to the ban on services, “and it would allow me to keep that spaceport open.”
Rao raised his eyebrows. “Our citizens would still have access, yes?”
“Citizens yes, government no. Your people could always travel out of country to access one of our spaceports in, say, Pakistan or Indonesia, but I think you’d find it less of an international incident if they could transit through nearby Star Force property.”
Rao recognized the olive branch for what it was, as well as noting the fact that Star Force appeared to be interested in gaining land here on Earth. Up until now the only property that they truly owned was Atlantis, which they had created in the ocean, with all land-based properties existing within each country’s borders and legal codes. 
“Those terms are acceptable to us,” he said formally, “contingent on you coming to equitable terms with the Germans.”
“How so?” Davis asked, frowning. He had wondered why they had asked for a joint meeting.
“We don’t wish to upset the power balance in the ongoing war,” Ackerman answered. “You may view it as a pointless fight, but we do not. If we opted out alone, the United States would be at a significant disadvantage, but with South Africa already having bowed out and India agreeing to do the same, we can make a more honorable withdrawal…though we are only doing so because you’ve forced our hand.”
“Can I therefore assume the other parties are not inclined to end the war at this time?”
“You can,” Rao answered when Ackerman hesitated. 
“Are you demanding the same terms from us?” the German Ambassador asked instead.
“Not quite,” Davis admitted. “You will suffer the same ban from Mars, as well as a general military ban. In addition, you will relinquish possession of your captured Lunar territories and cede all but three of your own.”
“Three?” Rao interrupted. “You only allowed us one.”
“That’s because of Hestig,” Davis said matter of factly, referring to a particularly nasty attack made by the Indians against a German colony back during the early stages of the ground war. The Germans had held out long enough to get ‘aerial’ reinforcements from the Americans, but they lost a third of the civilian population in the city when the Indians had shelled the complex instead of trying to infiltrate and capture it. Massive atmospheric breaches opened up, killing those inside via either explosive decompression or asphyxia. 
From a purely tactical perspective, pressure suited forces could disable the colony’s internal defenders in this way, then patch up the hull breaches and repressurized the areas later. This meant no casualties for the attackers, but at the cost of wholesale slaughter. After the Indian attackers had been driven off by the American aircraft the survivors had returned to the dropships that had delivered the army into assault range. 
Those dropships were hit 5 days later by Star Force, along with the military base that housed them. Every person on the base was captured and transported off of Luna, after which Star Force’s warships in orbit used the base for target practice, giving them their first live fire orbital assault experience to date, as well as sending a clear message to all the warring nations that targeting civilian populations would draw their immediate wrath.
Rao remained speechless for a moment, then swallowed hard. “I don’t recall you holding the Japanese so accountable for their nuking the American shipyards,” he said, feeling a bit uneasy at criticizing their allies but feeling that the question needed to be broached if India was going to suffer additional penalties for their wartime actions.
“Their time is coming,” Davis promised.
“I would hope so,” Ackerman huffed. “You haven’t mentioned the length of our ban?”
“It would be 35,” Davis explained, “except for the mitigating fact that, as you pointed out earlier, Germany only entered the war in response to the Japanese attacks. While that does not wholly excuse your actions, it does warrant consideration. Germany’s ban will be 20 years in length.”
 “What of our belt mining zones?”
“Those are Star Force operated zones, and as such your ban of services includes them.”
“Will we regain access once the ban is lifted?”
“I can’t make any promises. It depends on what’s available at the time as we expand our operations there.”
“And your Mercury operations, whenever you get around to starting them?”
“The same.”
“Are there any restrictions on trade with other parties?”
“You can’t use them as middlemen to acquire our goods,” Davis reminded him, “but if that does occur the penalty will be imposed on them, not you, which is why I’m sure they won’t offer you that option.”
“Is there a statute of limitations regarding the selling of older model Star Force ships in their possession?”
“The numbers of years we quoted the Chinese was 30, and I believe we’ll be making that our standard benchmark. Any ships with sell dates of 30 years or more will no longer fall under the middleman clause, and we’ll hold that mark to the day.”
“And the future division of Jupiter’s moons?”
“All territorial divisions will follow the same format. Those nations suffering a ban will not be included at the time the ban is in place, but they may take part after it is lifted if they’ve met all the necessary prerequisites.”
“Are you offering the others similar terms?”
“Theirs will be more extreme, but yes.”
Ackerman nodded, seeing that Germany would have an advantage over the other nations for several years once their ban was lifted. “I’ll have to clear this back home first, but unofficially we agree to terms. Withdrawal of our troops in present combat zones will be difficult, however, without assistance.”
“Star Force will extract your people where needed,” Davis noted, realizing that while the Germans and Indians were willing to quit the fighting, those they were fighting against weren’t, meaning some current battles were going to require Star Force militarily imposing itself to cover the withdrawal.
Ackerman stood and straightened his tie. “The sooner you put the terms in writing, the sooner I can send it off for approval.”
“Within the hour,” Davis promised.
Rao stood as well. “On behalf of India, I can say that we’re glad to put our participation in this war to an end and hope to rekindle our previous relationship with Star Force in due time.”
“Talk is cheap,” Davis offered. “If you want to make amends, do so with actions.”
Rao nodded into a short bow, accepting the wisdom in that statement. “Director,” he said, taking his leave. Ackerman left as well, but without any parting words.
“Progress,” Davis announced to the empty room after they had left. 
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June 29, 2109
  
Amy Garrison pressed the ‘aye’ button on the desk-like console before her, registering her vote in the Armstrong Senate and waiting to see the final tally on the display screen rising high above the central podium in the semi-circular chamber, located in the State capitol city/colony of Horizon. As she watched, the other Senators did not take long to add their votes to hers, resulting in a full vote being completed within just two minutes…far faster than the normal process, but then again these were hardly normal times.
The Star Force blockade had been strangling the American Lunar State in the way of supplies, as well as barring transit for its citizenry to or from the moon. Their neighbors had likewise cut off contact with the 24 American territorial zones that comprised Armstrong, not allowing the normal economic and civilian traffic across national lines else they risk coming under effect of the blockade as well, which was currently only targeted to the warring factions, which had now been whittled down to the US, UK, and Japan.
The blockade had been lifted on the Germans, who had owned two bordering zones with the Americans, and it had been an appalling site watching the stream of dropships coming down from orbit to rejuvenate their ailing colonies while Armstrong continued to suffer. Rationing had become increasingly strict, with growing tensions amongst the populace. Scattered riots had begun breaking out and the overwhelming public sentiment to do something was continuing to grow to dangerous levels.
Armstrong’s Governor had been in constant communication with Washington D.C. and the State’s representatives there, as well as the President, but no resolution was forthcoming. Typical political stalling was the only response, carried on now for months with no hope of action being taken in the near future. The ground war had come to a halt, with 34 captured enemy territories taken from the British, Japanese, South Africans, and Indians now in the American tally, which was why, Garrison believed, that Washington was reluctant to end the war, knowing that Star Force wouldn’t allow them to keep the territories gained. 
Meanwhile the reverse was true in orbit. What few stations the Americans had captured were dwarfed by the those now held by the British and Japanese fleets. Nearly the entire State of Nimbus was in British hands, and with the American fleet having been reduced to less than a tenth of the ships it had started out the war with there was little hope of recovering what they had lost. The US Navy was now preoccupied with holding onto what assets remained while the enemy continued to pick and choose at will what they wanted to take next, the only drawback being sufficient troop transports to seize said facilities in the breaching efforts.
Fortunately Star Force’s threats had made both nations disinclined to simply destroy the American stations, and there had not been a repeat of the initial Japanese nuking of the shipyards. Multiple ongoing ‘ground’ wars were taking place inside various stations, giving two fronts to the ongoing war…the orbital front, and the Lunar front, both of which were hammering the civilians caught in the fighting. The Americans caught on the orbital stations were suffering from a British/Japanese blockade, same as Armstrong was, with neither getting the supplies they needed to survive.
Garrison and the rest of her fellow State Senators, representing a total of 27 distinct colonies at present, with several more partially constructed ones having been put on hold by the outbreak of the war, had been driven to the conclusion that the only way they were going to survive was to do like several other nations’ colonies had done…to cut ties with their home nations in order to escape the blockade, with the vote before them being the matter of secession. 
When the final vote was tallied it was 52-2 in favor, but no rounds of applause broke out, nor any cheers or jeers. The entire chamber was solemn, partially due to the beginning stages of malnutrition, but more as a reflection of the dire situation that had forced this decision upon them. 
As of this moment, Armstrong was legally an independent nation, under blockade, with a foreign army housed within its borders.
Not an ideal situation, and Garrison hoped that they wouldn’t have a fight of their own on their hands when the military was informed of the vote, given that they still took their orders from Washington, aside from the small National Guard unit that Armstrong supported. The plan was to request that Star Force remove the federal troops, as they had done for others, which Governor Harrison was now officially authorized to negotiate the terms of.
The Governor was also present in the chamber, though having no voting power in the process. He did possess the authority to veto the measure, but that wasn’t going to occur. Not only was he a supporter of the course of action, but a 52-2 vote was more than enough to override his veto if need be.
  As soon as the last few bits of legal ceremony were attended to the Senate broke up and Garrison caught Harrison by the elbow on his way out of the chamber, looking up at the taller man who had once been a political rival, but was now a fellow rebel in their quest for material and political survival. 
“Make good on this,” she urged. “We have a very narrow window.”
“I intend to,” he answered, his tone one of significance. 
She nodded her support then released his arm and patted his shoulder twice before letting him walk out of the chamber and head back to his Administrative levels within the capitol building where he would contact Star Force for the first time as head of an independent nation and seek to end the blockade that was slowly killing Armstrong.
  
Two weeks later Amy stood in her quarters, looking out the window of her tower apartment across the Horizon cityscape to the landing pads as another Star Force dropship departed, carrying some of the last American troops off Luna. Fortunately they had gone without a fight, on the orders of the President no less. It was funny how little he cared about Armstrong until the State seceded and the public opinion polls suddenly shifted against him. The fervor of the space war had suddenly ended for the American people back on Earth when they realized that they’d just lost a star off their flag, two Senators and a Representative from congress, a tidy sum of tax revenue, and their favorite Lunar vacation resorts.
All of the American Lunar territories had been governed under the State’s mantle, meaning that when it seceded it left the Americans without a foothold on the moon for the first time in decades. In response to that political debacle, and expanded upon by sudden insights as to the plight of the colonists under the iron grip of the Star Force blockade, it had been deemed expedient for the President to go so far as to end their participation in the war, with him personally traveling to Atlantis to arrange for terms. 
Technically that meant the war was now over, though how it would all shake out Amy didn’t know because they didn’t actually surrender to the people they were fighting. The UK and Japan were still at war, though with the Americans backing out there were now under Star Force’s protection, and she didn’t think they’d cross them to the point the West Africans foolishly had. 
As she watched out the window, arms crossed over her chest against the chill of the air in her nightgown, another dropship was on approach to one of several pads…this one a Canadian vessel, bringing in yet more relief supplies that Star Force wasn’t willing to supply. They’d held Armstrong responsible for part of the war and had slapped a 5 year ban on them, which was small in comparison to the 50 year ban they imposed on the home States. They hadn’t handed down the permanent military ban though, and Armstrong had been allowed to keep its National Guard forces, though it was restricted from producing or procuring warships until the 5 year ban had ended, which wasn’t an issue for them, given the fact that they didn’t have any.
The Canadians had immediately stepped forward and offer their assistance, first with relief supplies and then an offer of a trade agreement. That was still floating around the Senate, but they should have the final details ironed out within a few weeks, she hoped, because Armstrong wasn’t exactly self-sufficient and had been relying on imports for a decent percentage of its economy.
They were better off, however, than most of the other recently seceded colonies now sprinkled across Luna, as well as the largest. That size, Amy hoped, would sustain them long enough to get through the Star Force ban. If they could last those five years then the Star Force Lunar markets would open up to them and they’d have the option of buying everything they couldn’t produce at decent cost. Until then they were going to have to make do with Canadian trade, along with a few startup ventures to try and add some more diversity to the limited industry they possessed, namely foodstuffs, with the recent blockade pointing out their deficiency in that economic category.
She knew Harrison was also trying to work out a deal with the Australians and a few others, but nothing had come of it yet. After only two weeks of independence she knew not to expect too much too soon, but to her altered sense of time nothing was happening fast enough. She felt a sense of relief each time a Canadian dropship arrived, knowing how badly those relief supplies were needed. Most of the city/colonies had been able to loosen their rationing, but they still had no stockpiles to draw from, so they had to be very careful to make use of what they were being given…something that most Armstrongians understood intimately. They’d learned the hard way how important logistics were and didn’t intend to be caught off guard again.
Amy looked down at her hands, noticing how the flesh around her tendons had begun to fill in again, but she hadn’t completely shaken off the skeletal look. Her strength had been returning though, and with it the headaches had begun to go away. She didn’t want to think about what would have happened if they’d waited another week…or two. The looks of her fellow colonists haunted her the most from those last days before the first Star Force dropship had arrived to start removing the soldiers and ‘accidentally’ left a stack of crates behind, filled with foodstuffs. 
Two days later the first of the Canadian dropships arrived and began the regular supply runs, marking the end to their part of the blockade, though it was apparently still in place for the Brits and Japs. She didn’t want to think about their colonists either, but she couldn’t help herself. How much worse off were they? How much longer could she have lasted if help hadn’t arrived?
Part of her wanted to curse Star Force for the blockade, but another part blamed the home countries for abandoning their Lunar colonies. They knew what Star Force was going to do after Mars, yet they still dragged their feet until Star Force left them no other choice but to surrender…and not for their wellbeing, but for their own political necessity.
Maybe cutting off ties with Earth was a good thing, above and beyond mere survival. A fresh start, perhaps, where they could avoid repeating the mistakes of the past. She hoped for as much, but feared for the worst. As a State they were new and under-populated, and that didn’t bode well for their future as an independent nation. They had to grow, and grow fast in order to survive. Half a million people was the size of a subsection of a major city back on Earth, but up here they had to supply the entire workforce, government, police, scientists, doctors, etc…not to mention birthing the next generation. 
Armstrong had a great many challenges ahead of it, and as the Governor liked to point out, had a great many opportunities on the other side of those challenges if they could get through them. She knew he was right, but the critic in her kept imagining ways that it would all fall apart before they even got half that far…and what was worse, was she was probably the one that was going to be right.
She’d do her best to make independence work, but the politic had shifted so drastically that no one could truly predict how future events were going to play out, and that uncertainty was palpable throughout Horizon, as well as over on Dawn, her representative city/colony. 
Amy turned around at the sound of her apartment door opening, but stayed at the window in her living room, waiting for her husband to walk in.
“Long day?” she asked, noting that he was two hours later than she’d expected.
“Very,” he said, walking up from behind and wrapping his arms around her tightly as they both looked out the window. He lifted one arm off her midsection and pointed at the landing Canadian dropship. “They’re keeping us busy at the docks.”
“Thankfully,” she added.
“We’re winning this one,” he said confidently, kissing her on the cheek. “I’m going to catch a shower.”
“Hurry,” she prompted.
“Won’t take long,” he promised, heading off into another room.
Amy let out a long breath, beginning to feel a little bit better. Her husband’s positivity always made her feel more at ease. She wished she could keep him around her throughout the day.
Her eyes fell back on the landing pads and watched as the boxy dropship set down on its spider-like landing legs. 
“We are winning,” she agreed. “But we’ve got a long way to go before we’ve won this one.”
  
While Armstrong was beginning to recover and make the transition to independence on Luna’s surface, Star Force was busy in orbit, picking off British and Japanese cargo ships one and two at a time, increasing the pressure on the two nations who still refused to surrender, pressing their internal wars on captured or contested facilities while digging their heels in on captured territory. Their navies, no longer having to contend with what was left of the American fleet, began redeploying to new positions while supply ships moved in with additional troops and supplies, but not to contest the Lunar blockade, leaving their remaining colonies to their own fates.
Unwilling to let them dictate the course of events, Star Force began gearing up for a final confrontation. Either they’d bait the two nations into fighting them directly, which would be suicide on their part, or they’d slowly cripple their supply lines and force them into submission. 
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July 8, 2109
  
With the supply shortage worsening for the British and Japanese colonies on Luna that hadn’t been able to declare independence, locked down as they were under the presence of both nations’ militaries, Star Force finally decided to put an end to the stalemate and launched a lightning fast strike against all locations simultaneous. More than half were taken off guard as dropship after dropship arrived in the wake of Archon saboteur teams that snuck into position and disabled aerial defenses.
With Star Force troops pouring into the colonies while bypassing the few separate military bases that remained, the malnourished troops on station surrendered in droves, either unable to put up a decent fight or simply unwilling to do so. With the defenders neutralized, dropships of relief supplies were brought down and the captured colonies, now deemed Star Force property, were more than grateful. Even the military bases eventually caved to the inevitability of the situation, surrendering without a fight over the next few days, save for two Japanese holdouts that required some prodding, but even when those bases were hit the resistance disappeared quickly, as if all they required was an excuse to surrender.
With the last of the enemy troops on Luna secured the blockade was officially ended…with the ships that had been holding position in orbit of the moon redeployed to assist in the ongoing confiscation of the British and Japanese supply fleets, with Star Force picking up two or three ships a day on average.
Both nations were able to assess the situation and could see that they were running out of time. When the first of their orbital refueling stations was confiscated by Star Force they mutually decided it was time to surrender in order to retain what remained of their infrastructure, agreeing on a date while leaving themselves a few days to tidy up loose ends.
  
“Move along…keep moving people!” a British soldier yelled over the din of the crowd at one of the hundreds of docking ports along the frame of Habitat Block 16 that held dozens of British cargo ships, as well as a few warships pressed into service as personnel transports to assist with the mass evacuation of the American prisoners. “Stay in line and keep moving forward.”
Ryan Branson, a retired physical scientist, was one of the captured colonists in line, drifting forward with a small backpack of personal items and two hands full of grandchildren. His eight year old grandson on his right and his six year old granddaughter on the left. Both were shaking with nerves, and even Ryan had to admit to a level of apprehension. The British hadn’t told them where they were going, just that they had to evacuate the station. He hoped they were being returned to American soil, but it could just as easily be a transfer to a prison camp somewhere in orbit. All he knew is they had to stick together and try to survive, and right now that meant staying in line and boarding the ship ahead.
They’d been in line for more than three hours, but his grandchildren had been troopers and hadn’t complained so much as once. They kept quiet and by his side, as he’d asked. He knew they had to be tired from standing so long, but fortunately the last hour had been in the zero g docking ring, allowing them to float in place as they scooted along via wall railings. As it was, his grandson was propelling them all along with his tiny grip on the rail, and doing a good job of it too.
“Hold up!” the soldier said, raising a hand for emphasis as the lines stopped…with people drifting into each other until they got their momentum checked. 
Ryan bumped into a large man in front of him when he stopped all too quickly. 
“Pardon me,” he muttered, pulling his granddaughter back up against his side. 
Up ahead of them the airlock door closed and the docked ship began to detach.
“They’re full,” the Brit announced. “Stay put until the next one arrives.”
“We were so close,” his grandson complained.
Ryan smiled. “Just means we’ll have our choice of seats on the next one.”
 Fortunately they didn’t have to wait long, and within six minutes they were moving again. About twenty people up the line and they arrived at the airlock where the Brit was overseeing the loading, taking a head count on a small datapad. 
“Single file,” he ordered as the threesome got to the head of the line.
“Hold on,” Ryan told his grandson, “and go in front of me. Ellie, same thing, but go behind me,” he said, twisting his torso so his hands reached out in front and behind him. With his foot Ryan pushed off the lip of the airlock and propelled them all through the narrow corridor and into the umbilical. They floated through, bumping off the walls as his grandchildren were unnecessarily twisting about, but a firm hand landed on his shoulder on the far side, checking his momentum.
“To the left,” another British officer said, pushing Ryan that direction. 
His grandson reached out and grabbed another railing, pulling them along in line as Ryan pushed off against the floor to help him steady their movement. They rejoined the back of the line as they were herded through several corridors until they came to a gravity transfer zone, floating up into a moving round room with two doors spinning around slowly. 
“Ok, you know what to do, right?” he asked his grandchildren. “We have to catch the door. Feet first.”
Grabbing a long ladder/railing, Ryan released his grandson but held onto his granddaughter as he felt the first tiny pull of the centrifugal force as the railing ever so slowly pulled him sideways. He twisted around, putting his feet on the rungs and allowed himself to drift ‘downward’ towards the door, seeing his grandson already several rungs ahead of him. By the time they got down through the door to the floor there was barely a fraction of a g of artificial gravity, but it was enough to right themselves and allow them to walk very tenderly over to a nearby stairwell that the line of people was following.
As they went down the stairs the gravity began to increase again, coming up to full strength when they hit the very bottom and were led to a large bank of passenger seats on what Ryan guessed was a commercial transport, raising his hopes that they were being returned to Earth or at least maybe to Star Force. He and his two family members were led to their seats and settled in.
“I have to pee,” his grandson said after a few minutes.
“Me too,” his sister echoed.
“I think they’ll let us go after everyone gets seated,” Ryan said, hoping that was true. His bladder was full as well. “Just hold on a little bit longer, ok?”
“I’ll try,” his grandson said, making a strange face.
Thanks to the British insistence to keep the lines moving this bank of seats, probably more than 1000 strong, filled quickly, after which they were allowed to move around a bit, hit the restrooms and the nearby lounges, but they weren’t allowed to transfer between sections, which were kept locked down by a scattering of British troops. After another long wait they got the disembarkment warning, instructing them all to return to their seats before the ship disconnected from the station and began to move off. 
About half an hour into their trip the video screens shifted from entertainment channels over to an exterior view from the ship’s cameras pointing back towards Habitat Block 16, which snapped into a zoom enlargement as the Captain’s voice came over the intercom.
“I know this is a bad moment, but I figured you’d want to see what was happening,” he said apologetically. “So you know, we evacuated everyone off the stations.”
Ryan’s jaw dropped as he saw one of the stations inside the cube grid explode like a snowball smashing against a wall. Debris went everywhere, crashing into nearby stations as well as snapping the connective strips in that section of the cube. He recognized that particular station as module 54, which held an amusement park that he had often taken his grandchildren to.
Suddenly another station detonated, then another a minute later. In succession each of the 125 stations held together within the cubical grid were hit by nuclear missiles being fired by the surrounding British warfleet in a slash and burn campaign being undertaken across Earth orbit. Every captured enemy facility that the British and Japanese possessed was being mass evacuated then nuked, denying Star Force the opportunity to confiscate or return what had once been West African, German, or American property. 
Within the day, all 21 Habitat Blocks that made up Nimbus were obliterated in the largest nuclear maelstrom in recorded history, utterly destroying the 54th American state. 
The British may have had to surrender to Star Force, but they were going to take one of the stars off the American flag before they did so…and that was one victory that Davis and his people couldn’t steal from them.
  
When Paul got the reports of what the British and Japanese were doing back in the Fleet Command center on Venus he punched the console he was reading the report on, denting the synthetic trim and turning a few curious heads before he read down far enough to see the addendum noting the evacuation ships leaving prior to the nuking. 
The tightness in his chest abated somewhat when he read that, but his anger was still present. Even assuming they’d gotten everyone off those installations the debris field was going to expanding out into the traffic lanes, endangering both starships and stations until they could get it all cleaned up. Adding to that was the fact that at least some of the debris was going to be radioactive, meaning Star Force had a giant mess on its hands. The Nimbus debris would be the worst of it, given the mass of those constructs, but there were hundreds of other captured stations tagged around the planet that had been destroyed in the British/Japanese purge of their war spoils.
Paul loosely figured it would take 5 years at best to get it all collected, and over that amount of time it was going to spread far and wide and could be responsible for deaths long after this war came to an end…which was going to happen right now. 
Liam was still in the Mars micro-system, overseeing their fleet there, but Roger had transitioned back over to command of Earth’s orbital fleet along with the excess of warships no longer necessary in the belt or at Mars. The Draco had remained in the belt, being too massive to easily maneuver around the playing board, so Roger had transferred over to the Orion when the Lunar blockade had begun. 
Pulling up a message prompt on the console, Paul tagged the command ship as the intended target and routed the message to Roger’s personal account, then began typing loudly as his emotions bled over into the force he landed in his keystrokes.
I just read the report. Try to confirm any casualties if you can. I don’t trust them to have gotten everyone off and we need to know who to lynch when it comes to it. I assume you’re already gearing up to hit them hard, so let me know if I need to transfer any more ships your way. 
As you’re depriving them of their ships, start taking away their stations too. Leave them with nothing in orbit. We have to send these bastards a message. 
Oh, and shuffle the evacuees you retrieve through the Nexus stations we have operational. I’ll arrange the rest.
After that he sent messages to Greg and Davis, offering his input on the penalties the UK and Japan would be incurring, suggesting that they be kicked dirtside for at least the amount of time it took Star Force to clean up the mess they’d made in orbit.
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August 2, 2109
  
A British cruiser fired its braking thrusters as it slowly arrived at the orbital holding point where Star Force was collecting the surrendering warships, under the escort of the blocky remote controlled corvette pacing it a few kilometers off. Already stationed at the point were thirteen other British warships, surrounded by a halo of Star Force warships centered on the large battleship controlling them all. Alongside the Balboa were several cargo ships waiting to take on the surrendering British crews and return them to Earth in shame.
All across Earth orbit Star Force had holding points established where the surrendering British and Japanese ships were ordered to rendezvous at…and where the holdouts were being forced to move towards. Initially after the surrenders were offered everything had begun transitioning smoothly, until the two countries realized that Star Force was still seizing control of their infrastructure even after they’d surrendered. That caused a political ruckus and prompted sections of the surrendering fleets to renege on the arrangement and try to take up defensive positions around their key facilities.
A few battles had been fought, but Star Force had brought so many warships to bear that it was little more than a token show of resistance. Some ships had to be forcibly boarded and a few of the stations didn’t want to relinquish either, but given the military might opposing them most knuckled under eventually, leaving the collection of ships and relocation of the crews being the last remaining tasks before Star Force wrapped up World War III. 
When the arriving British cruiser finally decelerated and moved into a parking orbit alongside its sister ships, a Cougar maneuvered up against it and connected their docking ports via a flexible umbilical that could tolerate a significant amount of sheering if the momentum between the massive metal hulks hadn’t been completely negated. Through it spilled the boarding team, led by an Archon to insure there was no issue with who was going to be in possession of the ship. 
With the red-armored warrior standing guard over the transfer the British crew left the ship and a Star Force replacement team came aboard for inventory and assessment, followed by a short trip through orbit to either a shipyard with an open slip or one of several storage zones where they had been tethering the mass of captured ships to kilometer-long metallic girders arrayed in a grid pattern to keep the closely packed ships from drifting into one another. There the ships would stay until shipyard access was available, whereupon any repairs or rebuilding would be attended to, after which the ships would be put into service or sold, with a few badly damaged ones being outright scrapped and the materials recycled.
The cruiser in question was one of the larger ships captured and was flown out within the day towards one of Star Force’s shipyards, getting top priority for refit. Over the next two months all the weaponry would be stripped out and the interior areas reconfigured into small cargo bays. Its computer systems were upgraded, various navigation devices replaced or augmented, and the furnishings totally reworked. In the end it would come out of the slip looking almost the same as it had gone in from the outside, minus the external weaponry, but on the inside it looked and felt like a completely different vessel.
With it being one of the larger captured ships allocated for sale, it had a buyer before the refits were even complete and ended up in the possession of Argentina and was put to work hauling small scale goods from Earth starports to Lunar ones, helping to grow Argentinean influence in the region by filling the economic gap left by the abrupt exit of the British, Japanese, and Americans. The newly minted free nations required a great many supplies being shipped in from Earth, and with the short term Star Force bans in place on them it gave other enterprising corporations and nations an opportunity to exploit.
Argentina was not alone in this philosophy as many other nations rushed to fill the economic void, and with the captured warships and cargo ships that Star Force was selling on the cheap, many of the nations were able to double or triple the size of their cargo fleets, getting 10-20 repurposed ships for the price of one brand new Star Force model…though the quality of the used ships was considerably lacking, most of which had been built by other manufacturers, but the orbital hopping seemed almost inconsequential nowadays, and those nations interested in working within the Earth micro-system were content to use the older, weaker models, though they did rush to snatch up the repurposed Star Force designed cargo ships as they came up for sale, with all of them being purchased within the first hour of going on the market.
Australia in particular picked up the majority of the Star Force models seized from the warring factions. Though many of them were 20+ years old, that was of little concern given the high quality of the craftsmanship. The newer models might have been faster, with stronger hulls and more efficient engines, but the older ones were still solid, and at the reduced prices available made them quite attractive to the nations with a bit more capital on hand to spend.
The Australians were able to pick up a fleet of 32 such cargo ships, increasing their numbers by 13% over the next two years. With the extra ships, reduced American shipping presence, and the lack of any British or Japanese presence in the market, they quickly elevated themselves into the top economic notch, pulling slightly ahead of the resurgent Russians who collected an even larger number of the non-Star Force repurposed models and had them shipped out to the asteroid belt to expand their mining operations there tenfold into the newly opened up regions that the warring factions had been forced to vacate, along with new fields that Star Force was continually opening up.
That would be the dynamic for the next decade…the Russians expanding their natural resource holdings while the Australians focused on the markets and shipping. The currency obtained by the economic activity allowed the Aussies to further expand the infrastructure in their territorial zones through additional Star Force purchases while the Russians used their growing natural resources to build their own, with both nations exiting World War III as the true victors, as far as spoils were measured.
The Brazilians followed up the pair by using whatever capital they could scrounge up to purchase territorial zones on Mars that Star Force put up for sale. Being extremely expensive, most nations were able to purchase one at most, but the Brazilians managed to acquire 14 of them. Realizing that this wouldn’t help them in the short term, whereas repurposed starships could be put into service immediately, the Brazilians decided on a more long term strategy, willing to acquire and sit on the territories for many years, if not decades, until they had the resources available to exploit them. 
They knew well that given enough time they could turn the territorial advantage to their economic gain, given that the number of territories on Mars wasn’t expanding, and once the overall population of the planet increased they’d be in a position of dominance there. Within the following years the Brazilians would also acquire three more territories through trading with other nations that either didn’t have the finances required to exploit them or were just not that interested in expanding to the red planet. 
In the end, the Brazilians would end up with more territory on Mars than any other nation, second only to Star Force, and it was there that they would carve out their foothold in the Solar System. They participated in every territorial expansion from that day forward, but seemed only interested in collecting resources from the outer planets to barter with in exchange for more territories on Mars. Within 30 years the Brazilian population tipped the scale between the two planets, with the majority slipping away from Earth, after which they moved their national capitol off of the homeworld, making Brazil the first true interplanetary nation. 
Several other nations also benefited greatly in the aftermath of the war, each in their own way as multiple tracks to wealth and prosperity offered themselves to those entrepreneurial enough to pursue them. The 7 nations that had taken part in the war were not among them, however, and suffered greatly from the toll the fighting had taken on their infrastructure and fleets…not to mention the repercussions of the penalties inflicted upon them.
Like the Chinese before them, the West Africans had received a permanent ban from Star Force, including a military restriction, but by forcing Star Force to come after them they had unwittingly cut their own throats because in the process of capturing their warships Star Force had also scooped up every civilian ship running supplies to them. 
This cut their available cargo fleet by a third, and with the British and Japanese having seized most of their orbital stations…and then destroying them…it left the West Africans with an incomplete infrastructure in Earth orbit. They would eventually fill in the gaps, but without access to Star Force purchases or building contracts, it would take them decades to recover to pre-war levels around Earth, which was where their economic activities would center. With no presence on Mars and no ability to be eligible for Star Force territorial allotments thanks to the permanent ban, they, like the Chinese, would be mostly confined to Earth’s micro-system while the other nations continued to spread outward, leaving the West Africans behind in the ever increasing colonization race.
The South Africans fared better at Earth, given that they had been on the ‘winning’ naval side and had retained more of their fleet and stations, but they too were left behind until their temporary ban on Star Force services expired, after which they were able to reassert themselves on the outer planets once they were back in the territorial allotments. This allowed them to create a niche economy, but their participation in the war had essentially robbed them of any inner planet holdings, save for Earth. 
The Indians, having a larger economy to work with, weathered their ban better, growing the number of habitats in Earth orbit in the interim, then pursuing that course of action even further following the French model. They traded what outer planet holdings they would gain for more Earth-based assets to house their expanding population, with Star Force building for them the largest Earth orbiting stations to date, each capable of comfortably housing 1 million people. Over time, Indian would acquire a string of these stations in orbital zone 7, eventually stretching the entire way around the planet, with that habitat ‘necklace’ thickening with each decade that passed.
The Germans, who had the shortest ban of the 7 nations, fought back aggressively to replenish their losses, initially linking up with the Corporate Alliance to establish a foothold in the asteroid belt, then using Star Force’s resources to acquire a piece of Mercury and heavily invest in the mining subsection of the Solar System’s economy. They would make that industry the linchpin in their slow return to prominence, feeding many of the other nations the raw materials they required as Earth’s populations exploded outward, growing in record numbers that saw the Human population double within a century.
Later on, once technology had progressed to more equitable levels, the Germans would expand into shipbuilding, though they were never able to match Star Force’s engineers…nor was anyone else, but there was so much business available that Star Force couldn’t possibly supply the demand for more starships by themselves, so there was ample opportunity for the Germans and others to find their economic niche there.
The Americans would recover, as they always did, and expand outward in a buffet-like approach to colonization, with multiple ongoing projects and their economic fingers everywhere. They would not, however, reassume a position of dominance, having been relegated to a second tier space power in the half century that they were forced to live out the Star Force ban. Their territorial holdings were minimal, given the allotments they missed out on, but their foothold in the Solar System was still significant. 
A later alliance with the Germans would spur a renaissance of sorts, but they were never able to reach higher than a powerscore of 5th, though that was still a significant achievement given how diverse and strong the competitive field had become. 
The British, however, would not recover. Their destruction of the Nimbus habitats along with dozens of other stations had created so much debris that they would be banned from any sort of space activity for an agonizingly long 8 years, on top of which Davis slapped them with a 100 year ban on services. That economic death sentence relegated them to a minor power, buried outside the top 50 on the powerscores and left so far behind the others that while they were able to grow their holdings and prosper on an individual national level, they were never able to catch up with the competition and lost their political standing. 
The fate for Japan should have been worse, but the business savvy nation turned their misfortune around better than the Brits did. Davis laid down a 200 year ban along with the clean-up penalty that likewise saw them with no space activity for an 8 year period, after which they had to rebuild their space infrastructure from scratch. The extra 100 years had been added with Davis citing the deaths of the shipyard workers they had nuked as being ‘completely uncivilized behavior.’ As such, they were going to have to pursue their spacebound economy without Star Force’s assets.
Japan responded to the challenge with patience and persistence, taking the penalty in stride and using the Corporate Alliance and others to supply them with material to begin rebuilding. Instead of relying on outside services as a rule, Japan sought to build up its self-sufficiency, learning and recruiting highly skilled individuals from the outside to teach them the finer aspects of the technology others were buying in order that one day down the road Japan would be able to build it for itself.
That goal would be achieved many decades down the road, but again, the pace of growth of the other nations outstripped Japan’s success, and they too, like the British, would never return to a place of dominance, though Japan would come to be regarded as a valuable business partner with several of the other smaller nations, building up its rep amongst the ‘3rd tier’ league, so to speak. In this way they regained a measure of respect, but their actions in World War III had set their fate in the colonization race that would reshuffle Earth’s political structure, leaving once dominant nations broken, and formerly broken nations dominant…and everything else in between. 
Not only did the war spurn the reshuffling of power, it also created many more players in the game with the large number of colonies declaring independence. Many of them wouldn’t survive on their own and would be voluntarily absorbed into a Star Force run federation, preserving their separation from Earth while alleviating the burden of attaining self-sufficiency given their small size and population. 
Others would prosper, however, and grow to have a larger space foothold than most of the nations originating on Earth. All together, the war had kicked into higher gear an era of great opportunity that saw many changes to the social and political structures founded on Earth as they migrated into space, with Star Force becoming the preeminent and undisputable guiding power that ushered Humanity forward with a light, but firm grasp, bringing with it great power and wealth as it quietly led the nations down the path it wished, in preparation for the challenges ahead that no one yet knew they were about to face.
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May 26, 2110
  
Davis clicked on the wall screens behind him in the amphitheatre with a flick of a handheld selection wand, bringing up a map of Earth with population density statistics for the assembled national ambassadors to see.
“As many of you well know, overpopulation on Earth is beginning to approach critical levels. We estimate that within four years food production on the planet will become insufficient to the point where we’ll have to start importing foodstuffs from off planet. India has already begun heavy rationing of their food supply and other countries are doing the same in a more moderated manner. Many of you are closing your borders to immigration to be able to sustain your own populations. To combat this problem before it consumes the planet, I give you project Exodus.”
Davis activated a secondary wall screen with more statistics and a theoretical version of the main map accelerated down the timeline with the bright red overpopulated regions of Earth dimming to orange and yellows.
“Mass colonization will relieve the population stress on Earth, and Star Force already has the groundwork in place to begin growing new, independent colonies on our own Lunar and Martian territories. The habitats are already being constructed and the first stages of relocation have begun on an experimental basis, to stress test our acclimatization and teaching programs. We’re not simply going to pick people up off of Earth and dump them on Mars, but rather we’re going to train them for the challenges they’ll face their and on Luna, and once we’re satisfied with their scores they’ll be settled accordingly.”
“This program is voluntary, but given the overpopulation problems your nations are facing I have no doubt you will have plenty of volunteers. We can and will run this program through civilian angles if we must, but your cooperation in the facilitation of the mass exodus would greatly expedite the process by clearing away some of the legal hurdles the potential colonists will face.”
“We currently estimate that we will be able to handle a comfortable million plus when we go public with the program six months from now, with an additional million every year, given current orbital facilities that are continuing to grow. I do not have a current breakdown on which countries we will allow how many slots…that will be determined later along with your level of cooperation.”
“Let me make one point clear, these citizens, once transferred to us, will no longer be counted as part of your nations’ population. They will become Star Force wards during their transition, then citizens of the new colonies we are founding. The colonies will not be segregated according to previous nationality or language. Common culture will be learned during the transition period sufficient for them to coexist on a moderate level, with true unity probable only with successive generations.”
“Star Force is not charging anything for this service. We are doing this to avert a humanitarian disaster of epic proportions. I do not hold to the population control measures that some of you have implemented, but I understand the crisis that has prompted them. Project Exodus will give you a civilized alternative to stabilize your population levels.”
“Coupled with this, we are also implementing Project Harvest, a massive expansion of Star Force’s foodstuff production facilities geared toward supplying Earth with sufficient levels to be able to rescind the current rationing, as well as for supplying what is needed for these new colonies as they grow and expand exponentially. Concurrently, we will work with any of you that wishes to begin retooling your own nation’s foodstuff production, much of which is still primitive and weather sensitive. We will help you devise a more productive approach, as well as make certain products available to assist in this, namely being a condensed version of a hydroponic factory that we’ve been streamlining for domestic use.”
“For those nations with vast tracks of inhospitable land, we’re willing to contribute half the payment for these hydroponic facilities on the condition that the produce be put on the worldwide market rather than reserved for your own nation. Key areas I’m thinking about are the deserts and tundras.”
“A small subsection of Project Harvest will be Star Force’s creation of oceanic production facilities located in the shallows along your nations’ coastlines. Similar to Atlantis, these facilities will be Star Force owned and run, but will sell exclusively to your individual markets, assuming you permit us access to those coastal areas. This will put a supply center on your home soil without consuming your precious land space, which has already become clogged with overpopulation in many cases.”
“Likewise, many of you have inquired as to Star Force’s underwater building experience in order to expand your own coastal cities beneath the oceans and seas on your borders. I will tell you that it is not an easy thing to do, nor are we comfortable with just giving you the specs and leaving you to flounder in ignorance. But given the usefulness of bleeding off some of your population into new cities, I have agreed to found Project Nautilus.”
“This will be a new branch of Star Force construction services focused on underwater development of complete cities, ranging in size from small towns to metropolises. It will be expensive, as you can imagine, but my sources tell me many of you are ready to begin such construction projects tomorrow if I give the word. Well, you can consider the word given. Nautilus construction teams are already assembled and can be deployed as soon as the first of you sign contracts.”
“Now, to the philosophical side of this issue. Many have pointed out that the steps that Star Force is taking is nothing more than a stalling tactic, and that the issue of population control has to be addressed at some point. So let’s address it now.”
“Killing off excess population is abhorrent, therefore it is not a credible option, though it is an expedient method of reducing the demand on resources.”
“Restricting reproduction is a regrettable option, and one that I prefer to avoid. Given certain crises it can be necessary, but with preplanning it can be avoided and never should be considered a permanent solution. True civilization is a free society, and the type of restriction that comes into play violates that mandate. As an emergency measure it is marginally acceptable…far better than to have people starving to death…but it is not a valid, long term option.”
“Where does that leave us then? Infinite expansion? Many would argue that to be foolhardy and unsustainable, and while I agree that larger population levels require greater responsibility upon leadership, it is not prohibitive. There are a great many advantages to having large populations that counter the downsides, so don’t discount growth as merely a problem. Unchecked, it can lead to overpopulation and a host of crisis points that we are now facing…but measured, sustainable, and beneficial growth can be achieved with proper foresight.”
“Star Force is offering that foresight as we continue to push forward the colonization rush, faster than many of you are comfortable with, but I assure you that we know what we’re doing, the risks involved, and that we have a master plan…a key component of which is the fact that space is vast enough to eat up all the population we can throw at it and still laugh at our impotent efforts to fill the universal void.”
“Due to continually updating astronomic research, we’ve identified the presence of thousands of planets around distant stars. While we might not be able to reach them yet, those worlds are there to be had and populated. If we achieve that someday into the future, our population won’t be measured in the billions, it will be measured in the trillions.”
“With that perspective in mind, don’t look on hundreds of millions of births as a massive population explosion, but rather as just one of many stepping stones into the future. We must guard that future closely, for a misstep could spell disaster, without fearing it. Embrace growth. Embrace advancement. Embrace the concept of interplanetary civilization.”
“Even now, in this star system, we have access to dozens of planetoids, most of which can be made habitable, but even those that cannot have orbital tracks for us to populate, as Star Force has taken the first steps in doing with Jupiter. We have plenty of room to expand in our own back yard, so to speak, before we would even need to think about having to push the boundaries of this star system in search of another. Star Force has the means, and the will, to see this broad and aggressive colonization effort forward. Your participation is a matter for each nation to decide what’s in your best interests.”
Davis half turned and gestured to the population density map, with many areas of many nations glowing red. 
“Expansion can fix this problem, if handled diligently and wisely. To that end some of you are probably already crunching the numbers. When I said we could accommodate a million the first year, you’re probably thinking what’s the point? That’s a drop in the bucket compared to the global population growth, and even if Star Force grows its operations how much is 2 million, or 3, or even 5 going to achieve?”
“In that line of questioning you see the depth of the problem this planet faces. We don’t just need an exodus from the planet, we need a mass exodus. That is why Star Force has to take an unusual tactic this time around. Normally we don’t do much building on Earth, 99% of our construction efforts being up there,” he said, pointing up at the semi-clear dome above their heads that was just beginning to show starlight now that the sun had set.
“While the construction of the new colonies will be off Earth, we need to build our colonist training centers here to facilitate the processing. Now, I could build another dozen or so copies of Atlantis in the ocean, but that would be prohibitively expensive…and you know from my history that I have rarely used that term with regard to Star Force expenditures,” the Director said, cracking a small smile.
“We need to build on land, not just for Project Exodus, but for Project Harvest as well. This is the most expedient and efficient route available to us, but as you well know land is in short supply, else we wouldn’t have the overpopulation problems that we face. You’re making the most out of what you have and are beginning to expand into your inhospitable climates, for those of you that have them, in search of more building opportunities. We are not going to try to steal those opportunities from you. Besides, we require much more acreage than most of you have available.”
“There is another solution, however. Land that none of you possess, nor want. In exchange I am willing to accede to some of the demands that have been made of Star Force over the previous year regarding mitigation of the penalties handed down from the war. I am hereby willing to cancel the permanent nature of the military bans and instead tie them to the length of your service bans,” he said, drawing audible exclamations of relief and approval from the nations involved. They’d been diplomatically hammering him hard to renegotiate the penalties and the military ban had been their biggest gripe by far.
To those of you who are not suffering any bans, Star Force will compensate you each with one additional territory either on Luna or Mars, as is available, from those Star Force holdings that we haven’t yet developed. I think all of you here will find the arrangement more than sufficient recompense, considering that it is going to cost you nothing more than your approval.”
“I will note the fact that West Africa and China are not here, and I will reiterate the fact that I do not care what they have to say on the matter. If there are any ruffled feathers to deal with, I leave that to you all to deal with as the international body. The Chinese will protest, I have no doubt, but with your consent we will be moving forward regardless.”
“Now, maybe some of you have pieced together my riddle. Good for you if you have. For those of you who haven’t, let me be more clear,” he said, replacing the population statistics with a map of Earth’s southernmost continent.
“For Projects Exodus and Harvest to be fully realized, I need Antarctica.”
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