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C H A P T E R

I

 

Chase looked at the display with unmasked
satisfaction as the last red dot disappeared from his radar. The
remaining pieces of the fighter he had just blown out of space came
burning against his frontal shields, illuminating the cockpit with
radiant blue light for a brief instant. He took the opportunity to
make a quick systems check. His shields were still in the green,
standing strong at eighty percent and recharging. He had only
exhausted half of his missiles against the eleven kills he had made
in the last twenty minutes of combat.

Not bad, he thought. Not bad at
all...

The thought quickly died as the ship’s
computer broke the triumphant silence. The computer spoke with a
soft, sexy, female voice—probably way too sexy for a star fighter
navicomputer designed mainly for dogfights. But this was an old
Manticore Mark II model, which was equipped with outdated software.
Chase had to admit, when it came to the voice, there were times
when he didn’t mind.

“Multiple enemy targets on
approach vector,” said AINI, the Artificially Intelligent
Navicomputer Interface. The radar let out four successive,
high-pitched beeps as each of the targets progressively appeared on
the scope. They were flying in a standard square formation, one
pair of fighters covering for the other.

The grin slowly faded from Chase’s face. A
dogfight against four enemies with no wingman was not to be taken
lightly, not if one wanted to live long enough to talk about the
encounter. It wasn’t the first time he’d had to face such odds, but
each time he had, it had cost him and his ship dearly. And here
he’d hoped to bring the fighter back to bay with as few scratches
as possible. Wishful thinking.

As the fighters approached, his mind raced
over the different tactics that applied to such a situation. The
academic ones as well as the crazy ones—those that most dogfight
instructors would consider not only insane, but also directly
against practically all the rules in the flight book. Standard
by-the-book tactics would dictate prudence by trying to reduce the
number of enemies from the first pass, allowing the pilot to
concentrate on killing the next target while avoiding only a pair
of bogies. A feat which in itself was far from easy. Chase’s main
instructor and war hero, Admiral Tharowni, would say that a couple
of missiles locked and fired at the exact moment bogies entered
firing range had a ninety percent chance of scoring a kill,
reducing the odds to three against one. Again, not easy, but
statistically preferable to trying to engage in a dogfight while
being pursued by three enemy vessels.

But Chase never fought thinking about the
statistics or the odds. While he respected the wisdom in such a
course of action, losing two out of his three remaining missiles so
early in the fight was not something he was prepared to do, at
least not today.

“Enemy craft entering firing
range,” AINI purred with all the charm programmed into her vocal
subroutines.

Time to make a decision. In only a few
seconds, Chase’s fighter would be in a shower of enemy laser fire.
He needed a plan.

“Let’s try something new,
shall we?” he said aloud. This rhetorical banter was rather routine
for him and his sensual computer. One-sided, but
routine.

Three seconds later, heavy laser fire
started to fall around his fighter’s canopy like red rain,
occasionally igniting the shields. Pulling hard on the stick, the
fighter effectively rolled and dodged, avoiding most of the damage.
But his enemies were still closing on him at high velocity, firing
all the while.

“Missile lock!” AINI sounded
as alarmed as she could, humming with the familiar buzz that warned
of imminent danger.

A slow smile spread up the side of Chase’s
face. Time seemed to slow, then for a split second, it stopped
altogether.

Now!

He released countermeasures and his fighter
veered sharply and made a tight break to the right, still not
firing a single shot. The incoming missile fell for it. The port
shields received part of the incoming laser fire while the internal
structure of the fighter moaned in disagreement over its rough
handling. Clearly not designed to be subjected to a brutal
ninety-degree break while at full afterburner speed, the ship made
warning noises and lit a red LED light across the primary alarm
panel. The ship’s inertial dampeners were clearly not made for this
kind of abuse. As always, the dangerous creaking and flashing was
accompanied by the silky vocal explanations of AINI.

“Structural integrity
failure imminent,” she warned.

Unfortunately for the ship, in Chase’s mind
“imminent” still meant that he had a couple more seconds. That was,
coincidentally, all the time he needed. Once he pulled out of his
break, the primary alarm LED turned from red to yellow. Automatic
systems were redirecting power to structural integrity to
compensate for the ship’s mistreatment. Soon, it would turn green
as power would be siphoned off other systems like shields, guiding
systems, weapons, and even life support.

A quick glance at the radar showed Chase
that his maneuver had gone exactly as planned, forcing the quartet
of ships to break hard left to follow him and take position at his
six o’clock. He could almost see his instructors holding their
heads in their hands; such a display would most certainly be
defined as “reckless flying.” He brushed the thought away and shook
his head to clear it. He would need perfect concentration if he
intended to leave this dogfight as something more than a floating
pile of space rubble.

Streaks of laser fire passed by his canopy
again, but this time from behind and, while many of the hits
reduced the aft shields, he still thought that this tactic, however
highly dangerous, would pay off. He squared his shoulders and took
a deep breath. He was about to find out.

“AINI, prepare to execute
maneuver Theta-4 on my mark.”

“Loaded and ready,” she
answered almost instantly.

“NOW!”

The next instant, AINI killed the
afterburners and engaged the reverse thrusters while simultaneously
boosting their power by redirecting ninety percent of every other
system’s power into them, leaving the ship with minimal shielding
for just a few milliseconds. Chase sucked in a deep breath. If the
enemy had anticipated such a maneuver, those milliseconds would no
doubt mean the end of him. But sure enough, the fighters were
caught completely off guard and sailed past him like shooting stars
into the quiet night.

Once AINI’s sensors detected that the
targets had passed by, she automatically re-balanced the power,
redistributing it equally between two main systems: forward engines
and weapons. The Theta-4 maneuver was programmed to stay in this
distributed power scheme for ten seconds. More than enough time for
Chase to rain deadly supercharged firepower upon his foes,
effectively draining their aft shields while they undoubtedly tried
to understand what had just happened to them. After a few seconds
of showering a full spread of laser fire, he quickly selected the
two enemy fighters that had lost more than half their shields and
locked onto them with a missile each. When AINI acknowledged the
locks, he simultaneously fired the missiles and turned quickly on
the third craft’s vector, the one which had its aft shield at the
minimum. Chase aligned his vessel perfectly to his foe, not letting
it breathe. Each of its attempts to dodge were carefully
anticipated and compensated for. There was no escape. Its
structural integrity started to decrease rapidly and most of his
laser shots were now scoring holes in its metal armor, leaving a
trail of sparks and chunks of metal in its wake. A few seconds
later, it finally exploded in a bright fireball.

One down, thought Chase.

He glanced at the rest of the ships just in
time to see the first missile reach its target, effectively tearing
a port wing to shreds and sending the craft into a twirl before it
detonated brightly. Chase couldn’t help but crack a smile.

Bold maneuvers. Worked every time.

The second missile-locked fighter launched a
decoy and the missile fell for it, but its late deployment still
weakened its shields and caused enough damage to effectively remove
it from the fight for a few moments as the pilot broke off to
recharge. Glancing at the radar to find the fourth fighter, Chase
was rewarded with a spread of fire on his port-side shield. He
pulled hard on the stick while cutting its velocity by half,
allowing the enemy to pass him by and using the momentum of this
last attack to reposition his fighter back into the hunter’s
position.

“Port shields failing,” AINI
advised.

“Dammit!” he swore. One more
hit on this side of his craft and he was history.

He quickly checked the status of the damaged
fighter only to swear again as he realized that it was already back
on course. Two to one, and he was in bad shape. He had to act fast.
The only good news was that his maneuver to place himself behind
the only undamaged fighter had been a success. He started showering
it with all the laser fire he could, hitting it many times on its
aft shield. But it wasn’t enough to get it out of the sky before
the second ship would reach him.

An almost Zen-like state came over Chase as
he considered his options. He had still one missile left, but he
knew that firing it meant using his final ace. As he deliberated,
he saw the vessel in front of him effectively spinning around,
avoiding his lasers and keeping its shields up despite being in the
red. Chase had no doubt that the pilot had redirected every ounce
of energy to keep his shields up, probably even cutting life
support. A risky strategy, but it had worked; it bought him enough
time for his wingman to rejoin the fight.

The situation was beginning to grow dire.
Chase wondered if the standard by-the-book tactics wouldn’t have
been wiser, but he quickly disregarded the thought. He’d made his
decision, now he had to blow up two fighters. Such was life.

“Missile lock!” AINI cooed,
displaying two missiles advancing quickly on his
position.

“Looks like this guy doesn’t
want to see if I have any more tricks up my sleeve, now does
he?”

Sometimes Chase wished AINI’s programming
extended to sarcasm. In moments like this, her silence twisted his
stomach.

“Launch countermeasures on
my mark.” He pushed his stick to the left, a little more, and a
little more, before shouting “Mark!” as he performed a
hundred-and-eighty-degree spin. Then he double clicked his
afterburner, activating a fifty-percent power boost transfer from
other systems. One of the missiles scored the decoys and, as Chase
had predicted, his spin took him far enough away to avoid any
critical damage from the blast. However, he no longer had any side
shields, as the starboard ones had failed upon the missile’s
detonation.

Nervously glancing at the radar for the last
missile’s position and trajectory, he suddenly smiled as he saw
that he still had a few seconds to complete his plan. With quick
fingers, he soothed his lasers from rapid fire to concentrated
beams. He only had one shot at this, and it had to be enough. His
instincts took over as he aligned himself perfectly behind his
foe’s engines and fired. The concentrated beams scored multiple
hits, knocking out the remaining vessel’s aft shields and disabling
one of its engines. As it struggled to recover, Chase passed
quickly by and broke hard on the right. The last missile still on
his back adjusted course only to find Chase’s crippled foe right in
its trajectory. With a screeching rip, it tore through metal like
paper and the ship exploded in a million pieces.

“Three down, one more to
go!” Chase shouted in triumph.

And one missile left. Perfect. Just like
he’d planned.

With a fierce concentration that came from
years of fighting, Chase locked on the last enemy craft with his
final missile and fired away. At the same time, he continued
blasting away with his lasers, delivering a concentrated burst of
fire at the precise moment the missile made contact. A blazing
explosion sent it straight to hell, leaving pieces of debris and a
sudden silence in its wake.

“Phew, that was too close a
call…” Chase murmured to himself, glancing at his ship’s status.
But he couldn’t help but be proud.

He had succeeded in eliminating all four
enemy craft without compromising his own ship’s armor. The only
damage was to the shields and they were already recharging. He
clicked a few buttons and looked at the fight’s statistical
display: a more than satisfactory sixty-seven percent laser hit
ratio and a total fight time of two minutes forty-two seconds. That
had to be a new record for this kind of fight.

“Hey AINI,” he smirked,
“looks like we just made heist—”

“Multiple inbound system
jumps detected.”

The words echoed in Chase’s mind but, before
he had time to process them, there was more.

“Enemy vessels on approach
vector.”

“You have GOT to be kidding
me!”

A series of high-pitched beeps answered back
from the radar. No less than six foes, two of which were highly
shielded corvettes. Way too much firepower for a ship even twice as
solid as his was now. His beauty had seen better days, and that was
before dispatching fifteen enemy vessels.

He quickly glanced at a map readout and
keyed jump coordinates as fast as he could, only to be rewarded by
another vocal alarm.

“Jump engine inoperable, one
of the ships has erected a JIF.”

“A jump interdiction field.
Great. Why am I not surprised? Well, I guess I’ll go down in a
blaze of glory then.”

Silence.

“AINI?”

“Enemy ships entering firing
range.”

Chase rolled his eyes. “Some comfort you
are.”

Then all hell broke loose.

Both corvettes’ long-range laser-cannon fire
sprayed heavily towards him. He jerked on the controls, trying to
evade in every possible direction, but it was only a matter of
time. It would take just one or two direct hits to vaporize him. A
quick glance at the displays showed the quartet of fighters
protecting the corvettes as they vectored towards him. They were
only a few seconds away from entering firing range themselves, at
which point any attempt to dodge fire from six simultaneous targets
would be all but futile.

“Unless...” he let the word
hang in the void while his brain worked away at light speed.
Glancing at his star chart, he bellowed, “Full power to engines,
vector zero by four by six, towards that blue moon.”

The ship’s engines roared to life, doubled
by a big rumble from the afterburners. The enemy craft were heavy
fighters; that gave him just enough of an advantage in speed to
outrun them for a little while. His fuel gauge, however, indicated
some rather alarming readings, not to mention, main power was
almost in the red.

“It will have to do... AINI,
give me an ETA on the moon and the time difference for the enemy
fighters to reach us.”

“At present speed, we’ll
reach the moon in one minute, twenty-five seconds. The vessels will
enter firing range approximately twenty-five seconds before we
reach it.”

“Damn and I thought this could work…” he muttered. “Well, maybe it
still can. AINI, what if we redirect all power to the engines,
including life support?”

“Simulations project that we
would reach the moon with an advance of five to ten seconds if we
execute that command immediately,” she crooned. Amazing, even in a
life or death moment, his computer sounded like she was inviting
him to bed.

“Execute now!” he cried.
“And…goodbye AINI,” he added, knowing full well that executing the
command would also take the power away from her artificial
circuits. He would have to fly by the stick and pushing buttons
from now on.

A few moments later, the moon was on the
view screen, growing fast. Chase aligned his fighter into a
near-atmosphere entry vector line. Red LEDs started to blink all
over the cockpit as each of his systems siphoned off their power.
At this rate, if he even brushed the upper atmosphere, the ship
would transform into a big ball of fire. Chase pushed the thought
from his mind and tightened his hands around the navigational
stick.

His enemies were closing in fast, but not
fast enough to get a clear shot before he disappeared behind the
moon. They would, no doubt, pursue. But it didn’t matter now.

He pushed his ship to the upper limit, only
a few feet off the moon’s atmosphere, and used its gravity to start
a slingshot run around it. His speed grew exponentially and he
redistributed some power to his shields and life support when the
air started to become too thin to breathe. Now was not a good time
to be light headed. The energy drain for propulsion was no longer
necessary, thanks to the formidable gravitational forces of the
moon. The ship would accelerate with incredible velocity even if he
only gave the engines a little rub.

“Space Applied Physics
wasn’t such a dumb course after all,” he reflected, trying to boost
the inertial dampeners to avoid having his bones crushed under the
pressure of the Gs pulled by the maneuver.

A few minutes later, his fighter was on the
other side of the moon, ready to finish the slingshot. He adjusted
his course towards one of the corvettes and, once he was away from
the gravitational forces, he disengaged his engines. Then he
quickly keyed a set of commands as his ship entered the corvette’s
firing range. He pulled hard on the controls to put the ship in a
wild spin, trying to avoid enemy fire, then he submitted the
command he’d keyed earlier, diverting power to the shields and the
weapon systems.

He was only a few seconds away... He’d
entered what he liked to call the “dead zone,” the stretch where
enemy craft were at optimal firing range and during which the
probability they scored a hit was much higher. Not a moment later,
the ship took one hit on the starboard shields, disabling them on
the spot and sending a few metal pieces of the hull floating off
into space.

Streaks of red laser fire streamed all over
his canopy, and he was mere moments away from the corvette. Then
suddenly, he keyed a flurry of other commands. His shields went
down and his lasers started to fire at full power. Then, before he
could even brace himself, he pulled very hard into outer space,
spinning in his chair just enough to watch his plan play out.

His ship collided with enormous velocity
into the corvette’s frontal hull, causing a massive explosion. Its
fractured momentum sent it hurtling full speed into the second
corvette, which promptly split in half.

And that was the end of it.


 



C H A P T E R

II

 

The screen turned black, the cockpit lights
turned back on, and the monitor flashed.

“Simulation
over.”

The canopy of the simulator opened with its
usual shrieking and thumping, and Chase made a mental note to have
a word with the maintenance crew. The simulator, despite being
multiple versions behind in terms of the navicomputer, was the only
pleasure he was getting out of the war these days. If it broke, he
wouldn’t know what to do to pass the time.

“More reckless than
ever!”

Chase shook back his long, dark hair and
turned around to see his old friend Daniel walking up to greet him,
a broad smile stretching across his face.

“When are you gonna learn,
that sort of flying will get you killed in the real world? I
seriously doubt it’s what they’ve been teaching you at the academy.
I’m not sure you would have killed half those bogies in a real
combat situation, but I must admire your spirit. Not to mention,
some of the stuff you did was pretty ingenious.”

Daniel was medium height and medium build
with longish hair that was sometimes free flowing, but most days,
like today, was attached neatly in a ponytail. His bright blue eyes
were slightly amplified behind a thinly framed pair of glasses, and
he grinned again as he clapped Chase’s arm.

“I beg to differ,” Chase
answered with a return smile dancing in his shocking, purple eyes.
“But as long as the cease fire is in place, I fear I won’t be able
to prove to you that it could.” Daniel cast him a doubtful look
but, before he could speak, Chase continued, “But since you’re
here, let’s grab a couple of drinks, shall we?”

“That, my friend, is an
excellent idea!” Daniel agreed cheerfully.

A few moments later, they were sitting in
the mess hall with their bottles in front of them, bantering
good-naturedly back and forth.

After taking a long sip from his drink,
Daniel lowered his voice seriously. “Don’t get me wrong, but the
simulator isn’t a good way to test whether or not your crazy
maneuvers would work. If you want to get some thrills, and god
knows so do I when I practice in that old hunk-a-junk, it’s all in
good fun. But you can’t expect to pull such reckless tactics out
there.”

“And why not?” Chase raised
one of his eyebrows.

“Well, for starters, you
don’t really feel the Gs in the simulator, at least nowhere near
the way you would in real life. That ninety-degree break you made
towards the end? I don’t think you would have been able to make it
in your ship without passing out. And if you do, even for a couple
of seconds, you’re dead!” He flashed Chase an accusatory look. “Not
only would it pain me to lose such a good friend, but the last
thing our cause needs is to waste a good pilot.”

“If I didn’t know better,
I’d think you were genuinely worried about me. Isn’t that sweet…”
Chase chuckled mischievously. “A good pilot, you say?”

“I’m serious. You should try
to fly your ship by the book; it works for most pilots.”

“Are you referring to the
guys whose names are engraved on silver plates throughout the halls
of this ship? As a thank you for giving their life for the Star
Alliance? Because if you are, believe me, I’d prefer my name wasn’t
engraved anywhere but in the brain of the enemy pilots, for a split
second, just before I send their vessels to kingdom come.” Chase
took a swig of the blue drink and pushed his long, black hair out
of his eyes. “In the academy I was treated like a freak because I
refused to follow the book and everyone said I would end up dead at
my first enemy encounter. Well, funny enough, five years later,
with more kills than I could paint my ship with, I’m still alive
and kicking. Look, I agree some pilots need to follow procedure. I
can only surmise that they either lack inspiration, instinct, or
both. But that’s not me, Daniel. I fly with my gut, and my gut is
still here, so that has to count for something.”

“That’s true I guess...”
Daniel traced the table. “I’m just worried.”

“Why exactly?”

He seemed reluctant. “Cause
you’re...well...”

Chase leaned forward with a grin. “Spit it
out already!”

“You’re
reckless.”

“You bet your ass I am!”
Chase laughed. “You know, I thought we were supposed to grab a
drink and have some fun. Why don’t we just enjoy them and not talk
about each other’s piloting skills and styles?”

“Well, we haven’t discussed
mine.”

“Yeah well, we better not,
mister ‘by-the-book.’” Chase smirked sarcastically.

“There you go! I’m still
alive too, and right after your ass on the killing roster. And I’m
still your wing commander,” Daniel said with mock
sternness.

Chase put his hands up. “Alright, you are
indeed the second name there, but I could go on vacation for a year
and you still wouldn’t catch up with me. And you’re wing commander
because of your people skills; that and nobody in their right mind
will give that position to a top-gun fighter like me who doesn’t
follow procedure.”

“You’re exaggerating about
the roster and, yes, this is why I’m your wing commander and not
the other way around.”

“Am I exaggerating?” Chase
stroked his Van Dyke style beard with satisfaction. “I’m fine being
the lone-wolf pilot. You know I hate orders anyway, most certainly
receiving them, but I don’t really see myself giving them either.
I’m okay doing my own thing.”

“You’re still giving orders
as Beta Squadron leader, or did you forget?” Daniel grinned
wickedly. “I wonder why… Could it have something to do with your
mysterious past?”

“Yeah, yeah, I dispatch
advice under fire.” Chase pointed his bottle at his friend in a
playful warning. “And you’re entering touchy territory
here.”

Instead of backing down, Daniel leaned
forward. “I don’t want to upset you, but didn’t you ever ask
yourself if you live the way you do because you have no family? Or
at any rate, because you don’t know them?”

“I… I don’t know.” Chase
stared contemplatively at the table, caught off guard by the sudden
change of tone.

“Look, I don’t want to bring
you down, and I love you like a brother, so, in fact, you do have
family.” Daniel paused. “I was just trying to say…it must not be
easy to have been found on our planet, fully grown, without a
single memory of where you come from. You even told me there was
something slightly different in your DNA scans…?”

“Yeah I guess, but it’s
something I try not to dwell on, if you know what I mean. And yes,
I’m definitely different according to scans.” Chase finished his
drink and tried to lighten the mood. “Must have something to do
with my irresistible charm.”

But Daniel’s face was solemn. “It’s not just
the scans, Chase…”

Chase’s smile faltered. “What do you
mean?”

“I’ve known you for how
long?”

Chase tipped back his head to think. “Since
the academy, so about ten years.”

“Exactly. Chase…you haven’t
aged a single day.”

Chase snorted in surprise. “Of course I’ve
aged. What are you talking about?”

Daniel slowly shook his head. “Ten years is
just a chunk of our life spans, but even so, I’ve changed. I have a
few more gray hairs, a couple of wrinkles. But you? You’re just the
same as the day I met you.”

“I hadn’t noticed.” Chase
picked up another drink. “Maybe I worry less than you?”

Daniel raised his eyebrows. “Less than the
rest of the entire Alliance?”

“Alright, that’s a fair
point. Well maybe it’s my DNA. Maybe that’s what’s so
different.”

“Yes, but that has to make
you think. Who are you? Where were you born? Why were you
abandoned…?”

Chase set his empty bottle down on the table
a little harder than usual. “Why do we have to assume I was
abandoned? Maybe I just woke up there after an accident.”

“In front of a medical
center, in the capital of the Alliance?”

“Yes, so what?”

“Nothing, I
guess.”

“Then let’s just drop it,
okay?”

Daniel hastily nodded, casting nervous
glances at his friend while Chase stared moodily at the now empty
bottles.

“And Daniel?” he finally
spoke.

Daniel gulped, afraid he’d gone too far.
“Yeah?”

“You’re like my brother
too.”

The two men chucked to dismiss the tension,
when an alarm suddenly went off.

“Battle-stations, ship
condition level red. All pilots rejoin your fighters for immediate
take-off; this is not a drill!”

Half of the people in the mess hall jumped
out of their seats and starting running outside. Daniel and Chase
got up with them and began sprinting towards the fighter bays. The
red-alert lighting cast red hues and ominous shadows upon their
faces as they ran.

“Ah fuck this! Can’t we
enjoy a simple drink?” Chase grinned.

Daniel shook his head with a smile. “You
know you’re excited. Nothing beats the thrill of a dogfight, eh?
Anyway, maybe you can demonstrate some of those reckless
moves.”

“With pleasure, Wing
Commander. Plus, it looks like I’m gonna advance my lead on the
kill board today, bro!”

“I’m not even gratifying
that with an answer. Bro!”

“Oh no?” Chase taunted. “Why
not? Cat got your tongue? Or maybe you can’t run and talk at the
same time? Maybe you’re out of shape, buddy.”

“I’m not your buddy,” Daniel
said with a smile that clearly proved otherwise.

“Okay, okay, enough teasing
then. But last one to the cockpit buys the next round.”

“Deal!”

They picked up their pace, tearing past
everyone else on the way to the fighter bay. Pretty soon, all the
pilots were in their ships, ready to be shot into space.

“Looks like you owe me a
drink, bro!” Daniel gloated. “You should know that the more you
talk while you run, the more energy you spend.”

Chase grinned. “I let you win. Besides, I
didn’t want to burn out all my stamina on running; I need my
cunning reflexes out there. Goes with my mad flying attitude.”

“I’m sure it does. See you
in space in five.”

Daniel’s fighter was then loaded into
catapult launcher number five with Chase’s right behind him. Before
Chase could blink his eyes, the door opened and Daniel had vanished
into space.

The catapult’s particular design allowed
fighters to enter combat space with sufficient velocity to
immediately engage enemies if needed. A scenario particularly
helpful when a starship was under a surprise attack. Also, it
allowed full squadrons to be launched together, optimizing their
battle readiness in war conditions.

It took less than a minute to reload the
launch tubes with a new squadron. Chase could feel his blood
pumping through his entire body and he emptied his mind of all the
thoughts that were lingering there from a moment ago. Now was not
the time for an existential crisis. Seconds passed by and his
adrenaline level rose as the machinery secured his craft into the
tube.

“Enemy ships in approach,”
said Daniel through the comm system. “Deploying sensors to max
range.”

“Alpha Leader, this is Alpha
Two. I count three enemy squadrons. Wait…four. Five. More keep
appearing.”

“Alpha Leader this is the
SAD Destiny. Be
advised, our long range sensors show at least nine squadrons and
five battleships, maybe more in approach.”

Chase’s blood froze as he
listened in on the comm. The Destiny Battlegroup was only composed
of three destroyer-class battleships, each with three battle ready
squadrons of Manticore Mark IV fighters, and a trio of Omega-2
class bombers. That meant the enemy forces had a clear advantage in
numbers.

“This doesn’t look good,” he
said to himself while performing his final pre-launch check. Then
Daniel’s voice came through once again, this time directed towards
him.

“Beta Leader, this is Alpha
Leader. We’ve engaged the enemy but we need assistance
ASAP.”

“Launching now,” replied
Chase. “Hang in tight, Alpha Leader. We’ll be securing your six
before you know it.”

“Hurry up, Chase; we already
lost Alpha Six,” Daniel said with a heavy heart.

Damn! Less than thirty seconds of combat and already one of their
teammates had been killed. But now was not the time to mourn fallen
comrades, especially since this didn’t look like a walk in the
park. In fact, it was probably the most difficult engagement this
battlegroup had faced in months. But there was no denying it, the
Star Alliance had been losing more fights than they’d been winning
lately. The Obsidian Empire was getting stronger by the day, and
some rumors even said that the days of the war were
numbered.

Chase’s train of thought was interrupted by
a sudden acceleration boost as the catapult launched his fighter
through tube one at maximum velocity. The tunnel his fighter
traveled through was lined with bright green lighting, and it
illuminated his cockpit with flashes of light as his ship soared
through.

“Alpha Leader, this is Beta
Leader. We’re airborne; will rejoin in approximately twenty
seconds.”

There was no answer on the comm. Radar was
showing a handful of blue dots being swarmed by red ones. Daniel
had dispatched three bogies, while his squadron picked off another
three, but that still left way too many to deal with on their own.
And that was probably just the first wave.

“I’m hit!” shouted Alpha
Three. “Ejecting!”

Chase’s squadron was only a handful of
seconds away from the engagement now, and he activated his comm
system.

“Alright people, stay alert.
This is just the beginning of what might very well be a very long,
hard day. We are to render assistance to Alpha Team, clear their
six, and obliterate this first wave before the next one arrives. So
make every shot count.”

Multiple comm clicks acknowledged that
order. A couple of seconds later, red laser shots started to pass
between the fighters as they entered the combat zone. Two lasers
made a direct hit to Chase’s forward shield, bringing their
efficiency down to ninety percent. Chase frantically painted
targets through his target acquisition panel, and ordered a voice
command to the navicomputer AI.

“Execute offensive pattern
Xi-niner.”

“Confirmed,” replied the
male, synthesized vocal processor.

Chase shook his head, missing the sultry
tones of his simulator. “Where’s that sexy little minx when I need
her?” he muttered under his breath.

The ship started firing low energy but high
frequency laser bursts at all the painted targets. Each blow would
only weaken an enemy’s shields by a few percent at the time, but
that was exactly what Chase wanted. He switched his main manual
firing weapon to heat-seeking missiles while the computer continued
the automated firing. Then, one by one, he started to lock onto the
enemy ships, all four of them. Once the last lock was confirmed, he
pressed the trigger and all four missiles fired simultaneously. The
enemy craft started evasive maneuvers, but there was no escaping
Chase’s lock. The missiles arrived roughly at the same time. The
first explosion sent an enemy craft into a wild spin, venting parts
and oxygen into space, as the three remaining missiles hit with a
surprisingly synchronized detonation that blew up all three enemy
craft into bits of fiery space junk.

Chase then went after the first target,
which had managed to stabilize its spin but was obviously having
trouble with its thrusters, probably because the missile blew up
one of its oxygen tanks. It was little to no challenge to finish up
such a badly wounded enemy, but this was not a simulation, and
challenge was no longer the name of the game. Time was of the
essence, and Chase blew the fighter out of the sky without
hesitation.

“Thanks, Beta Leader,”
Daniel called. “Hope you won’t need those missiles later on
though.”

It was a fair point. Chase had effectively
depleted half his missile complement in the first minute of the
engagement but, under the circumstances, it made more sense to blow
up the enemies quickly to avoid being caught in multiple
crossfire.

“Copy that, Alpha Leader,
nothing to worry about.”

Chase vectored toward the nearest enemy
craft and locked lasers. He switched them to full power and pulled
the trigger the second he had a firing solution. The first shots
caused heavy damage to the enemy vessel, which quickly reacted with
evasive actions. Obviously panicked, the craft rammed into its
wingman, sending it into a spin that turned into a fireball as it
was caught in some friendly crossfire. The second craft had lost
its aft shields upon impact. Chase had no intention of letting this
advantage fade away by giving the pilot time to transfer power to
compensate. He hit his afterburner and rained down deadly laser
fire. The ship exploded, and Chase flew through what was left of
it, acquiring his next target as soon as he was through.

He quickly checked his radar. Five more
ships had been dispatched by the rest of the squadron, putting them
at a numerical advantage. The scanners also showed that Alpha Team
had engaged another squadron as soon as the numbers had evened up.
Chase dispatched one of the last ships with agile laser fire and
watched while the remaining enemies were successfully destroyed,
one by one.

“This is the SAD
Destiny. The first wave
of attack seems to be contained, but we’re getting unusual neutron
radiation on the sensors; we don’t know what to make of it. It
seems to be coming from everywhere.”

The last remaining enemy fighters retreated
back towards the battleships, staying outside the firing range of
the first assault. But just as they made it back, the sky all
around them erupted into what looked like a million, blinding
lights.


 



C H A P T E R

III

 

Standing proudly on the
bridge of the Obsidian battleship, the Iron Claw, Admiral Zan was looking at
the heart of the battle with a grim smile on his face. His bright
emerald eyes glowed in the dark as he turned to face the command
center and his crew.

“Report!”

“Everything is proceeding
exactly as planned,” said the tactical officer. “The first wave has
been repelled as anticipated and the remaining ships have been
recalled. Should we send the second one, Admiral?”

“That won’t be necessary,
Lieutenant Major. We’ll proceed directly to phase B. But first,
let’s make sure these rebels won’t try to quit the scene before it
starts to get interesting. Deploy the anti-gravity engine on the
starship Titanium now. As soon as its engine is deployed, call in the secondary
fleet and engage.”

“Titanium
erecting the anti-gravity field,
Admiral.”

“Very well. Ask the Second
Fleet to enter the theater.”

“Message sent, Admiral.
Ships jumping now.”

The usually dark space flashed with sudden
light. Then, just as everyone’s eyes were adjusting, several gaping
holes of darkness began emerging from the bright, blurry veil. The
next moment, it was clear that the spots were actually battleships,
lots of them, circling all around the Alliance’s battlegroup and
escorts. In a matter of seconds, the new ships were everywhere,
spewing their squadrons one after another like locusts.



*   *   *

 

On the bridge of the Star
Alliance Destroyer Destiny, Captain Saroudis had only
partially regained his eyesight when he emptied his lungs,
shouting.

“Full reverse! Get us the
hell out of here, now!”

There was a metal grinding sound, and strong
vibrations suddenly shook the whole ship. Crewmen who were not
seated ended up flattened on the ground or crashed up against the
walls. The captain’s eyes flashed with terror.

“What’s going on?! Why
aren’t we moving?!”

The tactical officer tapped into his
console. “We seem to be restrained in some sort of magnetic field.
It’s paralyzed our engines, and the more we try to maneuver, the
more we’re effectively weakening the structural integrity of the
ship, Captain.”

“Stop the engines at once!”
shouted the captain.

There was a temporary calm but, the next
minute, hundreds of lasers began firing against the shields.
Usually, starfighter firepower wasn’t strong enough to cause much
damage to a battleship-shielded vessel but, when there were
multiple squadrons firing at the same time, it might very well make
all the difference in the world.

“Lieutenant Brents, divert
all power except life support to the shields.”

“Aye, aye, Captain !
Diverting power now.”

The rapidly fading shield gauge on the
control screen was suddenly boosted back into the green and seemed
to lower only in small increments.

“That won’t keep those
battleships from blasting us out of space like bugs,” said the
captain, mind racing as he tried to think of a solution to the
impossible situation. Then suddenly he turned to the tactical
officer with illumination. “Use the sensors to find out which ship
is generating the magnetic disturbance.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The captain then turned to the
communications officer. “Sergeant, give me a comm line to the
entire battlegroup.”

“Ready, sir.”

“This is Captain Saroudis.
We are currently being held by a powerful magnetic field; if we
want to survive, we need to send every available squadron to
destroy the vessel holding us. As soon as the target is destroyed
return to your ships. We need to make a long jump out of here.
Probably by the borders of uncharted space, to make sure we have a
chance to regroup and repair.”

The captain then turned towards his
communications officer.

“Try contacting headquarters
to inform them of the situation. This could be a huge military
maneuver that will shake the balance of power in the galaxy. We
only have a few minutes before they overcome us by sheer firepower,
especially when these new battleships start entering firing range.
And give me status on the anti-gravity ship.”

“We can’t seem to reach the
Alliance headquarters, Captain. Communication logs show multiple
distress calls similar to ours all over this part of the
galaxy.”

“Geez, could this be an
all-out attack?” asked the captain, not expecting any
answer.

“It looks like it, Captain.
We have identified the ship responsible for the anti-gravity field.
Transmitting coordinates to all fighters.”

The captain re-addressed the rest of the
fleet.

“This is the SAD
Destiny. Fighter
squadrons, we are sending you a target via your navicomputer
systems. This is a high priority target and it must be destroyed
immediately.”

The rest of the ships
regained offensive formations and started vectoring towards the
coordinates they were just provided. It didn’t take long to realize
that the target was within a group of enemy battleships. It was an
unusual looking vessel, positioned defensively, well protected by
the other ships around it. But before anyone could do a thing, half
of the enemy craft firing at the Destiny Battlegroup suddenly stopped
and went on a pursuit course of the Alliance squadrons.

Laser fire filled the blackness of empty
space in a matter of seconds. From a distance, it must have looked
like a beautiful light show, except that any of these lights could
blow a ship out of the sky. Heavy photon fire from the battleships
started to make it more and more difficult for the squadrons to
approach their target.

“Alpha Leader, this is Beta
Leader.”

“Go on, Chase?”

“We won’t make it this way;
we’ll be in pieces faster than it takes to say ‘oops.’”

“I’m listening, but make it
quick.”

“We split into two groups;
your group harasses the photon cannons and tries to take one of
those battleships out of the equation, while we go for the jackpot
and blow this sucker out of the picture.”

“Good thinking, but we’ll
reverse the positions if you don’t mind. We’ll go after the target;
I have more ordnance anyway.”

“Right…” Chase said with
some reserve, then he added, “Good luck, Daniel.”

“You too; we’re both gonna
need it. Alpha Leader out,” Daniel said, and he clicked another
button on the comm controls. “Listen up everyone, the only chance
we have to live another day is to destroy this target. Make no
mistake, we must do absolutely anything necessary to destroy it, or
die trying. I’m counting on all of you. Keep in formation and
prepare to engage.”

The sudden change of tactic seemed to have
thrown the enemy off guard, and the distraction might just have
given them a chance for Daniel’s squadron to approach the target
from a good vector. Chase wasted no time ordering a shower of laser
fire upon the battleship that was the nearest to the target. It
rained blue laser light just as, simultaneously, all the fighters
unloaded their complement of torpedoes into the battleship’s nose.
The first few were deflected by the battleship’s strong shields,
but the continuous fire made it weaker in many spots, allowing some
of the following torpedoes to go through and explode directly on
the plating of the vessel. Before the last torpedo reached its
target, the battleship started exploding in a bright fireball. The
resulting shock wave took out a few of the fighters that were near
the explosion, including some from Beta Squadron, which was now
reduced to four ships.

“Chase, are you nuts?!
You’re supposed to lay cover fire, not blow us up to
hell!”

“This will buy you the time
you need to remove the target from the board, Daniel, and you know
it!”

“What about the crew members
you just lost?”

“What difference does it
make if they would have died in the next few seconds had we failed?
And for what cause would it have been, Daniel?”

“You can’t just—” Daniel’s
voice cut out momentarily. “I’m entering tactical firing range.
Hang on.” Then the radio went silent.

Fighters from Alpha Squadron were diverting
fire so Daniel could reach an optimal firing range. Some of them
were instantly destroyed by photon cannons, while others fell to
enemy fighters in one-on-one combat.

Daniel wished he could wipe the sweat from
his forehead, but instead he lowered the temperature of his suit.
“Approaching optimal firing range in ten… nine…”

Suddenly, a shock jolted his entire fighter,
and sent the stars and ships spinning in the windshield. Daniel was
hit. He tried to stabilize the ship as well as he could, but it was
one hell of spin to recover from. His inertial dampeners started to
go critical, and already he could feel terrible G-forces taking
hold on his body. He had to act fast...

“Code Red! This is Alpha
Leader. I’m in a spin I can’t get out of. Inertial dampeners
failing.”

Chase’s voice crackled on the comm. “Hang
on, Daniel! That’s an order.” He quickly changed trajectory and
acquired Daniel’s craft on his sensors. A plan began swirling
behind his eyes, and he hit the comm once more. “Daniel, there’s a
chance what I’m gonna do is gonna get you killed.”

“Why am I not surprised? But
hurry—I don’t think I can take it much longer anyway.”

Chase entered a series of coordinates
manually. Then he switched to his missiles.

Daniel heard the warning from the
navicomputer. Ally craft had locked onto the ship.

“I thought you depleted the
rest of your ordnance on at the battleship. You didn’t have so many
left in the first place.” Daniel strained to speak. A deep ache had
started radiating out from his bones from the force of the spin. If
things kept up, it would crush every bone in his body; the little
ones first, then the bigger ones.

Chase interrupted his dark train of thought.
“I kept one. I thought, what the hell, one more missile ain’t gonna
make a difference; I might as well keep it for something that
will.”

“I like your thinking buddy,
but if you don’t shoot now…”

“Firing.”

The missile vectored straight to Daniel’s
ship but, a fraction of a second before it connected, Chase remote
detonated it. The shockwave that followed stopped most of Daniel’s
spin and sent him hurtling through space like a dead rock.

“Uuuuuurggh…”

“Daniel, are you alright?”
Chase asked fearfully, peering out the window to get a visual on
his friend’s ship. When there was no reply, his face whitened.
“Daniel?!”

“Yeah... I’m... here... I’m
contemplating my breakfast but, thanks to you, I might actually get
a chance to have another one tomorrow.”

Chase sighed in relief, but it was short
lived. “What’s your status? We have to destroy that ship, and we’ve
just lost our window to do it.”

“Status check is erratic. I
lost most of my shields, inertial dampers at twenty-five percent,”
Daniel reported. “So I have to watch for crazy maneuvers unless I
want those words engraved on my tombstone. Otherwise, weapons seem
to be online. I can still deliver my full complement of torpedoes,
but I’ll need a shield.”

Chase nodded and hit the comm. “All fighters
report.”

“Alpha Four reporting ready.
Shields minimal.”

“Alpha Seven, I’m still in
the green.”

“Alpha Two, I lost a
stabilizer, but I’m good to go.”

“Beta Three, shields in the
red, good to go.”

“Alpha Eight, in the
green.”

“Beta Four, I’m hit, but the
ship can fly.”

“Beta Seven, shields are
holding.”

“Alright everyone,” said
Chase, “we’re going to surround Alpha Leader and go for an
afterburner run on the target. We’ll only get one shot and we have
to make it count. We must stay in Alpha Leader’s proximity and
cover his ship with our shields. If necessary, cover him with your
ship itself.”

“Beta Leader, this is Alpha
Four. The targeting system won’t engage at this velocity; it won’t
have time to get a good lock.”

“He won’t need to,” Chase
replied. “Daniel will manually release the torpedoes when we’re in
sufficient range.”

“And what would that range
be, Chase?” Daniel asked nervously.

“Say, about a klick or two
away from target.”

“…You’re insane.”

“I thought someone said that
we had to do everything possible for this mission to succeed. I’m
only telling you what our course of action should be.”

Daniel sighed again and glanced around at
his damaged ship. “You’re right Beta Leader; we’ll proceed as you
suggested. Everyone in position!”

Daniel engaged his afterburner and everyone
else followed closely, trying to stay in a tight, defensive sphere
around him. When it started to rain lasers, the ships protecting
him saw their shield levels drop at an alarming rate. The ones
whose shields were already down started venting parts into space.
While the first five seconds of the run were crazy, the next ten
were even worse. Almost every few seconds, a ship would either
explode or be disabled. Before long, there were only two pilots
remaining, Daniel and Chase.

Only when the instruments told Daniel he was
under one klick did he hit the trigger. The weapons deployed and
both pilots made a hard break left. Chase was soon out of range,
but Daniel fell behind—his inertial dampeners and engines being low
on power. It took only a fraction of a second for the torpedoes to
reach their destination. It was a direct hit. The resulting blast
engulfed everything around it in a fiery wall of flames.

“Daniel?” Chased asked
nervously, watching the fire get closer to his friend.

“I see it.”

“…Daniel!”

“Chase, I promise you I see
that massive explosion!”

The fire got closer and closer to Daniel’s
craft. Soon, only the nose of his ship was visible to the outside
world. Chase held his breath… But then the flames started to
dissipate. With a whooping cheer, Daniel shot out of the explosion
and into open space.



*   *   *

 

On the command deck of
the Iron Claw,
Admiral Zan started to lose his composure. When he could stand it
no longer, he turned away from the main screen and glared at his
second in command.

“Major Extor, would you mind
telling me what just happened?”

“We just lost the
battleship Sudden Death.”

“Fitting end for a ship of
that name, I suppose. But how could they destroy one of our
battleships so easily?”

“They launched all their
torpedoes at once, Admiral,” the major replied
nervously.

“They did.” The admiral’s
voice was dry and dangerous. “Very well then, concentrate your
efforts on destroying them now that they lack their precious
ordnance.”

“Yes, Admiral.”

But moments later, a red light started to
blink on the tactical console and the lieutenant’s face changed
radically.

“Admiral, one of the ships
with a full tactical load of torpedoes is converging towards
the Titanium’s coordinates.”

“Deploy all cannons and
every fighter, even the ones out of range. Fire on the ships with
everything we’ve got.”

He spun back to the main
screen and watched as a storm of firepower converged near
the Titanium.
There were multiple explosions and shield impacts. Several of the
Alliance vessels were quickly dispatched and bits of them drifted
behind the attack like a deathly cloud. Finally, there were only
two ships remaining. The admiral smiled to himself as he watched
their imminent collision. Not only would they fail to destroy his
prize ship, but they’d end up painting its hull.

But at the last second, everything seemed to
go wrong.

Both ships broke hard left
and, almost at the same time, the Titanium got caught in the biggest
explosion yet. The admiral put his hand to the glass as he
watched Titanium and its vital anti-gravity engine go up in flames.

“How the hell did this
happen?!” he shouted in a blind rage.

“Unknown, Admiral,” replied
the tactical officer.

“Find out now! Or there will
be hell to pay! In the meantime, deploy all ships and engage this
pathetic excuse for a battlegroup. Wipe them out this second! You
hear me!?”

The tactical officer thought he might have
been having some kind of mild heart attack. But he finally managed
to get control of himself and turned back to the comm.

“Relaying command to the
battlegroup, Admiral.”

The admiral turned his back
to his crew and returned to his place in front of the main screen,
staying silent as if meditating on the situation. His brilliant
plan had been thwarted by…what…two lousy ships? Two lousy starfighters?!



*   *   *

 

“Alpha Leader and Beta
Leader, this is SAD Destiny. Congratulations on a job
well done. Now hurry up home so we can jump the hell out of
here.”

“Copy that!” said Chase.
There was no reply from Daniel and he glanced down at the comm.
“Are you alright, Alpha Leader?”

The radio cracked, and Daniel’s voice could
barely be heard. “I think so...”

“You did it, Daniel! You
blew up the ship; we can go home!”

“That’s great, but I don’t
think my fighter is going anywhere.”

He was suddenly cut by photon fire from one
of the battleships vectoring fast on their position. It blew off
half his left wing.

Chase hit the comm and shouted, “Eject! I’m
gonna tractor you through!”

Inside his failing craft, Daniel shook his
head. “As much as I want to live, I don’t want to get us both
killed. Get out of here, Chase.”

A second laser hit and blew up part of his
cooling system.

“Your engines are going to
blow; you have to eject!” Chase cried. “Listen, I won’t go without
you, so unless you do want to get us both killed... Eject, eject!
NOW!”

Daniel hit the ejection button, and suddenly
his cockpit was spinning in open space. As the stars flashed by, he
saw Chase’s fighter vectoring at a high velocity towards him. With
a startled frown, he clicked the comm device in his suit.

“You’re not gonna grab me in
afterburner mode are you now my friend?”

“Unless you have a better
idea?”

“Chase…do you have any idea
what that would do to
me?”

“Look at the bright side
Dan, you already threw up your breakfast.”

As the ship hurtled towards
his floating cockpit, Daniel couldn’t help but yell, “YOU
ARE INSAAAAAAANE!”

The tractor beam got a good
grab on him, but Daniel blacked out instantly. Chase tore through
heavy enemy fire, not even engaging potentially easy targets,
concentrating only on getting back to the Destiny as fast as
possible.

“Destiny, this is Beta Leader. I have successfully tractored Alpha
Leader after his ejection and I’m coming in hot. Have medical teams
standing by on the landing pads for Daniel.”

“You got it, Beta Leader,”
said Captain Saroudis. “Good job.”

“Thanks. It cost us dearly
though, Captain.”

“I know, Lieutenant, but we
did what we had to do.”

Chase nodded to himself. “Will we be jumping
soon, Captain?”

“The second your craft has
landed, Lieutenant, so hurry up.”

“Copy that.” Chase ground
his teeth together and went as fast as he could.

He vectored his fighter into the landing
bay, carefully unloading Daniel’s cockpit to the ground and then
disengaging the tractor beam. The cockpit moved a bit, but secured
itself quickly. Chase then landed his craft, jumped out of the
cockpit, and started running towards his friend who was already
being taken care of by the medical crew.

The medical first officer looked grimly at
Chase. “We have to take him to a life support system right away;
he’s in a coma and his vital signs are fluctuating radically.”

“Will he make it?” Chase
gulped.

“It’s too soon to tell. I’m
sorry,” replied the officer as they loaded Daniel up.

“I’m sorry too,” Chase said
to no one in particular.

The medical team placed Daniel on a mobile
health-bed and plugged him in with an oxygen flow and an automated
cardiac stimulator. A few seconds later, they vanished through the
doors on their way to the med-bay.

Chase watched them go with a strong pain
deep in his chest. He couldn’t help but feel responsible for his
friend’s condition. But just as he was replaying all his actions to
see what he could have done differently, his comm system activated
and the captain called his name.

“Lieutenant Athanatos, to
the bridge on the double.”

Chase stared at the doors his friend had
just been carried through, but clicked his comm and answered, “On
my way, Captain.”

Just as the elevator opened up on the
command deck, flames shot down and almost burned Chase where he
stood. The fire quickly stopped, but the whole ship shook
violently, and Chase was thrown to the floor along with several
other people. When he got up, the bridge was filled with smoke and
some equipment wiring was sparking on and off, but he could see
that the battlegroup had successfully entered hyperspace.

He took an unbalanced step and came to stand
beside the captain’s chair. When the captain saw him, he
immediately got up and shook Chase’s hand.

“Well done, Lieutenant. I’ve
been told that Alpha Leader is in critical condition; I’m really
sorry about that. I know how you and the wing commander are close
friends.”

“Thank you, Captain. We’ve
lost a lot of good men and women today; I hope he won’t be added to
the list.”

“So do I, Lieutenant, so do
I. But since you’re the highest ranking officer for the time being,
you’re temporarily our new wing commander. And, unfortunately, we
have a lot more problems ahead of us, Lieutenant.”

Chase’s dream of a hot shower and a nice
rest went up in smoke.

“I’m listening,” he
said.

“We had to jump in a hurry
with some heavily damaged systems. The computer was unable to
determine all the coordinates in time, so the last two coordinates
were randomly selected. As of now, we’re in critical condition. But
I’m afraid if we hadn’t done the jump blindly when we did and not a
moment later, we would have been blown to pieces. The SAD
Faith and Courage are
badly damaged as well, but fortunately they successfully slaved
their jump engines to ours seconds before I gave the order to go.
That being said, we’re not sure if any of them will be able to
sustain such a long jump.”

“What about the
dreadnoughts?”

“Four of them, including
the Iron Fire,
have managed to jump with us as well.”

Chase frowned. “How long a jump are we
talking about here?”

The captain looked away a moment before
reluctantly returning Chase’s gaze.

“Seventy-two hours,
Lieutenant.”

Chase’s eyes grew wide and he put a hand on
the chair to steady himself. “Seventy-two hours?” he repeated.
“That’s madness—we’ve never done such a long jump! We could end up
on the other side of the known universe. We should try to contact
headquarters to send reinforcements to help us defeat this armada.
Otherwise…I mean…god knows what they’ll do to the Star Alliance,
sir.”

The captain’s face grew grave and he paused
a moment, regarding Chase thoughtfully. “I don’t think you’re
grasping something here, son. The Star Alliance is history.”

Chase blinked as the words settled over him
like a fog. Sensing his temporary speechlessness, the captain
continued.

“While you were engaging the
enemy forces, we received multiple distress calls from all over the
sector. All of the attacks happened at the same time; they were
precisely orchestrated and surgically executed. There’s just
nothing left.”

Chase’s mouth went dry and his throat closed
up but he nodded robotically. Now was no time to fall apart. The
enemy was still out there. And at least a few ships had
survived.

“Did you notice that the
second wave of ships was of a different design,
Captain?”

Again, the captain seemed reluctant. “Yes I
did. We’ve checked with our internal database and, while they
weren’t an exact match, the computer came up with…”

Chase fought back his impatience. “With
what, Captain? What were those ships?”

“Zarlack, Lieutenant. The
computer thinks they must have been Zarlacks.”

Chase almost had to laugh. “That’s nonsense.
The Zarlacks were wiped out a thousand years ago.”

“All evidence to the
contrary… Or maybe our computer is wrong.”

Chase nodded confidently. “Maybe they just
look like their ships. In any case, we’ll have to analyze the
logs.”

“We already have a team
working on it. But right now, we must proceed with caution. We
could very well be the last of the Alliance.”

Chase’s throat closed up again and he shook
his head wildly. “But we escaped the attack, Captain; maybe other
battlegroups have as well.”

“Maybe, but even so. Imagine
the difference in firepower they would be facing right about now. I
don’t usually care much about the odds, but a few scattered ships
against an armada of hundreds if not more battleships stand no
chance. Our only possible course of action is to escape and survive
at all costs.”

“How the hell did the
Obsidian Empire get their hands on an armada like that so quickly,
Captain?”

“I wish I knew. Obviously
these new ships, Zarlack or not, gave Obsidian a serious advantage
in firepower and numbers. That’s the only way they could have
delivered such a death blow to the Alliance.”

Chase hesitated as he trod on shaky ground.
“Did you consider going to Alpha Prime? The great council should
make this decision…No offense, Captain.”

The captain shook his head. “None taken. But
I’m afraid Alpha Prime was also targeted by the Obsidian Empire
today. From what we can gather, we believe it fell within the first
minutes of the attack. All our attempts at communication have gone
unanswered. The logs show some distress calls that also mention
vessels of unknown configuration and immense firepower. My best bet
is that Obsidian made an alliance with a race we’ve never heard of
and, if today was any indication, they must be very powerful. From
the reports we’ve gotten…it seems they may have vaporized our
forces throughout the entire sector.”

“My god.” Chase shook his
head, trying to absorb everything. “I’m still not ready to accept
the Zarlacks are still alive…but whatever this new race is, they
have fundamentally shifted the balance of power in the universe as
we know it.”

The captain nodded. “That was my reaction as
well. I still hope I’m going to wake up from this nightmare…but it
seems that this is all too real.”

“What are we going to do,
Captain?”

“We’re going to find a
refuge planet and try to stay out of trouble for a while. With any
luck, we can find some allies of our own and begin the process of
reconstructing the Alliance. But we must do that far, far away from
what is now Obsidian space. We must put ourselves out of their
reach or we’ll be hunted down and annihilated.”

Chase frowned thoughtfully. “But is there
anywhere we can go? If they have so many ships, they can make blind
jumps just like we did... Eventually, they will find us.”

“I suppose they will. But if
we end our jump deep in the unknown regions, we might have a chance
to buy ourselves at least some time to repair.”

“They’ll search the universe
with everything they’ve got.”

“Perhaps, but the unknown
regions are huge. It would take them a long time. Years if we’re
lucky. Months or weeks if we aren’t.”

Chase resisted the urge to start pacing as
his mind raced away. “Not necessarily. They could have calculated a
partial vector from our escape; that would considerably lower the
amount of space they’d need to search—”

The captain cut him off. “That’s a
possibility, but right now we can’t think that far ahead. We need
to concentrate on getting ourselves a new base of operations and
see what we can do to ultimately survive.”

“I understand, Captain. Just
one question… You said we made the jump with two random
coordinates?”

“Yes. So basically we have
absolutely no idea where we’re going to end up. This ship could be
heading straight into a black hole for all we know. It’s out of our
hands now, Lieutenant. We’ll know for sure in about seventy-two
hours, but for now we’re in the hands of fate.”

Funny, I don’t believe in
fate, Chase thought to himself.


 



C H A P T E R

IV

 

Time seemed to freeze on the
bridge of the Iron Claw. Not a word had been spoken since the Alliance fleet had
managed to jump out of the battle scene, but Admiral Zan stayed
fixed at the window, watching the lingering debris drift off into
space.

“COWARDS!”

Everyone on the bridge found themselves
holding their breath. The admiral’s wrath was legendary; he had
killed fellow officers for less than this. The minutes seemed like
hours, as everyone watched, while pretending not to, the admiral’s
reaction.

A loud beep from the communication station
suddenly broke the icy silence. The communications officer glanced
up at the admiral, but found himself hesitating.

“Admiral, the...the Emperor
would like to speak with you.”

The air in the room seemed to drop ten
degrees.

“Patch him through directly
to my ready room.”

“Yes, Admiral.”

Without another word, Zan left the bridge,
taking the stifling tension with him. When he arrived in his ready
room, his wall screen activated and the gigantic face of the
Emperor loomed up at him.

“Is it done,
Zan?”

The admiral looked down for a split second,
long enough for the Emperor to understand something went wrong.

“Don’t tell me…you failed
your mission?”

“Not exactly. Some of the
Alliance ships managed to jump out of the scene in the middle of
the battle.”

The Emperor’s face tightened in rage. “You
failed. Don’t try to hide behind a technicality. Why aren’t you
pursuing as we speak?”

“They jumped in a hurry. I’m
not even sure they had all their calculations...”

“Then find out and
exterminate them all!” the Emperor exploded. “The Zarlacks won’t
look at this mess too kindly.”

“I don’t understand why we
must do their dirty work if they’re so powerful...” Zan replied.
“Why do they need us?”

“Enough! If I want your
advice, I’ll let you know. For now, you’ll either obey my orders
without discussion, or I will find someone who will!”

Zan bowed his head at once. “That won’t be
necessary, Emperor. I will track them down and eliminate them all,
as per your wish.”

“Better. The next time I
hear from you will be to confirm that you corrected your mistake;
there’s no need to contact me otherwise. Is that clear?”

“Like crystal, my
Emperor.”

The screen turned off and Admiral Zan sank
into his chair to think. So what if a handful of ships had escaped?
Today, the Obsidian Empire had crushed the Star Alliance. A few
crippled ships wouldn’t make any difference in the long run. These
Zarlacks seemed determined to see every single ship of the Alliance
fall at once, but why? What did they have to win in this? And more
importantly, why did they need the Obsidian Empire to do their
dirty work? Maybe they didn’t want the Alliance to know they were
involved… But still, something didn’t add up.

Zan shook his head and tried to clear his
troubled mind. He had been given a mission, and this time he needed
to make sure he would succeed. He took a deep breath and touched a
button inlaid in the covering of his desk.

The tactical officer appeared at once. “What
can I do for you, Admiral?”

“Mr. Telner, I want you to
start calculating every possible jump coordinate that the Alliance
Fleet could have plotted. I want to know where they went so we can
track them down and finish them off.”

“Sir, we can only calculate
partial vectors from their jump.”

“I don’t care what it takes
or how much time you require. Assign as many people and ships as
you need, calculate every single possible vector, and then have a
ship accompanied by a fighter escort check every single trail. Ask
our new allies to also dispatch ships to assist in the
search”

“Yes, Admiral. Should we
limit the search to the known regions?”

“For the time being only. If
we fail to find the Alliance ships at all the verified vectors,
then expand your search to the unknown regions.”

“Very well, Admiral.” The
officer disappeared as quickly as he’d come.

The admiral looked out at the stars. He
didn’t like playing cat and mouse with the enemy. In fact, he
didn’t like the idea of searching for his prey for an undetermined
period of time. He was a man of action, and today, while his
strategic abilities were known to many, he was forced to admit that
he underestimated the Alliance. If he had planned his attack with
just a little more care, none of this would have happened. His
reliance on the Zarlack ships had also been a big mistake. While
they indeed shifted the balance of power, it had only made the
Alliance flee as a result. A hands-on battle without their support
might have proven a success.



*   *   *

 

The Emperor sat on his throne in Obsidian
Prime looking grim. Even lost in thought, he radiated a chilling
authority. As one of the last descendants of the Raxin people, a
humanoid race feared by everyone in the galaxy, he was used to
having this effect. He had dark red skin with prominent orange
tattoos that covered most of his face, and the bone spikes erupting
from his forehand lent him the typical air of his warrior caste.
Despite his fearsome exterior, the Emperor could sit this still for
hours, calculating and planning, deciding the best course of action
for his empire. But today, he didn’t have that luxury.

Loud footsteps resonated from the other side
of the grand hall and the Emperor looked up in dread. The room was
so dark that he wouldn’t be able to see who was coming until they
were halfway to the throne, but he didn’t need to guess. He knew
very well who the footsteps belonged to. How incredible that the
leader of the Obsidian Empire dreaded anything, but the Zarlacks
were not to be taken lightly. How the times had changed…

The time when the Obsidian Empire didn’t
fear anything was long gone. The Star Alliance had held the balance
of power in the galaxy for almost ten generations, making sure the
Empire couldn’t rule the known universe. That is, until today. But
the victory was not Obsidian’s alone. The Emperor knew that without
the Zarlacks’ advanced ships and technology, they would not have
been able to strike such a deadly blow to the Alliance. It should
have been a victorious time, but the Emperor knew that Obsidian’s
alliance with the Zarlacks was an act of desperation, eerily akin
to slavery. It was by no means the true partnership he had hoped
for at first.

The steps grew closer and, a moment later,
the hulking silhouette of Ambassador Zorak appeared. The Emperor
straightened his spine and tried to appear confident.

The ambassador was colossal, as Zarlacks
were taller than humanoids. They were a powerful and proud
reptilian race, with strong, almost metal-like purple scales. The
lights of the torches illuminating the throne reflected against
every single one of these scales, casting an almost ethereal light
on the ambassador. He stopped a few feet from the throne, bowed
slightly but respectfully, and then fixed his piercing green stare
on the Emperor.

“Is it done?”

“Not entirely.” The Emperor
was having difficulty hiding the emotions that accompanied that
statement.

“Explain.”

The ambassador’s voice was ice cold and the
room itself seemed to catch the chill. To be honest, the Emperor
wasn’t sure what was more intimidating: the Zarlacks’ brute force,
or the piercing glow in their eyes that seemed to turn whatever it
touched to stone. Deciding to ponder this at a later time, the
Emperor took a deep breath and started to speak.

“Apparently, a small group
of ships escaped during one of the engagements.”

He received no reply except a thunderous
growl so strong he could feel trembling in the very framework of
his throne.

“I’m sorry,” he continued.
“I will fix this situation.”

“Yes,” the Ambassador
replied, staring straight into the Emperor’s eyes. “You
will.”

“May I ask why it’s so
important that every member
of the Alliance is either taken prisoner or
killed?”

The Zarlack sneered. “You may ask, but I’m
reserving the right to not inform you of our intentions until I
decide the moment is right.”

“And when would that be?”
Immediately after speaking the words, the Emperor cursed himself
for pushing the issue.

“Emperor, we’ve helped you
build your new armada. We’ve armed you with our advanced
technologies and the addition of our own battleships has more than
quadrupled your fleet’s numbers. We’ve given you all the advantage
you needed to prevent this war you’ve been fighting so long, so
poorly, from escalating into another century. I believe you could
learn to be patient, unless you’d rather we dealt with someone else
in these matters.”

The Emperor was a warrior with a fiery
temper himself, but he reined it in as the ambassador’s words hit
home. He knew the Zarlacks had no qualms with terminating him and
nominating someone else to the throne. So he swallowed his
pride.

“That won’t be necessary. I
will let you decide when you need to share anything with me. I’m
sure you have your reasons.”

“Very good. We Zarlacks like
when the chain of command is understood and respected
unconditionally. So tell me, Emperor, what is your plan to find the
last ships that eluded you?”

“I’ve asked Admiral Zan to
find and eliminate the Alliance survivors once and for
all.”

“Am I correct in assuming
that this Admiral Zan is the one who let them escape in the first
place?”

“…You are.”

“Then once the admiral has
succeeded in his new mission, I would like that his head be brought
to me. Unlike you, we do not tolerate failure. May that serve as a
lesson to you as well…yes?”

The hiss in the last word sent shivers down
the Emperor’s spine. “Yes, Ambassador.”

Without another word, the ambassador bowed
again and went back the way he came, disappearing into the
shadows.

The second he’d disappeared from sight, the
Emperor gritted his teeth together and clenched his hands into
fists. He was not accustomed to being told what to do, and he
didn’t plan on acclimating. That being said, he knew the Zarlacks
could obliterate the Obsidian Empire with the snap of a finger if
they so desired. So for now, he would be their puppet.

But it wasn’t something he intended to
accept forever. The Obsidian Empire had been waging too long a war,
with too many territories lost. But one day…one day they would rise
again. Even if that meant destroying their so called “allies” in
the process.



*   *   *

 

Chase spent the next twenty-four hours in
the medical bay, watching the medical staff and bots do their best
to bring Daniel out of his coma. While they had stabilized his
condition and he was technically no longer in “mortal danger” the
staff was still not optimistic that he would make a full
recovery.

“He could wake up any moment
or never again; we simply don’t know,” Medical Chief Avlar
cautioned Chase when he came upon him still sitting in the waiting
room. “That being said, his body is already taking care of its
vital functions by itself and that’s a very good sign, Lieutenant.
The rest is up to him now.”

“I understand, Chief. Thank
you.”

The chief smiled kindly. “If I may suggest,
you should go get some shut-eye; you’re no good to anyone like
this. How long has it been since you last slept?”

Chase ran his fingers through his hair and
sighed. “I honestly can’t remember; it feels like an eternity since
this all happened. Like we’ve been to hell and back in a split
second.”

“I think that’s exactly what
we did, Lieutenant. But from the looks of it, things aren’t about
to get any easier, so it is my medical opinion that you should not
keep pushing the limits of your own body. You are the
Destiny’s new wing
commander, after all. Now get some rest. Doctor’s
orders.”

“Temporary wing commander.
That job belongs to my friend lying there. But okay, Doc, and…thank
you. Thank you for saving Daniel’s life.”

“From what I heard, I
believe you’re the one who did that.”

Chase attempted a smile then turned his back
and left the med-bay without adding a word. How had the day changed
so quickly? This morning in the simulator, everything was how it
had always been. And now…? His best friend was unconscious and
might never wake up, and what was left of his beloved Alliance was
jumping blindly into the complete unknown. Countless people had
lost their lives and for those who survived, their world had
changed forever in just a matter of hours.

But how could so many worlds be wiped out so
quickly and so brutally? The Obsidian Empire was never that
powerful; they must have made an alliance with some outsiders from
one of the unknown regions. Or maybe the computer was right and the
Zarlacks, the enemy of old, had returned. This thought sent shivers
down his spine. But it was useless to try to find an explanation;
it had already happened. It was done. Virtually the entire Star
Alliance had been wiped out in a matter of hours; there was no
going back.

While Chase knew he was standing on solid
ground, he could no longer feel it. He couldn’t feel anything. It
was as if everything in the universe had gone away and he was left
floating in the middle of the void, with no points of
reference.



*   *   *

 

Chase was walking in a beautiful meadow on a
sunny day. While he didn’t recognize the landscape, the place had a
mystical quality to it. It was teeming with lush, rich vegetation.
Streaming waters and scores of animals were all living in perfect
symbiosis, as a chorus of birds wove an intricate melody overhead.
As if he’d been given a sedative, Chase felt his entire body relax
all at once. If there was a paradise, then he was in it, right then
and there.

A lovely, almost chant-like voice asked,
“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

He turned to see where the voice came from
and saw an ethereal-looking woman. She seemed to be made out of
blue energy and appeared translucent. Her very skin glowed with a
light that haloed out around her.

“Who are you?”

“Does it really
matter?”

“Where am I?”

“On Earth,” she replied, “at
least, the way Earth is supposed to be.”

“What is this
Earth?”

“Earth is the planet where
your ancestors were born. But a few millennia ago, they decided to
leave in thirst for travel and knowledge. They settled in a faraway
place in the universe, and later created the alliance of planets
you know today.”

Chase looked around in amazement. “Where is
this Earth?”

“It’s far, far away from the
Alliance, but it’s not so far from you now. Soon you will get
there.”

“I don’t
understand.”

She smiled kindly. “You will, very
soon.”

A sudden warmth seemed to wash over him and
Chase felt completely reassured with every word the woman
spoke.

“Can you tell me your name?”
he asked.

“My name is
Aphroditis.”

“That’s a beautiful
name.”

Aphroditis laughed in an almost childlike
fashion. Her face was absolutely perfect, harmonious in a way that
seemed almost impossible. She was far and away the most beautiful
women Chase had ever seen. She had a stunning figure and long,
flame-colored hair that flowed almost to the ground. But despite
how intimidating she should have been, he felt calm and confident
in her presence, as if he was under a spell.

“Am I dreaming?” he asked
her.

“Yes, but it’s no ordinary
dream.”

“How so?”

“I am here to help you in
your journey.”

Chase was puzzled. “What journey?”

“You do not know who you
are, my young Chase, and you will need guidance in order to fulfill
your destiny.”

“My destiny?” he frowned. “I
don’t believe in such things…”

She smiled again. “Oh, but you will. Yes,
your destiny. You have powers you are unaware of, and these powers
are the thin line that stands between order and chaos, good and
evil.”

“…I don’t
understand.”

“I know, but worry not. We
will guide you along the way.”

“How do I know this isn’t
some sort of deception?”

“Listen to your heart; it
will tell you all you need to know.”

And for whatever reason, it did. Chase knew,
without a shadow of a doubt, that he could trust Aphroditis. He
didn’t understand how this was possible, but every fiber of his
being was telling him that he should listen without
questioning.

“I believe you.”

“Good.” She nodded. “Now let
me explain to you what’s to come. Your battlegroup will soon drop
out of your jump near Earth, and your captain will have to make a
choice regarding your next destination. If you don’t go to Earth,
the consequences will be dire. The entire galaxy will be doomed to
fall into its darkest time for eons to come. It is essential that
you reunite with your old ancestors and do whatever is necessary to
protect Earth. Humanity is the key to everything.”

“Protect?”

“Yes. Your jump to this part
of space has attracted the eye of an ancient evil and, unless you
stop them, Earth will be conquered and the humans will be
annihilated.”

“That sounds terrible, but
what can we do?”

“Earth is about to be
attacked by an evil coward race, the Zarlacks. You must protect
Earth and help them win this war.”

Chase’s mouth fell open. “So they are
Zarlacks after all? I refused to believe it… I thought they went
extinct a long time ago. But why would they attack us or this
Earth?”

“They were never extinct;
they merely fled and regrouped, biding their time and growing
strong once more. But they have enslaved your current enemy, and by
joining their forces with them they almost managed to bring about
the destruction of the Alliance and everything you held dear.
Unfortunately they are not your only problem. The Zarlacks are
merely the caretakers for a much darker force, a darkness that is
advancing towards the destruction of all life, all love, and all
that is good in the universe, Chase. The Zarlacks are simply their
pawns. At their masters’ behest, they allied themselves with the
Obsidian Empire, though they quickly took control. They are the
scout force for the big guns; they delve and search unexplored and
underdeveloped parts of the universe—for planets too weak to defend
themselves—and they obliterate them, thinning the herd and making
sure the forces of light are too few in numbers to face them in a
coalition. That’s why they attacked the Alliance; they saw it as a
real threat to their plans.

“Earth is such a world. But
Earth stayed out of their radar for a long time. It was even erased
from records in order to protect its existence, as prophecy tells
us that it will be the last glimmering source of light against the
darkness, the last stand, the last sanctuary for all that is good
and pure.”

“Wait.” Chase tried to catch
up. “Who erased the records, and why was Earth suddenly detected
now?”

“All in good time, my dear,”
she answered wisely. “What you need to know for the time being is
that your jump so close to Earth has alerted the Zarlacks
patrolling the area that there is life in this part of the
universe. Their long range scanners just picked up Earth and its
seven billion souls. Their scans have also most likely determined
that Earth has no real defenses, and they will send ships to wipe
it out. You must not allow this to happen.”

“But we’re in no position to
do this! Our ships suffered massive damage and the battlegroup is
barely operational as it is. We need more time…”

“Time is the one commodity
you don’t have. But I believe you can fend off the first wave of
Zarlacks, Chase. It will cost you but, in return, you will win an
ally in Earth, the new beginning you currently seek. I’m sorry to
put this on your shoulders, but you and your comrades are the
universe’s last hope...”

“What happens if we
fail?”

Suddenly, the peaceful meadow transformed
into a gray desert where all life was extinct. The sky was dark red
and covered with a thick layer of black clouds, and the wind blew
toxic ashes into the air. Chase shivered.

“That’s what will happen,
Chase. And not only to Earth, but to countless other worlds. Unless
you can stop it. Unless you save Earth.”

Chase’s mind raced as he struggled to
formulate a plan. “Can you tell me more about the Zarlacks? I mean,
it took an unprecedented amount of cooperation to defeat them a
thousand years ago and that was with much more firepower than the
Star Alliance currently had, until… until we got defeated. So how
are we to defeat them now with only a handful of ships?”

“They are a cowardly and
evil race. They’re reptilian and are physically very powerful. If
you meet one face to face, you must be incredibly careful as they
could crush your bones with their bare hands.”

Chase shook his head hopelessly. “How are we
supposed to fight them then?”

“Well, a few millennia ago,
they were defeated by your ancestors.”

“My ancestors from
Earth?”

She paused. “Not exactly. While most of the
people on your ship are descendants of humans, you are part human
and part Fury.”

“Fury?” Chase couldn’t
believe what he was hearing.

“Yes, a mighty, powerful
race that went extinct around the same time the Zarlacks were
defeated. But before they lost their world, Furya, they sent away
ships from their planet to try and save whatever was left of their
race. One Fury arrived on Earth and had offspring.”

“And I’m a descendant of
this Fury then?”

“Yes. Your ancestors had
incredible power, power that to you or the humans would seem
supernatural or magical.”

Chase was baffled. “Tell me more about these
powers, what can I do?”

She tossed back her long hair. “It varied.
Some had the ability to move objects, the ability to create
powerful energy discharges, mind projection. Some of them could
even fly.”

“Fly? You can’t be serious!”

“Yes, Chase, some Fury could
fly.”

“And you think I can do
these things?”

“It’s too soon to determine
if the remaining genes in you are strong enough to awaken the Fury
inside. But for now, it’s important that you save Earth. Once
you’re there, you’ll be able to advance your personal journey
toward regaining your dormant powers.”

“How will I know how to do
so?”

“We will guide you whenever
you need it. Now you must go. I believe you’ll soon arrive at to
your destination, and it is imperative that you help, or if
necessary, convince your captain to make the right choice.”

“I understand. Thank you,
Aphroditis.”

“It is us who thank you. Now wake up, Chase, and
accomplish your destiny.”
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When Chase opened his eyes and looked at the
clock, he couldn’t believe it. More than forty hours had passed.
And what a dream! He wasn’t sure what to make of it.

They were only a few hours away from the end
of their jump. So far, the ship seemed to be taking the rough
treatment quite well, though Chase had no doubt the engineering
crew had their hands full since the beginning of the jump.

He got up, took a long sonic shower, suited
up, and went directly to the med-bay to check up on Daniel’s
condition. When he arrived, he discovered the staff had moved him
into a nice corner and made it look like a room with tall, wheeled
dividers. There was also no life-support system attached to him
anymore, which was a good sign. Medical Chief Avlar approached
Chase as soon as he walked inside.

“Any changes, Doc?” he asked
as he looked down at Daniel with concern.

“I’m afraid not. But he’s
stable and his life isn’t in critical danger; we just need to feed
him by injection every once and a while. It’s up to him to come
back to us now. All we can do is hope he wins the
battle.”

“It’s not the good news as I
was hoping for, but I’ll grab onto anything positive right now...”
Chase’s voice trailed off as his face tightened in pain. “It’s all
my fault.”

“How’s that?” Avlar asked
with a frown.

“I tractored his cockpit
while in full burn.”

“That explains the physical
condition we found him in, but still he’s alive and he wasn’t blown
to pieces.” He gestured to Daniel sleeping in the bed. “I think for
now we can safely say that this is a big improvement to how he
would have been otherwise, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I’m not so sure,” Chase
answered miserably. “I knew in my heart that if I didn’t grab him
that instant, and not a second later, there wouldn’t be anything
else to grab. But I also didn’t think I could live with the
alternative. So I acted outside protocol and risked the life of a
dear friend…and my superior, for that matter.”

“You reacted with compassion
and, by all accounts, with great courage, risking your own life to
save your friend’s. You should give yourself a break; you did the
best you could and you shouldn’t second guess your decision. If I
had been in his place, I would have certainly wanted to have
someone willing to risk everything to save me.”

Chase gave him a half-hearted smile.
“Thanks, Doc.”

“Anytime, Lieutenant. Let me
know if there’s anything else I can do for you.”

“I will, thank
you.”

The doctor clapped him on the shoulder and
returned to his work, while Chase stared down guiltily at Daniel’s
sleeping form. Had his own impulsive mind been the cause of this
situation, or had he made the right decision to save them both?
Looking at Daniel now, Chase could imagine him opening his eyes,
sitting up, and talking. It seemed so simple. Like he was only
asleep. With a heavy sigh, he pulled up a chair and sat down at his
friend’s side.

It was not so simple after all.

Chase had no idea how much time passed as he
stared at Daniel’s motionless body, when suddenly he saw a
reflection of Aphroditis’ face on the shiny walls of the med-bay.
He tried not to jump and stared in wonder as she smiled at him.
Then, before he recovered his senses, he heard her sweet voice
inside his mind.

“It’s time, Chase. Go
now.”

Chase turned his head to the window and saw
that the ship had just left hyperspace. All of a sudden, an
electric current shot through him and he remembered every detail of
his vision and what he needed to do. Without another second’s
pause, he started sprinting out of the med-bay like a madman.
Heading for the bridge…



*   *   *

 

The Destiny Battlegroup finally jumped
back to normal space. On the bridge of the Destiny, Captain Saroudis got up from
his chair and turned to his navigation officer.

“Where are we?”

“We’re in unknown space
alright, quite far from the border.”

“Long-range sensors; find us
a habitable planet.”

“Right away,
Captain.”

Saroudis wondered how next to proceed. Alone
in an unknown region of space, where any race could be a potential
enemy, they’d have to fight for their own survival. Of course, they
could also try to find allies. God knows they needed allies right
now, on the brink of extinction. There was no denying that the
situation was dire, hopeless, some might say. In the numbers and
state they were in, their only hope was to regroup and repair
before the Obsidian Empire found them again.

The navigation officer interrupted his train
of thought.

“Long range sensors have
found two planets with breathable atmospheres within sensor
range.”

“Tell me more,
Lieutenant.”

“One is at the outer edge of
our scanning capabilities. A fully populated planet,
industrialized, home to about seven billion people. Their
technological level seems quite archaic; they are certainly no
threat to our battlegroup.”

“Seven billion? And the
other one?”

“The other one is only a few
light years from our current position; it doesn’t seem to be
inhabited. However, it has far fewer natural resources than the
first world.”

Captain Saroudis thought the choice was
obvious. Seven billion people could very well mean seven billion
enemies, no matter their level of technology. Whilst the second
planet was perfect to settle down for repairs and establish a
settlement in this galaxy. Of course, if he could get the first
world as an ally, their resources and manpower would come in handy
in the fight against Obsidian. But all of this could be done later,
when they had finished repairing their ships and set up a new base
of operations.

He was about to give an order to set course
for the second world, when the bridge’s double doors slid open and
Lieutenant Chase Athanatos stormed onto the bridge. The captain got
to his feet as Chase sprinted towards him.

“What is it, Lieutenant? Any
news from Daniel?”

“Not yet,
Captain.”

“Then why is it that you
storm in here unannounced? You’d better have a good reason for this
breach of protocol.”

“I know, Captain. I have a
reason, a very important reason.”

“I’m listening.”

“Am I correct in assuming
that our sensors discovered a populated world?”

“Yes, we’ve actually
discovered two planets; one uninhabited, and one with a population
of seven billion.”

“Earth!” Chase exclaimed
before he could stop himself.

“What? What is
Earth?”

“That’s the name of that
planet.”

“How in the blazes would you
know that?”

“It’s a long story, but
right now we must hurry. They’re about to be attacked by a Zarlack
Fleet, and they’re going to need our help.”

The captain blinked slowly. “Lieutenant,
you’re not making any sense. I believe your crazy maneuver to save
our wing commander made you lose your grip on reality. And I
thought we had agreed that the computer might have been wrong
identifying the new ships we encountered in the last battle.”

Chase struggled to keep his
patience. “No, it wasn’t. They were Zarlacks alright. I know how I
sound, sir, but I’m telling you, we NEED to go to Earth.
Now!”

“Lieutenant ! I understand
you’re feeling shaken right now, we all do. But I don’t see how you
could know about this planet. We jumped blindly here. The only way
you could know these things was if you were seeing the future. Is
it what you’re telling me?”

“No, Captain, that’s not it.
It’s...it’s complicated. You need to trust me.”

“Either give me a good
reason as to why I should believe you, or I’ll resume my plan and
take what I think is the safest course of action for this
battlegroup—and that is clearly to go to the uninhabited world and
establish some sort of base there.”

“But, sir, the reason Earth
will be attacked is precisely because we’ve jumped into this area
of space. We’ve unintentionally endangered seven billion people; we
can’t abandon them!”

“What the hell are you
talking about? How could you know all that?” the captain exclaimed.
“I don’t know if this is the last fight, or Daniel’s predicament,
or you’re simply suffering from sleep deprivation, but you’re
sounding mad! Stand down, Lieutenant.”

“I’m not the mad man here!”
Chase shouted with much more anger than he had intended. The second
the words left his mouth, he knew the game was up.

“Lieutenant Athanatos,
you’re out of order!” Captain Saroudis turned to his chair and
clicked a button summoning security to the bridge.

Chase bowed his head. “That won’t be
necessary, Captain.”

“Well, you don’t seem like
yourself, Chase. Consider yourself relieved of duty pending a full
medical examination.”

“But, sir,” he pleaded.
“Earth?”

“Earth again?” The captain
raised his eyebrows. “Kid, if I were you, I wouldn’t make your
situation worse than it already is.”

Suddenly, Chase heard Aphroditis in his head
again.

“Chase, you must succeed!
The entire fate of the universe hangs in the balance! If you lose
now, everyone is doomed!”

The main bridge doors opened and three armed
security guards walked into the room. Chase’s head felt like it was
about to explode. His precious window was closing; he had only a
few seconds left to do what needed to be done. For a moment, he
froze, uncertain as to what to do, then he took a deep breath and
made up his mind. It was now or never.

In a fluid motion, he took his service
weapon and pointed it at the captain’s head.

The captain’s jaw dropped open. “Are you
insane, Lieutenant?!”

The three security guards pointed their
weapons as one at Chase and shouted, “Drop your weapon… NOW!”

“If you shoot me, the
captain dies! I’m sorry, Captain, but this is bigger than you and
me. This planet needs us and we need them. Without them, there’s no
future for any of us, so unless we rescue them right now, we’ll all
die soon enough and the Alliance will die with us. If that’s the
case, I can die here with you. I really don’t give a
damn.”

Saroudis looked deep into Chase’s eyes. “My
god, Chase, you really believe all of this, don’t you?”

“With every fiber of my
being, sir.”

“What is it you want from
me? I can’t and won’t put the entire battlegroup into mortal danger
just because you think you know what’s going to happen in the
future. You have to understand the insanity of what you’re telling
me, son. You know full well I can’t just trust you under these
conditions; you’ll have to shoot me first.”

Chase’s chest rose and fell with quick,
shallow breaths. “Then let’s do this one step at a time. First
things first. Ask the security goons to drop their weapons.
NOW!”

The captain slowly turned his head towards
the guards and gestured them to drop their weapons. They obeyed
instantly, but glared at Chase with increased menace. The rest of
the bridge seemed to share their sentiments, and the atmosphere
grew thick with tension as people looked around in fear and
bewilderment.

The captain was steady. “Now what,
Lieutenant?”

“Now we’re going to make a
deeper scan of the region surrounding Earth to see if they’re
already under attack or soon will be.”

“Very well. Take it easy,
Lieutenant.” Saroudis turned towards the navigation officer and
said, “Do as he asks.”

The officer began clicking away at his
control panel, and the seconds seemed to stretch into years.
Chase’s arm, still holding the gun at his captain’s head, was
starting to feel unbearably heavy. He was hyper-aware of the eyes
of every person on the bridge boring into the back of his head but,
just when it felt like the silence couldn’t last any longer, a
sound emanated from the console and everyone turned towards it at
once.

“Scan complete, Captain.”
The navigation officer sounded shocked.

The captain turned to him curiously.
“Anything to report, Lieutenant Gathos?”

“Yes, sir, many things.
There is indeed a fleet of ships approaching the Terran
System.”

“The Terran
System?”

“That’s the name of the
eight-planet solar system where Earth is located.”

“Earth?” Saroudis repeated, sounding astonished.

“Yes, sir. The computer
established links with radio and other types of wave communications
within the planet. It’s indeed called Earth.”

“What else can you tell me,
Lieutenant?”

“As we already know, Earth’s
technological advancement is centuries behind ours; they do not
seem to have the resources to fend off the incoming attack. They
can barely get into the outer space surrounding their own
world.”

“That’s why we must stop
wasting time and jump to their rescue,” Chase insisted as his gun
began trembling.

“Easy, Lieutenant, I’m not
giving that order just yet.” Saroudis turned to Lieutenant Gathos
and asked loudly. “What else?”

“Well…that’s the most
disturbing part, Captain. I intercepted a message that Earth is
sending into space. It’s a sort of welcome message to any and all
alien life. It contains many things about their cultures,
languages, mythologies, and much more. Our computer
cross-referenced it to our databases and found several
matches.”

“What?!” the captain cried. “How is that even possible? What kind of
matches?”

“Well, one of their
languages, what they call Ancient Greek, is actually the language
used in our old sacred scrolls. But that’s not all. The language
they call English, the dominant language on the planet, is actually
a ninety-two percent match for our Universum.”

In an instant, Saroudis’ expression changed
completely. He ran his hands through his hair and suddenly couldn’t
care less about the gun being pointed at his forehead.

“Oh dear lords… Does that
mean what I think it means?”

“Yes,” Chase replied. “We’re
linked to these people, one way or another.”

The captain turned in shock. “But how did
you know? How could you have known?”

Chase hesitated. “…It’s going to sound
crazy, Captain.”

“Crazier than putting a gun
to my head?”

“Maybe not…” Chase paused,
took a deep breath and continued. “While I was asleep, I saw a
woman in my dream, or maybe it was a vision. I’m not entirely sure.
She called herself Aphroditis, a beautiful and almost surreal
woman. She told me all about Earth and said I had to convince you
to save it any way I could. Unfortunately, when the security guards
entered, I was left with very few options.”

“Aphroditis?” the captain
repeated with wide eyes. “As in, goddess of love and beauty,
Aphroditis?”

Chase frowned. “You know her, Captain?”

“According to our old
mythologies and legends, Aphroditis was one of the goddesses of
Olympia; she used to guide our people in the old days. But it’s
been centuries since their influence and worship faded. Today, it’s
almost completely gone from our culture—only philosophers and
historians remember the tales. I’ve been fascinated with legends
and mythologies since I was a young boy, so I read all about them
at the Library of History on Alpha Prime. But until now, I only
thought they were stories—a cultural myth. I never had any idea
there could be some truth in them… I’ll be damned!”

“Does this mean you believe
me, Captain?”

“Let’s just say your
credibility just received one hell of a boost. Now we need to know
more about this fleet and their capabilities.” Saroudis turned to
his strategic officer, Commander Philis. “Commander, can we defeat
this fleet in battle in our current state?”

“According to our scans, the
enemy firepower is equivalent to ours, but the computer can’t
really make a successful analysis of their shielding technology.
We’d be facing a few more ships than we have but, with a carefully
laid out plan and the element of surprise, perhaps we could indeed
repel the enemy. But I should point out, that doesn’t mean they
wouldn’t come back with reinforcements.”

“One problem at a time,
Commander. Right now, it looks like we’re going to make some allies
after all. How long until the fleet reaches them?”

“A little more than two
hours, sir. But we’ll need a near three hour jump to reach them,
and that’s if the jump engines are still operable. By then, they
might very well have finished the job. Earth has no planetary
shielding and no space-worthy craft. The only weapon they possess
is the atom bomb. While very powerful, their delivery systems are
way too slow to be effective. In fact, they might accidently
destroy their own planet if they try using them.”

“Can we send a message to
warn them?”

“The approaching fleet just
started emitting jamming frequencies, sir. We’re also about to lose
sensor resolution so we won’t know what’s going to happen until we
actually arrive on the scene.”

“Dammit!” Saroudis and Chase cursed at the same time.

They turned to each other in surprise, and
Chase’s face relaxed into a faint smile. He slowly lowered his gun
and holstered it, looking into the captain’s eyes all the while.
The second his weapon was holstered, the security guards
immediately picked up and raised their guns, but the captain raised
his hand sharply.

“Hold your fire; lower your
guns.”

The guards were clearly reluctant, so the
captain raised his voice to a tone that couldn’t be ignored.

“You will holster your guns
this second! And get the hell off my bridge while you’re at
it.”

The security detachment disappeared from the
room and Chase turned his attention back to his superior. “What
should we do, Captain?”

“We should hurry, that’s
what we should do. Battle stations everyone; plot a jump for Earth
and engage the second the coordinates have been fed to the jump
engines.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.
Coordinates in. Jumping now.”

Chase gazed around the bridge. It was
suddenly a flurry of activity. People typed away into computers and
filed flight plans as the lights on the terminals blinked rapidly
and the monitors started displaying strategic and data scans.
Suddenly unnoticed by everyone around him, Chase pulled in a deep
breath of relief. He had managed to do what Aphroditis had asked of
him.

“Captain, I’m really sorry I
pulled a gun on you.”

“That was a serious
violation that could be construed as mutiny. I could have you
executed for this or, at the very least,
court-martialed.”

Chase hung his head. “I know. You can
court-martial me, though I would hope capital punishment would be
optional.”

Saroudis smiled at the cheeky remark. “We’ll
see, son, but, luckily for you I’m not so sure what the gods would
think of me if I did sentence you to death.”

“Am I right to believe that
their worship might have found a new follower?”

“You bet! And with the
position we’re in, it’s somehow comforting to know that the gods
are on our side. We’ll definitely need their help. But next time
you need to convince me of anything, I would rather you do it in
another fashion.”

Chase grinned. “Duly noted.”

 


 



C H A P T E R
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Chase went to engineering to
find his friend Yanis. Yanis Tixichos was the First Tech on board
the Destiny, and
he and Chase had developed a friendship over the years. He was the
one who had helped Chase customize his fighter with dozens of
pre-programmed pattern commands that allowed him to be more
efficient during dogfights, reducing the time it would take to do
basic things like changing the weapons selection or power
distribution. Chase had even managed to convince him to reprogram
the simulator computer with the same commands so he could train
with them and make adjustments in his spare time.

Upon entering the room, Chase looked around
but didn’t see him anywhere. “Yanis?”

“What do you want, Chase?
This isn’t a good day for me. Heck, it’s been a horrible three
days. This mega jump has put so much strain on the ship, it’s a
miracle that I managed to stop it from blowing up into a million
pieces. And now we’ve jumped yet again. Tell me, are we
deliberately trying to destroy the Destiny?”

Chase looked up. Yanis was apparently
working on the ceiling.

“Stop complaining for once
and come down. It’s urgent. I’m here on Captain Saroudis’ order,
hurry up—we need you.”

Yanis mumbled something in his beard while
he leveled down from his hovering platform. “What is it now?”

“I need to find a way to
reach our destination earlier than the current jump will take
us.”

“And how am I supposed to
achieve that, exactly?” Yanis held up a finger and smiled sagely.
“Oh yes, I suppose we could put on some spacesuits and go out and
push.”

“Very funny. This is really
important; our fate depends on it, so please…think.”

“I can think all day long,
my friend. There is no way we can boost the engine that much. It’s
running too hot already. Like I just said, it’s a miracle that we
didn’t blow it out already jumping again so soon. I haven’t slept
in three days either, you know. I’m starting to lose my
mojo.”

“Well we need your mojo for
one last delivery. If we can’t boost the ship, can we boost a
smaller craft like a fighter?”

Yanis paused. “Hmm…interesting. I never
thought of that. The problem is if you fire up the engines of your
fighter too near the ship, you might very well provoke an explosion
inside the jump corridor and send us all to heaven.”

“Or hell.”

“Semantics.”

“Let’s focus on the problem
at hand, shall we? So is it safe to fire up the engines if we
manage to get ahead of the ship?”

“It depends… If you take
another direction, it might be okay, but if you stay on the same
path as the Destiny I wouldn’t recommend the engines at all.”

“Dammit, that’s not good. So
how could we accelerate if we couldn’t fire the fighter’s
engines?”

“Accelerate? How do you get
off the flight deck in the first place is the question!”

“Can’t we use the tractor
beam for that?”

Then Yanis’ face lit up with
that strange, genius smile he sometimes got. “Of course!”

“Of
course…what?”
asked Chase.

“Give me a minute, will ya?”
Yanis called while running towards the closest terminal.

When he reached it, his fingers blurred as
he started bringing together displays, schematics, fighter
diagrams, and what appeared to be a physics formula that made no
sense to Chase whatsoever.

After a few moments, a bit of beard rubbing,
and some throat clearing, Chase started to feel like they were
really on to something. Yanis’ eyes were glowing like a kid on his
birthday, ready to open his presents.

“Here we go!” he suddenly
said with unrestrained pride.

Chase sighed in relief. “So, will it
work?”

“In theory, it could. All we
have to do is modify the tractor beam so it can send a reverse
pulse, acting as a deflector and not a tractor. That way, we use it
to bring you in front of the ship, and then reverse the beam to
push you away into a higher jump velocity without you even having
to fire the ship’s engines. It might be a bit bumpy. And well,
we’ll probably need to reinforce the shields, but it shouldn’t be a
problem to divert power from the weapons and engine systems to the
structural integrity and shields since you won’t need them in the
hyperspace corridor. I think it could actually work.”

“Awesome! Can you do it for
multiple ships?”

“It shouldn’t be a problem,
but who would be crazy enough besides you to attempt something that
no one’s ever done before. And in all seriousness”—he glanced back
at his schematics—“there’s still a good chance this could blow you
out of the sky.”

“That’s why I will be going
alone, but with many ships.”

Yanis’ head whirled around. “You’ll do
WHAT?”

“That’s the other assignment
I have for you. Can you link the other ships to respond to commands
from my main computer?”

“Theoretically yes. But
Chase, your scripted commands are for one ship. That is, unless you
intend to program an entire squadron in the blink of an
eye.”

Chase frantically searched his pockets, and
then handed Yanis a data crystal disc.

“I’m ahead of you on this
one. I’ve been programming these for a while, hoping one day it
could be useful...”

Yanis grinned. “No...you programmed this in
case you were the last pilot standing, didn’t you? Admit it. You
like to think that even if you were the last one on the
battlefield, you could win the battle all on your own.”

“Well it doesn’t hurt to be
prepared now does it?” Chase tried to keep a straight face but
failed. “Okay yes, that’s why I programmed it. You know me too
well…”

Yanis laughed. “It amazes me how grim you
have to be, to be thinking of contingencies like that.”

“If I didn’t, we’d be having
some problems just about now, wouldn’t we?”

“Can’t argue with that
logic, I guess. You didn’t take just an afternoon to do all
these?”

“It’s been months in the
works. I still have to write some mission specific commands to be
added to a repertoire this large.. In essence, it’s simply a tool.
I just need to use it in the correct way…and come up with a halfway
decent plan.”

“A plan to do
what?”

Chase shook his head. “You know, you should
really read the security bulletins more often instead of making
love to your jump engine every chance you get.”

“I’m not making love to it; I’m
taking care of
it.”

“Potato, potado.”

“Very funny,” Yanis said
with a reluctant smile. “Okay, so since I’m not following the news,
what’s up and what timeline am I looking at to make these
adjustments? I was kind of hoping to hit the sack for a few hours
first.”

“No can do, bud; we need all
we’ve just discussed ready to go in one hour tops!”

“But that’s insane…and
impossible.”

“I thought that
impossible wasn’t part of
your vocabulary.”

“Oh damn... Okay, I’ll do my
best. But don’t come complaining if you blow up during this crazy
stunt of yours.”

Chase raised his hands innocently. “I won’t
complain. I might do some haunting…”

Yanis shivered. “I hate ghosts even more
than sleep deprivation. I’d better make sure everything is checked
twice then.”

“Yes, better make sure
indeed.”

“Should I start now? I guess
I would need the captain’s authorization to do such heavy
modifications to the Destiny
or its fighters. You got the paperwork,
right?”

“Nope, but I’ll have it
before you’ve managed to modify the tractor beam.
Promise.”

“I could lose my job if you
screw up, Chase.”

“When was the last time I
left you hanging?”

“Alright, but please make
sure it’s okay with the captain. ASAP.”

“Consider it done. Keep in
touch; call me once the tractor beam has been modified.”

Yanis nodded. “By the way, what’s the
plan?”

Chase was already running back to the hall.
“Save the universe!”

“Go figure…”

There was an ominous silence in the
conference room as everyone scratched their heads to find a
solution to this latest problem. Twenty minutes had passed since
every senior officer had been asked to the meeting, but they were
still at square one.

“Still no solution to
penetrating their jamming signals?” Saroudis asked, clearly
discouraged about discovering a timely solution.

“I’m afraid not, Captain,”
answered the communications officer. “And even if we do find a way
to penetrate the jamming, our brief analysis of Earth suggests that
its people would be unlikely to trust an alien race. They may even
construe a message on our part to be a plot to invade
them.”

“That’s just…great.”
Saroudis dropped his face into his hands and rubbed his forehead.
“Any other ideas, anyone?”

Every member of the room either looked away
or stayed silent. Then, all at once, the doors opened and Chase
stormed in shouting, “I got it! I know how we can save Earth!”

“Despite your repetitive
lack of protocol, I’m very interested in hearing what solution you
may have found, Lieutenant. By the way, you forgot to take out your
gun.”

Chase smiled broadly at his sarcasm. “Here’s
what we’re going to do: I’m going to jump ahead of you with some
fighters and distract and weaken the enemy for the time that you
need to join the battle. Basically, I’ll be giving the enemy
something other than Earth to shoot at.”

“That’s nonsense,
Lieutenant. First, you can’t jump with fighters; we haven’t
installed jumping drives into the smaller craft; and even if it was
feasible, I doubt we would have the time to do so. And second, you
would arrive at the same time as we do...as we are already in
hyperspace.”

“Sorry to interrupt you,
sir, but that’s not what I had in mind.”

“Then please, by all means,
enlighten us, Lieutenant.”

“We’re already at jump
velocity, you’re right, sir, so theoretically we could use a
modified tractor beam in reverse to push the fighters away from
the Destiny. It
would manage to increase their velocity, ever so slightly, over the
current jump speed.”

“I thought hyperspace speed
was actually the limit of what our ships can travel; won’t your
ship get crushed in the process?”

“Just like we can push the
engines to get slightly faster in hyperspace, we should be able to
add a little more velocity to small craft. As for being crushed,
it’s a chance but, if we reinforce my shields, diverting power from
weapons and other non-essential systems, it could work. I might
have to constantly readjust the shield frequency, but I’m confident
I can do it.”

“It seems really farfetched
but, for the sake of argument, say you succeed. Your plan still has
a major flaw, Lieutenant.”

“What would that be,
Captain?”

“How in the blazes do you
intend to divert an entire fleet of enemy ships during the time it
will take the battlegroup to reach Earth? Granted, you’re the
craziest pilot I’ve ever seen. You proved that not long ago with
your stunt recovering the commander, but even you can’t pull this
off on your own.”

“Oh, did I forget to mention
that I’ll be going with a full squadron?”

“Really?” the captain
laughed. “And do you really think you’ll be able to find that many
pilots as crazy as you? If Daniel was up and running I’m sure he
would join you, but otherwise, I can’t ask pilots to volunteer for
a mission that could have them blown up the second they attempt
it.”

“No worries, Captain, I
don’t need any other pilots for this plan to succeed.”

“I don’t follow.”

“I’ll be remotely flying the
entire squadron. I’ll take some heavy birds loaded with torpedoes
and remove some of the opposition. That way, not only will I be
buying us time but, if all goes well, I should be able to reduce
the odds to a manageable level before the fleet engages the enemy.
It would considerably lower the loss of life on our
side.”

You could hear a pin drop in the conference
room. There were many open mouths, but no one could seem to speak.
Then, the second in command, Major Bradis, broke the silence.

“How exactly do you intend
to fly a full squadron on your own? Is that even possible? I’ve
never heard of such a thing.”

“Quite simple, Major. All
the computers will be synchronized to mine; I’ll simply be giving
formation and attack commands which are being reprogrammed in my
fighter’s computer as we speak. Now, I won’t have control over each
ship individually, so I expect to lose some if not all in the
process, but the idea here is to buy our fleet the time it needs to
reach Earth. We need to be able to protect the planet until you
arrive and finish the job.”

The major shook his head. “Captain, even if
this idea has some merit in originality, it’s not realistic and we
shouldn’t waste our time, energy and already limited resources on a
mission that we don’t even know we can manage to pull off. There
are simply too many factors and variables that can go wrong,
starting with the farfetched idea that we can inverse our tractor
beam to push the fighters to a faster speed and—”

Right before the major could finish his
sentence, a comm interrupted him.

“This is Chief Engineer
Tixichos. As requested by Lieutenant Athanatos, I’m reporting that
the modifications to transform the tractor beams into deflector
beams have been completed. We’re good to go. At least in the
simulations, we’re all in the green. Do I have the green light to
start linking the reserve fighters together and uploading the
lieutenant’s command database to his ships?”

“This is Captain Saroudis.
You’re telling us we can push the fighters to a higher velocity
safely?”

“Aye, Captain. If someone is
crazy enough to be in one of the ships, it should be a bumpy but
fun ride.”

“Thank you, Chief. You have
a go.” The captain then turned to the major. “Thanks for your
input, Major, and while I respect your skepticism, it seems to me
that Lieutenant Athanatos has presented us with the only viable
solution to our predicament so far. My only concern is that this
sounds a lot like a suicide mission. One pilot against a full
fleet… Are you sure you want to even try such a perilous mission,
Lieutenant?”

“I have to, sir. It’s the
only way we can save Earth. You and I both know it. You need to let
me do this.”

“I have to admit, this plan
is bold, borderline insane. And only a crazy mind would suggest it,
let alone volunteer for it. But then again…I suppose it will only
be the third time you’ve done something crazy this week,
Lieutenant.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Both men smiled at each other.

“Very well, you have my
authorization to assign as many resources as you need to finish the
preparation for your mission.”

“Thank you,
Captain.”



*   *   *

 

In the med-bay, Daniel was being tended by
medical bots. He was still in a coma. Chase approached the bio-bed
and sat on a chair next to him.

“Sorry, pal, didn’t bring
you any flowers. I know you probably can’t hear me, but I’d still
like to tell you a few things. The fact of the matter is, I don’t
know if I’m coming back from this mission and, well, this could
very well be goodbye. I know what you’re going to tell me. I’m too
pessimistic. Maybe I am. But the captain wasn’t far from the truth.
My plan is a
suicide mission, one that I’m not sure even I can pull off… I wish
you could fly with me on this one; I could sure use a wingman of
your caliber.” He sighed and clapped his sleeping friend on the
shoulder. “Anyway, I just wanted to come by and see how you were
doing. Unfortunately, I really have to hurry...so take care of
yourself, buddy.”

Chase got up, but stood for
a few moments, hoping that Daniel would open his eyes and wake up.
But when nothing happened, he left the med-bay and headed for the
cargo bay where his squadron was waiting for launch. While running
in the corridors of the Destiny, Chase was rehearsing his
tactics based on the latest logs they acquired of the enemy armada
during their last engagement. He knew in his heart that this was a
long shot, but he also felt that if Aphroditis had chosen him to
save Earth, then what he was doing now must be the right course of
action. He just wished he could be sure…

As he thought the words, Chase realized that
he was no longer running in the corridors of the ship, but through
a very dark and troubled valley. On each side of his path rose
insurmountable mountains, miles high, and the air was cold and dry.
Not seeing an end in sight, he stopped and looked back. It was the
same scenery on both sides—a small, almost cramped trail in between
two huge mountain chains as far as the eye could see in both
directions. He suddenly felt cold. Was this the sign he had asked
for? If that was the case, it couldn’t be a very positive one… Then
he heard her voice in his mind, resonating in his very soul.

“Keep running, Chase, you
must keep running.”

He started running again, not knowing where
he was going. The sky got even darker and, to add insult to injury,
it started pouring rain as a terrible storm exploded. The rain got
worse and worse and the mountain chains lit up with lightning and
boomed with thunder. Soon, the very sides of the trail were
shaking.

“Faster, you must hurry!”
said the voice.

Faster, he said to himself. And he picked up speed. He ran as fast
as he possibly could, faster than he’d ever run in his whole life.
All of a sudden, the dark scenery faded and the familiar shapes of
the Destiny’s corridor came back to his sight. By the time his vision had
fully faded back to reality, he was in the cargo bay in front of
his fighter. Yanis was there waiting, but he took a step forward
when he saw Chase.

“You okay,
buddy?”

Chase gasped and looked around. “I think so,
I... I’m not sure.”

“Having second thoughts?
This is quite suicidal, despite being right up your
alley.”

“No, I don’t have second
thoughts, it’s just...” Chase paused. He wanted to share the
strange vision he’d just had, hoping an external look could give
him some clues as to its meaning, but now wasn’t the right time. So
he simply said, “Never mind, it’s nothing. We’ll talk about it when
I come back.”

“Glad to finally see some
positivity.”

“Yeah, I think I’ll need it
to succeed with this mission.”

“Well, you should get going.
You’re on a pretty tight schedule.”

“I sure am. Thanks a lot,
Yanis. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

“No biggy. I like a
challenge and it makes days like these more
interesting.”

Chase simply nodded at his friend and
climbed into his fighter. He made all the pre-flight checks and
made sure the remote link with the rest of the squadron was
working. Everything was in the green.

Then the silence was broken by an incoming
radio signal from Yanis.

“Hey, buddy, I almost
forgot. I made a little change to your personal ordnance. Nothing
drastic though.”

“My plans depend on my
ordnance, Yanis! What did you change exactly?”

“Instead of the normal
central twin torpedo complement, I replaced it with one of my
latest pet projects. A shielded torpedo.”

Chase was impressed. “Shielded?”

“Yep. I managed to include a
strong enough power source to shield the sucker, so it should
resist quite a few direct hits before being destroyed. That should
give you an edge in that you’ll be able to launch that particular
torpedo from farther away from its intended target. Thought it
would help.”

“Seems like an advantage I
could certainly use. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,
boss.”

“I gotta go now.”

“Roger that. Good
luck.”

Chase flipped on the comm. “Captain, this is
Lieutenant Athanatos. I’m in my ship, ready for my mission.”

“Very well, Lieutenant. Good
luck, Chase!”

I think I’ll need
it, Chase thought. He signaled Yanis that
all was good to go and the tractor beam soon locked onto the
squadron.
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The launch had been a success and Chase was
already well on his way to Earth. The ride was bumpy and full of
interference; he constantly had to re-adjust the power flow of his
equipment, changes that were automatically retransmitted to the
rest of the remote-controlled squadron. In five minutes, he was due
to enter the solar system exactly where the jump corridor was
ending, somewhere near the biggest planet.

I’ve got to stay
focused, he thought. The plan relied both
upon the element of surprise and the hope that the countless hours
of programming squadron combat and defense patterns would pay off.
It was a bold move but, deep in his heart, Chase knew he could
succeed. He had to! The fate of the billions of people on Earth was
in his hands! For a short moment, he actually shook and felt a
sense of dread. He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths,
trying to relax for the few moments that were left until he would
jump out of hyperspace.

What seemed like a second later, the
navicomputer signaled that he was about to drop out of hyperspace.
He quickly checked the status of the squadron, the remote links,
and the final ordnance check. All good. The plan flashed again in
his mind when the blur of hyperspace suddenly stretched back into
stars and space. As predicted, he’d arrived near a massive planet
orbited by many moons.

There was no time for sightseeing. He
checked his radar and initiated a medium range scan to see if he
would manage to arrive on Earth before the enemy fleet. His plan
relied heavily on the fact that he would attack the fleet as soon
as they exited their hyperspace corridor. According to the
computer, he had about fifteen minutes before that happened, and it
would only take him a fraction of that to reach his destination at
max sub-light speed. He entered the coordinates and engaged the
engines. The remote fighters, being in slave mode, did the exact
same thing.

As soon as he arrived near
the planet, he positioned his squadron behind the moon in order to
mask it from direct sensor scans. The enemy jamming there was
strong, and there was no way he could signal either the
Destiny or Earth of his
presence. The good thing was that the jamming would most likely
also protect him from being detected by the enemy fleet. One of the
main objectives, besides buying the Destiny at least thirty minutes, was
to locate the source of the jamming and destroy it so he could
contact the Earthlings and let them know that help was on the way.
Bearing all this in mind and trying to keep calm, he turned on the
navicomputer’s vocal command program and tested it.

“Computer, status
check.”

“All systems
normal.”

“Confirm remote link and
command propagation.”

“Confirmed. Remote link
active, command propagation online.”

Good, Chase thought, I guess I’m ready to
go. Then an alert came in.

“Enemy vessels approaching
on short range sensors.”

It was the point of no return. If the enemy
fleet decided to make a final scan before going out of hyperspace,
they could potentially detect the squadron. But Chase counted on
the fact that they probably had a specific mission and, having
scanned the area before engaging their jamming fields, would not do
a new set of scans, neither would they expect anyone to
interfere.

“Fleet is dropping out of
hyperspace corridor in ten...nine...”

Chase took a deep breath and issued his
first squadron command.

“Computer, execute squadron
script Alpha-seven.”

“Executing.”

The ships entered an arrow formation and
headed directly towards the already forming hyperspace corridor. It
was already forming as his ships came about from behind the moon. A
second later, a huge fleet emerged from the corridor. Before Chase
could even register their presence, they started firing on the
defenseless planet. Chase pushed on the throttle and ordered
another command.

“Pattern Omega-nine on my
command... Execute!”

“Executing.”

All at once, every ship in Chase’s squadron
started to fire a shower of lasers towards the fleet.
Simultaneously, the four heavy bombers in his contingent released a
full complement of torpedoes towards one of the biggest ships of
the armada. After launching a total of twelve, heavy-yield
torpedoes, they veered off course and headed back towards the
moon.

The armada’s suppressing fire managed to
destroy five of the incoming torpedoes before impact, but seven of
them were direct hits—taking out two battleships and seriously
damaging a third, disabling its engine as well as its firing
capabilities.

“Pattern Theta-two, evasive
action Delta-three,” Chase shouted.

“Executing.”

The squadron dispersed into a star shape and
took a much wider formation stance, forcing the armada to pick
their targets. The returning shower of enemy fire made a few hits
and illuminated some of the fighters’ shields with a blueish hue.
But for now, the squadron was keeping its distance from the armada.
Each ship was being extremely evasive, spinning and veering
frantically. Unfortunately, some of the armada was still firing
towards Earth. Chase painted these targets and made them a priority
for the next kills. He also scanned for the presence of a jamming
signal, and found it was coming from one of the ships within
striking distance of the squadron. Within seconds, the squadron was
on the target.

“Typhoon maneuver
Sigma-one.”

As one, the rest of the squadron converged
around Chase’s fighter, orbiting in a blur around his hull and
firing short bursts of laser fire while rotating. This was the type
of maneuver that would be impossible to coordinate with living
pilots and Chase hoped the enemy would be taken off guard by the
tactic. Clearly not making much damage to the squadron with long
range fire, three of the five remaining battleships started to
launch fighter squadrons of their own.

There goes the easy
part, Chase thought as he saw the advancing
enemy fighters. Things were about to get a lot more
interesting…

By now, the squadron had reached tactical
firing range and Chase fired a single torpedo from four of his
fighters towards the jamming ship. The defensive fire from the ship
intensified towards the incoming bogies, and it destroyed one
pretty quickly, followed by a second. But a moment later, the third
exploded right into its frontal shielding and the fourth sliced
through its armor like butter. The front half of the jamming ship
exploded while the rest of it started to drift and spin in space,
colliding with a nearby battleship and damaging it heavily. Chase
checked his scans. There was no longer any jamming blocking his
communication equipment. He issued a retreating command, sending
the squadron away from the armada, and opened a wide-band channel
towards Earth.

“This is Lieutenant Chase
Athanatos, call sign Phoenix, to planet Earth. We’ve detected the
orbiting armada coming to attack you and are now engaging them. If
you have any way of helping us defeat them, then please let me
know. I’ve got reinforcements on the way, but they’ll be here about
thirty minutes from now. In the meantime, we’ll do our best to
protect you in any way we can. Over.”

“Lieutenant Chase Athanatos,
this is General Adams, US Army Defense. Please stop your attack
against our planet; we would like to negotiate,” said a voice over
the comm.

“We’re not attacking you,
General. My people came to protect Earth from this
invasion.”

There was a pause. “How can we know this
isn’t a ruse to make us think you’re helping us, while you’re
actually in league with the enemy?”

Chase laughed shortly. “Well for one,
they’re shooting more at me than at Earth right now. Surely your
scans can confirm that. But if you’d rather take care of this
crisis alone, we’ll gladly vacate the vicinity.”

There was a frantic muffled sound of several
people talking before the comm activated again. “Please don’t
leave, Lieutenant. The entire planet is in shock; we’ve never faced
such a brutal and destructive attack before. Until now, we didn’t
even know if there was extra-terrestrial life out there.”

“Alright, General, now what
are your defensive capabilities? Do you have some sort of planetary
shielding or a weapon that could help us destroy a few of those
ships?”

“We have nuclear missiles,
but they would take a few minutes to launch and reach their
intended targets. They weren’t designed to be sent to space, but we
can try.”

“Nuclear? Not a good idea.
If the enemy detects a nuclear weapon coming towards them, they
could detonate it within your atmosphere in a matter of seconds,
and I don’t have to tell you what the repercussions would
be.”

“No, Lieutenant, you don’t.
What about firing from a satellite already in orbit?”

“Do you possess such a
weapon?”

“We actually have an
anti-missile weapon in orbit. It fires very precise and
concentrated laser shots that could maybe damage these ships, but
we don’t know if it will be effective.”

“Is this installation
shielded?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Then the enemy will
dispatch it as soon as it fires. I’d rather we keep it as a last
resort; I might be able to use it later on during the
fight.”

“How many ships do you have,
Lieutenant?”

“Just the one
squadron.”

“Just one?” There was more
muffled talking. “Can you hold off that many ships with only one
squadron? I hope you took your best pilots with you.”

“We sure did.” Chase
preferred not to disclose the fact that he actually was alone, and
that if he was killed, this entire gamble would die with
him.

“What should we do,
Lieutenant?”

“Make sure the civilians are
protected down there. I won’t be able to prevent every ship from
firing towards the planet’s surface, even though they seem a bit
more interested in our ships now that we’ve made a serious dent in
their armada. But they will resume firing eventually.”

“The planet is in a state of
full alert; people are being redirected to shelters in anti-nuclear
bunkers. When you mentioned reinforcements, how many are we talking
about here? Will you be able to fend off this attack all together,
Lieutenant?”

“If we can manage to inflict
a little more damage to a couple of enemy ships, then I’m confident
the Destiny Battlegroup will dispatch the rest.”

“Lieutenant, our sensors are
detecting strong incoming fire from the armada. I think they’re
very interested in destroying us again.”

Chase checked his radar. The Earthling was
right. Now that the squadron was distancing from the armada, the
enemy ships had all resumed firing towards Earth, leaving Chase’s
squadron to their fighters.

“Earth, hang tight. We’ll be
engaging the rest of the armada now. Over.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant. On
behalf of everyone on Earth, we thank—”

The signal broke. The communication towers
on Earth had been hit. But Chase had lost enough time talking
anyway. It was time to execute the second part of his plan.

Just as he began to issue a new command, his
ship was hit from behind. His shields lit up blue as the enemy
fighters entered firing range. More laser hits. He had to act
quickly if he wanted to stay alive long enough to give Earth a
fighting chance. He painted another set of targets on his screen
and then issued a new offensive command.

“Assign individual squadron
offensive commands Delta One to Delta Seven.”

All the ships received individual automated
fighting commands, and soon, four pairs of wings formed. The even
fighter groups began attacking the enemy while being protected by
the odd fighter wings. Now Chase would know if his hard work and
unorthodox fighting techniques would pay off against a live enemy,
especially an unknown and unpredictable one.

He was leading the way with his automated
wingmen and soon dispatched two approaching enemy vessels; the
other wings seemed to be faring well and taking only minimum
damage. But by the time they had finished with the first enemy wave
of fighters, the second and third ones both entered firing range.
This time, Chase and his squadron would be outgunned two to one.
Fortunately, it seemed the enemy fighter-to-fighter technique
wasn’t very advanced, and most of his commands would take them by
surprise, giving him just enough time to adjust his tactics again.
But he knew eventually he would run out of tricks.

To make things worse, the sky had started
lightening up with bright explosions, as most of the remaining
enemy vessels had changed course and begun firing their big guns
towards them. Having seen how fast the first squadron had been
dispatched, the enemy must have decided to engage Chase’s squadron
with everything they had, even if that meant  dispatching some
of their own fighters with long range fire. A few of them broke
engagement and tried to run, some were destroyed by incoming heavy
fire, while the rest provided for involuntary yet easy targets. The
pounding of heavy fire from the enemy battleships, however, was
having the same detrimental effect on Chase’s fighters. After only
a fistful of seconds, it had already cost him two ships.

He quickly joined Delta Three and Six to
reform a stronger wing while entering new evasive action commands
on his keypad instead of vocally, hoping to shave off a precious
second or two. His mind was racing and his fingers raced on the pad
even faster, trying to keep up and make sure he could delay the
inevitable for as long as was required. He had no time to waste
thinking. Everything was pure instinct, reprogramming the vessels
on the fly with split second decisions. If he stopped to think, if
he stopped to consider that the weight of a world was literally
upon him, it could cost both him and an entire planet their
lives.

He finished inputting the last few commands,
then changed course to lure the vessels closer to the moon. Time
was running out but he still had a trick or two up his sleeve…



*   *   *

 

Back on Earth, General Adams was being moved
to a tactical bunker, hoping its communication equipment would be
functional so he could inquire on the status of Lieutenant
Athanatos and his squadron. From what the Lieutenant had said,
reinforcements should arrive in about fifteen minutes now. But the
perpetual planetary bombing, the panic and fear in everyone’s eyes
as they rushed to shelters or simply ran for their lives, made each
minute on Earth feel like an eternity. Never in the history of this
planet was such destruction brought on so rapidly, so unexpectedly,
and on such a large scale. Fifteen minutes could very well mean
planetary Armageddon.

Looking at the chaos in the streets, the
general couldn’t help but feel completely helpless. His mind was
overwhelmed with questions piling one over the other. Why was this
happening? What had changed? And why was someone out there trying
to help them? He felt stuck in time. A million questions, and
perhaps not time enough to get a single answer. Life as he knew it,
life has all humans had known it, would either end or change
forever on that very day. The petty conflicts between nations
somehow seemed ridiculous when fire raining down from the heavens
could obliterate five blocks of a city in a mere second. How many
children were dying? How many people died instantly, never knowing
why? And who was this Lieutenant Chase Athanatos?

“Sir? Sir!”

The general looked up at the chopper
pilot.

“It’s the Pentagon, sir.”
The pilot extended a cell phone. “Secretary of Defense
Tyler.”

All at once, time resumed and the general
snatched up the phone. “Yes, Secretary, what can I do for you?”

“We received your message,
General, and in the thirty seconds that separated your message from
the first bombing, we thought at first you were taking us for a
ride.”

“I wish I was, Mr.
Secretary. I wish it with all my heart.”

“There’s no time for
sentimentality, I’m afraid. Can you give me a status
report?”

“Sir, it appears that the
attack is being partially fended off by some other unknown, alien
race. They just claimed that they were here to help us and would do
everything in their power to do so. They also asked that we don’t
try to go nuclear against our enemies.”

“Surely you don’t believe
any of that, General! It’s obviously a ruse! You’re being asked to
sit tight while they destroy the planet; are you really going fall
for that one?”

“If I may explain, sir, the
incoming transmission came seconds after the strange interference
that disrupted every electronic communication device on the planet
was lifted. And shortly after that, our sensors and satellites
transmitted data showing that a space battle was indeed ongoing. As
we watched, many of the larger ships firing on us were blown to
pieces. I find it hard to think that the enemy would go through
such a charade just to bluff us. Not when we can see how easily
they’re bombing us back to the Stone Age.”

“General, are you willing to
bet seven billion lives on that assumption? Because from where I’m
standing, we are being obliterated and we don’t know what kind of
tactics these people might be using to make their job easier. Maybe
they’re feeding us bogus sensor readings, have you thought of
that?”

“I have indeed, Mr.
Secretary. That’s why as soon as I lost contact with our presumed
allies, I ordered a visual confirmation to be made.”

“What if they hacked our
satellite? They could show us whatever the hell they
wanted!”

“That’s why I asked for
telescope sighting confirmations, sir. Three observatories, one of
ours and the other two in South America, confirmed that there is
indeed a fleet of ships that seems to be engaged with a fistful of
fighters. The sky is reported to be containing lots of debris, some
of it is actually plummeting towards Earth, sir. And from one
military man to another, the fighter pilot I have been in contact
with doesn’t seem to be playing any games. For what reason are they
risking their own lives to save ours, I don’t know, sir. But it’s
clear that the outcome of the battle happening a few hundred miles
above our heads will determine the outcome of our very
survival.”

“I see… Then for the time
being we should consider this a fortunate alliance, though the
timing of their arrival is more than suspicious if you ask
me.”

“Yes, Mr. Secretary. I felt
the same.”

“How’s the battle
going?”

“Well there are only a few
small-sized space craft, probably single seat fighters, defending
against an entire armada. It seems almost impossible for so few
craft to resist for much longer, but for now they’re holding tight.
From the reports we’ve obtained and the sensor info we managed to
scrape together, our allies seem to outsmart the enemy by
constantly changing their tactics and with some pretty acrobatic
flying. But however brave and ingenious they are, their numbers
have started dwindling. They’re already down to only a handful of
ships.”

“That’s just great. We might
have to use our nukes anyway.”

“According to our allies, we
shouldn’t. They reckon the enemy would detect any launch on our
part and explode our weapons before the missiles leave the
atmosphere.”

“That’s a chance we might
have to take.”

“I know, sir, but according
to our ‘friend’ up there reinforcements are less than ten minutes
away. They should shift the balance of the battle.”

“I noticed the multiple
conditionals in your phrasing: according, should…”

“At this point, sir, do we
have any other choice but hope that it’s true?”

“I guess you’re right. Let’s
hope the battle won’t be well finished by then.”

“That’s exactly my fear as
well, sir. I also think we’ll need to use the anti-missile
satellite if it’s not destroyed already.”

“Very well, General. What’s
your ETA to the tactical bunker?”

“About three minutes, sir.
I’ll keep you informed as soon as I have new
information.”

“Thank you, General Adams.
God help us all. Pentagon out.”

The transmission ended just
as the chopper arrived at the base. A minute later, General Adams
rushed towards the command bridge. Sensors and video feeds from the
last remaining satellites were displaying on war theatre
screens. The battle seemed frantic, with
fewer allied ships showing on the screens with every passing
minute. They seemed to be going towards the moon, using evasive
maneuvers now. The biggest battle Earth had ever witnessed was
going on full force just a few miles above the surface, and no
humans were involved. Nor could they do a damn thing about it, even
though their survival as a species was at stake.

They would just have to put their faith in
their new “friends.”

And hope they turned out to be friends
indeed…
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Chase’s squadron was taking heavy fire while
trying to escape towards the moon, or so Chase wanted the enemy to
believe. He loaded another set of commands, called Gamble tactic
seven, and suddenly his fighters stopped all evasive maneuvers and
went towards the moon at maximum burn. The sudden change of speed
and attitude took the enemy by surprise and shaved off seconds from
their reaction time, but they soon started pursuit at maximum
velocity as well. Fortunately, Chase’s fighters were a bit faster,
and the pursuing force fell back out of firing range.

A few seconds later, Chase’s
four remaining heavy fighters emerged from behind the moon and
headed on a collision course with the incoming squadrons. Chase
held his breath. If his calculations were off by even a small
factor, this would be a catastrophe of epic proportions.
Armageddon-like proportions. He pushed the thought from his mind.
He couldn’t afford to second guess himself now. This tactic
had to work and that was
the end of it. But before he could end his current train of
thought, a major explosion on his starboard side shook the ship and
some sparks flew into his cockpit.

“Dammit!” he shouted.
“Damage report!”

“Delta Six destroyed.
Shields at forty-five percent. Lasers at eighty-eight percent.
Inertial dampeners at fifty percent.”

“What? But that
means...”

With his inertial dampeners only working at
half capacity, he would not be able to sustain the next phase of
his plan. He reacted quickly.

“Direct all weapons power
and ninety percent of life support to inertial
dampeners.”

“Transfer in
progress.”

While the transfer was completing, he saw
the heavy bombers opening fire as the rest of the squadron veered
abruptly at ninety degrees. Unfortunately, now that Chase’s
dampeners were only up to seventy-one percent, the force with which
the squadron had broken from their initial trajectory caused a huge
impact on his body. He felt queasy. His vision started to blur and
was quickly replaced by a dark veil. Soon, clenching his teeth was
all he could do to not lose consciousness. There were more
explosions, this time from the tail of his ship, and a beeping on
the console announced friendly casualties. For what felt like just
a handful of seconds, Chase’s eyes closed.

The bombers had launched their remaining
missiles while showering fire in their trajectory as cover. The
bigger part of the enemy squadrons were obliterated, completely
taken by surprise by the four bombers who were actively jamming the
area to avoid disclosing their presence until the last moment. But
some of the enemy ships reacted quickly and managed to destroy one
of the bombers before succumbing to the wall of laser shower and
torpedoes. Three ships had then broken formation to engage and
pursue the squadron. Chase’s ship went straight while the other
ships resumed a defensive position. Two of the enemy craft engaged
the squadron, the third went after Chase.

The cockpit echoed with a transmission, but
Chase was still unconscious.

“Lieutenant Athanatos, can
hear me? Lieutenant, please respond! Oh god... Please, Lieutenant,
if you’re still out there, respond in any manner you can.
Lieutenant Athanatos!”

Chase tried opening his eyes. He was hearing
something muffled that sounded almost like his own name. And
suddenly, like a thunder stroke, everything became clearer. His
hearing returned to him and his vision came back.

“Are you there, Lieutenant?
Please respond!” The voice sounded extremely alarmed.

Chase’s thoughts quickly rearranged
themselves and he remembered that he was in the middle of a giant
battle. Another second and several hits on his dorsal shields did
the trick. He shook his head vigorously and answered.

“Hang on, General, I’ve got
a bogie on my tail.”

“Not just one, son, they’re
all coming towards you now. I think you got them
pissed.”

Chase checked his radar and realized the
bombers were still jamming. He must have forgotten to script its
cancellation. More hits from the back. He had to get rid of his
pursuers before he could do anything else. He shouted a vocal
command while entering pad commands to disable the jamming at the
same time.

“Counter-attack command
Zeta-one.”

The ship made a disorienting one-eighty
degrees on the Z-axis and all lasers started firing in short
bursts, showering and lowering the enemy craft’s shields. Then, one
missile was fired to finish it off. It exploded in a fiery, white
flash. Chase ended his pad commands and the radar came back online.
The general wasn’t kidding. All the enemy ships, big or small, were
changing course to intercept him; they had all stopped firing on
Earth. The comm resonated again.

“I don’t know what you did,
but they seem less interested in blasting us to kingdom come than
they were a few minutes before.”

“So it would seem, General.
I must have gotten their full attention. But that may not be a good
thing just yet. We’re still seven minutes short of rescue and, from
the looks of it, I don’t think I’ll last half that time with the
entire armada converging on my position. I think it may be time for
a little diversion about now.”

“The laser satellite is up
and operational. All I need from you is a target. I’m broadcasting
our sensor data to your frequency.”

The ship’s computer caught the signal but,
before he could send the data back, the sky lit up as the nearest
enemy ship entered firing range. Chase entered the coordinates and
sent a tagged image of the ship currently firing on him.

“We’ve received your
targeting information, commencing firing.”

A couple of seconds later, a powerful red
laser hit the enemy ship’s engines and blew it out of space in a
fiery display. Chase clicked the comm.

“Can you target another
ship, General?”

“Yes, but unfortunately it
takes one minute for the laser to cool down.”

“We don’t have a minute,
General. The rest of the fleet will have a firing solution on me
any second now.”

“I can try to fire again
sooner, but it will probably destroy the satellite in the process,
and it certainly won’t be a fully-powered shot.”

“That’s alright, I just need
the distraction. Fire at any ship you can target.”

“Firing now!”

The satellite fired a much less focused
second laser shot to the tailing enemy ship. Most of the damage it
did seemed to have been absorbed by the ship’s shields. The
satellite stopped firing after only a second, but did not explode.
Fortunately for Chase, half the remaining enemy ships saw these
last two shots as enough of a threat to split their targeting
priorities.

Exactly what Chase was hoping for. Divide
and conquer.

He checked his radar again, and saw that
three more of his auto-piloted ships had been destroyed in the
meantime. That left only three fighters and two bombers, all
heavily damaged. At that exact moment, an intense, blinding blue
flash illuminated the war zone.

At first, Chase thought that
the Destiny had
finally arrived but, when he checked his radar, he realized that it
was just a new enemy ship—much bigger than any of the ones Chase
had already destroyed—accompanied by a host of frigates. The
frigates headed directly towards Earth while the new ship changed
course towards the satellite. The second it entered firing range,
it destroyed the satellite with a single shot. Chase sighed. The
jig was up. The enemy had probably thought it would be heavily
shielded, which was why they split their numbers in half to deal
with it. But now that it was destroyed, the new enemy ship changed
course and started vectoring towards Chase.

As it approached, it started spewing attack
fighters at an alarming rate. Some of them headed towards Earth,
escorting the frigates, while others began converging on what was
left of Chase’s squadron. Chase quickly checked his squadron’s
status. All the torpedoes had been depleted, except the one on his
own ship. The shielded torpedo. His last ace in the hole. Now was
time to put it to good use.

“Computer, calculate firing
solution to damage as many launching bays as possible on that
massive ship.”

“Firing solution
ready.”

“Fire!”

The torpedo fired straight for the newly
arrived ship and, although the ship began immediately firing upon
it, it was so fast that only a handful of shots made contact before
it hit the shields near the middle of the launching bay. Flames
spewed from the hull. Many of the fighters launching at that time
were destroyed by the blast and some decks around the bays seemed
to take heavy damage as well, spewing parts and debris into outer
space. But it wasn’t enough to take the entire vessel down. Chase
had hoped that secondary explosions could at least disable the ship
partially. But no such luck.

A glance at his radar revealed that he had
about forty enemy fighters on a direct intercept course, and the
first ones had just entered firing range, spewing laser fire on
what little was left of the squadron. The remaining bombers were
dispatched almost instantly, as well as the last two of his own
wing who soon succumbed to the impressive wall of laser fire coming
their way. Even their pre-programmed evasive maneuvers didn’t help
them survive longer than a few moments. There were simply too many
bogies and not enough ships left to make even the slightest
difference anymore.

That was it. Chase had done all he could
and, while trying all the evasive maneuvers he could think of, his
ship was now taking heavy damage as well. His shields were failing,
engine power was fluctuating, and there was still four minutes on
his already optimistic countdown. But just when he was about to
give up all hope, he heard the voice again in his mind.

“Fear not, Chase, your
destiny is just beginning.”

Suddenly, multiple blue flashes appeared in
front of Chase’s fighter.

The fleet had arrived early!

 “Are you still alive,
you stupid fool?” a familiar voice on the comm immediately inquired
as a large ship swooped between him and the oncoming
fighters.

Chase’s breath caught in his throat.
“Dan?”

“Who else? I was peacefully
sleeping thanks to you, but then I woke up and learned what you
did, you crazy bastard.”

Chase cracked a smile.

In seconds, multiple
available fighters from the Destiny
Battlegroup were out of the docks and into space,
fending off the opposing squadron and obliterating the force
currently converging towards Chase’s heavily damaged fighter.
The Destiny had
started opening fire with all batteries and there was a bright wall
of torpedoes and heavy laser fire between them and the enemy
ships.

“Boy am I glad to see you.”
Chase sighed in exhaustion. “I don’t think I could have lasted
another ten seconds.”

“Oh really?” Daniel asked
with amused sarcasm. “May I suggest you stay out of sight now and
let us take over?”

Despite his instinct to be a part of the
fight until his dying breath, a quick glance at his power levels
made Chase realize that he wouldn’t be any help to anyone anymore.
He had fulfilled his mission and delayed the enemy fleet until
reinforcements had arrived. He had managed just that, barely, but
in the end what counted was the result.

Earth would survive.

“If that’s an order then by
all means, Commander. I owe you one.”

“No, we’re actually square.
But the planet below sure owes you more than just one.”

“Damn...the planet! Frigates
escorted by fighters were sent down; we must intercept them before
the ground troops do too much damage.”

“Alright, Chase, we’ll send
a squadron to take care of them. Just come back on board the
Destiny before you get
yourself blown out of the sky.”

“Yes, Wing Commander. Good
to have you back.”

“It’s good to be back. See
you in a while.”

Chase docked his ship in the landing bay and
quickly went to the bridge to follow the rest of the battle. By the
time he arrived, it was almost over. The last of the enemy ships
had just burst into flames and the sky was filled with their
smoldering debris. Soon, the sky darkened, as the last of the
lasers was spent. What was once a blinding fight to the death had
dimmed as suddenly as it had begun, and the remaining fighters
joined the others on the surface to fend off the enemy invasion
party.

The battle had been won, but
a quick glance at the bridge’s main tactical war screen showed that
the Destiny Battlegroup had taken some damage during the fight and would
need days if not weeks for repairs. A few fighters had been
destroyed as well. Shaking his head in relief, Chase approached the
captain.

“Welcome back, Lieutenant,
and congratulations! I don’t know how you managed to keep such a
huge fleet at bay and minimize the damage to the planet, but you
did it. And from what our sensor log shows, you did it right up
until you were about to get blown out of space. That’s an excellent
job, Chase!”

Chase grinned. “Thank you, Captain. I really
thought my number was up, but fortunately you arrived early.”

“We damaged the jump engine
to the point where it will take days until we can jump again, but I
guessed every second counted to pull off this crazy maneuver of
yours, so I decided to overtax the drives to their absolute
limits.”

“Well I’m glad you did,
Captain, thank you. What’s our status?”

“The remaining ships have
been destroyed, but we have even more damage to the battlegroup and
we must now take the time to make repairs. We’re hoping the humans
of Earth can assist us in this task.”

“Have we heard from Earth
since the battle ended?”

“Yes. I’ve spoken with a
General Adams, who inquired if you survived the battle and wanted
to thank us for assisting when we did. He also wanted to thank us
for the lives lost protecting Earth. He seemed quite surprised when
I explained to him that you were actually alone here at
first.”

“I thought it best not to
divulge any information regarding my plans. I figured they had
enough on their minds without worrying about the fate of their
planet resting in one man’s hands. I know it would have made me
uncomfortable if the situation was reversed.”

“I can understand that.
Nevertheless, General Adams seemed relieved you had survived the
battle, and he said he looks forward to meeting you
soon.”

Chase frowned. “Will we meet?”

“Indeed you will. It’s good
you came to the bridge. The people of Earth have asked that we land
on the surface so they can properly thank us. They want to discuss
what just happened and what comes next.”

“I imagine they must have
lots of questions.”

“I would imagine so. We are
to leave in an hour. You’re coming since you were instrumental in
saving their planet. Heck, you convinced me at gunpoint to do so…a
fact we will not share with them if you don’t mind. Nonetheless,
Earth is safe for now and that’s thanks to your bold plan and even
bolder execution. I want you with me down there.”

“Of course, and thank you,
Captain. I’m really sorry again it came to…that. You have my word
that it will never happen again.”

“Lieutenant Athanatos, you
apologized for that already. And off the record, I have to admit
that you did exactly what needed to be done under the
circumstances. If it wasn’t for you, the Zarlacks would have
destroyed Earth and, from where I stand, your actions today may
have very well ensured us a future ally. We are outgunned,
outnumbered, and in a part of space we know nothing about. We need
help repairing, we need a place to stay, and we need to think about
how we will survive. At least now, we might have a place to start
doing all of that—Earth. Let’s pray it’s a welcoming sanctuary; our
last sanctuary, dare I say.”

“I agree, sir. We need to
rebuild our forces, and I’m hoping with the help of the humans, we
might actually have a chance to achieve that.”

“I hope so, Lieutenant. But
I’m not so sure about what they can
do for us, at least technologically
speaking.”

“Maybe we can help them help
us.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Well, if we share ancestry
with these people, we could bring them up to speed, technologically
speaking.”

“First contact protocol
dictates that we don’t give technological advantage to primitive
races; history has shown that it usually leads to their own
destruction. Give too much power to an unprepared civilization and
the results could be catastrophic. That’s why we have the protocol
in place.”

“I believe the protocol
doesn’t apply in this case, Captain.”

“And why’s that?”

“Well, because we wouldn’t
simply give them weapons and go on our merry way. We would
supervise their evolution. Teach them, work together. In doing so,
we have a good chance to prevent their thirst for power taking
control over their destiny.”

“Yes, but we can’t be sure
of that.”

“No, of course not. But at
the end of the day, do we really have any other choice? Can we hope
to free our homes from the Obsidian Empire and rid the galaxy of
the new Zarlack threat if we don’t grow our numbers? It’s risky,
Captain, I realize that, but it’s a risk we have no other choice
than to take and hope it’s the right one. I feel as uneasy as you
sharing technology centuries in advance of the people of Earth but,
with their manpower, we could quickly rebuild a fleet of ships, as
well as some planetary defense systems that could protect both the
planet and our own fleet.”

“I concur, Lieutenant. As
much as it pains me to be responsible for the fate of an entire
planet and civilization, our coming to their system brought upon
them an enemy that will most certainly return, and in greater
numbers.”

“Oh crap,” Chase blurted
suddenly, slapping a hand to his forehead.

“What is it,
Lieutenant?”

“It was something Aphroditis
said… That the Zarlacks are a slave race to another major player
and, with their new found alliance with Obsidian, they’ll soon
discover where we’ve disappeared to.”

“We may have doomed not only
the Alliance then, but…”

“Yes, Earth as
well.”

The captain sighed. “It seems our destinies
are now intertwined with the people of Earth. I’m not sure how
they’ll react to this when we break the news…”

“Maybe, just maybe, we
shouldn’t tell them we brought the enemy upon them.”

“You mean, we lie to
them?”

“Unless you have a better
idea. I mean, now that we’ve won the battle, the Zarlacks will come
back. The rest of Obsidian might be with them. Even if we were to
leave and never return, it would leave Earth completely
defenseless.”

“I hate to admit it, but
we’ll need their help. No, Chase, you’re right. We must not give
them reasons to be angry at us, at least not for the time being. As
much as I hate to build an alliance based on a lie, I don’t think
we have much of a choice.”

“Technically, we could
manage not to lie.”

“How so?”

“Well, we tell them the
truth about what happened to us. We just omit the fact that we know
there’s a link between the Zarlacks and Obsidian.”

Captain Saroudis took a moment to reflect
upon Chase’s words. “Agreed. But now we should prepare for our
visit. Meet me in the flight bay in three hours, in uniform.”

“Aye, aye, Captain!”


 

 
C H A P T E R
IX

 

Commander Sarah Kepler climbed into the
cockpit of her F-18, ready to fly out and fend off the incoming
UFOs that were roaming the skies and wreaking havoc around
Washington. Her hands trembled with a panic that she rarely felt.
She was customarily strong willed and almost never lost her nerve.
But she had been at a family barbecue when tragedy struck and fire
rained down from the skies. And that was enough to do it.

She could still smell the meat being
prepared by her Uncle Peter: hamburgers, hot dogs, T-bone steaks.
Then the smells changed. Burning metal, acrid concrete…charred
flesh.

The first to get hit was her sister’s son,
Johnny. He was running around with the other kids, playing soccer,
when the laser fire cratered not far from him, catapulting him at
least fifteen feet into the air. He had already lost consciousness
when his body hit the ground. Sarah had run through the screaming
children with her sister and had immediately begun first aid. His
heart had stopped. Her sister, Anna, fell to her knees, crying and
holding her head, while her husband, Paul, was already calling 911.
Sarah performed CPR for a good five minutes, until, when hope was
getting as thin as the air, Johnny finally started breathing.

It was only then that Sarah broke out of her
trance, and looked around her. She didn’t understand what she saw.
The sky was falling down.

On her race to the airstrip, she was finally
able to gleam some answers. The whole country was under attack.
With absolutely no warning whatsoever, alien craft had descended
into the atmosphere and started shooting at people, killing them by
the hundreds, if not the thousands. As Sarah did her pre-flight
check, some of the details she’d blocked out in her attempt to save
Johnny came back to her. Almost every house in the block had been
hit. In retrospect, the first hit could have been much worse, it
could have hit the barbecue area and taken most of her family,
herself included, in just one strike. But Johnny hadn’t been the
only one hurt that day, far from it. The radio crackled and
interrupted Sarah’s train of thought. 

“Tower to Commander Kepler.
How’s your pre-flight check?”

“Pre-flight done; good to
go.”

“Very well, Commander, you
are go for takeoff.”

“Roger that,
tower.”

She pushed on the gas and soon felt the Gs
from the fierce acceleration of her fighter plane. Within seconds,
she was in the air, climbing towards the sky to intercept whatever
it was that had cause so much devastation.

While her craft took altitude, she had
another flashback. Once Johnny was safe in Anna’s arms, she’d
turned to look at the rest of the house. It was still there, but
columns of smoke rose from almost every other house up and down the
street. People poured into the street in sheer panic, and the noise
was overwhelming. Crying, screaming, broken pipes spilling water
everywhere. It was total and utter chaos. As a good soldier,
Sarah’s instinct told her to help whomever was in need, so she
scanned the perimeter and that’s when she saw a little girl trapped
under a car, her parents already crushed in the front seat. She
could see the girl was crying though she couldn’t hear her over the
sounds of destruction and panic all around. She had just started to
sprint towards her when she heard the same sound she’d heard right
before Johnny had flown into the air. She reflexively turned her
head to follow it and, the next moment, her sister’s house was
obliterated, just thirty feet away.

The explosion threw Sarah facedown into the
dirt. Now it was like she couldn’t hear anything. People seemed to
be running in slow motion, and everything sounded like it was
coming from very far away. Her vision blurred for a moment, but
then she shook her head and her senses started coming back to her.
In a few seconds, she scrambled to her feet and looked up to find
the little girl. But there was just a crater where the car had
been.

Belated tears stung her eyes and Sarah wiped
her face briskly as she ascended through the clouds. One thing was
certain; she wouldn’t be able to save everyone. No matter how hard
she tried.

Her plane finally arrived at sixteen hundred
feet, her wingman Frank Gerald in formation on her right, when her
radar beeped a warning. There were more than ten bogies in the
vicinity. She didn’t like those odds. Within seconds, both fighters
were engulfed in a tornado of small alien ships firing all over the
place, both at other aircraft, and at ground troops and civilian
targets.

“Frank,” she gritted her
teeth, “engage enemy craft at will.”

“Affirmative, Commander.
Engaging.”

Then all hell broke loose. The F-18s were
vastly outnumbered, and whatever gun fire they managed to hit the
enemy with only lit the shields on the alien fighters. Missile lock
produced the same result, only affecting the enemy craft’s
trajectory but not managing to do any real damage.

“They have some sort of
shielding, Commander.”

“I see that, Sergeant. Let’s
try something else. Concentrate on one fighter together; you light
them up with your cannon, and I’ll engage with a
missile.”

“Understood.”

Both F-18s went into a tight formation,
miraculously dodging a hail storm of laser fire, and executed the
commander’s plan. Sergeant Gerald rained his cannons upon the
nearest target and, after a few seconds of impact upon the enemy
craft’s shields, Commander Kepler’s F-18 fired a missile. The alien
craft was hit with the full force of the blast and exploded like
Fourth of July fireworks.

“That’s a kill. Good call,
Commander!”

“Let’s engage other bogies
using the same tactic. Once I’m running low on missiles, we’ll
switch roles.”

“Understood.”

They proceeded to the next group of targets
and dispatched two more enemy craft the same way.

“This is Commander Kepler to
Fleet Command. The enemy fighters are shielded; we have discovered
an effective means of destroying their craft but it requires a wing
of fighters. Shoot cannon fire at their shields to weaken them
while the second fighter lights them up with a missile. Both
cannons and missiles on their own are being repelled by the
shields. Transmit this info to all fighter pilots in any country
currently fighting the alien invasion. It may be possible to
achieve the same result solo, but it’s hard enough to engage these
suckers in a dogfight without having to get a good missile lock at
the same time.”

“This is Fleet Command,
roger that. Transmitting info.”

“Frank, let’s get a few
others.”

“Roger th—”

Before Sergeant Gerald could finish his
sentence, his craft was hit by an enemy and blown out of the
sky.

“FRANK!”

Sarah felt a desolate numbness creeping up
her body. The body count was rising, the city underneath was in
flames. And with the sheer number of enemy aircraft in the sky, how
could they win? This could very well be the end of the human race.
It certainly felt like it. In the sky directly in front of her,
another plane went down in a fiery blaze and Sarah’s eyes narrowed
dangerously. If she was going down, she was going down
fighting.

She lined up with a bogie and started
engaging it with her cannons. After a few seconds of showering the
craft, she locked her last missile.

“That one’s for you,
Frank”

The missile hit its target and the craft
exploded. But when Sarah looked at her radar, she saw another wave
of enemy craft approaching at a high velocity. She had probably
gotten their attention by managing to bring a few of their craft
down.

Her lock radar started buzzing. She had an
enemy on her six, one she didn’t even see coming. The next second,
it opened fire. She could see the bright laser blasts streak past
the left and right side of her canopy even though she was doing all
the evasive maneuvering she could think of. She wouldn’t last long
without reinforcements, and everyone else was either in the same
situation or crashing down to the city.

The city!

She peered out the cockpit window at the
city below and, before she could talk herself out of it, she
plunged down towards the street. Some of the skyscrapers were in
flames; huge towers of smoke rose from them like industrial
chimneys. The sight was truly horrifying but, before Sarah could
register anything, laser fire grazed her right wing and instantly
decreased her maneuverability. She flew lower still, just a few
feet above the busy streets. It was all a blur, but she could feel
the chaos as she passed through. Cars in flames, bodies on the
road, people shouting and running for their lives. A glance at her
controls told her that the bogie was still hot on her tail. She’d
have to step up her game if she wanted to lose him.

That’s when she saw the bridge.

“Oh Sarah,” she said aloud,
“this is maybe one of those bad ideas…”

She sped forward and, as soon as she reached
the bridge, she started hitting it with her cannons. At the same
time, she deployed her countermeasures and then hit the
afterburner. To say it was a close call was underselling it, but
she was able to lift her plane out of the way before the enemy
craft, unable to see between the debris and the countermeasures,
collided straight into it, exploding in a trail of fiery
rubble.

“That was close,” she
breathed. But the game wasn’t over yet.

As she rose a bit higher to get a visual
reading on the next enemy target, a trio of bogies entered firing
range. She broke right hard, but a few lasers grazed her craft
again and sent some pieces of armor flying away. Warnings lights
lit up all over the cockpit, and she frantically checked the radar
again. Using what little maneuverability she had, she broke left
and set a collision course with the fighters. She’d take them down.
One way or another. They opened fire and she went into a tight
spin, aiming for the one in the middle. This was it. No going back
now. In the final seconds before collision, she pushed back in her
chair and screamed at the top of her lungs.

…but nothing
happened.

She opened her eyes in confusion, when
suddenly a barrage of blue laser light came from higher up,
exploding the enemy craft one after the other with great
efficiency. In a fraction of a second, the squadron she had been
heading for was decimated. As she passed through the smoke of their
explosion, she looked up and saw other space craft, different from
the ones she was currently engaging.

Her radio crackled.

“Ballsy move down
there.”

“Who is this?” she demanded.
“Identify yourself!”

“This is Wing Commander
Daniel Tharraleos, call sign Scorpion, of the Star Alliance
Battlegroup. We’ve come to help you eliminate the alien force
currently attacking your planet.”

Sarah couldn’t believe it. The same day
Earth learned they were not alone in the universe and that the
aliens wanted to destroy their whole world, another alien species
came to their rescue? It felt so unreal that Sarah wondered if she
was dreaming after all. Then her collision alarm sounded and
brought her back to the present with a surge of adrenaline. She
broke left to avoid colliding with a near building, and climbed up
outside the city.

She tried to think of what to say to this
Commander Tharraleos, but she came up empty. In the end, she
settled on, “Thanks for saving my hide back there.”

“No problem,
um…?”

“US Air Force Commander
Sarah ‘Firefly’ Kepler,” she said instinctively

“Very well, Commander
Kepler. May I suggest you return to base? We’ll take care of the
rest of these bastards. But you did a fine job under the
circumstances. Well done. Scorpion out.”

“Thanks.”

And she had done a fine job. As the last few
hours began to sink in, this fact resonated with her. With inferior
weaponry and numbers, she had done well. But Frank was still gone.
Her heart bled at the thought and a tear ran down her face. She
wondered if his wife and young daughter had survived the day… Would
there be anyone left besides her to grieve for poor Frank?

As soon as she landed, she took her cell
phone and tried calling her sister for an update on Johnny and the
rest of the family. No signal. Well, that was hardly surprising
considering the level of destruction that had befallen the city in
the last hour. Who knew what was left? Who knew what had been hit?
She wondered if the White House had survived…

She descended the ladder slowly and began
circling around to survey the damage to her trusted plane, when
from the corner of her eye she saw a tall man sprinting towards
her.

Now what, she thought. And she braced for the worst.

“Can I help you?” she said
preemptively, as the tall, pale man came to stop beside
her.

He nodded his head, unable to catch his
breath, but gave her what looked like a sat phone. With a bit of
hesitation, she took it and put it to her ear.

“Hello?”

“Commander Kepler, I’m so
glad you’re still alive. This is General Adams. I have an important
mission for you. This comes directly from the
President.”


 



C H A P T E R

X

 

Captain Saroudis and Chase climbed aboard a
shuttle transport and took their seats as the doors behind them
closed. After a nervous pause, Chase took the controls and flew the
ship out of the docking bay.

“I sure hope they won’t hold
us responsible for their losses. From our scans, many thousands of
humans lost their lives today…”

“I know, but countless more
were saved,” replied the captain. “We compiled some information
based on their geo-political structures, and it seems that on
Earth, different nations are still waging war against each other,
cultures are still pitted against one another, and different
religious beliefs abound. While we’re being greeted by what seems
to be their largest, most powerful economic and military force, a
country called the United States of America, we have to hope the
rest of their world will be willing to form an alliance as
well.”

“At the end of the day I
don’t think they’ll have a choice, but I’m sure it won’t be an easy
sell, especially if they were fighting one another prior to our
arrival. Can you tell me more about their history and
wars?”

“Currently they seem to have
only a few small wars, nothing major. But historic records show
that this planet suffered two major world wars in the last century
alone.”

“How do we know all
this?”

“Our computers connected
into a huge repository of data formed by millions of computers on
their planet. They call it the internet.”

“Interesting
name.”

“Yes, it’s a relatively new
concept for them. About three decades old.”

“And this information is
freely accessible?”

“Yes, and not only that, but
it seems humans pretty much all have access to it via a growing
range of devices.”

“How so, sir?”

“Well, you know me, I’m not
very good with the techno-babble, but they have what they call PCs,
or personal computers. They come in all shapes and colors. In
addition to this, they have smaller, mobile devices.”

“Why would there be so many
choices?”

“Maybe I should have started
with this. Earth’s economy is based on money. The people work to
gain money and they can then spend that money how they like.
Because of this system, there are brands for everything—computers,
food, even communications. Every part of their infrastructure is
based on this economic model. This also leads to a class system
where a minute percentage of the population has the most money and
power, while the largest chunk of the people are modestly living to
different levels of success based on how much money they make. An
alarming number of people simply don’t survive.”

“Doesn’t sound like a fair
system.”

“From what little I gather,
not only is it unfair, but it’s clearly unsustainable. Unless
something is done to change things, they will keep repeating the
same mistakes and new wars will occur in an endless
cycle.”

“That’s not very
encouraging.”

“No, in fact it creeps the
hell out of me. I don’t want to be responsible for a new world war.
I certainly hope we can address all the people of Earth and try to
help them.”

“Just think… Yesterday we
were living our lives, thinking we were safe. Now? We face
extinction and we might as well be responsible for the fall of
billions of lives, multiple civilizations and cultures…”

“We have set this in motion,
Lieutenant. We have no other choice but to try our best to ensure
survival for both our species.”

“Yep,” Chase agreed,
“there’s no turning back.”

“Oh, and one more
thing.”

“What’s that?”

“They’re using fossil fuels
as their main energy source.”

“But wouldn’t that damage
their planet?”

“Oh it did, a fair bit. They
could be on course to self-destruct their world far sooner than
they expect. They project that the next twenty years will be
crucial to reverse the process. But based on their technology and
ever-growing power requirements, our computers calculated they
might have already reached the point of no return.”

“Is there anything we can do
to help them?”

“If we can convince them to
change their ways, yes.”

“You don’t seem very
optimistic.”

“I’m not. It’s clear from
the information we’ve gathered that humans are used to possessions,
the idea that more money, means more power. And those with the most
power are sure to not welcome us with open arms. If we’re meant to
help Earth avoid a cataclysmic climate change that would decimate
their population, they’ll have to stop using fossils fuels almost
immediately, but their entire civilization is dependent on these
resources. What’s baffling is that they know these resources are
damaging their planet. They call it ‘global warming,’ but while
they take some actions to prevent the damage, they do it in such
small increments and at such a slow rate that it will never be
enough. They’ve already had terrible natural catastrophes in the
last few years that claimed hundreds of thousands of lives. Yet
they continue to function in the same way; cutting some power
requirements here, replacing some polluting technologies there.
It’s absolute and utter denial.”

“Surely we can help with
that and provide a cleaner source of energy?”

“Yes, we have the technology
and know-how to help them make giant leaps in this direction but,
like I said earlier, we will encounter resistance from the small
portion of the world that holds most of the riches. They will most
likely see us as a threat.”

“That’s not
good.”

“No it isn’t, Lieutenant.
But let’s go at it one step at the time. First we must see if we
can strike an alliance between our peoples, then we will propose
solutions to eradicate their most pressing issues, mainly, their
rapidly depleting fossil fuels.”

They both stayed silent for the next few
minutes. The full extent of their new-found responsibility was
hitting home and it almost seemed too heavy for anyone to bear.

The ship entered the planetary atmosphere
and continued its course towards a city called Washington DC, the
capital of the United States of America. As they approached, the
humans sent a video signal to the shuttle and Chase displayed it on
the main screen. General Adams appeared before them, a man well
into his years. Tall with gray hair, brown eyes, and a neatly
trimmed beard.

“I’m General Adams. We
welcome you to the White House.”

“Thank you, General. As per
your request, I’ve brought Lieutenant Commander Athanatos with me
to meet with the people of Earth.”

“Lieutenant
Commander, huh? I see we
share similar ranking systems in the military chain of command. I
guess congratulations are in order then, Lieutenant Commander
Athanatos. From what we’ve witnessed here today, it’s a
well-deserved promotion.”

“Thanks, General,” answered
Chase, not knowing who to thank first.

“We’ve transmitted
coordinates for your landing; we look forward to meeting you upon
your arrival.”

“Thank you, General. We look
forward to meeting you as well. Captain Saroudis out.”

The transmission ended, and Chase looked at
his captain with a raised eyebrow.

“What is it? Lieutenant
Commander isn’t good enough for you?”

“No, of course it is. Thank
you, Captain. I just…didn’t think I would get a promotion mere
hours after pulling a gun on you.”

“Your actions were reckless,
and I didn’t particularly like that part, but I’m not a fool. You
did what you had to do and you did it with courage. Courage
bordering on foolishness, but, in the end, you did what you thought
was best and you were right all along. You saved an entire world
and, no matter how this turns out, I believe that no other course
of action could have resulted in a better situation.”

“I don’t know what to say. I
just hope we won’t both regret it.”

“You and me both, son, you
and me both.”

The shuttle landed on the designated pad
near a large, white building. The biggest “house” Chase had ever
seen. There were a number of humans waiting for them, as well as
some armed soldiers. When the doors opened, the first thing that
struck both Chase and the captain was how beautiful the sky was: a
deep blue with very few clouds and a brightly shining sun. There
were some flying vehicles around the area and some flashes coming
from a far-off crowd.

Once they’d descended the ramp, General
Adams stepped forward and performed some sort of military salute.
“On behalf of the people of the USA, we welcome you to Earth.”

“Thank you, General,”
answered Captain Saroudis. Then he added, “USA?”

“Oh, of course. The United
States of America. The greatest country in the world!”

Chase couldn’t help but
think this statement was arrogant, even though he didn’t know if
there was a greatest country on this planet. He was actually more
worried about the fact that there were so many countries; this wouldn’t help
speed up their alliance with the people of the planet as a
whole.

“We’re honored, General.”
answered Saroudis with a polite smile.

“Follow us this way; we have
a lot to talk about.”

Then Chase and Captain Saroudis followed the
group of men into the building called the White House.


 



C H A P T E R

XI

 

While everyone was walking down an inner
corridor, Chase turned to the general and asked, “What were those
flying machines outside, and the flashes?”

“Oh, of course,” he was
quick to explain. “The flying machines are helicopters; they use
propellers to allow us to fly between one place and another. Some
are military, others are for transportation purposes, and some were
from the press.”

“The press? What is
that?”

“The press is a dedicated
group of people whose job it is to inform the people of our planet
about what’s going on. They’re called journalists; they write about
or film the events unfolding on our planet on a daily basis. Then
everything is shown on TV or printed in the newspaper.”

“TV? Newspaper?” asked
Captain Saroudis.

“These are means of
communication. We print the news onto sheets of paper that are sold
or distributed to the population. TV is short for television; it’s
a video broadcast we send to the people of our country and
sometimes to the whole world to keep them informed. Your arrival is
the biggest story the people of Earth have ever gotten. You will
surely have your faces on our TVs for months or years to
come.”

Chase resisted the urge to shrug. “I’m not
sure we have time for this, but, one thing at the time, I
suppose.”

“Yes, I suppose this must
all seem quite strange to you.”

“It does, but we have
similar concepts in our civilization. I believe it’s mostly the
terms or vocabulary that will be a barrier to understanding one
another,” added the captain.

“I’m extremely surprised
you’re speaking English.”

“As were we that you speak
Universum.”

“Universum?”

“That’s what we call our
very similar language. We also noticed that we share an older
language, what you call Ancient Greek. It has us baffled as to how
this is at all possible; we can only surmise that at one point, in
a very distant past, our species were connected.”

“It has been theorized that
there must have been some alien life that either interfered or
lived here thousands of years ago, but we didn’t have any proof
until now. As a matter of fact, this is the first time we’ve had
contact from an alien race.”

“What is alien?” Chase asked
curiously.

“Alien is the word we use to
describe people or life-forms that are unknown to us or that come
from outside our borders—but that second one is of no importance.
We’ve had suspicions for decades that there must be life on other
planets. In fact, a part of our population believes we’re visited
on a regular basis by aliens, but most people think it’s
nonsense.”

“And are you being visited
by other species?”

“If you don’t mind, we’ll
discuss that topic at another time. For the time being, we need to
discuss a few other things, like your intentions towards our
world.”

“Yes of course,” agreed
Captain Saroudis.

Chase couldn’t help but feel
the need to interject. “Our intentions? I’d think our intentions
are clear; we came to help.”

“That part we understand,
but put yourself in our place. The same day we learn that we’re not
alone in the universe, we get attacked and nearly destroyed by one
alien species, and then another saves us. The fact that there’s
life on other planets and people with immensely more powerful
technologies than ours is both fascinating and terrorizing at the
same time. And from what we’ve gathered from what happened in
orbit, you have the means to wipe us out, if that is ever your
intention.”

Chase was about to answer coldly, but
Captain Saroudis put his hand on his shoulder, and said, “I
understand, General. So let me reassure you right away that that is
not our intention. It was pure luck that we detected the fleet
approaching your world. We happen to have directives in our society
not to interfere with affairs that don’t concern us.”

“I see…” the General said
slowly. “So, why is it that you did so? Not that I’m complaining;
we would surely all be dead or enslaved if you hadn’t come to our
aid.”

“We detected the
similarities in both your biology and language, as well as a few
things from your probes and communications. It became clear that we
as people were linked somehow. It was also clear that if we didn’t
interfere, you wouldn’t have been able to defend yourself against
this foe.”

“Yes, as much as the leaders
of our world will hate to admit it, you’re most certainly right,
Captain. However I must warn you, while we are extremely grateful
for your help, as a species, humans are also a very suspicious
people. Many of our population might think this was a plot to
infiltrate us and exploit us in one way or another. But I suggest
you discuss all this with our leader and chief, the President of
the United States.”

The group arrived at an elevator door
protected by two armed guards with livid faces.

General Adams turned to Captain Saroudis.
“Are you carrying any weapons on you? I’m sorry to ask, but it’s
security procedure. I’m sure you understand.”

“We do understand and no we
don’t have weapons on us. It would seem futile to pack weapons for
our first meeting. We do want to make a good first or, in this
case, a good second impression.”

“Very well.”

The general put his finger on a green pad
near the metallic doors. A second’s wait and some beeping later,
and the doors to the elevator slid open.

“If you will please enter
the elevator.” He gestured the way.

Both Chase and Captain Saroudis stepped onto
the platform followed by men in black costumes, white shirts and
black ties. Some of them had wires that came out of their ears and
disappeared inside their jackets. Upon closer inspection, they
seemed like some sort of security detail.

Once inside, the general touched a blue
button with his thumb, received some sort of scan, and the elevator
started moving. Though the contraption seemed to have some sort of
crude inertial compensating system, it was clear they were going
down.

“Are we going underground,
General?” Chase asked.

“Yes, several stories down,
into a protected bunker where we will meet with the President of
the United States as well as a few other people from our country’s
government. Being that we were taken by surprise with all of this,
we couldn’t assemble all the people that would normally be needed
for such a meeting, but you will see the President, some of his
advisors—I’m one of them on the military side—and some
scientists.”

Chase nodded. “I see. Very well.”

A few moments and several hundred feet of
descent later, the elevator doors opened into a very large room
with a high ceiling. The walls on all sides were heavily reinforced
and most of them featured huge display monitors. There was a big
table in the center, and it was here that the general gestured
Chase and the captain to sit.

A moment later, an image of a face appeared
on the biggest monitor. It was a human of around fifty to sixty
years of age, judging by the number of wrinkles on his face and the
gray in his hair.

“I am President Jack Mandle
of the United States of America, and I welcome you to our
planet.”

“Thank you, sir,” the
captain and Chase said in unison.

The rest of the people around the table
exchanged quick glances and General Adams quickly spoke up. “They
don’t know our way of addressing rank, Mr. President.”

“That’s quite alright,
General. They just saved our world; they can call me
dude if they want. I
wouldn’t be offended.”

Chase and the captain glanced at each other,
not understanding the word “dude” but deciding to let it go.
Instead, the captain leaned forward. “Mr. President, thank you for
talking with us. We have lots to discuss. But I would like to
address what I believe are the most pressing issues first. Then we
can both choose delegations of our people, scientists, doctors and
the like, to meet and discuss the details, as I’m sure you’ll want
to.”

“Alright, Captain, what are
these urgent matters you’d like to discuss?”

“Well, Mr. President, while
we defeated the alien race attacking Earth today, we believe
they’ll most likely come back and in greater numbers. We need to
discuss how we can help each other to fend off the next attack. We
also need to discuss the prospect of forging an alliance between
our two peoples, but also with the other nations on Earth. I wonder
if we could use what happened today to try and unify the people of
the planet as a whole so that we can all benefit from this
alliance.”

“Captain, I’m glad to see
you’re seeking us as allies, but that will certainly raise a red
flag amongst many of our people. What do you have to gain? I mean,
you could claim this planet for yourself or take it by force if you
wished. You certainly have the firepower to do so, and that fact
alone will make a lot of people doubt that your intentions are
sincere.”

“I understand, Mr.
President, but here are the facts. We left our own galaxy because
we’re being hunted down. One of the reasons we intervened today and
saved Earth is that we need a place to stay, and we need allies to
help us rebuild and repair. We took serious damage in the
protection of your world and we don’t have the manpower or
resources necessary to expedite this task. With the help of Earth,
we could repair our ships much faster. We’ll also need to start
building new ones as soon as possible, another task that would be
daunting without some sort of labor force.”

“I see.” The President
paused and one of his advisors whispered something in his ear. He
pondered the information, then continued talking. “We’ll have to
discuss all this of course, and see how we can help you, but our
military and scientists are confident we can. We’ll also have to
inform the rest of the planet, and that’s sure to cause some
internal turmoil. Not to mention the fact that you’re
technologically far superior than we are. While we can surely
provide manpower, I doubt we’ll be able to help you much when your
technology and resources are so far ahead of our own.”

“That brings me to my next
point, Mr. President. We are willing to teach you our technology
and help Earth in any way we can. But we first need to reverse the
damage you’ve already done to your planet.”

“We are aware of these
challenges and our best minds are already at work towards that
goal.”

“No offense, Mr. President,
but, from the information we’ve gleaned from looking into your
histories and records, you are not waging a winning
battle.”

“Our world is a complex one,
Captain, we must tread lightly and—”

“That’s all well and good,
Mr. President, but I believe another attack from this alien race is
imminent. In a matter of weeks at worse or months at best. It is
only a matter of time. They will surely be back, and they will most
likely come in much larger numbers. We believe we’ve destroyed all
the enemy ships, but we can’t discount the fact that they might
have sent a distress call during the battle. We need to mount
defenses on and around the planet as quickly as possible, and we
must change your infrastructure in order to achieve that goal in a
minimum amount of time.”

“Wait a minute, are you
telling us that you need to take over? Do we have a choice in the
matter or are you simply imposing conditions?”

The people around the table fidgeted
nervously. It was clear the President had interpreted the captain’s
words as a threat.

“No, Mr. President, we’re
not imposing anything. We’re merely stating some cold hard facts.
If you will allow me to explain, then you can discuss everything
with the rest of the world and decide what you want to do. But it’s
obvious that to survive what’s coming next, your entire planet will
have to make drastic changes. Changes in the way you create energy,
in the way your current economic and sociological paradigms are
failing your society.”

This didn’t go over well at the table
either, but the captain kept going.

“Again, we don’t wish to
impose anything, and we’re not here to dictate terms. We’re only
trying to help you reach your potential in a fraction of the time
it would have taken you to do so on your own. But for these changes
to take place quickly, many things will need to happen, and they
will need to happen fast. We realize this must be extremely
frightening to all of you, but we must insist upon the fact that
without these changes, we do not believe either we or the people of
Earth will be ready for what is yet to come.

“It’s unfortunate that we
had to meet under these dire circumstances, but we believe that
with our help and guidance, the human race can evolve. Furthermore,
it’s clear that our species share a common ancestry. How else would
we speak almost the same language and have the same appearance as
you if we were not somehow linked?”

A voice from the other side of the table
said, “You could be masquerading yourselves as humans, while
actually being totally different from us. You could also be
responsible for the attack we just went through, and you’re just
taking credit for the save to try and enslave us in the name of
peace and evolution.”

Chase rose from his chair in anger but,
before he could speak, the captain put a hand on his arm and
gestured for him to sit back down.

“Mr. President, while I can
understand the doubts and turmoil that our arrival must bring, I
believe we must make our point clear, even if it bruises some egos
or creates some controversy along the way. Had we not intervened
when we did, and had my colleague not risked his life to reach you
before our battlegroup did, we believe a significant portion of the
planet would have suffered irreparable damage and you would not be
in a position to have a dialogue with your aggressors. And while we
will certainly spend the next few days discussing all of these
issues with the people of Earth, the simple fact is this: We are
here, and we need allies. We would like to ally ourselves with
Earth and help you defend yourself against any new enemy that may
come.”

“Any new enemy… Are there
others?”

“We know of others, and we
will discuss them all in due time. For the time being, we need to
decide if you want this alliance or not. If you do not want us to
help you, even if that help might seem like an imposition because
of the urgency of the situation, then we will leave. While we can’t
jump back out of Earth space right away, we still have sub-light
capabilities that would allow us to break orbit today if that’s
your wish. But we cannot overstate that the best way for Earth to
survive the coming war is for us to work together by jumpstarting
your evolution. Where we come from, we have directives that
actually prevent us from doing this because the risk of giving such
advanced technologies and weaponry to a race that is centuries
behind could have catastrophic consequences for you. However, we
believe that with our guidance, we can help you make the best of it
and send you centuries ahead in terms of progress.”

The President took a while to answer. “You
mentioned war… We have done our best to try to avoid war on our own
planet and, even with our best efforts, we are nowhere near a
positive result. So what do you propose we do?”

“I propose the people of
Earth each raise their voices and help make this decision. Make
them take a vote, everyone on your planet. If the vote is for us to
leave, we will leave, however reluctantly, because we do not wish
to see your wonderful planet destroyed or enslaved. We came here on
a blind jump, not knowing where we would end up or what other
species would be in the area. Perhaps our jump attracted the
attention of other races as well. All we know for sure is that the
Zarlacks will be back.”

“The Zarlacks?”

“That is the name of the foe
that attacked you. We had information in our databases about them,
though we thought they’d been extinct for a thousand years. We were
wrong. Maybe they simply moved to this part of the universe
instead.”

“So you’d like the world to
take a vote to see if we fight these Zarlacks together?”

The captain nodded. “Yes. I think the only
way for this to work is if the people of Earth actually want us to
be here. But they also have to be willing to change their ways, and
be prepared to fight a battle on a scale they have never witnessed
before.”

“Changing ways is not one of
our strengths.”

“I’m sensing that, Mr.
President, but it is my sincere hope that you will nonetheless try,
for all our sakes.”

“Would we keep our current
sovereignty over our countries?”

The captain and Chase shifted in their
chairs. They were treading on dangerous ground now.

“I won’t lie to you, Mr.
President. The political and sociological state of the planet is
flawed at best. Money must be abolished, fossil fuels must be
replaced immediately, and while this will all take some time, the
sooner we start, the better for the human race.”

A look of utter shock radiated from the face
of the President and echoed around the rest of the table. He tried
a couple of times to say something, and almost stuttered, “Mo…
Money? Abolished? Do you have any idea...?”

Before he could finish his sentence, Captain
Saroudis cut him off. “Yes, Mr. President, I know exactly what I’m
asking. Money is the currency of species still in their utter
infancy, with all due respect. We had a period where our own
civilization was focused on the same goals as yours, and I won’t
lie to you, it was a dark time in our past. But as soon as we
abolished the monetary system, we evolved at a pace that was almost
exponential. We cured illnesses, eliminated poverty, and focused on
bettering ourselves instead of trying to own more than the next
person. Money is evil. It does not make a civilization great. It
simply prevents one from achieving its natural potential. The
sooner you release yourselves from these burdens—money, fame, and
power—the sooner you will be in tune with what matters most and
become a greater civilization.”

“This is a lot to take,
Captain. Quite a lot. And while I’m sure the people of Earth would
relish making the decision themselves, I’m not sure...” his voice
trailed off.

“Yes, Mr. President,” the
captain finished his unspoken sentence, “you’re not sure the
wealthy and powerful, such as yourself, will see the benefits. But
from what I understand, they’ve reigned supreme for many centuries.
It’s time for things to change, or it will be time for things to
end. These are the choices you face and this is why I believe every
person on Earth should have their own say in the matter. There will
be some chaos; there will be groups rebelling at first. We
experienced this on our planets as well, but over time, we
prevailed. But because we know what to expect, we believe we can
help you minimize these effects.”

“This seems like a science
fiction proposition, but I hear what you’re saying. I should warn
you though that humans doubt; humans don’t like to be told what to
do.”

At that point, Chase rolled
his eyes and leaned forward. “That’s all well and good, sir…Mr.
President, but your society is already telling the majority what to
do, how to live, how to work, how to survive, and sometimes, how to
die. It may not feel that way for most of the people in charge, but
we as a civilization have learned that you can’t evolve unless
you’re free of insignificant worries such as riches, material
possessions, and lust for power. That system cannot be sustained. And
yes, the people in power now won’t like it. They might even rebel.
But since ninety-five percent of the planet are the little guys
being told what to do in some sort of masquerading illusion of
democracy, I believe they’ll relish the idea of being asked what
THEY want for a change. Not to mention, until poverty, famine, war,
and any other unproductive conflict stops, we won’t stand a chance
of defeating the Zarlacks. How can you save your own world if
you’re still fighting amongst yourselves?!”

That last sentence was uttered with a little
too much passion and Chase regretted its intensity almost as soon
as he said it. He tempered himself immediately.

“I apologize for my passion.
But while this is all new for you, the fact of the matter is we
just want to help. And in helping you, we also help ourselves. But
we’re asking that the people of Earth decide, not the current
people in places of power, Mr. President. As long as the human race
functions that way, things won’t change fast enough to make even
the slightest of differences. But like my captain explained
earlier, we will gladly leave this planet if you’d rather fend for
yourselves to protect a system that’s doomed to fail.”

There was a long silence in the room, as
everyone pondered the enormity, the absurdity, and the strange
logic behind these words.

After a couple of minutes of muted exchanges
between the people in the room and on the monitor, Captain Saroudis
got up and took something out of his pocket. Before Chase could
even see what it was, all the security goons in the room had raised
their guns, shouting.

“Keep your hands where we
can see them, sir!”

Chase shook his head in despair. Earth was
not what he’d hoped it would be. Unless some sort of miracle
happened, this wouldn’t end well.

But at that exact moment, something
miraculous did happen.

A warm light suddenly filtered throughout
the room, shining and brightening the harsh colors and dim table.
Chase glanced at the monitors in astonishment to see that the light
seemed to be shining in different places at once, all over the
planet in fact.

Then, a sweet female voice resonated all
over the world.

“People of Earth. My name
is Aphroditis, and I speak to everyone on the planet at this very
moment. Things are about to change, but fear not, you are not
alone. In the name of love, and as what you once called a deity, I
have been chosen amongst the people of Olympia to reveal our
presence to you now. Otherwise, your world will be destroyed very
soon. After all, you are our children and we love you.”

The light was surreal but, instead of making
everyone panic, it had an impossibly soothing effect. It felt like
something that no one could understand, pure and untarnished love.
That, combined with the voice that seemed to be coming from within,
held the room breathless.

“We left this world a long
time ago; the human race rebelled against our guidance back then
and we preferred not to interfere with your development anymore.
The people that came to your rescue today are your ancestors. Most
of them decided to follow us to the farthest reaches of the
universe when we left. With our continued guidance, they evolved
faster than the people of Earth. A point came when we decided to
let them to continue this evolution on their own and, in time, they
also forgot about us. But there is a darkness looming in the
universe, a force of pure evil that hasn’t been felt for thousands
of years. Only if our children unite will there be a chance for
survival, for peace, love and universal prosperity.

“We would like to ask you
to choose your future; it will be like taking a vote and the vote
is simple. You can either continue to fight amongst yourselves and
doom your hopes for the world of tomorrow, or you can start to love
all that is life. Love yourselves, love your neighbors, and love
the gifts you’ve received at birth over countless
generations.

“We realize now that we
left you too early. Despite your rebellion, we should have stayed a
little longer and provided much needed guidance. It is clear now
that a select group of people used this to their advantage and the
needs of the few have surpassed the needs of the many. Because of
this, many sufferings have happened on planet Earth. We cry for the
people of Earth; you deserved better than this. But as the darkness
approaches, like many other worlds, you must now decide if you want
to change for the better, or let the darkness consume you like it
tried to do earlier today.”

As Aphroditis spoke, the range of reactions
around the room and on monitors around the world was astonishing.
There were tears running down people’s faces. Some were kneeling
and joining their hands in prayer; some were staring dumbly up at
the heavens; and others were trying in vain to block the words with
hands pressed firmly over their ears.

“I will ask you all now to
decide if you want to change and better yourselves as a species; if
you are willing to let go of money, power, and fame. Or decide if
you’d rather continue upon your current path. Each and every one of
you is free to choose for yourself. You must know by now that we
don’t interfere in your everyday lives; sometimes the ones who
still believe in us in one form or another wonder why we let people
die, children starve... We have not chosen this fate for you; we
have let you make your own. Long ago, we gave you the gift of
freedom, and we will never take it away from you. So today, we let
you decide. Hold your answer in your minds and hearts and we will
know what you decide.”

The next few minutes were absolutely silent.
Chase imagined that not a sound could be heard on the rest of the
planet; maybe on their ships as well. People’s faces held a mixture
of serenity and panic, as the centuries without communication with
the gods had caused a great divide between those who believed and
those who didn’t.

“You have
chosen.”

The people in the room looked around in
shock as Aphroditis spoke again.

“More than ninety percent
of you have chosen to better yourselves and are ready for the
biggest change in the history of your civilization. We are very
proud of you, our children.

“From now on, Earth will no
longer be a multitude of countries with a multitude of beliefs; you
will all unite this day. Today, the Earth Alliance is born. Welcome
the new members that have saved you on this dire day. Let them
guide you and help you towards a new life, a new path, a new
beginning. There will be tough times ahead. There will be much pain
and suffering as darkness has been allowed to roam the universe for
too long, long enough to be become a force that will not let itself
be stopped easily. But such is the way of things.

“Every few thousand years,
the forces of light and darkness wage an epic war that threatens to
destroy the very fabric of the universe. There will be casualties.
Such is the gift of freedom and non-interference we’ve bestowed
amongst the countless civilizations we’ve cared for. But know this:
You are not alone in the universe. As you have witnessed today,
there are other species—some aligned with light, and some allied
with darkness. The union of peoples and civilizations makes them
stronger. You will face darkness but you will also encounter light
in this journey. The universe is at a tipping point, and only your
courage, determination and, most importantly, your love, will
prevail.

“There is still a
percentage of you who do not wish this change and, if they so
please, they can leave Earth. Red glowing portals will appear near
everyone who wishes things would stay the same. They will be
transported to another world similar to the way Earth has been
functioning in the past centuries, where power and wealth is
everyone’s priority, and where a few rule over many. A world
clearly not ready to make the same choice you just did. You can go
there or you can stay. The choice, as always, is yours. Your
belongings will follow you to this new world, but they will take
another form, as will your consciousness and bodies. Once you step
into the portals, your mind will be changed on the fly, your
identities will be rewritten so you will never know you came from
Earth, and you will feel at home on your new world with the right
set of memories. You will not remember you were once an inhabitant
of planet Earth.

“From this day on, we will
not interfere anymore. You now have to make the changes required
for your fight against the dark forces of evil of your own free
will and of your own volition. We have guided your ancestors
towards you so they could help you grow faster and avoid a terrible
loss of life today as well as tomorrow. But it was their choice as
well. They proposed exactly what we just proposed you; we simply
helped them make their point by addressing each and every one of
you simultaneously.

“Rejoice as you are
entering a new age, an age where you’ll use technology to better
yourselves in the most amazing of ways. Now that the shackles of
your existence have been broken, you will be amazed by all you can
achieve and you will come to know what it is to experience true
freedom. Freedom of the mind and of the soul. Whatever your dreams
are, you will be given the chance to realize them. People with an
affinity for leadership will be leaders in the coming war; people
with an affinity to fight will be soldiers and fight for life,
freedom, and for love. People who have an affinity for art will
create to their hearts content and realize their life’s purpose
without having to think about material issues interfering with
their muses. You will no longer be hungry; you will no longer be
sick; you will age more slowly now that a huge burden has been
lifted from your hearts and souls.

“There will be a small
amount of time for things to transition from the way they currently
are, but these changes will seem fast. You have the right to be
afraid, but these winds of change will make you reach a new state
of thought, a new state of being, where everyone does what they
want in their life by choice, not because they’re forced to. Nobody
has the right to force you into a position you do not wish, and
soon you will experience what it is to be free of all your pains
and suffering. Your ancestors have the knowledge to cure any
diseases you suffered until now, but even now, those of you with
seemingly incurable illnesses must feel inside that you will get
better. Life isn’t there to get you anymore; you are free and you
are love. You have all been reborn.”

The warm light started to recede but it
stayed present in everyone’s heart long after fading away. The
sheer magnitude of what had just happened was so overpowering that
the entire planet fell silent, reflecting upon the words that came
from the sky, from within, from beyond...
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Earth rallied faster than anyone would have
thought possible and, before he knew it, Chase was walking back
into yet another briefing room. On one side of the table were
seated Captain Saroudis, Medical Chief Talon Avlar, Wing Commander
Daniel Tharraleos, and Technological Advisor Yanis Tixichos. On the
other side sat the people of Earth: Air Force Commander Sarah
Kepler, Technological Advisor Boralis, General Adams, and some
other scientists whose names Chase didn’t know. As soon as Chase
was seated, Captain Saroudis rose and started the meeting.

“It’s been four weeks since
we arrived on Earth, and we’re happy to report that you’ve achieved
what is being recognized as the fastest technological and
philosophical change in the history of this planet. Frontiers have
been abolished, war has ceased, there is no longer any famine.
We’ve cranked up the production of helper bots to create new living
quarters and bring basic facilities like water and electricity to
the regions of the globe that needed it the most. We’ve also
relocated the most severe cases into newly built medical centers,
more of which are being constructed day after day. Each continent
already has at least five of these centers, where the sick, hungry,
and dying have been admitted in order of priority and are being
treated as we speak. There are still some fatalities due to the
speed at which the planet’s infrastructure had to be repurposed,
but with each and every day these are lower in numbers. We project
that in the next two months, there shouldn’t be any more sick
people on Earth. For more on this—Medical Chief Talon Avlar, if
you’d please give us a detailed report on the advancements that
have been made in terms of health and the medical field in
general.”

Chief Avlar was a tall, thin man, with blond
hair. His eyes were light blue eyes, and his voice was overly
soothing. All in all, he looked and acted like the perfect doctor.
He got up from the table and clicked a remote to display a map of
the planet on a screen.

“Thank you, Captain. Indeed
the progress we’ve made in just a few weeks has already changed
much for Earth. The creation of the health centers and their
strategic positioning has permitted us to treat a huge amount of
sick people in a small amount of time. The region that needed it
the most was, without a doubt, the continent of Africa. Many
thousands of children were saved and we believe that except for a
few isolated cases where the indigenous population rejects
technology or are simply afraid to come forward, we should have the
region stabilized very quickly.”

As his speech came to a close, a doctor from
Earth got up with tears in his eyes. “If I may, Chief Avlar?”

“Absolutely, Doctor Schmidt,
by all means.”

Doctor Schmidt had a similar “doctoral
presence,” but was in his sixties. He had the gray hair that
usually accompanied such an age, and a thick beard that took over
half of his face despite being well kept. He stuck his hands into
the pockets of his white, medical coat.

“I just wanted to say how
truly amazing it is for the medical community of, well of Earth, to
see the crisis of hunger and poverty in Africa resolved so quickly.
In my wildest dreams I never thought we would manage to do so much
good in Africa in my lifetime, let alone in four weeks. Every
doctor and every humanitarian on Earth is so grateful for what you
have helped us achieve; I just wanted to say thank you from the bottom of my
heart.”

Avlar smiled. “Thank you, Doctor Schmidt,
we’re glad to help. And the help from the medical community on
Earth has played a vital role in identifying and streamlining our
new installation on your planet. Without your expertise and the
passion from the community, we wouldn’t have managed to achieve
such fast results.”

Doctor Schmidt smiled and nodded, wiping
tears as he sat back down at the table.

“Please continue,” said
Captain Saroudis, gesturing toward the chief.

Avlar ran a hand distractedly though his
hair and glanced down at his notes before continuing the briefing.
He briefly explained how the most virulent diseases like cancer,
diabetes or AIDS had been beaten with the help of the Regen tanks
brought by the Alliance. The tanks were not only made to cure
physical damage, but they analyzed living DNA. When a discrepancy
was found inside the body, it meant that some sort of illness had
started attacking the healthy tissue. The Regen tanks then rebuilt
those tissues with unaffected cells with the same DNA and a person
was back to a state of perfect health. If enough Regen tanks were
built for the population of Earth, Medical Chief Avlar predicted
that most humans could easily live to be one hundred and forty
years old, maybe even more with the use of augmentation
implants.

Chase observed the reactions of the “Earth”
side of the table with detached satisfaction. Their expressions
were that of sheer wonder and sometimes utter stupefaction. To
them, this marvel of health and technology was brand new, but for
Chase and the Alliance, it had been the standard way of life for
centuries. He was enjoying their varied faces, when his gaze
suddenly fell on Commander Sarah Kepler.

It was as if he’d been zapped with a jolt of
electricity. He sat instinctually straighter and stared at her in
shock. He knew nothing about her other than the fact that he was
instantly and intensely attracted. She was listening to the chief
finish his briefing with a little smile pulling at the corner of
her mouth. Her lips were red, and she wore some more make-up near
her deep and beautiful green eyes. Her straight, glossy hair was a
shade of crimson and fell well beneath her shoulders. It framed her
puffy cheeks in a way that gave her an almost childish look, but
every angle and every detail was immensely appealing. Chase found
himself mesmerized and staring quite obviously…until she met his
gaze.

Flustered and embarrassed beyond belief, his
eyes flew around the room, looking for a place to land. He settled
on the map, but occasionally checked back in with the commander who
was smiling slightly, well aware that he was still watching her.
Gritting his teeth, he forced his attention back to the chief.

How ridiculous he’d been! Caught in the act
like a child. And when he didn’t even know anything about her. That
being said…maybe he could get to know her better in the coming
weeks. Maybe there was something else on Earth besides its military
defense that required his attention…

The chief concluded his report and it was
Chase’s turn to speak. He had been tasked with evaluating Earth’s
military technology to propose options as to how they could use or
modify the human war machines to help with the defense against the
next wave of Zarlacks.

Captain Saroudis gestured toward Chase,
introduced him as the newly appointed technological and military
liaison with Earth, explained his mandate, and gave him the
floor.

He rose and quickly glanced at Commander
Kepler. She was staring at him with a completely different look
now, a look of interest. Being a fighter pilot herself, she was
clearly interested in what he had to say.

“It’s clear that Earth has a
lot of weaponry at its disposal, but unfortunately, most of it is
based on projectile propelled technology, and all of it has been
solely designed for either terrestrial or in-atmosphere use. There
are very few weapons designed for space. There was the prototype
satellite, but it was destroyed during the engagement with the
enemy.”

He paused and showed an image of the
satellite taken in action during the fight with the armada.

“However, the satellite was
a good idea. We need to build a network of them around the planet
and shield them so they can sustain more hits during our next
engagement with enemy forces. Because we only have a handful of
battleships ourselves, we absolutely need to find alternate means
of defending Earth. I have no doubt that the next wave of ships
will be much larger than the one we faced, and this time, we won’t
have the element of surprise on our side.”

Commander Kepler raised her hand.

“Yes Commander, would you
like to add something?”

“Yes, thank you, Lieutenant
Commander Athanatos. I just wanted to say that we should indeed try
and prepare ourselves, but we should also devise a strategy to keep
an element of surprise on our side. If anything, your brilliant
move of flying a squadron of remote-controlled fighters was the
very shock and surprise move that made it possible for Earth to
survive the attack. That being said, and I don’t know in what shape
or form just yet, I believe we should have the same sort of ace up
our sleeves for the next battle.”

“I agree, Commander, and I
hope we can find a solution together.”

As soon as Chase spoke, he was worried that
it could be misinterpreted, but the people around the table didn’t
seem to have reacted at all. Commander Kepler, however, looked
straight into Chase’s eyes with a slightly different
expression.

“I look forward to it,
Lieutenant Commander.”

Chase gulped uneasily and resumed his part
of the briefing. He went into further detail of the plan to build a
network of satellites around Earth, maybe even repurposing the ones
already in orbit and upgrading them to be weaponized and shielded.
He then showed the progress of the orbital shipyard, which was
almost complete, thanks to the manpower Earth had been able to
provide. The shipyard was intended to create more battleships as
well as an exploration class of starships. This part of the
universe was not well known to the Alliance, and it seemed
important to start charting it. They could find new allies and
assess potential enemies as well.

He then proposed the construction of a
second shipyard in orbit around Mars, suggesting they terraform the
planet so it could sustain life and workers could have quarters
while constructing the shipyard. Apparently, it had been a dream
for Earth to have a colony on Mars for a long time, and this plan
was met with wild approval.

There were also going to be a few additional
security measures for the upcoming battle. The first was to
repurpose the thousands of tanks from various armies of various
nations and retrofit them with particle weapons. They would then be
stationed on the moon, where the construction of a small base of
operations had been in process for the last week. Thanks to the
human labor and the richness of the planet’s resources, the
Alliance had created multiple bot factories on Earth, sometimes
simply upgrading automated factories that were already building
things like cars and planes. These bots were essential to quickly
assembling a base on the moon or Mars as well as orbital
shipyards.

And while putting modified tanks on the
surface of the moon seemed preposterous, it had strategic value.
Chase explained how he used the moon as a cover for part of his
fleet during the first engagement and how well it worked. He
explained that if they could lure some of the enemy forces to a
range where the modified tanks could fire upon them, it could
create a chokepoint where a large number of ships could be
destroyed. Of course, the moon was rotating around the Earth and
there was no way of knowing if it would be at the right place when
needed, but Chase used the same expression—“ace up our sleeves”—as
Kepler did earlier.

Then came the time to discuss the fighters
and how the Alliance had lost a large number of ships during the
last battle. Some of the factories on Earth could be converted to
create new ships, but Earth lacked the necessary alloys. Chase
proposed instead that they modify certain factories to retrofit
existing airplanes used for in-atmosphere combat, giving them space
flight capabilities as well as shielding, and upgrading their
weapons from projectile based to particle based.

“I like the Tomcat F-14
particularly,” he said. “It’s a formidable looking craft, and our
analysis of many of Earth jet fighters shows that it would be the
least difficult plane to adapt to our needs. We should have a
modified prototype, renamed the Tomcat F-140 or, as Yanis has taken
to calling it, the Thunderbolt, in the next few days. Maybe even as
soon as tomorrow.”

“I would like to be allowed
to test fly it, if I may?” Commander Kepler blurted without raising
her hand. Her excitement was palpable. The prospect of piloting the
first space-worthy fighter was irresistible.

Chase paused. “I intended to fly the craft
myself, Commander, but, as the F-140 is a two-seater airplane,
maybe we can share her maiden voyage.”

“That would be fine,
Lieutenant Commander. Thank you for the opportunity.”

A faint blush tinted his cheeks and Chase
looked down. “Yes, very well.” This time, when he looked up, he was
staring straight into the twinkling eyes of the captain. Mortified,
he straightened up and presented a segue. “Now, on to the bad
news.”

The entire table stiffened, clearly
unwilling to receive anything but good news today.

“As you all know, our
technologies are hundreds of years ahead of Earth. And while we’ve
been adapting your technologies and upgrading them to serve
short-term purposes, we are quickly running out of the resources
we’ll need to make all of this work.”

“What kind of resources?”
asked a scientist at the other side of the table.

“Well, our engines and most
of our shielding technology is hinged upon a crystal-based element
known as quadrinium, a resource that is very abundant where we come
from but that we haven’t been able to find in this solar system.
This crystal is very dense; only a small amount can fuel a ship for
weeks. We were lucky to have a significant stock of it on one of
our cargo ships, but we estimate we’ll run out of it soon; we may
already lack the necessary amount needed to power all the defense
systems we need to build for the next attack.”

The news hit like a hammer and everyone in
the conference room stayed silent for what felt like an eternity.
Finally, General Adams spoke.

“What can we do
then?”

“I propose we prepare a
mission to nearby systems to try to find more. Maybe at the same
time, we could find some more allies.”

“But can we afford to split
our forces with the threat of an impending attack?”

“That’s the risk. We can’t
afford it but, on the other hand, we still need to send a ship
accompanied by some fighters to be able to defend it in case we’re
attacked. We could even take some of the F-140s, should the test
flight go well.”

“Alright, son, who will lead
this mission?”

“I’d like to go myself if
that’s alright. Perhaps General Adams could dispatch some of
Earth’s ground troops to help on the planetary side of the mission
if necessary.”

“Yes, that’s a good idea.
You’ll get as many men as you require, Lieutenant
Commander.”

“Thank you,
General.”

The general nodded. He had been an
invaluable ally ever since Chase had arrived in Earth’s orbit.
Without his help and the satellite, Chase wouldn’t even be here.
There had been an instant trust between the two of them, a reliance
based on strong respect.

“That settles it then. In
the next few days, I’ll lead a mission to find quadrinium and
hopefully some new allies along the way.”

Chase was pensive the rest of the meeting.
His thoughts wandered from the ongoing presentations about the
financial shift and the paradigms used to get rid of the monetary
system as Earth knew it, and what problems the global economy was
facing ever since the first changes had been put in place. A
temporary transition phase where time would become a currency until
all the necessary infrastructure changes were put in place was
being discussed. His thoughts wandered even more and he focused
instead upon the coming attack. As of now, Earth was vastly
unprepared and, if he wasn’t able to find any quadrinium, they
would never reach the level of readiness they needed to survive.
But the mission itself could take him away from the people he cared
about exactly in their time of need.

If only he knew when the attack was going to
happen. How much time did they have before the skies opened and
rained down fire?

Ten days? Ten
hours? Ten minutes…?
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Today’s the
day, Sarah thought as she got
up.

The previous evening Chase had called to let
her know that the F-140 was ready for its maiden test flight. He
sounded very polite but also a little shy. She wasn’t sure if it
was just her imagination or if he was genuinely interested in her,
beyond the professional. She liked him. He was, after all, an
attractive man. But the timing? She was still recovering from the
attack on Earth, the death of her wingman, the knowledge that there
was life on other worlds, the goddess intervention…not to mention
the impending doom of her planet.

Needless to say, there was a lot on her
mind.

But Sarah was a pilot at heart. And despite
everything going on around her, she found herself completely
preoccupied with the blissful reality that she was about to fly a
modified Tomcat F-14 into outer space. The thought alone was
intoxicating!

Intoxicating and impossible. Who would have
thought that everything Earth had achieved in the last month was
even conceivable. Sometimes it felt like she was living in a sci-fi
movie, about to wake up and discover her life and her planet was
exactly how it had always been. Fixed in its corrupt ways. Unable
to change. Plotting its own destruction. If Chase and the Alliance
hadn’t decided to intervene, perhaps they would never have
changed.

That thought was interrupted when the
doorbell rang. Sarah looked in the mirror, adjusted her uniform,
and then quickly went to answer the door.

It was Lieutenant Commander Chase Athanatos,
also in uniform. The Alliance uniform was striking—mostly black
with hints of grey, and some blue and gold lining here and there.
It commanded both class and authority; the fabric seemed soft yet
solid. It also looked like it wouldn’t be easy to crease.

“Good morning! You look
quite stunning in that uniform, if I may say, Lieutenant Commander
Athanatos.”

Chase was clearly caught off guard and
blushed as he glanced at the ground. Sarah smiled to herself.
Further proof that she had indeed sensed something between the two
of them that went beyond work. But now was not the time for such
things. She had a Thunderbolt to fly.

“Huh, thanks.” He gave her a
small smile. “I’ll get you one if you like. After all, we’re all
part of the same Alliance now.”

“Not really a priority these
days, Lieutenant Commander, but yes, I would love to own one of
these.”

“I’ll have one made for you
soon. And please, call me Chase.”

“Very well, Chase. Only if
you call me Sarah.”

“Sarah it is then. Ready for
the test flight?”

“Impatiently so!”

Chase grinned. Her enthusiasm for flight
matched his own. “Let’s go then; a shuttle is waiting to take us
directly to the test site.”

After a twenty-minute ride, the shuttle
landed somewhere that used to be Sweden. The doors opened in a
military base of some kind, lined up with one hangar after another.
They descended the steps at hangar seven, where not one, but two
F-140s stood waiting.

Sarah’s mouth fell open, then she grinned.
“You couldn’t just let me have the first flight could you,
Chase?”

He smiled back. “Actually I was fine being
your co-pilot but, when they told me that they had worked on two of
them and that both were ready, well, I thought it would be more fun
if we did a little dogfighting instead of just going out for a
flyby.”

“I like the way you
think.”

While getting outside of Earth’s gravity and
atmosphere wouldn’t have just been a flyby by any means, the idea
that they could actually test these babies in combat was even more
appealing to Sarah. That being said, she found it more than a
little intimidating to dogfight with the person who was almost
single-handedly responsible for saving her planet.

To hide her uneasiness she added, “I’ll go
easy on you.”

Chase answered with a broad smile. The more
he got to know her, the better he liked her. They went into the
hangar and put on flights suits.

A few minutes later, they
emerged from the barracks, fully geared and ready to take the
F-140s out for a little one-on-one. How
romantic, Sarah smirked.

“I’ve taken the liberty to
prepare a little shooting practice near Jupiter, then we’ll head
out to Neptune to have a go at each other,” Chase told her. “We’ll
be back in time for dinner.”

“Is that a date?” she
challenged.

He paused. “…Only if you’d like it to
be.”

She looked him directly in the eyes and
smiled. He returned the smile, but was clearly not as at ease with
flirting as she was. She found it endearing. This boyish charm.

“Shall we?” Chase gestured
towards the planes.

They were magnificent. The Tomcat was
already a vision on its own, but the modified F-140 was leaner and
sleeker. With matte, dark-gray paint and light-blue hues, it looked
like something from the future. The wings where inverted and
pointing forward, which gave the craft a much meaner look. Sarah
took a deep breath as she examined it. She couldn’t believe that in
a matter of minutes, it would be taking her into space. But then
she frowned. The plane had no wheels, only some sort of retractable
foot that was holding it to the ground.

“What happened to the
gears?”

“There’s no need for them
anymore; the F-140 can take off vertically.”

“Niiiiice!” She grinned.
“Tell me more about it…”

“We reinforced its armor
with some of our more durable alloys, and we completely removed the
fossil fuel engine and retrofitted it with a quadrinium one. Now,
it can go Mach twelve within atmosphere. In fact, it’s so big that
we even managed to cram a little jump engine on board.”

“You mean it can jump? Like
how you jumped here with your fleet?”

Chase smiled a little before catching
himself. He found himself completely charmed by how new and
wonderful all of this was for her.

“Yes, but it’s much more
limited in terms of range. You can barely do three light years
before the engine needs to recharge; that won’t get you very
far.”

“Let’s agree to disagree on
that one. Three light years almost instantaneously? That’s
amazing! How long does it
need to recharge?”

“About thirty minutes. But
if the craft is damaged or if too much power is being used for
other things, like combat, it could take longer or it could become
disabled altogether. This is really just a prototype; it needs
refinement. We didn’t have time to make every system with
top-of-the-line components. It’s actually quite crude by our
standards.”

Sarah ran her hand along the hull. “I bet.
But still, this can be used tactically. We could have a few of
these in reserve, not far, that could jump at a moment’s
notice.”

Chase nodded. “That’s good thinking... I’ve
been so occupied with supervising the craft and deciding what
technology we could cram into it that I didn’t see the obvious
advantage of having a jump engine aboard a star fighter. Our
fighters are smaller. Usually, there would be very few tactics that
would require them to jump. It was actually one of the problems we
had to face to send me here in advance of the fleet.”

“Alright, I’m dying here,”
she grinned. “Let’s test these bad boys.”

“Okay. When you sit down,
put the two small round devices on your temples.”

Sarah nodded and climbed the steps, sliding
into her cockpit as Chase did the same. When she sat down, she
noticed there wasn’t much left over from the F-14. There was just a
stick, a pad to enter numbers, and the two little round devices
Chase had mentioned. She put them as instructed against her
temples.

What happened next was nothing short of
extraordinary.

As soon as they touched her skin they stuck
there, and an entire holographic HUD appeared. Controls, gauges,
monitors, radar…the whole shebang projected inside her brain.

“Wow! How is this
possible?”

Chase’s voice answered from inside her mind,
like a radio, but it didn’t come from the interior of the craft.
And while it was definitely handy, it would take some getting used
to.

Chase “mind-spoke” as if he was sitting
right next to her. “These little devices access the visual and
audio cortex of your brain and project the information relayed by
pretty much every sensor and piece of equipment aboard these craft.
Also, the computer AI responds to vocal commands. You’ll be able to
pre-program some commands and use them later on. That’s what I used
to remote control the squadron.”

“That’s…so cool!”

“That’s just part of it.
I’ve asked for a neuronal interface to be installed on these as
well, so if you want, you can touch the purple button at the far
right of your HUD, and you’ll switch into neuronal control
mode.”

“What’s that?”

“In simple terms: what you
think, the ship does. It’s still in the experimental phase. We’ve
used it in other applications but never in combat as it requires a
very disciplined mind. That’s why I’ve installed it as a toggle, so
it can be toggled on and off at will. We may try it later on when
we reach target practice, or you can use it now to try to get off
this base.”

“Hell yeah!” she cried. “But
this is a little overwhelming. I’m used to flying with stick,
thrusters, and rudder. I feel like a kid who turned on a
PlayStation for the first time.”

“What’s a
PlayStation?”

“So there are things you
don’t know,” she laughed teasingly. “No worries. I’ll show you one
when we get back from the test flight.”

“Alright, let’s get these
started. Touch the—”

But before Chase could finish his sentence,
Sarah activated the neuro-link, got off the ground, retracted the
stands, and was flying towards the sky.

“Wooooohooooo!” she cried as she
lifted through the clouds.

Chase blinked then hurried to comply.
“Alright then!” He touched the neuro-link toggle and joined her in
the sky, positioning beside her in formation like a normal
wingman.

“Chase,” she sounded
breathless, “this is the weirdest and most exceptional thing I’ve
ever experienced in my life. I’m literally piloting this thing just
by thinking it. It’s amazing!”

Chase grinned but cautioned her. “Just keep
in mind that the neuronal link is tiring after a while and, if you
lose concentration or get lost in emotional turmoil, the results
can be unpredictable. If that happens, toggle it off immediately;
don’t wait until you feel like you’re losing control. As an
additional measure, I’ve programmed the onboard AI to turn the
neuro-link off as soon as it detects something is wrong in our
vital signs. But that’s never been tested so I don’t know how
sensitive it will be.”

“Roger that. For now, it
handles like a dream. It’s not more tiring than watching an IMAX
movie in 3-D.”

“A what?”

“Yeah sorry,” she
apologized. “I keep referencing day-to-day Earth technologies; I’ll
catch you up on that later.”

“And I thought I had learned
all there was to learn about Earth technology.”

“Oh I don’t doubt you did
for the military stuff, but we love recreation here, maybe too
much. Sometimes I wonder if that’s what prevented us from evolving
as fast as we should have as a species. Anyway, that’s a good
conversation topic to save for the date.”

“Alright, I look forward to
it. What do you say we punch these babies through the
atmosphere?”

“You sure do know how to
talk to me, Lieutenant Commander.”

And with the blink of an eye, both F-140s
accelerated to max speed, became fireballs in the sky and, a few
moments later, were orbiting the Earth.

“Oh…my…god!” Sarah
exclaimed.

“Are you
alright?”

“I’m fine. I’m better than
fine. In fact, I don’t know if I can find adequate words to
describe how fine I feel right now. I’ve dreamed of this day my entire life, but
since I didn’t choose a career as an astronaut I never thought it
would come. I’ve seen movies and pictures, but to experience this
first hand…? It’s simply magical. Thank you, Chase.”

“You’re perfectly welcome.
Enjoy the view; we’re not in a hurry.”

“Thanks. How much fuel do we
have, in terms of time?”

“Fuel? Oh, quadrinium
doesn’t deplete nearly as fast as fossil fuels do. It all depends
on how we tax the systems. So for our test flight, unless we
encounter heavy resistance, we could use the ships for the entire
day or even more before we’d need to reload. The ship also has
secondary power, which is a system similar to what you call
batteries. But it has a lighter design and a much higher energy
storage capacity. It’s linked to the shields and recharges when
they aren’t being taxed.”

“Amazing! Is there anything
this ship can’t do?”

“It doesn’t make
breakfast.”

There was a pause.

“…Um…that was a joke,
Commander. A really dumb joke,” he muttered to himself.

“Roger that” said Sarah
playfully.

“Alright, back on topic and
your original question. The Thunderbolt actually misses a few
things. The life support isn’t redundant, neither are the engines
or shields. We also only managed to install first-generation
particle cannons. Our own ships are more advanced in terms of
firepower and redundancy in the critical systems; they’re also
smaller, faster, and more maneuverable than these. But because of
its size, the F-140 has a stronger armor and a much bigger
quadrinium chamber. Therefore, it can do longer missions, and
probably take a bigger beating, armor- and shield-wise. It’s just
that if we lose a primary system like shields, it will need repairs
on Earth. There isn’t any self-repairing circuitry. Not yet anyway.
We were in a hurry and had to sacrifice on installing some
systems.”

“Alright so…no. These craft
are amazing, notwithstanding all the techno-babble you just threw
at a girl in awe of seeing her planet for the first time. It’s
amazing to think this was once an F-14 Tomcat.”

“Yep, there’s not much left.
But we kept the seats and the stick.”

“I like it; gives it a retro
feeling.”

Chase didn’t know what “retro” meant, but
inferred from the context it probably meant something old. He would
have to get used to the subtleties of the language. Both English
and Universum were very similar, frighteningly so when one stopped
to think about it, but just like dialects could make things sound
different, that’s how Chase felt about English. It was a dialect.
Sometimes familiar, sometimes rather distant.

“I’m glad you like it,
Sarah.”

“So what do we do
next?”

“Now the fun begins. On the
left of your HUD, I’ve marked a point on your radar with a blinking
blue dot, do you see it?”

“Yes, what do I
do?”

“You either touch it or
think about going there.”

Before she could confirm, her ship jumped.
Chase thought about the destination and the AI engaged his jump
engine as well. Stars became lines in the frontal view of the
canopy for just for an instant, before they returned to stars. Then
Chase’s ship jumped out of hyperspace beside Sarah’s.

“Did we just make a jump?!”
Sarah was unable to contain her excitement.

“Yes, the neuro-link will
choose the fastest way to achieve a goal. Since you thought about
going there, it decided to jump. You should see a countdown on your
HUD going down from three hundred. That’s the time it will take for
the jump engines to be available again.”

“Incredible. How long would
it have taken to come here at full burn?”

“A little under three
minutes.”

“Oh…so jumping wasn’t really
necessary?”

“No it wasn’t. But it was
fun, wasn’t it?”

“Oh, that it was! So next
time I should think about flying there slower?”

“Like I said, the neuro-link
requires a very disciplined mind. Yours seems to handle it quite
well but, because you don’t know the capabilities of your craft,
it’s bound to create some quirks like this one. I’m just hoping any
other unpredictable quirks won’t put pilots in danger.”

“I think we’ll be fine. That
doesn’t answer my question though.”

“Yeah, sorry about that. So
you could use your HUD, and when you press the target on it, it
will ask what method of travel you want to use – burn or
jump.”

“Roger that. So where’s that
targeting field? I want to blow stuff up.”

“It’s right ahead of our
position, just a few thousand miles. The targets should show as red
dots on your radar.”

“They do. Cool. There’s
close to a hundred at first sight. May I?”

“By all means, have fun. You
can either think and acquire your targets mentally, or line them up
and shoot manually.”

“Great! I love the neuro
interface; I want to see how it handles in a fight. Are the targets
firing back?”

“Only if you want them to.
They can fire low energy discharges that will simply light up the
shields to inform you when you get hit.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She
nodded. “Let’s set them up that way.”

“Done.”

“Thanks. Time to have some
real fun.”

And with that, Sarah’s F-140 went full burn
towards the targeting field. They started firing from all over the
place and she soon saw a few impacts on her shields. Thinking fast,
she entered a whirlwind dance of evasive maneuvers, trying to get
hit by as few probes as possible. The more she practiced, the less
probes managed to score her shields. It was quite impressive,
considering how outnumbered she was by opponents, and Chase watched
her appreciatively. She was one hell of a pilot and, coming from
him, that meant something.

“Why aren’t you firing
back?” he eventually inquired.

“I’m just testing the
maneuverability of this thing; it’s amazing. Will my shots destroy
the probes?”

“Only if you wish them
to.”

“And can I? Isn’t that a
waste of training resources?”

“I guess… Tell you what,
blow up a few for the fun of it and then switch to training
weapons. Then the hits will only disable the probes and turn them
off.”

“Deal! Thanks!”

And the laser show began. Sarah blew a good
five probes with real lasers, crying out with the sheer joy of it,
before she switched her weaponry to practice mode and started
turning the probes off one after another with impressive ease and
at an even more impressive rate. A few moments later, they were all
disabled.

“That was FUN!” she
cheered.

“What about a real fight
now? Against a human opponent?”

“I thought you’d never ask.
But let’s make sure we have those training weapons on. I don’t
think it would look good on my rap sheet if I blew you out of the
sky on the first day.”

Chase couldn’t help but smile. Her attitude
was very similar to his. Aggressive and witty with a naturally
playful arrogance. He liked that about her. Very much.

“Let’s not get too cocky;
I’m no dumb probe.”

“Oh Lieutenant Commander,
I’m counting on that fact very much.”

Without another word of warning, the fight
began.

In just a few moments, Chase was already on
Sarah’s six. He opened fire and scored a few wing hits, although
the damage simulator translated that they barely would have
impacted ten percent of the shields in a real fight situation. As
the chase progressed, Sarah became more and more evasive, and even
managed to catch him off guard by decelerating abruptly, a maneuver
he both used himself and loved.

Then the roles reversed. Chase was the prey
and Sarah was the huntress.

She rained laser fire on his craft like
there was no tomorrow and, while he went evasive himself, he got
hit quite a few times on the rear shields. In a matter of seconds,
they dropped to a virtual seventy percent. He tried executing a few
of his pre-programmed evasive macros but they only worked with
marginal success. However, the more she attacked, the more he
studied her patterns. She had the tendency to try and anticipate
his moves based on the repetition of his patterns, and he could use
that to his advantage by throwing her a curve ball at a critical
moment. But he decided that he wouldn’t try to show off just yet,
and hit the afterburner and flew away rapidly instead.

It didn’t take long for Sarah to adjust her
speed but that had given him enough time to make a full reverse and
be nose to nose with her. They fired at each other at the same time
and both took hits on their frontal shields. In a matter of
seconds, they were on a collision course. Neither one would be the
first to back down, and their ships’ computers beeped frantically
the coming impact. But at the very last moment, when they could
each almost see the other smiling in the cockpit, they veered and
rotated right, avoiding each other by mere feet.

“You’re holding out on me,
Chase. Why?” Sarah asked over the comm.

“I thought you’d like time
to adapt to the new ship. It’s your first space flight after
all.”

“I’m not made of glass, and
I have logged thousands
of hours flying planes.”

“You’re right, I apologize.
I won’t patronize you anymore; get ready for a full on
assault.”

“Bring it on!”

Chase had seen enough of her fighting
patterns that he let his brain take over and fly the fighter on
pure instinct. It felt good to let go of every thought and become
one with the fighter; it was a sensation like no other. Sarah came
about and started shooting towards him, but he instinctively danced
through the rain of lasers. After a few seconds of hitting nothing
but void, Sarah laughed.

“Wow, you were REALLY
letting me have fun before, weren’t you?”

“Not really, but I didn’t
let myself fully ‘link in.’ Now, I’m completely
focused.”

With that, his fighter
reversed and he was firing at Sarah. She managed to avoid most of
the hits but took some serious virtual damage nonetheless.
That’s more like it, she
thought. The longer they fought, the more balanced the fight
became. But it was clear that Chase still held a clear
advantage.

“What about missiles?” asked
Sarah after a while. “There were a few moments I thought about
using them, but nothing happened. I suppose it’s a safety
measure?”

“That and the fact they
haven’t been installed just yet. We’re still having issues
integrating our missiles and torpedoes with the F-140 systems, but
it shouldn’t be a problem for much longer. I hope...”

“What about putting our own
missiles on the craft? Can they operate in space?”

“I suppose it’s
possible…They seem to have crude targeting capabilities, but maybe
we could fix that faster than trying to adapt our own missile
technology. Still, simply releasing a heat source is enough to make
them follow another target.”

“We call them flares or
countermeasures since the missiles are seeking heat. They’re vital
to Earth flying warfare.”

“So I understand. But our
missiles and torpedoes have several types of sensors to lock onto
an enemy. They should provide a better yield of impact during space
combat.”

“Okay, bring in the toys
when they’re ready. I can’t wait to see what they can
do.”

“I guess we should stop
dogfighting and go over some of the less interesting but important
parts of flying these craft.”

“A little anti-climactic,
but I had so much fun so I’m not going to argue.”

Chase then went on to explain the navigation
sensors, inertial dampeners, power distribution, and engine modes
at length. The more he talked, the more Sarah was impressed by how
far ahead the technology really was. Sometimes, it was almost an
informational overload, but it was incredible to be the first human
to learn all about it. Not to mention the fact that she could
literally see the combat benefits while being instructed on how to
use the various systems of this ship. The ship which, regardless of
being technically inferior to Alliance ships in terms of firepower,
was simply mind blowing. When Chase seemed to arrive near the end
of his instructions, she asked the obvious question.

“How long will it take to
convert an armada of these ships?”

Chase sighed. “That’s actually going to be
an issue. We lack the required materials to make massive numbers.
We could probably do about thirty ships with what we have, maybe
even less.”

Sarah stared out at the vastness of space.
“Is that going to be enough?”

“I’m not sure. We need to be
careful with our reserves of quadrinium since it’s not a material
that’s found on Earth and our attempts to replicate it by altering
other minerals on your planet have been unsuccessful.”

“Where can we get
more?”

“We’ve sent long range
probes in search of systems where we can replenish our stock, but
we’re still waiting for a positive result.”

“I see.” She paused. “And
how long do you think it will take for the enemy to
return?”

That was the question of the day, wasn’t
it?

“I have no idea. It could be
in a few days, or it could happen today. Either way, it’s going to
be a serious problem.”

Sarah bit her bottom lip. “We’re not going
to be ready, are we?”

“If the next attack is
bigger than the last… No, we won’t.”

There was an uncomfortable silence for a few
minutes until Sarah broke it.

“Should we head back home? I
suppose you’ll want to analyze the data from this test flight right
away.”

“Yeah and make the necessary
adjustments.”

“Adjustments? I didn’t feel
that it needs any adjustments.”

“I’m sure it would feel that
way to you, but I will undoubtedly find things to improve once I’ve
analyzed the data.”

“Neat. A
perfectionist.”

Before Chase could respond, a red halo
started to flash on both their HUDs.

“What is this,
Chase?”

“Checking…hang
on.”

He looked at the information on his HUD. No
doubt about it, a ship of some kind had just entered sensor range
of the fighters.

“Heads up, we have company!
It’s just entered sensor range; let’s engage stealth mode. Maybe
they haven’t seen us yet.”

“Roger that. Stealth
activated.”

“I’m getting multiple
signatures now; this might be a scouting party.”

“What should we do,
Chase?”

“Let’s assess their forces
and try to identify their ships. In a few more seconds I should get
signature verification. Hang on.” He studied his controls. “I read
one corvette plus escort…Signatures seem to match the vessels that
attacked Earth a few weeks ago. They just changed their course and
are vectoring towards us.”

“I thought we were invisible
in stealth mode?”

“Our scanners must have
triggered their sensors somehow. Engaging jamming mode. Receiving
more data now… The ships signatures are confirmed as Zarlacks;
probably a scouting party trying to find out what happened to their
fleet.”

“Should we
engage?”

“I don’t see that we have a
choice. If we do it fast enough, maybe we can prevent them from
sending a distress call. But no matter what we do, this means we’re
going to have company sooner rather than later. Right now, it’s
just a matter of not letting them evaluate and report the bulk of
our forces to their masters. Get ready to disengage
stealth.”

“Wait up, Chase, I have an
idea.”

“I’m listening.”

“Let’s micro jump and engage
them from behind; they won’t be expecting that.”

“I like the way you think.
On three?”

“Two, one, JUMP!”

Both F-140s jumped almost simultaneously and
arrived a few miles behind their enemies. Without a moment’s pause,
they immediately veered and engaged the scouting party. They
managed to dispatch a fighter each before the rest of them could
realize what was going on. Then the corvette turrets started
raining fire upon them both. In perfect synchronicity, they
initiated evasive maneuvers, effectively avoiding most of the
hits.

“Think of my ship, Sarah. It
will show you my status. I’m doing the same. Let’s dispatch what’s
left of the fighters first, and then deal with the
corvette.”

“Understood. Got your ship’s
vitals on my HUD now.”

They both concentrated on the same enemy
craft and it wasn’t long before it exploded out of the sky. There
were now only two fighters left and the corvette started veering
away while still showering laser fire towards them.

“Is it retreating?” inquired
Sarah.

“No, it’s just trying to get
out of range so it can send a distress call. We can’t allow that to
happen.”

“I’m on it. Finish up the
fighters. I’ll dispatch the corvette.”

“Without missiles, we’ll
need both our firepower to dent its shields.”

“Wait—can the probes I used
for testing move?”

“Brilliant idea!” Chase
replied. “Okay, follow the corvette and make sure your jamming
field is at full strength.”

A moment later, another enemy fighter
exploded and Chase began lining up a firing solution on the last of
them. Panicked, it fired all its missile at once. It took some
pretty fancy flying to avoid them all…all but one. Chase slowed
down and steadied his flying, making sure the last one was
following him. Then he switched his weapons to rapid fire, less
powerful in terms of damage, but more efficient against shields. He
quickly scored hundreds of hits on the ship, which, by now, was in
full retreat. When its rear shields were almost depleted, it turned
to face Chase’s F-140 again. They were on a collision course, both
firing madly while rotating to avoid as many hits as possible.
Chase redistributed the power distribution to boost his frontal
shield. Then, when they were about to impact one another, they both
veered off course and the missile pursuing Chase locked onto the
enemy craft and blew it out of the sky.

“Having fun?” Sarah
asked.

“Just testing a theory.
What’s your status?”

“I’m still engaging the
corvette, but my lasers barely make a dent. What do we do
now?”

“I’ve reprogrammed some of
the probes to intercept you; they should reach you in twenty
seconds. In the meantime, let me help you a little.”

Chase entered firing range with the corvette
and added his firepower to Sarah’s. It made a slight difference,
but it would still take forever to get those shields down. And the
longer they waited, the greater the chance they had of getting
their jamming field damaged. Chase looked upon his HUD and started
typing commands on his pad with blinding speed. A few seconds
later, he hit the comm again.

“Okay I’m ready. This is
what we’re going do… I’ve put the probes onto a collision course.
I’ll concentrate all my fire on a single point on the Corvette’s
shields and, when the probes arrive, you’ll need to shoot them and
use them as mines.”

“That should be
fun.”

“Yeah, I just wish I had
missiles as well.”

“I see the probes. Get
ready.”

Chase quickly rewrote the macro for hyper
firing to speed it up even more, and then started firing hundreds
of hits towards a single spot on the corvette’s shields. When the
first probe was in range, Sarah shot at it. Its explosion took the
corvette’s shields down by more than half. The second hit lowered
them even more, and soon, they both fired full strength at the
hull, scoring heavy damage with every hit. When a third probe
arrived and it was time for the kill, both Chase and Sarah lit it
up together and the corvette broke in two before exploding into
jagged pieces and clouds of flames.

“Yipikaye,
motherfucker!”

Chase frowned at the comm.
“Yipi…what?”

“Oh nothing.” Sarah tossed
her hair back. “It’s from a favorite movie of mine.”

Chase shook his head and smiled. “Alright,
we should head home, analyze the flight data, and decide what our
next course of action should be. Because I have zero doubt that
we’re going to have more company soon.”

“So much for building F-140s
to defend Earth.”

“We already have twenty more
of them in the pipeline. We’re going to need to equip them with
missiles or torpedoes though.”

“Amen to that!”
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The flagship
Dragon’s Claw was the
jewel of the Obisidian fleet, a personal gift the Zarlack had given
the Emperor as a sign of their alliance with them. Most of the crew
was Zarlack and while they seemed to react just fine answering his
orders, the Emperor never really knew if he could trust them fully.
A Zarlack officer entered the throne room. He advanced towards the
Emperor and knelt quickly in front of him. Leaning on a wall behind
the throne was a hooded man. He stood with a casual nonchalance,
completely at ease despite his charged surroundings. It was most
unusual. As far as the officer knew, all the major players had been
accounted for. But try as he might, the officer couldn’t identify
this new man; he was staying in the shadows with his arms crossed
against his torso.

“What is it, Commander?”
asked the Emperor.

“We’ve dispatched scout
vessels to the last known coordinates of the fleet currently
looking for the Alliance in the unknown regions. No ships were
detected, but our long range scans have detected debris from a
battle and multiple Alliance signals. Shortly after arriving, the
scout ships were destroyed.”

“So that’s where they’re
hiding.”

“How come we only hear of
this now?” asked the shadowed figure.

The officer stared at him in disbelief, then
turned his sights back to the Emperor.

“Answer the question!”
ordered the Emperor.

The Zarlack hurried to comply. “Yes, master!
We found a transmitting beacon. They must have reprogrammed it to
send an ‘all good’ signal; that’s why we didn’t investigate any
sooner. As per standard procedure, we had to wait for three failed
transmissions before sending a reconnaissance party.”

“In times of peace perhaps,
but this should have been brought to my attention
sooner!”

“I apologize, master; I’ve
only learned of it now myself.”

“You’d better be more
careful next time, or it will be your hide.”

“I...I understand, master.
Thank you for your leniency.”

The hooded man made a noise that sounded
like a disapproving growl, but didn’t move.

“Commander, assemble
whatever fleet we can in the next few hours, then jump towards the
coordinates. We will crush the Alliance resistance once and for
all.”

“Thy will be done,
master.”

“Dismissed.”

The commander rose and left the throne room,
not daring to look back. Once the door closed, the hooded human
spoke again.

“You’re too lenient with
your troops.”

“Maybe you are too harsh
with yours?”

“You’re still alive, aren’t
you?”

The Emperor bared his teeth and looked like
he was about to say something, but he decided not to escalate the
conversation.

“What message would it send
to the universe if people knew the Emperor was dead?”

“I don’t really care.
What does matter,
however, is that we get to this fleet, find the Alliance, and
finish them off.”

“Which is what we’re doing.
I’ll report back to you once they are dealt with.”

“No!”

“What do you mean, no?” the
Emperor asked.

“Not only will I be coming
with you, but I will command the fleet personally.”

“Like hell! These are my
ships and my troops. I am in command.”

“Caution, my old friend, or
should I remind you that even emperors can be replaced.”

“You misunderstand me, I
meant…why would you bother?”

The hooded man almost smiled. “While I have
no doubt you are a better fleet commander than those you sent
before…” He grabbed a bag from his feet, took something out, and
sent it rolling towards the throne. It bounced on the floor and
came to a stop just in front of the Emperor. He stared down into
the terrified, lifeless eyes of Admiral Zan. “They had a rather
sizeable fleet but they still got defeated, which implies a
superior strategy rather than bigger numbers. We did, after all,
almost annihilate the Alliance in a few hours. As for this fool, he
had that coming, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Perhaps. They probably lost
half their own fleet in the battle though, so they’ll be easy
pickings now.”

“Still, I sense something
else.”

The Emperor didn’t answer and silence rang
out between them. He stopped looking at the admiral. He knew full
well that complaining about why he was dispatched without his
authorization would put him in more jeopardy than he was already
in.

“What do I tell my
officers?” he finally asked.

“Whatever you want. As long
as they understand that I will be leading them once we reach the
target system.”

“I don’t understand.” The
Emperor frowned. “You always stayed hidden, in the shadows. Heck,
you’ve given me command of this flagship, the biggest and strongest
ship ever built. Now you suddenly want to be in charge?”

“First of all, your
understanding is not required, never forget that. If the Obsidian
Empire defeated the Alliance, it is because of me, my associates
and the bulk of our forces that I graciously lent towards achieving
that goal. Second, I will be giving orders from the throne room.
You’ll be on the bridge, observing, or in your quarters, getting
blown by one of your many wives. If it’s the former, try to learn a
thing or two, will you?”

A deep rage burned down to the Emperor’s
very core. He didn’t like to be treated like an underling. But for
now, he had no other choice but to obey.

“Very well.”

“I’m going to check
something else now. Like I said, I have a weird feeling about all
of this…”

With that, the hooded man disappeared back
into the shadows.
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Chase landed on the
Destiny and went directly
to the bridge. When he stepped out of the lift, he went straight
towards the captain’s chair where Saroudis was receiving a report
from an officer.

“How did the test flight
go?” the captain asked.

“The flight was a success,
but we had company.”

The captain froze. “What kind of
company?”

“Zarlack.”

Saroudis took a deep breath and let out a
long, exhaling sigh. “I had wished for more time to prepare before
our next engagement.”

“Yeah, so did I. We have to
start thinking about strategies and how to repel the next
assault.”

“Yes we do, and we must
prioritize our workforce into building ships and defense
systems.”

“Agreed, Captain. I’ll look
into the F-140 flight data to see what else we can optimize, and
find a quick way to equip them with missiles. They’re fine against
fighters, but taking down higher class vessels with their current
firepower is not a viable option.”

“What ships did you
encounter?”

“A corvette with an escort.
We dispatched the escort easily, but had to pool all our resources
and tricks to get rid of the heavily shielded corvette.”

“Understood. But make sure
adding missiles to the F-140s doesn’t take too much time; we can
always use these craft for dispatching other fighter vessels and
get rid of the bigger ships with heavier weapons with the
fleet.”

“I agree. Maybe a simple
modification of Earth missile technology could be done without
spending too much resources and time.”

“Let’s hope so. What else do
you have to report, Lieutenant Commander?”

“Well for one, Sarah’s
fighting skills are very good. She’s one hell of a
pilot.”

“Sarah, is it?”

“…I meant Commander
Kepler.”

“No, you didn’t.” The
captain permitted a corner of his mouth to curl into a
smile.

Chase’s face flushed and he dropped his eyes
to the floor. He had never been in this situation before and didn’t
know what to do besides wait for the captain to break the ice.

“Don’t sweat it; we all have
feelings. And she’s definitely not bad to look at.”

Chase hesitated. “Yes, sir.”

“Now, on to more pressing
issues. Our quadrinium reserves are evaporating quickly. We need to
think about devoting part of our effort into replenishing them and
seeking out any other possible allies before the Zarlacks come in
full force.”

“Allies?”

“Surely the Zarlacks have
made enemies in this part of the galaxy, and the enemy of my enemy
is my friend.”

“What about more Alliance
survivors?”

“I’d like to hope more ships
survived and maybe some escaped the attack back home but, without
knowing for sure, isn’t it exactly the kinds of fool’s errand we
ought to avoid with the limited time we have?”

“Not more so than trying to
make friends with alien races that may see us as yet another
enemy.”

“There’s wisdom in what you
say. What would you propose?”

“I’m thinking Daniel and I
could go back home with one jump capable ship and a couple of
squadrons as escorts. Try to locate any surviving ships and bring
them back here.”

“You’re my most experienced
fighters. To put you both in danger with no guarantee of reward
doesn’t feel like sound strategy to me.”

“I understand, sir, but, to
have even the slightest chance of making such a mission succeed,
don’t we need our best people?”

“Correct, but I need one of
you to stay here. We need a seasoned wing commander should the
battle start before the search party returns.”

As much as Chase hated the idea of going
without Daniel, he knew that Captain Saroudis was right. They
couldn’t put all their eggs in one basket. But Chase had no doubt
that the current force of the fleet would be insufficient against
the next wave to come. After all, what kind of enemy commander
would send a similar or smaller fleet after the one that had
disappeared? No—the enemy would at least double or triple their
forces. They’d come with bigger ships and bigger guns. To beat such
a threat, the Alliance would need bigger ships and bigger guns as
well.

“Alright, but we also need
some sort of ace in the hole. Be it tactical or technological, we
must have some way to level the playing field should the next wave
be bigger than what we think we can handle today.”

The captain nodded. “Agreed. In fact, both
our and Earth’s scientists have been considering this. So far, the
only thing the people of Earth could propose is nuclear weaponry,
but we know from our own history that’s too much of a risk.”

“In the hands of humanity,
yes, but in ours? We’ve come a long way since those dark
times—”

“No, no, no!” Captain
Saroudis cut Chase’s argument short. “The moment we try to
rationalize this subject with how evolved we’ve become, the sooner
we get back to where we were a thousand years ago, at the brink of
destruction. I won’t be responsible for the destruction of Earth,
not now that we know that it’s our true home.”

“Look, Captain, I understand
your position. Heck, I don’t want that any more than you do,
believe me. But think of the alternative.”

“What
alternative?”

“Simply put, these weapons
are on Earth. They could get detonated anyway should we prevent the
next wave of the attack. Wouldn’t they be less dangerous if we used
them a farther distance from the planet?”

“What are you thinking
about? Mines?”

“Kind of…but we add a few
elements of surprise.”

“Now you’ve got my
attention, soldier, tell me more.”

Chase began pacing distractedly, thinking
aloud as he planned. “First of all, we shield them so they can’t be
destroyed with tampering or a few shots; we don’t want our own
weapons turning against us. Second, we give them engines, maybe
even some jump engines so they can make micro jumps. It’ll be just
like the modifications we added to the F-140s, but with simpler
engines that have an even lower range and smaller fuel
chamber.”

“What about detection? If
they have such abilities, surely they’ll get detected and we’ll
lose some of, if not all, their strategic value.”

“Yeah, I also have an idea
about that…” Chase replied with a smirk.



*   *   *

 

Chase arrived in the main engineering room.
He quickly scanned the place, trying to find Yanis, and heard his
voice resonating from somewhere past the quadrinium chambers. A
moment later, he popped in front of him and saw his friend’s
instant dismay.

“No, no, your presence here
means trouble! Go away!”

“When did I ever make any
trouble for you?”

“Okay, trouble isn’t the
problem. But every time you show up, I must stop whatever I’m doing
and do some ludicrous thing in an even more ludicrously short
amount of time, and then I’m backed up for days catching up on my
to-do list. So, nice to see you and all that, but we’re closed. See
you another time, if you don’t mind.”

Chase grinned. “Well, sorry friend, but I’m
here on orders of Captain Saroudis.”

“Of course you are…” Yanis
let out a sigh of discontent. “Well, step right up then. How did my
modified torpedo do on the battlefield? People come and go asking
for favors, but they never report anything to me unless it blows up
in their face. Well, not literally…”

“It saved both my ass and
the planet’s. So good job!”

“Thanks, glad I could be of
some assistance. Maybe I should mention that to the next Earthling
woman I try hitting on. My torpedo saved
the day. That’s a nice opener,
right?”

“Good luck with that. But as
for the torpedo, it indeed worked as planned, which explains my
presence here yet again.”

“You want more of
them?

“Actually yes, it would be
nice to have a few in reserve; but I’m here so you can help me
build another contraption.”

“…I’m afraid to
ask.”

“Basically, I need you to
add an engine, including short range jump, to a mine. Then I’d like
you to shield it and mask its signature.”

“Why would you want…?” Yanis
stopped mid-sentence and smiled. “Of course, so it doesn’t register
as a mine.”

“Exactly.”

“You know, I always wondered
why you’re a space pilot. Clearly your vocation is to think,
design, and build stuff. You know that, right?”

“Yeah well, I love flying
and blowing things to pieces just as much. Why not both create and
destroy? For the former, I always have you anyway.”

“How convenient! But it
makes sense. After all, I couldn’t fly a ship if my life depended
on it so I won’t argue with you there. If I could, I’d probably
come with you guys.”

“That’s the
spirit.”

“Please tell me you don’t
need this ready today.”

“No. We probably have a few
days, but the sooner the better. And you’ll have to get in touch
with Earth to obtain the nuclear warheads that will act as the
mines.”

“Hello! Did you just say
nuclear?”

“Yes. That’s why they need
to be disguised as fighters.”

“And Captain Saroudis agreed
to this? Do you have him under hypnosis?”

Chase rolled his eyes. “He didn’t agree at
first, but I think he realizes that we don’t really have a choice.
Plus, I made a compelling argument that it would be safer for the
people of Earth if these things blew up in space rather than on
their planet’s surface.”

“Can’t argue with that
logic.”

Chase didn’t even try to hide his smile. It
was like a kid announcing a perfect grade to his parents.

“Okay, Chase, but there is
one problem. A technical one.”

“Which is?”

“Well, shielding a fighter
or a torpedo is one thing, shielding a nuclear warhead and giving
it an engine is another.”

“I sense some impending
techno-babble I don’t really want to deal with, so let’s jump
directly to the solution.”

“Basically, it requires much
more energy to shield and disguise it as a simple fighter. That
means more quadrinium and, last I checked, we were already running
low.”

Chase sighed. “I know, it’s a gamble but we
need to win the next fight, even if that means we won’t be able to
jump the fleet or use the ships at peak performance. Both our and
Earth’s survival depends on it. What good will our quadrinium be if
we all die here in the next few days?”

“See, that’s exactly why I
hate it when you come here. It’s always a do-or-die type
situation.”

“Not really my
fault.”

“I know, it’s just… It’s
frustrating to do all these things that go against common sense. I
mean, we learned so long ago to leave nuclear ordnance alone, and
here we are using them the first time we’re backed against a
corner?”

“I hear you; I don’t like
this one bit. But I don’t see any alternative, do you?”

“No…I guess not. Anyway,
back to the technical issue. I can maybe give you ten of these, but
I don’t think we can do more. And
they will have a short range. The maximum will be
to the confines of this solar system.”

“That’s fine, totally in
line with my plan anyway.”

“Also, the jump will be a
one-off. Once the mine has jumped, it will have to detonate or stay
there and look really mean at whatever’s coming.”

“Can you at least make it
work as a mine in that case?”

“To blow up based on the
distance of a foreign object? Yes, of course. It will be its
primary function anyway.”

“Yeah, but I would love it
if it could not detonate based on a list of signatures I will
provide…”

“I see, a smart
mine.”

“Exactly. It will blow up
for anything but Earth and Alliance signatures.”

“Alright, that shouldn’t be
much of a problem.”

“Great, I’ll leave you to
it. I have to prepare for another mission.”

“Do I even wanna
know?”

“I don’t think
so.”

“Alright, good luck
then.”

“Thanks, Yanis. I don’t know
what I would do without you.”

“I’d sleep,” he answered
brightly. “I’d sleep without you. Think about it all the
time.”

“We’ll sleep when we’re
dead.”

“Yeah…”

Unfortunately, that seemed like sooner
rather than later. Chase clapped him on the shoulder and returned
to his quarters. With so much that was uncertain, and so little
resources to accomplish much of anything, Chase could be thankful
of only one thing.

There was a plan brewing in his head. And on
that…he could be certain.


 



C H A P T E R

XVI

 

Chase crashed into his bunk
bed, almost smashing his skull against the gray wall.
Another eventful day, he
thought. But he couldn’t fall asleep. His mind was still racing
almost obsessively about how fast things were about to hit the fan.
In a matter of days there would be another, much bigger attack on
Earth. Fortunately the mine ships, if used properly, should inflict
a considerable amount of surprise damage early in the fight, but he
still needed to find a few more aces in the hole—something to turn
the tide of battle, should the mines, ships, and orbital defense
satellites prove insufficient. After all, they would be lucky if
three of the satellites were even ready in time. It would be
another two days before they could test the first one, and that
would be without shields.

For the next two hours he couldn’t think of
anything except combat and strategy. Time continued to slip by at
an alarming rate, until he finally said aloud, “I need something to
distract myself so I can fall asleep.”

As if on cue, his personal communicator
started to beep. He threw the video to the wall on his quarters. It
was Commander Kepler.

“Hi, Chase. I wanted to call
you earlier, but it was a long debrief.”

“Same here. I’ll have to
tell you about it. We thought of a new weapon.”

“Really? Cool. Something I
can fly as well?”

Chase couldn’t help but laugh a little.

“What’s so
funny?”

“Nothing. And I’m afraid
it’s not flyable, unless you want to blow up.”

“Where’s the fun in
that?”

“Where indeed? I’m glad you
called. I can’t sleep; my mind is racing.”

“Mine too. I’m afraid. I
know I shouldn’t be. I’m a seasoned pilot; been in battles my whole
life. But the fate of the planet is on my shoulders
now.”

“Our shoulders.”

“Yeah, you know what I mean
though.”

“Why do you think I can’t
sleep?” he chuckled. “And technically, it isn’t even my planet, so
I totally understand how you feel.”

“We should do something
about that. Feeling like taking a trip down here?”

“What do you have in
mind?”

“Well, I thought, since we
can’t sleep anyway, maybe we could watch a movie.”

“A movie? Oh—those
recreation things you told me about. Any one in
particular?”

She grinned. “I’m sure I have something that
fits. So what do you say?”

Chase considered it. While his mind rejected
the idea of wasting precious time with something as trivial as a
movie, he wasn’t coming up with any good ideas anyway. Maybe he
needed a break, and the thought of spending time with Sarah was a
very pleasant one.

“Yeah okay, sounds like fun.
Should I bring anything?”

“Nope, I have everything
needed in my flat. Just get down here. I’m sending you my
building’s coordinates. Just land on the top and I’ll wait for you
there.”

“Sounds good. Hey, you
wouldn’t happen to have anything to eat, would you? I just realized
I didn’t eat anything all day.”

“Same here. I just ordered
some food. It will be here soon.”

“Good. See you soon, Sarah,
and thanks for the invite.”

“No problem. You let me fly
a ship in space today, well, technically yesterday, so it’s the
least I can do.”

“Chase out.”

He jumped out of bed, took a quick sonic
shower, and changed clothes. Before he really thought about what
was happening, his fighter was about to enter Earth’s
atmosphere.

The sight of Washington at night was
breathtaking; all those tiny lights, signs of life in the middle of
the night…It reminded him of his own planet. At least, the planet
he grew up on. Because if Aphroditis was right, he didn’t know his
real planet, Furya. The second he’d found out, he’d looked it up in
the ship’s computer, eager for a visit, but apparently, it had been
destroyed a long time ago.

A signal alerted him that he
was about to land on the building, and he slapped his face to wake
up. No time to think about that now. He had to save
this world.

The second he turned off the systems and
opened the hatch, he saw Sarah waiting for him on the roof. She was
wearing very different clothes—a snug black dress that revealed the
shape of her body. He felt silly in his training uniform, but they
hadn’t really had time to pack before all hell broke loose in his
part of the universe. He made a mental note to acquire new, less
formal clothing the first chance he got.

“Hey there,” she greeted him
cheerfully.

“Hello,
Commander.”

“I thought we agreed on
Sarah.”

“Yes, of course.
Sarah.”

He smiled at her and noticed she was looking
at the box he’d tucked under his arm.

“What’s that?” she asked as
he extended it.

“We talked about food, and I
thought I’d bring you this from the ship.”

“That doesn’t answer my
question now does it?”

“Sorry.” He laughed
nervously. “It’s a food synthesizer. It basically creates
food.”

“But I thought I told you I
had taken care of that.”

“Yeah I know. It’s just in
case we run out of food, or for you to use another day.”

Her face brightened. “I see…a gift then? You
brought me a replicator. That’s so cool.”

“What’s a
replicator?”

She then went on about yet another movie in
which there was similar technology to what he’d brought.

“You didn’t have to offer me
a gift, but that’s very sweet of you. Now come on, let’s get down
to my flat and watch some good old-fashioned Hollywood
cinema.”

“What’s
Hollywood?”

She chuckled and gave him a brief background
on the entertainment industry on Earth. Movies, television,
theater…the works. It was fascinating to Chase how prolific Earth
was in these matters, inventing stories to transport their minds to
other places and feel good about forgetting their day-to-day life.
It was very different from what life meant where he came from. Sure
they had recollections of old tales in their society too, but they
were mostly of a historical nature. They had books and music as
well, but this cinema thing was something he didn’t know about.
Maybe it was something his civilization once had. But the last few
generations had been so difficult with the war, that it most likely
had become a lost luxury.

They quickly arrived at her flat. The place
was huge compared to his quarters; it seemed to have far more space
than one would need just to sleep. She gave him a tour, showing him
all the different rooms. The kitchen, for example, was a room where
food was prepared. This concept was too strange for him and made
him laugh. Food was dispensed via the synthesizers; there was no
need to pick up different elements and mix them together. It seemed
like an inefficient use of time.

They ended up in the room she called the
living room, and sat around a table with multiple white containers
with red temples printed on them. As if he couldn’t get more
confused, Sarah handed him some wooden sticks. Bewildering, yes.
But there was a very pleasant aroma in the room, something he had
never smelled.

“What are these sticks for,
and what’s smelling so good?”

She laughed. “Our food, silly. This is
Chinese.”

His mind raced. “Isn’t China one of the
countries on this planet?”

“Yes, yes it is. And they
make a typical food from their region. You see, on Earth we like to
share each region’s food. Recipes have evolved over the centuries
and globalization opened up all sorts of foods from different parts
of the world.”

“That’s very interesting.
And this is Chinese food then?”

“Exactly! It’s one of my
favorites, so I thought we could share a meal and you could
discover it as well.”

“That’s very thoughtful…”
Chase eyed it warily. “I’m not used to food that releases such a
strong smell. Our food plans are mostly about providing exactly
what the body needs, with subtle flavors added for personal
taste.”

“And that gift you brought
me…is that what it makes?”

Chase nodded. “Yes. It will prepare food
almost instantly, and it will have all the elements the body
needs.”

She looked skeptical. “Hmm, the technology
seems interesting, but I wonder if it takes away the pleasure of
eating different flavors like we have on this planet. Here, let me
show you—try something I ordered.”

“Ordered?”

“Well, since we banished the
monetary system we can technically acquire food more easily, but
it’s had some adverse effects on our way of life.”

Chase frowned. “How so?”

“Well, many things like
restaurants were transformed so people could get food. But if
people want particular types of food cooked for them, it isn’t so
easy.”

“Interesting. Can you
cook?”

“It’s not one of my best
skills, I’m afraid, but I’m very good friends with the owner of the
Chinese restaurant and he still lets me have some of my favorites
now and then.”

Chase’s stomach made a churning noise and
they both laughed.

“Looks like all this talk of
food made you hungry; let’s dig in.”

Chase looked back and forth between the
containers and the sticks. “Are you trying to torture me? Because
my training might kick in and then who knows what I’ll do.”

She giggled. “I see you don’t know how to
use chopsticks. I should have known. I’m sorry. I take these things
for granted.”

She tried to show him how to use the sticks,
but some skill was involved and it wasn’t going very well.
Eventually she took them from his hand and went to the kitchen.

“I’m going get you a fork
for tonight; it’s much easier to master.”

He flushed. “Thank you.”

Now that the containers were open, the smell
was almost intoxicating. When Sarah came back with a fork, he dug
in. His first bite was something he didn’t expect; it was a small
explosion of taste in his mouth. He chewed slowly and
swallowed.

“So,” she asked tentatively,
“how is it?”

“This is incredible!” He
could barely contain his excitement. “What is it?”

“I believe you tried the
chicken with cashew.”

“What’s chicken?”

“It’s an animal from this
planet.”

An animal? Chase gulped. This beautiful
woman had fed him exotic flesh. While he’d heard of the concept
before, he’d always found the idea repugnant. But now that he’d
tasted it for himself…

“I…I feel a little strange
about eating an animal.”

“I’m so sorry! Are you a
vegetarian?”

“What’s a
vegetarian?”

“It’s a person who doesn’t
eat meat.”

“Well, I guess we’re all
vegetarians in the Alliance.” Then he said cheerfully, “But I must
admit this food has an incredible taste; I’ve never had anything so
good in my life.”

“I’m glad. Try not to think
about where it comes from; it’s completely natural here to eat
flesh.”

“I see. And what is it you
are eating…?”

“Sweet and sour pork. Wanna
try?”

“Yes, please.”

The flavor of the pork was completely
different but equally delicious. It was coated in a sauce that felt
both sweet and sour to the tongue. It made him salivate even more
and he wanted to try everything that was on the table. The
Cantonese rice was also very good; it contained only little bits of
flesh. Before he realized it, he was tasting from each container,
be it chicken, rice, duck or pork. It was all delicious.

“Should I put on the
movie?”

“Yes, sure.”

She grabbed a plastic device on the table
and pushed a few buttons. The next second, a nearby monitor sprang
to life and what she called the “movie” started.

After a few minutes of watching, Chase shot
her a glance and she burst out laughing on the sofa. She had found
“something that would fit” indeed. It was a tale of starship
fighters, good versus evil, aliens and intrigue. The entire galaxy
seemed to be at war.

“Have more of these?” He
gestured to the cartons when the movie was finished.

“I’m afraid not and it’s too
late to get more. I have some leftovers from last night but there’s
not very much. Let me warm it up.”

“Okay, cool.”

She went to a device that was not dissimilar
in looks to the food synthesizer. The food turned in a circle
inside and, when she came back with it, it was steaming. She called
it a microwave.

Chase had an idea. “Maybe we can program the
synthesizer to replicate this food…”

“Can it do that?”

“Technically, it can
replicate almost any taste. It was programmed to deliver standard
protein, vitamins, and other nutrients our body needs to function
at peak efficiency, but maybe it can replicate this
food.”

“It wouldn’t be the same
though, would it?”

“Only one way to find
out.”

“You’re right, let’s give it
a try. What should we try to replicate?”

“I love the sweet and sour
pork. Let’s try that.”

He put the container in the synthesizer,
then went on to scan the food inside. The on-board computer
analyzed the food and some red symbols appeared on the screen.
Sarah leaned curiously over his shoulder.

“What’s
happening?”

“The computer says that
thirty percent of this food contains things that aren’t good for
the body. Eating only this food would lead to health
issues.”

“Ah, obesity. We have loads
of that in this country.”

She went on to explain that Earth people
knew the foods they regularly ate were bad for them, but they
tasted so good that it was a daily struggle as to what to choose.
Something fattening but delicious, or something healthy.
Apparently, the healthy foods hardly compared.

“That’s so strange,” Chase
murmured as he ran his fingers through his hair. “Who would have
guessed that would constitute a ‘struggle.’ But I have to admit,
that kind of emotional satisfaction is hard to resist. We have a
similar kind of satisfaction, but…Well, it comes from a different
activity.”

“Sex?”

Chase didn’t expect her to approach the
subject so openly, and he flushed as he glanced at the ground to
gather his thoughts. “Well…yes. Are sexual relations also regulated
on Earth?”

She hopped up onto the counter. “Hell no!
That would suck!”

He nodded thoughtfully. “It seems humans
have a lot of pleasures we don’t have in our daily lives.”

“Why would sex be regulated
in the first place?” she demanded.

“To control population
growth.”

“We don’t really do that
here. With all the sickness and war, the population kind of
controls itself.”

Chase frowned. “So every time you have sex,
you get a baby. Isn’t that inconvenient?” He suddenly wondered how
many children she might have.

There was a brief pause, then she burst into
uncontrollable laughter. It went on so long that eventually Chase
started to smile himself.

“What did I say that was so
funny?”

It took her another moment to regain her
composure. “We’ve made sex recreational. We can have sex and not
have the result be a new life.”

She briefly explained the concept of birth
control, and Chase listened with wide eyes. It baffled him how
humans indulged in time-consuming activities on a daily basis just
for the fun of it. But somehow, it sounded like a good time.

“What an interesting world
you have... Doesn’t it take up all your time when you indulge in
preparing food, eating it, watching movies, and having
sex?”

She grinned. “Yes it does. Maybe that’s why
we haven’t progressed that far as a civilization; we like to
procrastinate.”

He nodded but stayed quiet. She’d given him
a lot to think about.

“What about the replicator?”
she asked. “Can it make more Chinese food? I’m feeling peckish
again.”

“Oh yeah, sorry, I got
distracted. The synthe…replicator can replicate the food and lower
its amount of toxicity. Should we try that?”

“Yeah why not. I would love
it if it could do that.”

Once Chase entered the parameters, the
synthesizer made a replica of the food in a matter of seconds. He
took a bite, and was pleasantly surprised that it tasted quite
similar.

“So how is it?” she asked
eagerly.

“Very similar. Why don’t you
try it?”

She took a bite and made a sound of
satisfaction. “Yes, it tastes almost the same. Not quite exactly,
but very similar.”

“Good, you could use this
for food from now on. But we would need to program it with various
recipes; I’m afraid the ones that are pre-programmed won’t be to
your liking.”

“Sure, but won’t it be able
to only replicate what we scan?”

“Not necessarily. If we feed
the computer a database of recipes, it should be able to emulate it
and you can use these controls to choose how to make it more to
your liking.”

“That seems overly
complicated, but what about feeding it recipes from the
internet?”

“The internet…? Oh yes, that
network of information you humans use.”

“You’ll have to do it
though. I’m good at kicking some butt in the air, but technology
isn’t my strong suit. When my computer refuses to work, I end up
kicking it.”

It took a while to interface the synthesizer
with the wireless stream of information that humans called wi-fi
but, after a few minutes, Chase managed to connect it to the
internet.

“That should do it. What
food would you like to replicate?”

Sarah put her finger over her mouth and made
a humming sound as she considered. A second later, her eyes lit up.
“A double pepperoni and cheese pizza, Chicago style!”

The synthesizer made a similar humming noise
for a few seconds, and then a thick rounded dish appeared out of
thin air. The smell of it filled the room, and Chase suddenly felt
like he needed to eat again, even though his stomach didn’t seem to
agree with the thought. Sarah took a slice of what she called the
pizza, and gave him a wide grin.

“Any good?” he
asked.

“Dude, you have to try this.
It’s one of the best pizzas I’ve had in a long time. This
replicator thing is wicked!”

Chase picked up a slice and experienced his
first taste of pizza. He was bowled over, and quickly finished it
off.

“This is delicious! How many
different types of food are there to try?”

She laughed. “Too many for you to try in one
year, let alone one night, I’m afraid.”

“That much, huh? Then it’s
something I can look forward to. I’m going to download the settings
of this synthesizer so I can try more later on.”

“Yeah, you do that. As long
as this one stays here. Will it?”

“Of course. It’s a gift,
remember?”

She slid back off the counter and ran her
hand over the top of it. “I sure hope I’m not going gain too much
weight. It’ll be almost impossible to resist now that I can have
anything anytime I want…”

Chase shrugged. “You shouldn’t gain too much
weight at all. The machine will continue to replicate the taste
while avoiding most toxic elements.”

“That’s incredible! We all
need one of these!”

“That would be a little bit
of a problem right now. It runs on quadrinium, and we’re running
out. But hey, if we find a source for it, then we should be able to
make a lot more. They’re already present in most of the food
centers around the globe. They just deliver our kind of food, not
yours.”

“Can’t you just connect them
to the internet as well?”

“Yeah, it shouldn’t be a
problem. I’ll put it on my list of things to do when I get back to
my ship. Speaking of which, it’s already 4 a.m. Should I maybe let
you sleep?”

“That depends…are you
sleepy?”

“Not at all. I’m having a
really wonderful time.”

“Great!” She clapped her
hands. “Then let’s watch the sequel! There are actually about a
million of these movies now, so our options are unlimited.” She put
the next one on the monitor and they sat down to watch. After a
while she turned to him. “I’m actually surprised you like these so
much. I would have thought you’d think it was too much ‘magic’ and
not enough ‘science.’”

Chase laughed. “Well, I’m not sure about the
‘force,’ but there seems to be a lot on your planet that seems
pretty damn magical itself. I wonder if that’s what Aphroditis was
talking about.”

“You lost me there, Chase.”
Her eyes grew wide. “Wait—you talked with the goddess? On your
own?”

He shifted, a little embarrassed by the
attention, but dying to talk to someone about this huge revelation
in his life. “She appears in my dreams sometimes. She was the one
who made us come here and rescue you from the Zarlacks.”

“No shit!”

“She also told me I’m part
human…and part Fury.”

“What’s a Fury?”

His face fell. “I wish I knew. Apparently,
it’s the world I’m originally from.”

“Well, how don’t you know?
You mean you’ve never set foot on the planet?”

“No, it was destroyed a long
time ago. I was found on the planet Alpha Prime, in a small
capsule, with no memory of who I was. The technology of the capsule
was nothing from our world. Scientists tried to look into it, but
it was dead beyond repair.”

Sarah’s voice grew soft. “What about your
parents?”

“I never knew them. I was
adopted by a couple on our world. They were the sweetest people you
could imagine and they raised me as their own. Being an adult with
no recollection of my past made me kind feel lost, not so different
than being a kid I guess.”

“I can imagine. We do that
on Earth as well, adopting I mean. Are they still on Alpha
Prime?”

His face was hard. “They were killed many
years ago…when Obsidian launched an attack on the Alliance. That’s
what motivated me to join the Alliance’s military and become a
pilot.”

“I’m sorry.” She patted his
leg. “My parents are dead too, so on some level, I know how you
feel.”

“Did they die in a war as
well?”

“No, my mother got sick,
very sick. She had cancer and she fought it for a long time but, in
the end, it got her.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that.
What about your dad?”

“My dad never really
recovered from my mom’s passing. He started to drink too much and,
after a few years, he developed cirrhosis of the liver and died as
well.”

“That’s horrible,” he said
softly.

“Maybe your real parents are
still alive. Did you ever think about that?”

He shrugged. “Not really. To me, the couple
who took care of me were my real parents.”

“I can understand that. Hey,
what do you say we watch a more…uplifting movie?”

Chase chuckled. “That’s a good idea. Hey,
can I ask for some water?”

“Yes of course! I’m sorry,
I’m a terrible host. But wait…maybe you’d like to try a soda
instead?”

“What’s soda?”

Her eyes sparkled. “Oh, just another
Earthling marvel. Hang on, let me find it.”

She went to the replicator and handed him a
thing called cola. It was a dark liquid, strange and bubbling, but
it was incredibly refreshing.

“I love cola!” Chase
declared after a moment.

Sarah laughed. “Me too. I rarely indulge in
them because they’re pretty bad for you, but they taste great. So,
how long will the replicator work until it needs more
quadrinium?”

“I would say a few months,
unless you use it more than this.”

“Nah. Tonight we ate a lot
because you had a lot of catching up to do, but I don’t eat that
much food all the time.”

“Either way, hopefully we’ll
find more quadrinium soon enough.”

She frowned. “How will you find more?”

“I’m leaving on a mission
soon to scan for it in other sectors.”

“What mission? When do you
leave?”

“Tomorrow or the day after.
There are still some preparations to be made.”

“Will you all be going? What
if the enemy returns?”

“It’s just a small group of
us. We’re also going to try to locate more survivors. It’s possible
that other battlegroups escaped like we did. If we found them, they
could join us here. After all, we need to strengthen the Alliance
if we are to survive.”

Sarah was quiet for a moment. “It’s just
like the movie. We’re the rebels, aren’t we?”

“I guess…but we’re not
alone. Maybe we’ll encounter other civilizations on our travels.
Have you ever had contact with other life-forms on
Earth?”

“There are rumors and
theories about that. Many people say they’ve seen UFOs,
unidentified flying objects in the skies. We thought they were
alien races visiting us without revealing themselves. But most
people think it’s just made up.”

“What do you
believe?”

“Well, if you had asked me
that question a few months back, I would have told you I’m not
sure. Today, I’m inclined to think there are many other species
roaming the universe. You’re proof of it. Maybe they’re not even so
far as we might think.”

“If they’re close by, we
could try to form an alliance.”

“Yeah, I hear
you.”

“Hey, weren’t we supposed to
watch another movie?” He smiled and lightened the mood. “And screw
‘uplifting.’ I want to know how the story we were watching
ends.”

“Absolutely.” She grinned.
“I’ll replicate us some ice cream to go with it.”

Chase froze. “Does it actually scream?”

She shook her head and laughed.

“Hey—you guys eat actual
flesh. Maybe screaming’s not that far off—”

But before he could say another word, she
leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. He skin flushed and his
pulse started hammering in his chest. Was this going where he
thought it was…?

But Sarah just grinned, threw her arm around
his shoulder, and flicked on the next chapter of the story.



*   *   *

 

Chase opened his eyes to find that he and
Sarah had fallen asleep. Her head was nestled in the hollow of his
shoulder and he immediately froze so as not to wake her. She was so
beautiful! How was it that she was unattached? Well…maybe she
wasn’t. Maybe that kiss on his cheek meant nothing and she wasn’t
interested in him like that. But he was definitely interested in
her. Without jostling her, he gently ran his fingers through her
hair. It was softer than he could believe and smelled
intoxicatingly sweet.

The movie was still playing. Some sort of
teddy bears were pelting the bad guys with rocks. He was intrigued,
but nature called, and he slid out from under her to find the
bathroom. But when he reemerged a moment later, Sarah wasn’t in the
flat. In fact, the flat itself had disappeared.

It was like he’d stepped onto a different
planet. The door vanished behind him the second he stepped through,
and he walked tentatively forward onto the unusual terrain. The
ground was covered in sharply pointed mountains and a cloud of sand
hung in the air. It was a wasteland, yet there was a strange beauty
to it. In the sky, he saw layers of iridescent rings circling the
planet as well as many moons that hung like lanterns in orbit. From
where he stood he could see a distant blue moon, a gray one that
resembled Earth’s, and a giant red one that was so big it might
actually be a nearby planet.

He was about to call out to see if anyone
was there, when he heard Aphroditis’ voice.

“Hello, Chase. I’m sorry to
disturb you again, but there’s something you must know.”

He looked around, but saw no one. “What is
it?”

“The Zarlacks are
approaching our part of the universe. Soon, we will be at war with
them as well.”

“Can you defend
yourselves?”

“For a while maybe, but they
outnumber us millions to one. We are the last descendants of
Olympus and, while we aren’t affected by the passing of time like
humans, we are not completely immortal either. We can be
killed.”

“Gods can be
killed?”

“God is a concept, Chase.
We’re just more advanced creatures. In the same way that you’re
perceived as gods by the insects on Earth, we are perceived as gods
by you. Do you understand?”

“I think so.” Chase
struggled to wrap his mind around the concept. “You are older,
wiser, and more advanced life-forms.”

“A nice definition if there
ever was one.”

“What can we do to help?
We’re already struggling to help Earth.”

“I know, and you must do
whatever you can to protect it. The future of all living and
breathing beings in the universe depends on it.”

“But what about
you?”

“We’ll be fine for now. We
have enough experience with other races trying to find and destroy
us that we’ll manage. We’ve gotten very good at hiding ourselves
from others over time. However, I need to talk to you about your
next mission.”

“What about it?”

“You must take Sarah with
you.”

“Why? Not that I mind,
but…?”

“I cannot tell you why, only
that it is imperative.”

“Alright, I’ll ask her to
join me. But I don’t like the idea of putting her in
danger.”

“That is part of who both of
you are. Danger will always be a part of your lives. Don’t tell her
I asked you though; she must come because she wants to. That’s very
important.”

“I understand. Are we going
to find more survivors?”

“All I can tell you is that
you will find what you need now but, when the time comes to enter a
destination, just trust your instincts.”

“Understood. I was
wondering, will I ever meet you in person?”

“All in good time, Chase. I
know you have plenty of questions, but right now it’s important to
focus on the task ahead.”

“Alright. Is this place the
world I must find?”

“It is a representation of
the world, yes.”

“But it seems so
barren.”

“It doesn’t matter. Here you
will find the next piece of the puzzle.”

“Puzzle?”

“I wish I could tell you
more, but the fact of the matter is I am violating every law we are
governed by just communicating with you.”

“Why are you doing it
then?”

“Because not all of us think
Earth matters.”

“But obviously you
do.”

“Yes, I do. Every world and
every life-form matters.”

“Won’t you be punished if
you’re discovered?”

“Probably, but I must do
what I know in my heart is right.”

Chase nodded. Clearly the Olympians had free
will as well. But there was something troubling him, something he
had to ask.

“Aphroditis… Will we be
victorious against the next wave of ships?”

“Unfortunately I cannot see
the exact future, Chase, as it is actively created by the thoughts
of every living being. I can only guess at the outcome.”

“Don’t get me wrong but, if
you can’t be certain that what I’m doing now is going to succeed,
why should I listen to you?”

“It will always be your
choice to follow my advice. I’m here to guide you as your journey
unfolds, but only you can shape your own reality.”

“That’s not going to give me
nightmares at all,” he said sarcastically.

“I’m sorry, but I must leave
now.”

All of a sudden, the world faded and Chase
was back in Sarah’s flat. Her eyes shot open in surprise when she
saw him standing in the middle of the room.

“Pheewww!” she cried in relief. “You
scared me!”

“I’m sorry, I just went…to
the restroom.”

“No problem. I guess we must
have fallen asleep after all.”

“Yeah.” He gestured to the
monitor. “The frozen guy came back.”

She giggled and tucked her hair behind her
ears. “I’m glad you got into it.”

“I like the little green
man.”

She yawned and stretched. “Everyone likes
that little frog.”

“Frog?”

She waved her hand dismissively. “Forget
it.”

“Well hey.” He knelt down in
front of the sofa. “I suggest you go back to sleep. I’m going to
head back to my ship to try to get some rest as well. I’ll call you
in a few hours.”

She yawned again. “Okay, sounds good. I’m
exhausted.”

“Yeah me too. That’s why I
should get going.”

“Unless…?” She let the word
hang in the air.

“Unless what?”

There was a moment of silence before the
corners of her lips turned up in a small smile. “You could stay and
sleep here…maybe?”

“But you only have one bed.
I guess I could sleep on the couch…” his voice trailed off as she
stepped in front of him and put a finger on his lips.

“I meant with me, in my bed…
If you want to.”

A wave of shyness rendered him temporarily
mute and he froze, trying to make a rational decision.

“It’s a big bed, Chase,” she
continued, “enough room for the both of us. I… You’re going on a
dangerous mission soon, and I want to spend a little more time with
you. If that’s okay…”

Chase’s heart was pounding, but a feeling of
warmth was spreading down to his fingertips and he smiled. “I…I’d
like that very much, actually.”

She approached him slowly. Her skin was
flushed, but her eyes were soft and kind as she ran her finger down
his arm, took his hand and dragged him gently to the bedroom.

It looked like a small mine had exploded.
There were clothes and shoes strewn about the desk and the floor,
but in the center was a bed large enough to accommodate them
both.

“Sorry for the mess.” She
quickly kicked some jackets into the open closet. “I can be such a
slob sometimes.”

“No problem. I…I can see
that.”

She punched him affectionately. “Hey, that’s
not a very nice thing to say to a lady.”

He held up his hands with a mischievous
grin. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t—”

But before he could finish his sentence, she
closed her eyes and kissed him full on the lips. That same electric
buzz he’d felt the first time he saw her flooded through his entire
body and, before he knew it, he was kissing her back. They tripped
and stumbled closer to the bed and, at the same time, they started
taking off each other’s clothes.

Chase felt like his skin was on fire. He’d
never felt anything like this before and he never wanted the moment
to end. Fortunately, Sarah seemed to feel the same way and, from
the way she was kissing him, she didn’t have any plans of letting
him go any time soon…
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This must be what it feels like to be in
love.

Chase couldn’t stop smiling.
He had hardly gotten a bit of sleep, but somehow, he wasn’t tired.
He walked the corridors of the Destiny like a new man. Sure his own
bed had felt cold and hard compared to Sarah’s. Sure he was about
to go on yet another life-threatening mission and at any moment a
Zarlack fleet could drop out of hyperspace and blow them all away.
But he was here now. And so was Sarah.

And life couldn’t get much better than
that.

The comm beside his bed beeped and he
flicked it on. It was the captain.

“Yes, Captain?”

“Hello, Chase. I passed by
your quarters this morning, but you weren’t there. The computer
located you somewhere on Earth so I decided not to bother
you.”

“Anything wrong?”

“No, but I thought you’d
like to be on the bridge for the testing of the first
satellite.”

“Absolutely,” he said
quickly. “I’ll be up soon.”

“We’ll wait for
you.”

“Thanks, Captain. Chase
out.”

As the transmission ended, Chase quickly
changed from his training attire to his uniform but, before he went
to the bridge, he called Sarah. She answered voice only this
time.

“Hey there, how are
you?”

He smiled at the sound of her voice. “I’m
great, how are you?”

“I’m good. I just got called
by my superiors; apparently you guys are testing the satellite in a
few moments. I’m running late. I gotta go to headquarters; don’t
want to miss that.”

“I just got the same call;
I’ll be heading to the bridge shortly.”

“Great.” There was a slight
pause. “Was there something you wanted to tell me? I’ve really
gotta hurry or I’ll miss the test.”

“Yes, I…”

“Spit it out, Chase. I think
after last night, you can ask me anything.”

His face flushed. Thank god this was audio
only. “It’s about the mission.”

“What mission? Ah
yes—the mission.
What about it?”

“I… I mean, would you… Would
like you to join me?

“Jeez, I thought you’d never
ask.”

“You’d like to
come?”

“Of course, silly. Would I
pass an opportunity to go out in space and fly the
F-140?”

“We won’t be taking the
F-140s; we haven’t installed missiles on them yet, plus the
prototypes are needed here so the improvements I ordered can be
installed.”

Her voice flattened in disappointment.
“Oh.”

“But our ships are nice as
well, don’t worry.”

“I’m sure. Did you manage to
install the mind interface on them yet?”

“Not yet, but it shouldn’t
take long. I’ll make sure both our fighters are
equipped.”

“Alright, so I guess we’ll
see each other shortly.”

“Yes, I can’t
wait.”

“Me neither. I had a great
time last…well…last night and this morning too.”

Chase grinned. “Me too. See you later.”

“Bye.”

He grabbed his jacket and hurried up to the
bridge. But the more he walked, the more he thought, and the more
his smile faded away. He was delighted that Sarah would be
accompanying him on the mission, but…what if something happened to
her? In the middle of hostile space, he could hardly guarantee his
own safety, let alone hers. But before these thoughts could run
away with him, he was at the double doors. Swallowing back his fear
and clearing his face of emotion, he stepped inside.

The bridge was bustling with activity;
everyone was buzzing around different control terminals getting
ready for the test. When the captain spotted Chase, he gestured for
him to take a seat beside his own chair at the weapons control and
tactical test. Chase instantly complied, wondering as to the
location of Sergeant Zarthas, the man who usually occupied that
chair.

As if he could read minds, the captain
answered, “I’ve sent him to engineering. They were short staffed
for the last calibrations, and I thought you’d like to do the
honors anyway.”

“Thanks, Captain, with
pleasure.” Chase grinned with satisfaction, before he suddenly
remembered his request. “But first, I need to ask you
something…”

“Sure, what is
it?”

“It’s regarding the
mission.”

“Alright. I’m
listening.”

“I’d like to request
permission to bring Sarah Kepler with me.” Chase immediately bit
his lip and regretted calling her Sarah.

The captain gave him a long
look. “Sarah? You
mean Commander Kepler.”

“Yes…yes sir.”

“Any particular
reason?”

“Well, since we agreed that
I can’t take Daniel with me, I thought it would be good to have
another experienced pilot. Her flying skills impressed me when we
tested the F-140s.”

“Alright. I’ll ask her
superiors, but I don’t see why not.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“What do you say we fire up
this bad boy?”

“Absolutely. What are we
firing upon?”

“The moon.”

Chase’s eyes grew wide. “What?”

“I’m kidding, son. We placed
a few targets in its orbit, mostly debris from the
battle.”

“Alright, gimme a second to
familiarize myself with the controls…” He quickly examined the
panel and nodded to himself. “Okay, seems pretty
straightforward.”

“Anytime now,
Chase.”

“Acquiring target lock…and
firing…now!”

On the wall monitor, the entire bridge could
see the diamond-shaped satellite fire successive pulses of energy
towards floating debris that was obliterated upon impact.

People on the bridge cheered, and the
engineers from both Earth and the Alliance were shaking hands and
congratulating themselves. Captain Saroudis seemed pleased as
well.

 

“What about the shields?”
Chase asked. “Will they be operational soon?”

“Chief Tixichos thinks they
should be up and running by the end of the week.”

“Let’s hope the fleet
doesn’t arrive before then. And that I can return with some
reinforcements too.”

“That would be ideal, but we
must proceed under the assumption that you may not come back with
reinforcements, and…” Captain Saroudis left the sentence in
midair.

“That I may not return at
all…”

“Yeah, I don’t like that
part one bit.”

“I know, Captain, but we
really have no other choice.”

“That doesn’t mean I have to
like it.” He frowned. “Just make sure you don’t get killed out
there, you hear me, son?”

“Understood.” Chase quickly
changed the subject. “Is that all with the satellite?”

“Actually, now that you
mention it, the chief is working on an alternate firing
option.”

“Is he? What would that
be?”

“An intense burst of energy
sustained for several seconds.”

Chase frowned. “I feel a ‘but’ coming…”

“Yes, there is a downside.
The shield will be down during the entire duration of the shot.
While that’s to be expected, it will take ten more seconds for them
to become available, and another twenty seconds before the
satellite can fire its primary weapons again. Three to five minutes
to fire again with the secondary weapon.”

“Well, it’s a nice backup in
case we need to inflict a serious amount of damage to a battleship,
sir, and I think we can make those weaknesses work to a tactical
advantage.”

“So do I, but it’s all
academic as long as we don’t have shields on these
satellites.”

“What’s the status on the
completion of the other two?”

“Upon my request, Earth has
dispatched even more men in order to finish them earlier. Teams
will be working around the clock, and the other three satellites
should be ready by the time their shield components are ready to be
tested.”

“Three, sir? I thought we
could only build three of these in total.”

“Well, I’ve reclaimed a
little more quadrinium from every ship in the fleet so we can build
a fourth.”

“Alright, sounds good. But
do we still have enough to jump out of here if needed?”

The captain sighed. “Chase, I’ve been
thinking a lot about that… I don’t see us abandoning this planet,
even if things turn bad.”

“I understand how you feel,
Captain, but we might need to do it on a strategic
level.”

“Well, we’ll have enough for
a medium or two small jumps at most, and soon after we’d be dead in
the water anyway.”

“My mission suddenly seems
even more imperative,” Chase murmured.

“When are you scheduled to
leave?”

“We haven’t put an exact
hour, but I’m thinking sometime tomorrow. I’d leave today but I
still need to alter some systems and nail down a few final
details.”

“Very well, Chase, may the
gods be with you.”

Chase wanted to say that they were and he
didn’t like the tone of their last visit, but he didn’t want to
worry the captain more than was needed. The entire universe was in
turmoil and they needed to stay focused on one task at a time.
Aphroditis was adamant about the importance of defending Earth, and
that should be the captain’s priority.

“Thank you, Captain. If that
will be all?”

“Yes, Lieutenant Commander,
you’re dismissed.”

Chase left the bridge and decided to go see
Daniel, but he wasn’t in his quarters. After inquiring with the
computer, he found him in the mess hall. He was about to eat his
usual ration of protein bars when Chase arrived.

“Hey, Chase,” he said
cheerfully.

“Hey, buddy, how’s it
going?”

“Fine. About to grab a bite
and go back on patrol with some new pilots from Earth. We need to
train them on both our fighters and then later the
F-140s.”

“That sounds great; you
shouldn’t eat that though.”

Daniel looked down at the bar. “Why’s
that?”

“It’s got nothing on
pizza!”

“What is pizza?”

“Let me bring you
one.”

Chase went to the synthesizer and quickly
uploaded the internet database he fed the one he gave to Sarah. A
few minutes later, he came at the table with a double pepperoni and
cheese, Chicago-style pizza.

Daniel’s eyes widened as he set it down.
“What the hell is this?”

“This, my friend, is a
little slice of heaven.”

Daniel frowned skeptically, but he took a
tentative bit. A second later, his face transformed and Chase
couldn’t help but smile.

“This is…this is
unbelievable! Where did
you get this? Since when do our food distributors make
this?”

“Since a minute ago. I
taught it most of the food recipes from Earth. Humans know how to
eat. Of course, their versions are full of saturated fat and toxic
ingredients, but I’ve programmed our distributor to keep the good
and get rid of the bad; most of it anyway, there do seem to be a
correlation between fat and taste so some of it has to still be
present.” He grinned proudly.

“Toxic ingredients, you
say?”

“Nothing to worry about;
it’s quite safe in these proportions.”

“If you say so… Well,
actually, even if you didn’t say so. I don’t think I could resist
now that it’s right under my nose.” He took another huge
bite.

“Glad you like
it.”

“Did you just come here to
bring me…what’s it called again?”

“Pizza. No, I wanted to see
you a little before I leave for the mission.”

“And when is
that?”

“Early tomorrow. I’ve got to
finish up some calibrations for the ships, and install neuronal
controls on the fighters.”

“I meant to ask you about
that after your test flight. How is it working?”

“Well I didn’t think I’d
like it so much, but analysis of my flight test with Sarah showed I
gained in accuracy and speed by more than twenty
percent.”

“Who’s Sarah?”

“Oh crap, I have to stop
doing this.”

Daniel leaned forward curiously. “Doing
what? Spill!”

“Commander
Kepler.”

“Oh I see. Sarah is it
then?” He grinned. “Good for you.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Dude, I’ve known you since
the academy. I could totally tell you were smitten with
Commander Kepler.”

Chase got quiet then said, “I think I’m in
love.”

“Seriously? So soon? Boy,
she must be something!”

“Yeah she is. She’s sweet,
beautiful, funny, and thanks to her you’re eating
pizza.”

“I see. She made this for
you?”

“Kind of…”

“What does that
mean?”

“It would take too long to
explain. Let’s just say, I learned more about humans with her last
night, than since we arrived on the planet.”

Daniel’s eyebrow lifted and Chase quickly
back-pedaled.

“I mean…oh boy.”

“That’s alright, bud, I’m
just messing with you. I must say, I’ve met a lot of pretty humans
myself these last few weeks, but I haven’t fallen head over heels
for any of them.”

“Yet.”

“Fair enough,” he agreed. “I
guess I didn’t exactly try fraternizing much either.”

“Scary, isn’t
it?”

“Tell me about it. Well, you
don’t seem to have that problem.”

“I was terrified, but it
just happened naturally.”

“I’m happy for
you.”

“Thanks, buddy.”

“Isn’t it going to be weird
leaving for that mission tomorrow without her?”

Chase smiled happily. “Oh, I asked that she
be assigned to the mission too.”

“Reeeeally?”

“Yep! Only…now I’m not sure
if that was a good idea or not.”

“Why’s that? You like her,
so at least you can get to know her better during the
trip.”

“Yeah, but I worry about
her. What if she gets hurt or worse?”

Daniel nodded thoughtfully. “I can
understand that. But you know, when you think about it, whether
you’re on the mission or here facing a Zarlack armada, I’m not sure
it makes a huge difference. We’re all in mortal danger now, so you
might as well spend some time with her while you can. Plus, if
you’re with her, you can protect her.”

Chase absorbed these words then looked up
with a small smile. “Actually that makes a whole lot of sense.
Thanks.”

“Hey, what are friends for?
Now, aren’t you supposed to be getting things ready? Or is there
more you want to make me try than this awesome pizza?”

“You’ve got to try the sweet
and sour pork.”

“Sweet and what
now?”

“Another time. Ask the
replicator. Gotta go. It was good talking with you,
thanks.”

Daniel chuckled. “Same here, pal, thanks for
the pizza. But what’s a replicator?”

“Sorry, I meant the food
synthesizer.”

“Whatever, you’re basically
an Earthling now.” Daniel laughed again but, as Chase stood up to
go, he called, “Chase?”

“Yeah?”

“Be careful, buddy, we need
you.”

“We?”

“You know what I
mean.”

Chase’s face softened. “I know. You be
careful too. If I don’t come back, you’ll have to make sure this
planet survives. Everything depends on it.”

“Dude, I really hate it when
you get all melodramatic on me.”

“I’m serious, Dan, we cannot
let Earth fall.”

“And we won’t, but I forbid
you to get your sorry ass killed, you hear me?”

“Yes, sir!” Chase doubled
back to the table and took a slice of pizza to go. It was gone by
the time he left the mess hall.

He was still licking the cheese from his
fingers when he opened the door to his quarters and saw Sarah
standing in the middle of the room.

“Jeez!” He jumped back. “You
scared me!”

“Commander Kepler, reporting
for duty, sir!”

He grinned. “Hey you.”

She took her beret and threw it on his bunk,
waving her hair out around her. Chase took a second to catch his
breath. Then she stepped forward and put her finger on his
chin.

“I’ve received orders to
report to my new commanding officer for the mission.”

He smiled. “That’s sweet. How did you get
here?”

“I hitched a ride on a
transport going to the ship.”

“Well I’m thrilled to see
you; I can’t seem to think about anything else but you.”

“Me neither.”

They locked eyes for a moment, then brought
their lips together. Time seemed to suspend as they weaved their
hands through each other’s hair, pressing themselves together as
hard as they could stand.

A sudden buzz on the door broke their
reverie.

Chase shot backwards, and Sarah darted to
the bed to retrieve her beret.

“Enter!” he called, a little
breathlessly.

“Yo, Chase,” Yanis answered
as he came inside, “I just wanted to…” His eyes grew wide as he saw
the two of them standing there. “Am I interrupting
anything?”

“Commander Sarah Kepler.
Nice to meet you, sir.”

Chase and Sarah blushed at the same time and
Yanis looked between the two of them like he couldn’t believe his
eyes.

“The commander will be
joining me on my mission tomorrow,” Chase quickly explained. “She
came to report for duty.”

“To your quarters?” Yanis
asked in disbelief.

“Yanis,” Chase said pointedly.

Yanis shook his head quickly. “Right,
anyway, nice to meet you, Commander. I’m Yanis Tixichos—chief
engineer aboard this hunk-a-junk.”

“Nice to meet you too,
Chief,” she answered warmly as they shook hands.

“You’re the one who tested
the F-140, aren’t you?” he asked curiously.

“Yes, a great
ship.”

“Thanks. From the flight
logs, you did an excellent job piloting it.”

“Thank you. Did you design
it?”

“Well yes, with Chase’s
assistance.”

Chase made a throaty noise.
“Assistance?”

“Okay, okay, under his
guidance.”

Sarah grinned. “Well you both did excellent
jobs; it flies like a dream.”

“Thank you,” they said in
unison.

Sarah laughed nervously then the three of
them fell into awkward silence. Eventually, Chase noticed the parts
Yanis was holding and seized upon the conversational life raft.

“Are those…?” he
began.

“Yes, of course. That’s why
I was coming here, to deliver the neuronal link controllers for the
ships.” Yanis looked as relieved as he was. “I could only make two,
and since I’m late on the mines project and I’ve got the captain on
my back about shielding the satellites, well, I hope two will
do.”

“We’ll make do, thanks.”
Chase smiled, then glanced at the door.

Yanis got the message. “Great… Well, I’d
better go back to engineering.”

“Right, see ya. And thanks
for dropping the interfaces.”

Yanis nodded and gave Sarah a two-finger
salute. “Was nice to meet you, Commander.”

“Nice to meet you too,
Chief.”

“I’ll catch up with you
later, Chase. You know where to find me.”

Chase nodded quickly and Yanis disappeared
through the door.

As soon as they were alone, Sarah turned to
Chase with a mischievous smile. “That was…kind of hilarious.”

“Really?” Chase asked as he
pulled her to him. “I thought he’d never leave…”

“Oh I’m sorry, Lieutenant
Commander. Was there something else you wanted to be doing
instead?”

He put a finger over her mouth, then kissed her again. But they’d
barely begun when yet another sharp buzz sounded from inside her
pocket.

“Oh crap,” she mumbled,
pulling herself away.

“What is it?”

“The alarm. I had completely
forgotten. I have to go see my sister and nephew. I promised I’d
come for dinner.” She eyed him speculatively. “Wanna
come?”

“I’d love to, but I really
need to install these and go over a few more details before we
leave. Rain check?”

“Sure, absolutely; we’ll
visit them together another time. I hope you don’t mind that I have
to go though.”

“Not at all. Actually I’m
not sure how much work I would have managed to do if you
stayed…”

She laughed lightly. “It’s a good thing
then. When should I meet you tomorrow?”

“I’m thinking we should
leave around eight in the morning.”

“Alright.” She headed to the
door. “Have a nice evening and don’t work too late. I’m looking
forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

“Me too. Have fun at the
party.”

“Will do.”

Then she gave him a kiss and a wink, and
left him standing in his quarters.
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Sarah arrived at 7:45, packed and ready to
go. Chase was there waiting with Captain Saroudis and she crossed
the deck to meet them.

“Commander Sarah Kepler,
reporting for duty.”

“Nice to meet you,
Commander,” said the captain kindly.

“Nice meeting you too,
Captain.”

“You ready for this
mission?”

“As I’ll ever
be.”

“Very well, but please, the
both of you, be careful. It’s very important that you locate as
many survivors as possible and secure whatever quadrinium you can
find, but that being said, no unnecessary risks. We need all the
good pilots we can get and, if what the Lieutenant Commander tells
me is true, you fall well into this category.”

She beamed. “Thank you, sir,
understood.”

“You have four days tops,
but the sooner you return, the better. If after that time you
haven’t found any remaining ships from Alliance territory, return
home. We’ll have plenty of new defense systems up and ready by
then. Be safe.”

“Thank you, Captain.” She
nodded and stepped back.

“Thanks, Captain, see you
soon,” added Chase.

Captain Saroudis saluted and they saluted in
return, before he turned and left the hangar. When he was gone,
Sarah looked at Chase.

“Didn’t get much sleep last
night, huh?”

“That obvious?”

“Yes, you look
exhausted.”

“I’ll sleep during the jump.
Did you have a good time yesterday?”

“It was fun, but I had
trouble sleeping as well.”

“I wonder why that is,”
Chase asked playfully. “It’s not like the weight of the world is
hanging on your shoulders.”

She scowled at him. “Is that supposed to be
my pep talk?”

Chase grinned and stretched ostentatiously.
“That’s as good as it gets.”

She rolled her eyes and smacked him in the
chest. “See you on board.”

They boarded their
respective fighters and launched into space, quickly docking at
what would be their home for the next five days, the Alliance
dreadnought Iron Fire. Everyone else was already on board: a skeleton crew of seven
people to operate the ship, engineering, and their portable
med-lab, as well as a dozen fighter pilots including Chase and
Sarah. There was also a contingent of Earth Alliance
marines.

Chase went to the bridge to
set the destination of their jump back to what was once Alliance
territory. With a brief pause, he sat down in the captain’s chair
and looked at the star-map holo-display. Aphroditis’ voice echoed
in his head. Follow your
instinct. After a moment’s consideration,
he brought up the controls and entered in the numbers manually
before engaging the jump engines.

The Iron Fire was a nice ship; it had
seen a lot of action over the years. Chase had even served on it as
wing commander under the orders of Captain Galis back in the day,
but Galis had perished during the surprise Obsidian assault. As
Chase thought back on his old commanding officer, he realized he
hadn’t even had a chance to mourn. How many other countless men and
women had perished without receiving the proper acknowledgment? How
many ships had been destroyed? He wondered what Alpha Prime had
become, if it had been turned to dust or if the habitants had
become slaves under Obsidian tyranny. Well, one way or another, he
was going to find out…

He went to his bunker to sleep and woke up
eight hours later. It was already late in the day, though “days” in
space didn’t mean much compared to planetary cycles. He stood up
and glanced in the mirror. He still looked tired, but it would have
to do. They would soon be ending their first jump and he needed to
check with the crew and with Sarah. He had targeted an area at the
very border of Alliance space, hoping to avoid attracting too much
attention.

After making his rounds he went to check on
Sarah, who had also been sleeping. They went to the mess hall
together and had a delicious dinner of what she called spaghetti
Bolognese. It was a little tricky to eat, but was mouth watering
nonetheless. A few hours later, it was time to drop out of
hyperspace and they headed to the bridge.

As Chase took a seat, he called for status
updates.

“Sergeant Miller, please run
long range scans. Focus on Alliance signatures.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

After ten minutes of negative results, Chase
was about to enter the coordinates for the next world, when
communications officer Daliant reported an incoming
transmission.

“Captain, we’re getting a
distress call from the sixth planet of this solar
system.”

“What type of planet is it?”
Chase asked.

“It’s mostly a wasteland;
very few life-forms, mostly animal. No industrial signs. Air is a
mix of oxygen-nitrogen and carbon dioxide with traces of methane.
Technically breathable, though I would recommend environment suits
to be safe.”

“Source of the distress
call?”

“A ship’s beacon near the
equator of the planet. According to our scans, the ship appears to
be damaged. Signature of the ship is Droxian, Captain.”

Chase looked up in surprise and Sarah leaned
towards him. “What are Droxians?”

“They’re a warrior race,” he
explained, “once part of the Alliance, but they left it a while
back.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know the details.
Their core values and the Alliance’s clashed at some point,
something about rituals the Alliance didn’t agree they keep
practicing.”

“We’ve had similar issues on
Earth with all the different religions and all. It’s probably the
main reason we never united as a planet. Still”—she nodded towards
the view screen—“should we help them?”

Chase turned back towards the communications
officer. “How many Droxian life-forms are you detecting?”

“Just the one,
Captain.”

“One…” Chase turned to
Sarah. “What do you think, Commander?”

“Well, we’re here looking
for allies. And while there’s only one, it could lead to
others.”

“I’m just wondering if we
can afford the time for an away mission.”

“Yes, but is it humane not
to? I mean, what if that Droxian is wounded or starving to death?
What if no other ships have passed in the area for weeks, months,
or even years? You did choose this part of space because it’s very
low in activity.”

Chase considered for a moment, then nodded.
“Alright, let’s check it out. Sergeant, we’re going on an away
mission, have a shuttle ready for us in five.”

“Aye, aye,
Captain.”



*   *   *

 

Chase landed the transport shuttle on the
surface of the planet less than a klick from the coordinates of the
distress call. He and Sarah exited the shuttle in full environment
suits, and he quickly brought up a holographic display from the
left forearm interface on his suit.

“That way,” he
directed.

The landscape was depressing, but held a
certain charm. The atmosphere was mostly sand, but was dotted with
spiky rock formations. In fact, it reminded him of the place in his
last vision. That had to be a good sign. He checked his
navigational data once more.

“We’re getting
close.”

“How violent are Droxians?”
Sarah asked as she walked by his side.

“They’re much stronger than
us physically, but the historical data doesn’t mention a particular
aggression towards other races. They might have left the Alliance,
but they didn’t fight it either.”

“That’s good to
know.”

“Believe me, if they were
known to be violent I would have asked for that platoon of marines
to come with us.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I don’t know… Quality
time?”

“How romantic. I think I’ll
have a storm with my sandy face massage now.”

He looked at her until it hit home. They
both laughed.

He pointed suddenly. “There’s the ship.”

“It seems pretty banged
up.”

Chase advanced cautiously. “Hello? Anyone
hear me?”

He and Sarah looked around but there was no
answer. Then something on his arm buzzed and he check his
holographic display once more. His face tensed in a frown.

“What is it, Chase?” Sarah
asked nervously.

“There’s a life sign coming
towards us at an impossible speed from the east…”

They barely had time to look at each other
and take out their pistols, before a gigantic beast erupted from
behind a rock formation, destroying it as it passed through. Chase
gasped and Sarah stifled a shriek. It looked like a cross between
an elephant and a dinosaur, with a disproportionally large face
filled with rows upon rows of serrated teeth. The ground shook
beneath its feet and both Sarah and Chase barely had time to jump
out of the way before it was upon them.

The side of its shoulder hit Chase squarely
in the chest and sent him rocketing backwards as it passed. He
landed with a thud several yards away, and winced as he looked
through the cracked visor in his atmospheric suit.

“Chase!” Sarah screamed.
“Are you okay?!”

“I’m fine. Watch out for the
beast! It’s turning back!”

Sarah turned around just as the beast
spotted her and started hurtling her way. Chase pulled himself to
his feet and began shooting at it, causing it to shift directions
and sprint towards him instead. He and Sarah continued shooting as
it charged, but the blast of their pistols seemed to glance right
off its hide without causing any damage.

“Get out of the way!” Sarah
screamed when it became clear it wasn’t going to stop.

He leapt a few steps to the side, continuing
to fire, but the beast simply altered its course to match as it
rapidly closed the distance between them. Chase didn’t know what to
do. They were outmatched here, both in power and in speed. Sand
billowed up behind it and it was close enough that he could see its
sharpened fangs, when suddenly, the sky went dark.

He looked up in alarm as a shadow fell from
the heavens, landing between him and his attacker. Before he could
focus his eyes, the shadow was airborne again. It leapt through the
air towards the beast and, when it was at its height, a silver
sword flashed out between them. For a moment, it was as if the
beast was stuck in midair, but the next second it fell to the
ground in pieces. Chase watched in amazed horror as dark green and
purple entrails spilled onto the sand beside it. Several yards
away, it looked like Sarah was trying not to throw up in her suit.
Then the shadow slowly straightened out and turned towards
Chase.

It was the Droxian.

She was huge, at least several feet taller
than Chase, very muscular and very strong. She had long, red
dreadlocks and deep-pink eyes. Like all Droxians, her skin was
blue, and the parts that weren’t covered in armor showed many
scars.

“Thanks,” Chase said mildly
as she holstered her sword.

She looked at him, but did not respond. As
the swirling sand cleared, Chase noticed she was wearing some sort
of gun on her belt and instinctively raised his own blaster. It was
a mistake. The second he moved it, she shot it out of his hands,
enveloping him in some sort of blue energy that belted his hands to
his sides. Sarah fired upon her the next second, but she rolled on
the ground to dodge it and lassoed Sarah as well. The two of them
struggled for a moment, but the more they did, the more the belt
seemed to tighten.

“I suggest you stop trying
to free yourselves,” said the woman.

“Why did you do this?” Chase
asked furiously.

“I saw you reach for your
weapon. Just be happy I had my weapon set in this mode or you’d
both be dead by now.”

“Alright,” Sarah panted,
“we’re sorry if we seemed aggressive. We didn’t know your
intentions.”

“Can you release us now?”
Chase added as he strained against the binding.

“That depends.”

“On what?”

The Droxian leveled them with her eyes. “I
need help getting off this planet.”

“That’s kind of why we’re
here, to see if we could render assistance.”

“I need to go to another
part of space as well.”

“Well, maybe we can track
your ship onto ours. Help you repair and be on your
way.”

“Unfortunately my ship is
too badly damaged for that, and I need to be on my way as soon as
possible.”

Chase gritted his teeth. “I’m sorry to hear
that, but we’re also short on time and on a very important mission
of our own.”

The Droxian almost smiled. “Then I’m sorry,
but I have no other choice but to leave you down here and take your
ship.”

Sarah squirmed furiously. “Wait a minute, we
came here to help!”

“And I just saved both your
lives, so the way I see it, we’re even. Since you came on a bigger
ship, you will be rescued soon.”

“Just a second,” Chase
stalled, “maybe we can find a way to help each other.”

“I don’t see how. You just
said you don’t have time, and neither do I.”

“Can you at least tell us
why?” Sarah had finally stopped struggling.

“I’ve been targeted by some
Obsidian scum. They put a price on my head.”

“We’re sorry to hear that.
Maybe we can help.”

“Sarah?” asked Chase
nervously.

“Look, Chase, maybe this
woman can help us locate our friends.”

“Who are your friends?” the
Droxian asked curiously.

“We are Alliance, well,
ex-Alliance, and we’re looking for survivors,” Chase
replied.

She thought for a moment. “There has been
some ship movement not too far from where the Obsidian were hunting
me. Maybe they’re still around.”

“Can you lead us there?”
Chase asked imploringly.

“I will if you help me get
to where I’m going first.”

Chase fidgeted with
agitation. “Look, I understand it’s not nice having a price on your
head, but now that you met us, we can protect you. So I think our
current predicament is more important. We are really short on time.”

“So am I,” she sneered. “In
fact, I’m wondering why I’m still here talking with
you!”

“What is so important that
you need to go now?”

“They have my
son!”

“What?” Chase and Sarah said
in unison.

“They took my son and, if I
don’t find him or if they find me, he will be killed, tortured or
both. I cannot take any chances; I don’t expect you to
understand.”

Sarah’s eyes welled up. “I do
understand.”

“Even so, your boss over
there is adamant about his mission; I can tell just by looking in
his eyes.”

“Then look into
mine.”

The woman approached Sarah and looked deeply
into her eyes. “I suppose you do understand, but that changes
nothing. I cannot take the chance that you’ll cross me once I’m on
your ship. I’m sorry. I’m grateful you came down to help, but I
have to go now.”

“Please…wait. What’s your
name?”

The Droxian grunted something, then said,
“I’m Ryonna.”

“Ryonna, please let us help
you. I give you my word we won’t stop you.”

“You understand how I feel
because you’re female too, but this man won’t.”

Sarah actually smiled. “I think I can
convince him.”

“I’m right here, you know!”
Chase scowled.

“Chase, we need to help
her!”

“Look, I’m also very sorry
they took your child, and I will help you in any way I can, but we
can’t afford to lose the time.”

Ryonna threw up her hands. “See, he won’t
help.”

“I didn’t say that,” Chase
countered. “Maybe we can spare a few men to help you and, in
return, you can be of help to us. Would that be
acceptable?”

Ryonna hesitated a long time, before coming
to stand right in front of Chase. Instead of answering, she pressed
something on her weapon and the beams restraining them vanished
into thin air.

“It’s been a very long time
since I trusted anyone; even longer someone I know nothing about,”
she said quietly. “Don’t make me regret this.”

Chase nodded quickly. “I appreciate that,
and I give you my word we won’t. Let’s help each other, and let’s
do it quickly since we’re both running out of time.”

Sarah stepped forward. “Chase, I propose we
split up. I’ll take a few marines and help Ryonna with her son,
while you can continue looking for the fleet and some
quadrinium.”

“I can help you find
quadrinium,” Ryonna volunteered.

Sarah and Chase glanced at each other,
relieved and delighted.

“That’s very good news,”
Chase sighed. “We need as much as possible.”

“Well, if you have a tractor
beam, you should start with the amount in my cargo.”

Chase frowned. “We scanned the planet and
didn’t detect anything.”

“That’s because my cargo bay
is shielded. Probably the last damn system still working on it.
Before a price was put on my head and my child was taken away, I
was a smuggler.”

“Very well. How much are you
carrying?”

“About five
tons.”

Chase’s mouth dropped open.
“Five tons?”

“Is that a lot?” Sarah asked
to the side.

“It’s enough to power our
fleet for the next year, so yeah, I’d say it is. My best case
scenario was that we’d find a ton or two. This is
unbelievable!”

“Does that mean you’ll help
find my son?”

“Absolutely, if you’re
willing to sell us this quadrinium…”

Ryonna threw back her hair impatiently.
“Look, help me get my son back, and it’s yours.”

“We have a deal. I suggest
we hurry back to our ship and be on our way.”

“Very well, lead the
way.”

They raced back to the
shuttle, keeping a wary eye out for any more beasts, and quickly
docked on board the Iron
Fire. A few minutes later, the Droxian ship
had been tractored into the shuttle bay and everyone assembled on
the bridge.

“Alright, Ryonna.” Chase
gestured ahead. “Where do we go?”

“Our first destination is
the third planet in the Hathan system.”

“First
destination?”

“I don’t know the exact
location of where they hold my son, but I’m fairly certain someone
on this planet does.”

“Fairly certain?”

“Chase,” Sarah tempered him,
“I believe we must do all we can to help Ryonna. After all, we have
all the quadrinium we need for the short term, and maybe she can
help us locate more in the future.”

“I can,” Ryonna promised.
“Droxian space is incredibly rich in quadrinium.”

Chase nodded. “Alright, Sergeant, get us to
the Hathan system, maximum speed!”

“Just a moment,” Sarah said.
“Shouldn’t we send some fighters to look for more Alliance ships
before we go?”

“Blindly?”

Ryonna stepped forward. “I can give you
their last position; I encountered some Alliance vessels not long
ago.”

“Do you remember how many
ships?”

“Three maybe four
battleships and escorts. But there have also been Obsidian ships in
this part of space; they have sent many destroyer groups to hunt
down the survivors.”

“Three battleships,” said
Chase hopefully. “That sounds really good. And you say more ships
have been escaping?”

“From what I’ve heard, yes.
A few battlegroups retreated from the all-out attack before being
destroyed. I don’t know how many though.”

Chase and Sarah exchanged a smile. “That’s
excellent news. Can you give us the coordinates of where you
encountered them last?”

“Yes, they were located in a
system near Droxian space.”

“Droxian space?”

“Yes. Obsidian hasn’t
attacked our people just yet. We don’t know why.”

Chase frowned. “How’s the state of the
Droxian military?”

“We are stronger than ever,
but my people are no friends of the Alliance.”

“But are we considered
enemies?”

Ryonna tilted her head to the side. “No, not
really. We simply prefer our independence; we wish to keep to
ourselves. We only break that isolation to trade, and only with
species outside both Obsidian and the Alliance. That being said, we
do not take kindly when people trespass in our space; that’s most
likely why your ships sought refuge there. They’ll be relatively
safe from Obsidian, but you should know, to my people, it’s
considered an act of war.”

There were anxious whispers around the
bridge and Chase held up his hand. “We need to talk to the
Droxians. Maybe we could convince them to help us in our
cause.”

Ryonna shook her head. “My people won’t
help.”

“Why not?”

“While we haven’t been
attacked by Obsidian yet, my people have been down the Alliance
path before. I don’t think they’ll go back.”

“Look, the Alliance is no
more, but the Obsidian Empire has dispatched Zarlack ships to take
over smaller worlds and expand. Eventually, they will turn towards
Droxia.”

“Zarlacks?” Ryonna looked startled.
“What do they have to do with Obsidian? I thought they were
extinct.”

“So did we, but they’re
back. And they allied themselves with Obsidian.”

“That’s not good,” she
murmured. “That explains why they were able to dispatch the
Alliance so fast.”

“Exactly, so it’s in
everyone’s interest to make an alliance, wouldn’t you
agree?”

“I understand, but I doubt my government will commit their
military.”

“Any chance we can go ask
them together?”

“After we find my
son?”

“After we find your son,
yes.”

“I don’t see why not. In the
meantime, if you send ships, make sure you don’t cross Droxian
space just yet. The Alliance vessels were in a system called
Froxnard, about seven hours hyperspace from Droxia.”

Chase turned to the side. “Sergeant, how far
is Froxnard at sub-light speed?”

“About ten days travel from
here.”

“So, it’s not an
option.”

“You can make it in much
less than that if you use a wormhole not far from here,” Ryonna
interjected.

Chase’s eyes lit up. “Can you tell us where
to find that wormhole?”

“I wouldn’t have mentioned
it if I couldn’t.”

“Great! Hang on, Ryonna.
Sergeant, how long until we get to Hathan at
hyperspace?”

“Under a day.”

“And time to Droxia from
Hathan?”

“About another day and
change.”

“Alright then. Sergeant,
have Lieutenant Darkis take two fighter wings, load them with as
much quadrinium they can hold, and send them to Froxnard. They are
to try to locate any surviving Alliance ships they can.”

“Aye, aye,
Captain.”

A few minutes later, four
fighters launched from the Iron
Fire’s shuttle bay and vectored away from
the ship. Shortly after their departure, the Iron Fire entered
hyperspace.


 



C H A P T E R

XIX

 

While en route to the Hathan
system, Chase and Sarah were eating breakfast in the mess hall of
the Iron Fire.

“I didn’t expect us to find
quadrinium so fast!” Chase exclaimed between bites.

Sarah grinned. “Good thing I insisted we go
to the planet’s surface.”

Chase reflected on that last comment for a
little while and couldn’t help but remember the vision and what the
goddess had told him. How it was crucial that Sarah came along.

“Did I say something wrong?”
Sarah asked, interrupting his thoughts.

“Not at all, sorry. I’m
just…a little overwhelmed by everything, I guess.”

“That’s okay, I understand.
I wanted to go for a run anyway. Maybe I should give you some
space; you seem like you need a little time alone.”

“Wait, please don’t leave on
my account.”

“I’m not. Don’t worry,
Chase.” She kissed him softly on the lips and left the mess
hall.

Chase watched her go and
couldn’t help but think how lucky he was to have met her. What were
the odds that amidst his entire universe being destroyed, he would
find something great buried in the rubble. But then it dawned on
him…what were the
odds? Was it plain luck, or was it all orchestrated? Aphroditis had
shaken the very foundations he stood upon and, while he’d like to
believe that every person had the free will to shape their own
destiny, what if there was some higher force? What if it was all
pre-ordained and he and everyone else were just pawns in a bigger
game? The thought sent cold shivers down his spine.

“I have seen that look
before,” Ryonna said as she approached his table. “Mind if I join
you?”

“Not at all, please
sit.”

She nodded gratefully and pulled up a chair.
“I wanted to thank you for keeping your word. When we first met, I
didn’t think you would help. But Commander Kepler is very
persuasive.”

Chase sucked in a breath. Even more evidence
of Sarah’s “crucial” role.

“Yes she is, and a very
empathic person too.”

“You two are an item aren’t
you?” Ryonna grinned.

“Is it that
obvious?”

“We Droxian females can
sense these things, but it doesn’t take an acute sense to see how
you two look at each other.” She smiled at Chase kindly before
continuing. “Too bad her life is almost over.”

Chase paled and sat back in horror. “What?
What the hell are you talking about?!”

“I…I’m sorry. I shouldn’t
have said anything.”

“Well you did, so you’d
better explain yourself or I swear to god I’ll—”

She held up her hand to cut him off. “Look,
I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. Let me explain. Some of my
people have a gift. When we meet someone, we have a flash of the
moment that person is going to die. While I can’t be sure of when
it will happen, I did see Sarah’s death when we met on the planet.
She looked almost exactly as she does now. So I’d say it would have
to happen soon. Unless your species has a very long lifespan…?”

Chase could barely speak. “About a hundred,
maybe a hundred and forty years when all goes well.”

“Then she doesn’t have that
long a time. I’m very sorry.”

He pounded the table between them. “This is
nonsense!”

“Again, please accept my
apology. This is how things are on Droxia; we have this gift but,
if you ask me, it’s more like a curse. But I assure you, it’s quite
accurate.”

And there it was again. Doubt about the
future. Doubt that Chase wasn’t in control of his own destiny.
Doubt that there was anything he could do to save her…

Ryonna examine him. “There’s that look of
doubt again.”

“What about it?” He
glared.

“I’ve seen it many times,
the look of doubt. The look people have when they question
everything about their existence.”

“Yeah well, life has a way
of doing that to you when goddesses speak in your dreams, and
strangers tell you the woman you love will die soon.”

“Goddesses?”

“I’ve had these…visions
where I talk with the goddess of love, Aphroditis.”

Ryonna raised her eyebrows. “I’ve heard of
rumors about the Olympians. But this is the first time I’ve met
someone who has actually talked with one, in a dream or otherwise.
Why does it make you question your beliefs?”

“Why wouldn’t it? I always
believed I was in control of my destiny; I always believed my
actions shaped my universe.”

“They do. After all, it’s
your actions that brought you here, so why question it?”

“Because if it wasn’t for
Aphroditis, I wouldn’t be here. We wouldn’t have met you,
and...”

“And you wouldn’t have known
about Commander Kepler.”

“…Yeah.”

There was a heavy silence at the table for a
long while.

“Look, Lieutenant
Commander—”

“Call me Chase.”

“Chase, we Droxians don’t
believe in gods, but we believe in destiny. With such power as to
see people’s death in visions, how couldn’t we?”

“Doesn’t it affect your
choices?”

“Of course it
does.”

“Then how can you fall in
love if you already know how and when your partner will
die?”

She smiled wisely. “Well that’s the good
thing about this particular power. Only a few of us possess it, and
it doesn’t work on other Droxians. I don’t know when my son will
die, and I didn’t see the death of my husband when it came.”

Chase softened. “I’m sorry. What
happened?”

“Nothing special. An
accident. I don’t like to talk about it.”

“Sorry, didn’t want to
intrude into your personal life…even though it’s kind of the way
this conversation is going.”

She laughed. “You’re right, I started
it.”

As the smile faded from his face, he asked,
“Have you ever been wrong?”

She gave him a long look. “Hold on to your
beliefs. Prove me wrong. Make sure it doesn’t happen.”

“Well, can you tell me more
about what you saw?” he asked desperately.

“It...” she paused. “We can
tell other people about the visions, but we don’t have the right to
divulge details. And I shouldn’t have told you about Sarah because
you’re so close to her. It’s just been a long few weeks and I’m
grateful to you for your help.”

“Why can’t you divulge
details?” he pressed.

“You know, I actually don’t
know why.”

“Maybe to make sure people
don’t get advance warning and change their fate. But, if they could
change their fate, wouldn’t that be a gift and not a
curse?”

“That’s an interesting
question and a point of view I never considered. Our
laws—”

“Laws are sometimes meant to
be broken. Aren’t you a smuggler, by definition, going against the
law?”

“I am, but I became one out
of desperation. I do it only to survive.”

“That doesn’t change the
fact you are who you are. If you can break one law, why not break
another?”

“Because this law is taught to us at the
youngest age. There’s even a warning attached.”

“What warning?”

“Our elders tell us that if
we break the law, the universe will punish all of
Droxia.”

Chase leaned forward. “Now that sounds like
some cosmic propaganda if you ask me, and it doesn’t make more
sense than why you get to see what you see and why it doesn’t work
on your own people.”

“Perhaps...”

“Okay, let’s table this for
now. Except…what about me?”

“What about you?”

“When will I die, according
to you?”

She hesitated. “I’d rather not talk about
it. Like I said, I can’t reveal anything to you directly.”

“Oh come on!” he cried.
“We’re helping you get your son. It’s the least you can
do.”

Ryonna looked down at her plate, suddenly
not feeling hungry anymore. A tear ran down her cheek and she wiped
it quickly away.

Chase froze. “That doesn’t look very
reassuring.”

“No, it’s not about you.
I…all this talk of death reminds me I don’t even know if my son is
still alive.” She sobbed. “I can’t lose him!”

“I understand, and I can’t
lose Sarah. It doesn’t matter what you say, I won’t let it
happen!”

“I’m glad, and I hope with
all my heart you will prove me wrong.”

“I would have better luck if
you gave me some details…”

She smiled ruefully. “Maybe later. Let’s
complete the mission first.”

“Alright, let’s get...what’s
your son’s name?”

“Ronan.”

“That’s a nice name. How old
is he?”

“Just over
sixteen.”

“Look, Ryonna, we’ll do all
we can to get him back. I give you my word.”

“Thank you, Chase. If we do,
I give you my word I’ll give you all the details I can about Sarah.
Maybe, as you say, it will make a difference.”

“Fair enough.”

She got up and left the mess hall without
saying another word. As he stared at her tray of uneaten food,
Chase couldn’t help but wonder what the universe had in store for
him. He certainly hoped it had nothing to do with what he’d just
heard. Even though they had only known each other for a few days,
Sarah had become the center of his life. She had brought a flame
and passion to his heart that he hadn’t known could exist, and he
would lay down his life to protect it and defend her.

Unfortunately, he might actually have
to.

And soon.



*   *   *

 

A short while later,
the Iron Fire arrived in the Hathan system. Sarah entered the bridge,
followed shortly by Ryonna. Chase was already sitting in the
captain’s chair.

“Sergeant, status report?”
he asked.

“We’ve arrived at the fifth
planet of the Hathan system as instructed, Captain. There are heavy
defense platforms around this world. And…incoming
transmission.”

“On screen.”

An alien face appeared on the screen. It
looked almost humanoid, with pale green skin and dark spots dotting
the sides of its cheeks. But upon a closer look, he didn’t have any
ears.

“Unknown ship, this is
Sector Atrak from Hathan Security. Please identify yourselves and
state your intentions.”

Chase stood up from the chair. “My name is
Lieutenant Commander Chase Athanatos from the Earth Alliance. We
would like to land on your planet for trade.”

“We are unaware of this
Alliance. Please be advised the defense systems around this world
will take deadly action in case you display the slightest sign of
aggression.”

“We understand. Nothing to
worry about; we come in peace.”

“Very well then, you are
authorized to land on platform seventeen. We are sending
navigational data as well as an escort. Please be advised, docking
fees are thirty Hathan credits per day.”

“Thank you, Sector
Atrak.”

“Atrak out.”

The transmission ended and the face of
Sector Atrak disappeared. The second he was gone, Chase turned to
Ryonna. “What now?”

“Now we go to the traders’
part of town. There’s a bar there where we must locate an
individual called Grolax Trakis. He has the information I need to
locate my son.”

“What about the docking
fees? We don’t have their currency.”

“Not to worry, Chase, we’ll
get what we need from the surface.”

“Very well. Sergeant, follow
the navigational path we’ve just received.” He stood up and
prepared to go to the surface. “Ryonna, Sarah, you’re with
me.”

Ryonna hesitated. “I’d rather go alone.”

Chase shook his head. “My ship, my rules. We
need you alive if we’re to continue this mission, and I’m not about
to let you risk your life without backup.”

“Very well.”

All three left the bridge and headed towards
the cargo bay. They boarded a shuttle and followed their escorts to
the planet. Once landed on platform seventeen, the doors of the
shuttle lowered and they took in the magnificent sight that was the
city of Hathan Prime, a metropolis like no other, according to
Ryonna. Chase stared appreciatively, but it took the wind out of
Sarah as she stared in wonder at the dancing lights and thousands
of tiny ships. They looked like phosphorescent insects, buzzing
around buildings that were easily ten times higher than any
skyscraper on Earth.

“This is unbelievable,” she
gasped.

“It looks a lot like some of
the cities from my own world. Well, how they used to look; I don’t
think they still stand today,” Chase muttered.

Sarah’s eyes grew wide and she reached out
to put her hand on his shoulder, but he flashed her a tight smile
and turned to Ryonna.

“Lead the way.”

They exited the landing pad and took an
elevator all the way down to street level. The streets were as
impressive as the sky view of the town. Colorful, holographic
billboards, blinking ads, and multi-color-coded sectors of town
made the world look a bit mesmerizing, especially for Sarah, who
had never seen such things. She turned at almost every corner to
check out all the different aliens. Hathan Prime was a known hub
for commerce, so there were plenty to choose from. Reptilians,
insectoids. Humanoids with tentacles, horns, implants,
augmentations… If it existed somewhere in the galaxy, it was
probably here.

“All good?” Chase asked
Sarah.

“I’m fine. This is just
really overwhelming. In my wildest dreams I never thought there
were so many different life-forms in the universe.”

“I’m surprised. That movie
we saw pictured a similar variety.” He laughed.

“Yes, but that’s a movie,
Chase. The first physically different alien I saw was yesterday
when we met Ryonna. Come to think of it, how come your ships don’t
have other species? I thought the Alliance included many different
worlds?”

“It does, but most of us
have similar genetic backgrounds to humans. Heck, from what the
docs have ascertained so far, we have almost the exact same
DNA.”

“So none of these species
here are on any of the Alliance ships?”

“There are some; we also
have a few onboard our ships on Earth.”

“Really? I never saw
any.”

“We didn’t know how humanity
would react to seeing radically different species on the planet. We
thought it best to introduce only humans for contact
situations.”

She frowned. “I find that odd.”

“I guess it is, but look, in
the beginning, we didn’t know if you’d even welcome us.”

“You saved our world, why
wouldn’t we?”

“Because it might be our
presence that attracted them to you in the first place.”

Sarah’s head jerked up. “Are you
serious?”

“Right… I was supposed to
keep that to myself.”

She rolled her eyes. “Good job!” He cringed
and she chuckled. “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything to my
superiors. I don’t care whether or not you accidently brought them
to Earth. I care that you risked your life to save us. That says a
lot about someone.”

Chase smiled half-heartedly and reached for
her hand, but Ryonna sighed deeply and turned towards them,
interrupting the moment.

“Whether you did or didn’t
bring the Zarlacks to Earth is irrelevant. The Obsidian want to
rule the entire universe. After they took out their biggest
opponent, the Alliance, it was only a matter of time before they
started taking out smaller worlds, one by one. It was going to
happen sooner or later, so Earth is just lucky some friendly
battleships were nearby.”

Sarah turned to him brightly. “See, Chase,
it might actually have been a good thing it happened this way.”

“Let’s hope so,” he
murmured, but he felt like a weight had been lifted. Somehow it was
a relief to hear it from another species, that what they did was
the right thing.

Ryonna nodded once, but then held up her
hand. “We’re here. This shop will give us credit—if we can find
something to trade, that is.”

It looked like any pawn shop on Earth, with
the exception of the wide array of mysterious objects placed neatly
on separate cushions, some of them levitating. Ryonna approached
the store’s owner and began speaking in a deep, throaty
language.

Sarah leaned over to Chase. “Do you know
what she’s saying?”

“No, I think she’s speaking
Droxian.”

“How come so many races
understand English?”

“It’s Universum too,
remember? I know it sounds similar, but it’s not exactly
English.”

“Well, what Sector Praxis
said sounded English to me.”

“That was the computer
translating Hathanese to Universum in real time.”

“Oh... Kinda like a
universal translator, cool!”

Ryonna turned to Chase. “This one isn’t very
interested in my jewelry. Apparently Droxian craft isn’t selling
well on this planet. Any of you have anything of value you could
part with?”

“I plum forgot to pack when
we were attacked and driven away from our part of space,” Chase
said sarcastically.

Ryonna shot him a look and turned to Sarah.
“You?”

“All I have is my watch and
it was a gift from my dad… Oh, what the heck. If the fate of our
planet is hanging in the balance, I think he would have
understood.” She took it off and handed it to the
shopkeeper.

He made a snorting sound that might or might
not have been a language.

“What did he say?” she
asked.

“That he doesn’t know what
it is.”

“It’s a watch. It tells the
hour of the day; surely they measure time here.”

Ryonna translated the information to the
shop keeper, who answered her with something that sounded like a
question.

“He asks why there are
twelve separations.”

“Because there are twenty
four hours in a day.”

“On your planet perhaps;
Hathan rotation is thirty cycles.”

She bit her lip. “Oh crap, let me guess:
each world has a different way of numbering hours and days?”

“Oh yes. Minutes too. Each
galaxy and each planet has their own rotation.”

“I should know that.
Alright…Tell him maybe a collector will be interested in it. It’s
real gold.”

Ryonna and Chase exchanged a glance, and
Ryonna asked, “So?”

“It’s a precious
metal.”

“…Not so much on
Hathan.”

“Or most worlds,” added
Chase.

Sarah looked between them. “Don’t tell me
it’s worthless?”

Ryonna shrugged. “On Droxia it’s used for
making pipes.”

Sarah frowned. “That’s…a disturbing image.
Well, okay, what materials are considered valuable here?”

Chase looked at her sympathetically. “I
don’t think you have them on your planet.”

She jutted out her chin. “I’m sure I have
something. Let me just look.” She frantically searched her pockets,
emptying them on the counter. The shop keeper looked on in disgust,
but when she dropped her keys he screeched something that sounded
positively festive.

“He likes that,” said
Ryonna.

“What? My keys?”

“No, that little totem
attached to them.”

“He
likes...Pikachu?”

“What’s Pi-kat-chou?” Chase
asked curiously.

“It’s a character from an
animated television show on Earth. It’s for kids.” She looked down
at the charm. “My nephew gave it to me for luck…” The other two
stared at her impatiently and she quickly unlooped it from the
keys. “…And this situation obviously needs a little.”

“Ryonna, how much will he
give us for it?” Chase inquired.

Ryonna turned to the shop keeper and they
negotiated for a good long while. After a few minutes, she turned
back to Sarah.

“Well, he wants the keys
too. He says the whole thing is something he’s never seen before.
He’s okay to give us twenty credits for the ‘pi-kat-chou’ thing,
but is willing to go to three hundred for the whole
set.”

Sarah shook her head with a smile. “So
basically, if I sell him just Pikachu we’re still short for paying
the landing fee, and if I sell him everything I’m homeless.”

Chase turned to her in alarm. “Can’t they be
replaced?”

She grinned. “I was trying to make a joke. I
have doubles, take the three hundred!”

“He’s also willing to give
you a symbolic credit for the watch.”

She twisted it around her wrist. “I’ll pass.
Tell him thanks for the offer though.”

While Ryonna made the final exchange, Sarah
started browsing the various items in the shop. Chase joined
her.

“All good?” he
double-checked. “You’re sure you don’t mind?”

“Are you kidding? Unless we
give him the address of my flat, those keys are pretty worthless. I
can’t tell you how many times I’ve lost them in the last few
years.”

“Good, I wouldn’t want you
to part with anything you didn’t want to.”

“Nothing to worry about
here. This is an interesting pawn shop, but I don’t even know what
most of these items do.”

“What’s a pawn
shop?”

“It’s this type of store.
You leave an item and the shop gives you money. You have thirty
days to come back with the money again or he can sell your
stuff.”

“Then this is not a pawn
shop; it’s more like your tourist shops on Earth.”

“Oh, that’s just a regular
shop, and I’m sure I saw weapons in that area back
there.”

“Yes, he sells weapons
too.”

“Anything interesting? I
mean, well, I suppose two hundred and seventy credits won’t buy me
much.”

“Landing fees in Hathan are
particularly high, especially for unknown vessels. Traders and
people that come here often don’t pay thirty credits for a day of
landing.”

“How much do they pay
then?”

“Probably one hundred or two
for the year.”

She whirled around indignantly. “So we’ve
been taken for suckers.”

“Well, we didn’t have much
choice.”

“How much is the change
worth then? Enough for me to buy something nice?”

“Actually yes. Fairly good
second-hand weapons are found for about a hundred credits. There
are some more expensive options, depending on quality, build,
state, charge…that sort of thing.”

“So…where’s the weapon aisle
again?” Sarah said with a huge smile.

Chase grinned. “That way. Let’s go get you a
souvenir.”

“You read my
mind.”

Chase laughed shortly. “That would be
Ryonna’s job.”

“What?”

His face darkened. “Never mind.”

Fortunately, Sarah seemed to dismiss this as
a failed attempt at humor and, the next moment, it was forgotten as
she descended upon the weapons like a kid in a candy store.

“Any light-sabers?” She
giggled with delight.

Chase turned towards the shelves. “Let me
see.”

She stopped cold. “You’re shitting me,
right?”

“Not at all. Such weapons
exist, only you don’t need the ‘force’ to operate them.” He thumbed
through the different options before stopping. “Hmm, this is pretty
similar.” He handed her something that looked more like a gun than
a light-saber.

“I didn’t ask for
a…pisto-laser, Chase.”

“Actually, this is
both.”

Her mouth fell open. “Get out of town!”

He glanced back at her. “Later maybe, when
the mission is over.”

She chuckled and he raised an eyebrow. “It’s
an expression,” she explained.

His face cleared. “Oh. I hoped ‘you’re
shitting me’ to be one as well, but I kept it to myself…”

“It means I’m very
surprised.”

“See, I told you Universum
and English are different. At least on how we use the
words.”

“That’s because you
‘advanced’ species aren’t used to slang.”

“Slang?”

“It’s a way of using normal
or odd words with a different meaning.”

Chase shook his head. “I still have plenty
to learn about Earth culture.”

“That’s okay. I have plenty
to learn about your culture as well. Though I must say, I’m
unimpressed with the lack of entertainment and poor choice in
variety of food.”

“Centuries of war will do
that to a civilization. We once had extremely talented artists, and
maybe something reminiscent of what you call entertainment. But
constant warfare in the universe forced us to adjust our
priorities.”

She looked down at her gun. “I guess I can
understand that. During times of war, entertainment and good food
wasn’t a priority for us either. But our world wars never lasted
longer than a few years.”

Chase gestured to the weapon. “Come on—let
me show you how this works.”

He briefly took her through the three
settings; stun, kill, and something that could disintegrate most
life-forms. Not Zarlacks, he explained. Their strong almost
metal-like reptilian scales would prevent heavy damage, but he
hoped that repeated shots could mortally wound one. When he was
finished, he showed her the thumb-activated laser blade. When he
pressed down, a bright white column of light sprang into the air in
front of them.

“Aw,” Sarah sighed with
disappointment. “It didn’t make a whoosh.”

“It’s a tactical weapon,”
Chase explained. “No need to broadcast your position when you’re
coming up behind your enemy for a stealth kill.”

“Good point,” she grinned,
“but not as fun.”

Chase smiled at her excitement, but the
longer he watched her playing with the weapon the more he worried
about the time when she’d need to use it.

His smile faded and he took her hand,
pulling her to the front of the store. “Come on, let’s pay for this
and go.”

When they were back on the streets, he
turned to Ryonna.

“What’s the
plan?”

“We’re heading to a
well-known bar. That’s where I can find the man I’m going
to…interview about my son.”

“Interview?” Sarah asked
skeptically.

“I’d rather do it alone,”
Ryonna warned. “It could get ugly.”

“All the more reason for you
to have help,” Chase insisted.

“You can wait for me
outside. If someone runs out, try to stop him.”

“I would think three is more
intimidating than one.”

Ryonna bit her lip. “Don’t take this the
wrong way, Chase, but humans aren’t the most intimidating species…
You’re rather small. No offense.”

He grinned. “None taken. And we aren’t
small, you’re huge.”

“Hence, more
imposing.”

He shook his head in exasperation. “Alright,
fine. We’ll do it your way—this time.”

Ryonna smiled graciously. “Good. We’re
almost there.”

“How do we even know he’s
here?” Sarah asked doubtfully.

“It’s his base of
operation.” Ryonna pointed at a nearby building. “There it is.
Chase, why don’t you stay in the front, and Sarah, there’s a door
in the back. Would you mind?”

“I’m on it,” Sarah replied
and headed around towards the back.

Chase took a step after her. “I’d rather we
didn’t split…”

Ryonna turned to Chase and looked deep in
his eyes. “Now is not the time.”

He stared at her for a moment, then nodded.
Sarah disappeared behind him, and he took up position as Ryonna
headed inside. After a few minutes of waiting, he clicked the
communicator on his wrist and a holographic image of Sarah sprang
to life.

“Status?” he
asked.

“I’m here at the back door.
Staring at some sort of rats and standing in garbage.”

He bit back a smile and saw her eyes
narrow.

“Next time…you take the
back.”



*   *   *

 

Inside the bar, Ryonna approached a table
where a blue humanoid alien was sipping a simmering red drink. She
sat down across from him before he could protest.

His eyes widened and he set down the drink
in alarm. “Ryonna, you’ve got balls to come here. Do you know
Obsidian has placed a bounty on your head?”

“How much?”

“Ten thousand credits. I
have to say, I’m more than a little tempted to cash it
in.”

Ryonna smiled dangerously. “Is your life
only worth ten thousand, Grolax?”

“I guess not,” he muttered.
“What do you want?”

“I need to find my
son.”

“And this is my
problem why?”

“Because you still owe me
for the last favor I did you, and because if you don’t start
talking, I might just start tearing this place apart. I’ll start
with the mirror behind the drinks, so unless you want your
sorry-ass reflection to be the last thing you see, you’ll start
talking.”

“You know I don’t like
threats, especially empty ones.”

“Oh Grolax,” she smiled
sweetly. “This is no empty threat.”

He looked at her as if gauging her level of
intent, before his composure broke and he looked down at the table.
“I did hear something, but you know how it works. You give me
something of value, and I tell you what I know. With the price on
your head, you can’t just come in here and try to cash in on an old
favor.”

“Look, Grolax, we’ve worked
together for a while now. I’m willing to be civilized about this,
but do not push me; you’ll regret it.”

Then, all at once, three Horak goons headed
towards the table. Ryonna looked up in alarm just in time to see
Grolax’s hand retreating from a hidden button beneath the
table.

“Grolax?” she demanded as
the goons got closer. They weren’t as tall as she was, but they
were about twice her width.

“I’m sorry, Ryonna, but
business is business. You understand, yes?”

Before he could say anything else, Ryonna
sprang into action. With one hand, she propelled herself up from
the table, kicking out in a circular motion that sent two Horaks
flying. Before the third one could react, her knife had sliced
through his heart. With a scowl, she removed the bloody blade and
held it under Grolax’s throat while he was still reaching for his
blaster.

“Come now, let’s not do
anything rash,” she said calmly. “You and I both know what will
happen if you don’t drop your weapon this instant.”

He dropped the blaster on the table with a
splash and a clatter.

“Alright, calm down, Ryonna.
You wouldn’t want to kill the only person here who knows where your
son is being held.”

“I might if you don’t start
talking, NOW!”

“Alright, alright, the
Obsidian Empire has him.”

“I already know this.”

“Right, well, they
transferred him yesterday.”

“Where to?”

“Hellstar
Prison.”

Ryonna’s face fell and she stared down at
the table. Grolax leaned forward but, the next second, she punched
him full in the face. Dropping a coin on the table, she left the
bar.

The frigid night air bit into her face as
she joined Chase. “Let’s go,” she said shortly.

He blinked in surprise. “You have what you
came for?”

“Yes.” She walked at a brisk
pace, not waiting for him to follow.

He stared after her in confusion, before
quickly calling Sarah to join them. She caught up with them a
second later and hurried after Ryonna’s retreating back.

“Ryonna, you’re walking too
fast for us,” she called.

“We need to get off this
planet as soon as possible.”

“Can you tell us what you
learned? Where’s your son?”

“In prison.”

Sarah and Chase exchanged a look before
Sarah ran up behind her and put a comforting hand on her back.

“I’m so sorry,” she murmured
as she struggled to keep pace.

“It’s not your
fault.”

“Do you know where they’re
holding him?”

There was a hitch in her step and her voice
was strained. “Hellstar.”

Chase’s face tightened in concern and Sarah
whispered, “What’s Hellstar?”

“It’s a high security hell
hole from which there is no escape,” he replied.

“Well then…how do we get him
out?”

“You don’t,” Ryonna
answered. “I will.”

“Ryonna,” Chase began,
“let’s be rational about this—”

She spun towards him. “What would you do if
it was your son? Or if it was hers?”

Chase hesitated, then confessed, “I would do
anything to get him out.”

“Then you know why we must
part ways.”

“Can’t we help her?” Sarah
asked quickly.

Chase looked down but shook his head.
“Unfortunately, we can’t. Hellstar is simply too far away from
here; we don’t have the time.”

There was a crash and they glanced up to see
Ryonna kicking a trash bin out of her way as she stormed back to
the ship. Sarah looked at him with muted concern, and he shook his
head again helplessly.

“We just don’t have the
time.”


 



C H A P T E R

XX

 

Back on the
Iron Fire, the ship was
already breaking orbit by the time they reached the bridge. Before
Chase could sit down, Ryonna turned to him.

“I need transportation; can
you spare a fighter?”

“We can, but they don’t have
jump capabilities. It will take you months to get to Hellstar
without a jump-capable ship.”

“I’ll find a way. I just
need something that allows me to travel. My ship is too badly
damaged.”

“Ryonna, I can imagine how
you must be feeling, but wouldn’t it be better for you to come back
with us? Let us repair your ship; you might even get to Hellstar
faster and maybe we can help you break out your son
together.”

“I appreciate what you’re
trying to do, but you’re fighting for your own survival right now.
There’s a huge battle coming for you and your people, and you don’t
know if you’re going to survive it. Even if you do, your priorities
might shift. Believe me, I’m doing what I know has the most chance
of saving my son’s life. But this path I must walk
alone.”

“What if I came with you?”
Sarah volunteered.

“Absolutely not!” answered
Chase swiftly.

“Sarah, you are sweet and
kind. I felt from the first moment I met you that you were someone
I could trust, but you wouldn’t last an hour in Hellstar,” Ryonna
said gravely.

“And how long do you think
you’ll last,” Chase tried to reason with her.

“As long as it takes to find
my son.”

“And then what?”

“Then we’ll break out
together.”

“I thought no one had ever
escaped from Hellstar.”

“I’ve heard of one man who
did it. I’ll find him and learn what he knows.”

Chase shook his head. “That’s a suicide
mission, you know that? But…I get the feeling that that’s not going
to change your mind. I wish we could help.”

“You’ve already helped more
than I thought you would. Thanks, to both of you. Keep the
quadrinium. Something tells me you’ll need it more than I will. And
I hope you can save Earth. If Sarah is any indication, it seems
like a good planet with good people.”

Tears welled up in Sarah’s eyes and she
started to say something else, but Chase squeezed her hand and they
watched in silence as Ryonna left the bridge.



*   *   *

 

An hour later, Ryonna was looking for
whatever she could salvage from her shuttle when Sarah approached
her quietly.

“What can I do for you,
Sarah?” she asked as she pried open a container.

“I...I wanted to know if
there’s anything I can do for you. And to give you this.” She held
out the remaining credits from their time on Hathan. “It’s not
much; it probably won’t get you very far.”

Ryonna took it gratefully. “No. Thank you.
It could actually be very helpful.”

“Isn’t the quadrinium in
your cargo worth a hundred times more?”

“Even more than
that.”

“Then why give it to us?
Keep some of it at least”

“There’s a bounty on my
head; nobody would do business with me now. They’d more likely
shoot me to get the bounty and cargo instead. The quadrinium is
very important to you and, as it stands, it is now worthless to me,
so it was an easy choice.”

“Well, easy or not, we are
extremely grateful.”

“As am I. If you hadn’t come
to the planet’s surface, I might still be rotting down there. Now,
not only do I know where my son is, but I have transport to get
there. We’re even.”

“Well, could you use this?”
Sarah held out the weapon she’d just purchased.

“Thanks, but I won’t need
it. I have plenty of weapons and, once I get captured and sent to
Hellstar, they’ll be confiscated anyway.”

“So that’s your plan, get
captured and sent to Hellstar?”

“That’s the
plan.”

“Chase was right, it
certainly sounds suicidal. But I know how you feel. I don’t have
children of my own, but I’d do the same thing for my
nephew.”

Ryonna smiled at her fondly. “This is where
my path leads now. I will either break us out of Hellstar, or die
trying.”

Sarah nodded and left with a sad smile but,
only a few minutes later, Chase came into the shuttle bay to check
on Ryonna before her departure.

“You know, when we started
this yesterday, I really thought we’d have a longer
run.”

She laughed. “Me too. But priorities shift,
you know. I’m sure you understand.”

“I certainly do. I just wish
we could help you find a less dangerous way to get your son
back.”

“I know, but time is of the
essence. Every day that passes is one more day my son will have to
try to survive in Hellstar.” Her voice grew soft. “He’s only
sixteen.”

“Well if his mother is any
indication, I’m sure the boy is pretty tough.”

“He is,” she said proudly.
“I’ve been training him for more than a decade.”

Chase raised his eyebrows. “Since he was
six? You Droxians start really young!”

“He actually started late
compared to some of the other children. He was a sick
child.”

“That must have been
difficult…” Chase trailed off. “Wasn’t that part of why the
Droxians left the Alliance? The Alliance didn’t approve of your
policies with your children?”  

She nodded. “Yes. I’m not proud it, but the
Droxian people want only able bodies in their midst. A child that
displays too much weakness can sometimes have...”

“…A short
lifespan?”

Her mouth thinned to a hard line. “It wasn’t
easy, sneaking around for years to hide his condition.”

“You see, sometimes rules
are meant to be broken.”

She threw back her head and laughed. “I see
where you’re going with this.”

He grinned. “Not so subtle, huh?

“Remember, Droxians are very
empathic. While we don’t read minds, we pretty much get the
emotional state of the people we talk to.”

“How’s my emotional state
right now?”

“In complete
disarray.”

He stared at her without saying anything
until she finally threw up her hands.

“Alright, I’ll tell you. At
my age, I sincerely doubt a creature will come out of the emptiness
and swallow me whole if I break the law.”

“Is that what you were
told?”

“Not in so many
words.”

“Charming.”

“We learn to deal with our
fear from a young age as well. Now, regarding Sarah…”

Chase straightened up. “I’m listening.”

“I saw her succumbing to
torture and, from the glimpse I got, it must have been a long,
agonizing battle. I’m not a hundred percent sure, but it felt like
it was happening on an Obsidian base or a ship of some kind. My
vision doesn’t have windows or any more geographical references to
give you than that.”

Chase paled but took a steadying breath.
“Alright, so I just have to make sure the Obsidian Empire doesn’t
get their hands on Sarah.”

Ryonna gave him a pitying smile. “I should
say so. I hope your love and determination are enough to prevent it
but, after all these years of seeing what I’ve seen come to pass, I
have my doubts. I can only wish you the best of luck. Hopefully
we’ll meet again someday and you can tell me all about it.”

“Anything else you want to
tell me?”

“I was hoping you’d
forget”

“No such luck.” said Chase
gravely.

“Alright, if you must know.
I haven’t seen your death. That was also one of the reasons I was
reluctant to trust you when we met on the planet.”

Chase’s eyes widened. “How is this
possible?”

“I don’t know. It’s the
first time it happened, but I didn’t see anything when I looked
into your eyes.”

“Can it be because I will
die after you?”

“No, that’s not it. I have
had visions of people dying centuries from now from what I could
understand from the visions.”

He nodded and tried to lighten the sudden
weight he felt in his chest. “So, how do you feel, betraying the
sacred oath? Feel like you’re going to burst into flames or
something?”

She smiled. “Not so much.”

“Well then, good luck to
you. I hope one day I can meet your son.” He shook her hand, and
then handed her a small device. “And take this. It’ll send out a
distress call. If me and my crew survive our impending apocalypse,
I’ll come and help you myself.”

“Thank you, Chase, for
everything.”

“You don’t have to thank me.
You have no idea how helpful you’ve been. Without you, we’d be
empty handed. At least now we have a fighting chance.” He was about
to leave, but then turned back suddenly. “Oh—and before I
forget—here’s a data disk; it contains an encrypted Alliance
message.”

Ryonna frowned. “Why are you giving me
this?”

“If by any chance you
encounter any of our ships, especially one with a jump capable
engine, transmit the message to them and they will take you
wherever you need to go.”

“I’m in your debt, Chase. I
hope I can repay you one day.”

“Nah, we’re barely square; I
still feel like we owe you.”

They shook hands again and,
a few minutes later, Ryonna left the Iron
Fire on board one of the Alliance
starfighter and started on an opposite vector. Chase watched her
craft departing from the bridge. Once it was out of sight, he
turned to his communications officer.

“Did you do as I
requested?”

“Yes, sir, the tracking
signal is strong.”

“Very well.”

“What tracking signal?”
asked Sarah.

“I’ve asked that her ship be
tracked.”

“Why?”

“Because if we do survive
the battle, I’m gonna do whatever it takes to help our new
friend.”

“Didn’t you give her the
distress beacon?”

“I did, but Droxians are a
very proud people. She might be reluctant to use it, even under
dire circumstances.”

Sarah smiled approvingly and he winked.

“Don’t tell anyone. I have a
reputation to uphold.” Then he turned again towards the
communications officer. “I need you to do one more
thing.”

“Yes, Captain?”

“I’ve recorded a message in
the Iron Fire computer memory; it should be on top of the list,
encrypted.”

“I got it.”

“Send a probe to where our
ships went. Somehow I don’t think we have time to swing by to pick
them up and, since meeting Ryonna, I don’t think we should try to
enlist the help of Droxia. This encrypted message tells them of our
plans. Launch the probe and set a course for home at maximum
speed.”

A few moments later,
the Iron Fire entered hyperspace.


 



C H A P T E R

XXI

 

Daniel sprinted onto the bridge. The red
alert had sounded only moments ago.

“What is it,
Captain?”

“Long range sensors have
detected a huge fleet of ships.”

“I don’t like the sound of
that.”

“You and me
both.”

“How many ships is it?” he
asked.

“At least fifteen
battleships and their escorts.”

Daniel froze. “That is quite the
armada.”

“Have the smart mines been
deployed?”

“Yes, but they might need to
be moved depending on where the fleet ends their jump. Let’s hope
they observe standard operations procedure and come out of
hyperspace at the edge of the system. If they jump too close to
Earth, we might not be able to use them.”

“What’s the status of the
defense platforms? How many are operational?”

“Three are operational and a
fourth could be rushed into operation within a few hours, but it
likely won’t have shields.”

“Any news on
Chase?”

The captain hung his head. “Nothing
yet.”

“Let’s hope he doesn’t
arrive too late and that he brings reinforcements with him…or this
is going to be a short fight. How long until the enemy fleet
arrives?”

“About five, maybe six
hours.”

Daniel nodded. “Have you contacted the
military readiness team on Earth?”

“Not yet, but I will do so
shortly. There’s a good chance they’ll have to fend off attacks
within the atmosphere. Fortunately, they have thousands of aircraft
on stand-by.”

“But how many of those are
actually using new weaponry?”

“Less than five
percent.”

Daniel cursed. “That’s not going to cut
it.”

“Daniel, it will have
to.”

He nodded reluctantly. “What about the
F-140s?”

“We’ve managed to have three
squadrons ready, but it’s a gamble. We couldn’t equip them with
much quadrinium; if this battle lasts more than a few hours, we’ll
run out of fuel for the fighters and, a few hours after that, all
other ships and defense systems.”

“We knew it would be tight
energy wise. We’ll just have to make sure the fight is fast and
decisive. What about reloading if Chase brings quadrinium back with
him?”

“We have four cargo ships on
the other side of the planet; they would act as refueling ships,
but that’s going to be tricky in the middle of a
battle.”

“Boy, so many parameters, so
little margin for error.”

“There’s almost no margin
for error, I’m afraid.”

“Has Research and
Development on Earth managed to find some way to convert their
weaponry with our technology? They’ve had access to our database
for weeks now.”

“They’re working on it day
and night, the leading minds on the planet and a few of our
engineers, the ones we could spare anyway. Most of them were
supervising the activation of the planetary defense satellites, the
smart mines, and the F-140s as well.”

“So in short,
no.”

“There just hasn’t been
enough time. Are your squadrons ready?”

“As ready as they can be.
We’ve analyzed all the tactical data from the last battle, and
trained accordingly. We should be more efficient this time
around.”

“We’ll need to be. Very
well, Commander, good work.”

“Yes, Captain, I’m going to
make my final briefing.”

“Try to find inspiring
words; the men must be on edge.”

“Aren’t we all?”



*   *   *

 

In Research and Development Station 8, in
Geneva, Switzerland, Chief Engineer Boralis came out of the
conference room and joined his team, waiting on pins and needles to
know what the last minute call was about.

The second he emerged, one of the engineers
asked, “Sir, what’s the news?”

“A fleet of ships has been
detected by the Destiny’s
long range sensors, about fifteen battleships and
escorts.”

The men looked around at each other.

“Then we’re all
dead.”

“I will have none of that,
Frank!” the chief reprimanded.

“I’m sorry, sir…but what can
we do against such firepower? And what if this is only the first
wave? What if there are more ships?”

“We don’t know any of that,
so let’s focus on what we do know. In about three hours, the Earth
Alliance will be fighting for the survival of our race. So we at
least have that much time. Where are we on Project
Sixteen?”

“We have neither the
materials nor the energy requirements to make it work. If we had
more quadrinium, much more, then we could have it working in the next few
days.”

“Days won’t cut it. This
fight will, and must, last hours. What other projects are near to
completion? Anyone?”

The men looked around but came up blank.
“There’s just nothing, sir.”

“Where is
Cedric?”

This was a meeting of their top minds, but
the top mind was missing.

“We haven’t seen him in a
couple of days,” Frank answered.

“What do you mean,
you haven’t seen him?”

“He spends most of his time
working from home.”

“On whose authority?” the
chief demanded.

“I don’t know, sir. He
usually joins us via video conference during meetings, but he
hasn’t for two days now.”

The chief shook his head in exasperation.
“Alright, Frank, go get him.”

“But...?”

“But what? By your own
admission we have nothing to show for weeks of work, and nothing
readily usable in the next three hours. So do you have anything
better to do?”

“No, sir, I’ll bring him
in.”

“Everyone else, keep
working!” the chief yelled before he returned to his office and
slammed the door behind him.

He was still fuming a few
minutes later when he received a video transmission on his personal
computer. It was from an engineer from the Destiny who was now working in
Station 4, in Greece.

“What can I do for you,
Adonis?” he answered quickly.

“Chief, we may have
something, but we need your best computer guy.”

The chief exhaled deeply. “He’s not in the
office.”

Adonis paused. “Get him, then.”

“That’s already being taken
care of. What do you have?”

“I know it’s going to sound
farfetched but, since it was clear my team wasn’t coming up with
anything of use, for the last few weeks I’ve been looking at
inventions throughout Earth’s history.”

“And?”

“Well, I’m thinking about
teleportation…”

“Teleportation?”

“Yeah, only one problem, a
big one.”

The chief couldn’t help but laugh. “Just
one? Enlighten me.”

“We need immense computing
capabilities.”

“I thought the
Destiny had a
super-computer that put our puny computers to shame.”

“Pete, you know I don’t
enjoy sarcasm.”

“Sorry, I just meant, isn’t
the Destiny’s computer powerful enough?”

“Actually, not by a long
shot. Not only is the computation power required for this
absolutely astronomical, but we also lack sufficient
storage.”

“I didn’t know we’d even
approached teleportation on Earth; how did you come up with
that?”

“Well there’s been research
about teleporting a photon, an electron, and an atom, but some of
the latest theories about quantum entanglement got me thinking. If
we could interface this theory and apply it to the material
generation we use to achieve in our food synthesizers, I think we
could theoretically teleport objects.”

“And that helps us
how?”

“Well, if we could beam a
nuke directly inside an enemy ship, I think that would give us a
distinctive advantage, don’t you?”

The chief blinked in surprise and then
smiled. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

There was a pause on the other line. “Do I
have to answer? Or was that rhetorical?”

“It was. Sorry.” The chief
chuckled. “But the enemy fleet will be here in under three hours;
can it be achieved in such little time?”

“Not a chance, but I’m
hoping in under six or seven if all the other stations drop
everything and pool their resources to work on this. There’s only
one problem…”

“The power and storage and
the need for my geeky yet not-on-task computer genius?”

“Besides all that… Let’s say
we manage to find the computing and storage needs. What if we
teleport a nuke into one of our own ships; or worse, what if it
detonates in our own atmosphere upon trying? I mean, for something
that huge, we need weeks of testing.”

The chief shook his head. “Weeks we don’t
have. You know what, let’s just throw caution to the wind. Let’s
try to send a couple of toasters up in space; if they all arrive
whole, we can try a nuke next.”

“Yeah, a toaster grills
bread, a nuke kills millions.”

“And I thought you didn’t
enjoy sarcasm. Okay then, a battery-powered one with toast grilling
while teleporting.”

Adonis hesitated. “That’s actually less dumb
than it sounds; it would allow us to monitor the energy levels and
see if it can survive the process.”

“I was joking…”

“Yeah I gathered that, but
weirdly enough I think it can give us some idea of whether or not
this is remotely doable.”

“Believe me, it isn’t. But
what do we have to lose?”

“Exactly. Call me back as
soon as your guy is here.”

“Will do.”

The communication terminated, and the chief
shook his head.

“Teleportation… This is as crazy as it
gets.”



*   *   *

 

Back on the
Iron Fire, Chase was
resting with his head on Sarah’s lap.

“We still have five hours to
reach Earth, and then all hell breaks loose.”

“Did you manage to contact
the Destiny?” she
asked.

“No, they’re either out of
range or something is interfering with our signal.”

“And you don’t find that
strange?”

“I do, but there are a few
plausible explanations. We’re passing really close to a red dwarf
right now… Or maybe they had to prioritize energy
consumption.”

“I don’t think Captain
Saroudis would sacrifice communications.”

Chase paused. “No, neither do I.”

“So what else can it
be?”

“It could be
jamming.”

“But that would
mean…”

“Yes, that the battle has
either begun, or that the fleet is near enough Earth to start
actively jamming.”

“Could they jam us all the
way up here?”

He thought about it for a moment. “They
don’t know where we are, but they do know where they’re going.
Maybe they...” All at once, he sat bolt upright.

Sarah leaned back in alarm. “What?”

“Crap!”

“What it is,
Chase?”

“Maybe they’ve sent a faster
ship in advance to jam communications around Earth.”

“Wouldn’t the
Destiny have detected
that?”

“I don’t know. We don’t know
everything about the technological capabilities of the Zarlack
ships. Heck, we don’t know if it’s gonna be Zarlacks or the damn
Emperor himself coming to Earth. Or both.”

“The Emperor?”

“No, I guess not. But
somehow I doubt they’ll send a simple commander this time around. I
mean, if my first fleet had disappeared and I was hunting my enemy,
I would make damn sure the next time I met them, I would come with
a much larger armada.”

“That’s a scary
thought.”

“I know. Let’s hope they
don’t think like me.”

“But in case they
do?”

“…Then this is going to be
the most devastating battle ever.”

Before Sarah could answer, the red alert
sounded. There was a buzz and the speaker clicked on.

“Captain to the bridge,
immediately!”

“Now what?” Chase jumped up
from the bed and started running, Sarah a few steps behind him. It
took them less than thirty seconds to reach the bridge.

“What is it, Sergeant?” he
asked quickly.

“Sensors are picking up very
high levels of energy.”

“What kind of
energy?”

“Weapons fire, Alliance and
Droxian signatures.”

“Dammit!” Chase cursed. “How
far?”

“About half an hour in
hyperspace if we turn back now.”

“Can we establish
communications?”

“Trying now,
sir.”

The view screen on the bridge sprang to
life, but the image was garbled. Nevertheless, Chase recognized one
of the pilots he sent on the mission near Droxian space.

“Lieutenant Chafkis,
report!”

“We have good and bad news,
sir.”

“Good news
first.”

“A few hours after you left,
we found a few Alliance vessels. We’re on board now.”

Chase was almost afraid to ask. “And the
bad?”

“Just before we found them,
they’d been forced to enter Droxian space to avoid an Obsidian
patrol getting close, and now we’re being hunted down for
trespassing on their territory.”

“Tactical
report.”

“We have four ships,
the Axxis,
the Euphoreon,
the Oblivion, and
the Far Beyond.”

“The Far Beyond? Really? I thought she was
destroyed.”

“No she wasn’t, but she will
be if we can’t shake this fleet of eight Droxian battleships that
just engaged us.”

“Have you tried to negotiate
a cease fire?”

“Tried and failed. The
Droxians really don’t like ships crossing their
borders.”

“DAMMIT!”

“Captain, your
orders?”

“Can’t you lose them in
hyperspace?”

“We’ve tried it several
times; we’ve played hide and seek for the better part of a day now,
but they just flanked us.”

“Alright, we need to secure
the Far Beyond and
the Axxis. They’re
the biggest and some of the most advanced ships the Alliance has.
Which ship are you on now?”

“The Oblivion.”

“Then you’re not going like
my orders.”

“Give them to me anyway,
Captain.”

“Evacuate as many people as
you can from the Oblivion, run interference with as
many fighters as you can deploy, and make sure you carve a path for
the other three ships to escape into hyperspace. Then try to get as
much distance as you can from the Oblivion, and self-destruct it by
overloading the quadrinium chambers.”

“Captain, the
Oblivion carries this
fleet’s stock of quadrinium. Don’t we need to save it?” the
lieutenant asked.

“We’ve secured quadrinium as
well, so it’s less critical. How much quadrinium is in the cargo
bay?”

“A little short of two
tons.”

“Well that could be a good
thing. I hate to squander it, but it will make one hell of a bang
and might be the very distraction you need to save the other
ships.”

“Yes, sir. Captain Greilas
would like to talk with you.”

“Put her on.”

“Captain Greilas on the
line.”

“Captain, I’m sorry but I
don’t see any other alternative. Can you program your ship’s
computer to autopilot and self-destruct?”

“We could, but I will stay
with my ship.”

“Captain, there’s really no
need.”

“Yes there is, Captain
Athanatos. What if the automatic self-destruct gets damaged during
evacuation?”

“Then...”

“Then we could lose all the
ships.”

Chase pounded his arm rest. “Damn those
Droxians!”

“It’s not their fault. We
did enter the outer edge of their territory, but we didn’t think we
would be detected. We needed a place for repairs; we fought many
battles in the last few weeks. This battle group initially had ten
battleships.”

“I understand.”

“I’ll stay onboard to make
sure I take as many Droxian battleships with me as I
can.”

“Roger that, Captain
Greilas. Good luck.”

“Likewise. Greilas
out!”

“Lieutenant, leave with the
rest of the crew. Enter hyperspace as soon as you can and tax the
drives as much as you can. You must try to catch up with us before
we reach Earth.”

“Affirmative, Captain, see
you soon.”

“Athanatos out.”

Sarah looked at Chase silently, not knowing
what to say to him.

“This had better work,” he
murmured as he leaned back in his chair.

“Are those ships superior to
the Destiny?”

“Oh yeah, they’re top of the
line. The Far Beyond is a war machine on its own. It could be the key to winning
the next battle. But she couldn’t take out that many Droxian ships
without seriously crippling herself, or worse.”

“That’s a tough tactical
decision you just made.”

“I didn’t have any choice. I
just hope most of the crew can get on the other ships.”

“Will they?”

Chase’s face clouded over. “I wish I could
say yes, but trying to evacuate in the middle of a battle…? Many of
them will perish.”

“But don’t you take the risk
of the Droxians seeing through this plan? If they see shuttles
leaving the ship?”

“I know Greilas; she’s a
skilled tactician. She’ll simulate damage; it will look like
they’re trying to abandon ship. I just hope the other ships can get
enough distance; a two-ton quadrinium explosion could very well
destroy half a system.”

“Are there any habitable
planets there?”

“Sergeant?” Chase
inquired.

“No, sir, they’re near a
Class D solar system. No sentient life-forms reported in the
database, however the fifth planet could support underground
life.”

“The explosion could be
killing an underground civilization?” Sarah asked in
horror.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Chase?”

“We don’t have any choice,
unless you can think of anything else?”

“No, I’m out of my element
here. A few days ago I had never travelled to space. Too bad we
don’t have F-140s…”

“I thought about that. We
could have loaded the quadrinium we have and used it to detonate
one fighter instead of the Oblivion.”

Sarah nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I thought
too.”

“But the F-140s could never
hold that much quadrinium, and they need a really big bang to stop
that Droxian armada.”

“Something tells me a big
bang is what they’ll get.”

Chase dropped back to his chair with a grave
expression on his face.



*   *   *

 

Cedric was sleeping when the doorbell
rang.

“Whaaaaaat? Go away!”

“Cedric, I’ve been ordered
to bring you back to base. The chief needs you.”

He turned into his pillow. “Everybody is
going to die in a few days anyway, so no thanks.”

“Actually the fleet is less
than three hours away.” Frank pounded repeatedly on the door. “Open
up, now!”

Cedric grunted something unintelligible and
shuffled to the front door. When it swung open, he squinted into
the bright sunlight.

Frank clapped his shoulder. “Get dressed! We
have to go!”

“Okay, okay, give me a
minute.” He shuffled back inside and, unable to decide between the
two, grabbed both his jacket and his bathrobe. At the last second,
he grabbed his pillow as well. “I’ll come,” he mumbled as he headed
out to the car, “but you’re driving.”

The roads were practically
empty so it only took fifteen minutes to reach the office. A
planetary-wide message was transmitting on all frequencies: TV
stations, radios, social media, you name it. It said, in the
gentlest possible terms, that an attack was imminent, so it was
best if everyone either stayed in their homes or evacuated to
anti-nuclear shelters beneath ground. Saying that in the gentlest possible terms
was tricky, to say the least.

Frank parked the car in a hurry and shook
Cedric awake, partially to get him inside, and partially to stop
his ungodly snoring.

“We’re here! Let’s
go!”

“Yeeehmemme...”

“Cedric! We gotta report to
Boralis ASAP or he’s gonna kill us!”

Cedric tentatively opened
one eye, then the next. He grimaced as if he had been asked to do
some sort of impossible task but, under Frank’s insistence, he
finally mustered the energy to get out of the car and walk slowly
towards the entrance. Slowly
indeed. One of the only perks of being on the
planet Earth right now was the newly found legality in smoking
copious amounts of marijuana. Cedric had taken to it like a fish,
and was having the time of his life, speeding up and slowing down,
watching Frank’s eyes bulge out to the point that he was worried
his old friend might have a stroke.

“You stress too much,
Frank,” he said with a mischievous smile.

“And you don’t stress
enough!”

“It’s in the eye of the
beholder. I have my own rhythm; that’s all that
matters.”

“Yeah, when Boralis assigns
us to the night shift for three weeks in a row, we’ll see
whose rhythm will
have to change.”

“I’m not worried; he
wouldn’t waste a precious resource like me on the night shift. You
on the other hand...”

“Funny. Precious resource.
Coming from the man who was living on his couch.”

“I like the couch. No
surprises there.” Cedric sighed wistfully. “No enemy armada coming
to blow you to kingdom come.”

“Yeah, speaking of…” Frank opened the door
and led Cedric to the elevator. They rode it to the seventeenth
floor and, a moment later, they were in Chief Boralis’
office.

“Hello, boss,” Cedric said
cheerfully.

The chief looked up from his desk. “So nice
of you to finally show up.”

“My pleasure. What can I
help you with?”

“Hang on, gonna open a
channel with Greece.”

“Ah Greece, what a nice
country. I need to go back there if we survive this.”

“Don’t hold your breath.”
Boralis used his computer to initiate a video conference
conversation; it started ringing.

“Why would I? I like to
breathe.”

“You have the most peculiar
sense of humor, but we’ll discuss that another time, as well as
your decision to skip work.”

“First of all, I wasn’t
skipping work. Second, I can do whatever I want; there are no
salaries anymore, we can do as we please. And third, I
was working thank you
very much, just from the comfort of my own home.”

The chief’s eyes narrowed sarcastically.
“From the comfort of your own home. You must be single-handedly
keeping Netflix in business.”

Cedric opened his mouth to defend himself,
but shrugged and said, “Well played. Although there is something to
be said for multi-tasking when—”

The chief held up his hand to cut him off as
the video connected. The blank screen suddenly turned into the face
of a man who looked at Cedric curiously.

“Boralis, is that your
network guru with you?” he asked.

“Yes, he’s here,” the chief
answered.

“What’s your name,
son?”

“Cedric.”

“Cedric, we’ve been working
on a theory, and we need your help.”

Cedric stifled a yawn and tried to appear
alert. “What’s the theory about?”

“Don’t want to bore you with
details, but it’s basically teleportation.”

“Neat,” Cedric said with a
nod, “that way we could beam nukes at our enemies by flicking a
switch. Could be useful.”

“See, Boralis, it wasn’t
such a stretch of the imagination.”

The chief straightened his jacket
indignantly. “Well I don’t watch as much TV.”

“Maybe you should. Anyway,
Cedric, we need to muster as much CPU power and storage as we can
in the next two hours. Any idea how to do that?”

“In two hours… Well, I’d say
we should hack the planet, via the internet.”

“Can you
elaborate?”

“Almost every human has
either a smartphone, tablet, cloud storage, home storage, personal
computers, you name it. Some nerds have all of those and
more.”

“Are you a nerd?”

Cedric tossed back his hair. “The
good-looking kind. But yes, I have many devices and I know
countless others who do as well. That being said, I thought the
Alliance ships had supercomputers that put our technology to
shame.”

“It does, but we need even
more power. Networked, and able to calculate immense data in real
time.”

“I see… Then we use the
computers on the ships to hack the planet, use every bit of CPU
from every device that’s turned on. We’re talking hundreds of
millions of them.”

“Can you do this from
Geneva?”

“Not a chance, unless you
teach me your computer’s language and give me direct
control.”

“Actually, we could just
open a channel to the ships. But if communication was to be broken
during the battle...maybe it’s safer if you come aboard the
Destiny and work with our
chief engineer.”

“Alright. I’d say beam me
up, but somehow I think that would be premature.”

The man in the screen cracked a smile. “I’ll
contact Captain Saroudis and inform him of your arrival. Please be
ready to be picked up within the next twenty minutes by a
shuttle.”

“Alright, sir.”

The communication ended and Cedric smiled at
Frank who was still standing by the door.

“From the couch to the stars
in less than an hour… I might even have time to smoke.”


 



C H A P T E R
XXII

  

The Dragon’s Claw Battlegroup exited
hyperspace around Saturn. The fifteen battleships and their escorts
then proceeded in sub-light speed towards Earth. On the bridge, an
image of the Emperor appeared on the main screen.

“While I will
participate in this
assault, you will receive your orders from my...tactical advisor.
You are to treat his orders as if they were mine. Failure to do so
will result in immediate execution. This is effective immediately.
He will now take command.”

The air on the bridge cooled with a sudden
chill as the crew looked back and forth at one another. They were
supposed to be taking commands from a stranger? But they knew
better than to challenge a direct order from the Emperor, and
quickly resumed their tasks.

Then, a voice that no one recognized boomed
from the shadows.

“Troops, battle stations!
Navigation officer, long range scans at maximum. I want a detailed
status of every ship in this system projected directly into the war
display in the throne room.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You shall address me as
master.”

“Absolutely, I
apologize…master.”

“I will be sending most of
my orders via the holo-interface but, if you hear me vocally, do
not hesitate a split second. Are we clear?”

“Crystal clear,
master.”

“That goes for all of you!”
the voice threatened.

“Yes, master!” said the crew
in unison.

Back in the throne room, the hooded man took
a seat on the throne as the holographic war display sprang to life
in front of him. He studied the image while the Emperor paced back
and forth on the floor, enraged at being rendered so powerless.

“Will you be doing this the
entire time?” the man asked, clearly annoyed. “The battle hasn’t
even started.”

“I’m unaccustomed to not
giving orders on my own ship.”

“Accustom
yourself then. Your constant pacing is
distracting. Either find a way to refrain, or excuse yourself from
the war theatre.”

The Emperor gave a low growl of discontent.
He’d reached his limit with this man and his lack of respect. If it
weren’t for the fact that he, through weaponry and sheer intellect,
had almost single-handedly defeated the Alliance, he would have
tried to dispatch him already. Days ago, the man had told him the
reason for the sudden attack. Something about Olympian gods trying
to rebuild a bigger and stronger Alliance. But what did the Emperor
care about the will of the gods? When this battle was finished, he
may decide to strike.

He realized he was still
pacing when he heard the click
of an impatient finger tapping on the throne and
followed the arm up to a glacial stare. He froze in his
steps.

“Better.”

This time, the Emperor literally had to
close his eyes to stay calm. “Yes…master.”

Not master for
long, he thought. Not for long at all.

The man’s head snapped up. “What did you
say?”

The Emperor did a double take. “I said yes,
master.”

The man’s eyes gleamed in the semi-darkness.
“I got the impression you said something after that, or maybe
you’re just thinking too loud.”

What the hell did that mean? Was this man
also capable of reading minds?! No, that couldn’t be. He would have
killed the Emperor long ago if that was the case.

Without realizing it, the Emperor started
pacing again.

“Look, I understand this
isn’t fun for you. So may I suggest you go watch the battle from
the comfort of your own quarters? Have a drink, take a nap, play
with your ears… Just get out of my sight.”

The Emperor stopped pacing and looked
straight in the eyes of the man he would soon take immense pleasure
in killing. “Very well, master. Call me if you need me.”

“That won’t be necessary;
you’re dismissed.”

Another wave of hatred threatened to
overwhelm the Emperor, but he turned his back to the throne and
left the room in silence.

“About time,” the man
murmured to himself. “I’ll deal with your rebellious thoughts
later.” And he returned his full attention to the
holo-display.

From his first analysis of the long range
data, he could see that the Alliance had clearly enlisted the help
of the humans of Earth. This planet was classified as being about
two centuries shy of space travel, yet the data was showing what
looked like four orbital defense platforms and a space construction
dock. There were also a few large ships and lots of smaller
craft—short range fighters in defensive patrol.

Earth and the Alliance had clearly been
expecting them. But no matter. There was no way they could be
prepared for what was to come.

He touched the controls on
his console and started tagging the battleships and defense
satellites in order of target priority. Then he brought up camera
feeds from the Dragon’s Claw
and brushed it to the right of the tactical
display, while brushing live feed of the enemy fleet to the
left.

He was still working when he noticed a small
blinking dot in the corner of his display. Fast as he was, it was
too late for him to react. There was a giant noise and the entire
ship trembled, sending a tingling sensation up his spine.

“Full stop!” he
cried.

“Full stop acknowledged,
master.”

“Damage report?”

“Two of the battleships and
three escorts have exploded; another two battleships and their
escort were damaged in the explosion.”

“Nature of
weapon?”

“Nuclear, probably a
mine.”

“Didn’t we scan for
mines?”

“We did. None were
detected.”

“Stealth, then?”

“Most likely,
master.”

He didn’t see that one coming. The Alliance
had banned the use of nuclear and fusion based weaponry, but
obviously, they didn’t intend to play by their own rules. It was a
cheap trick but, he had to admit, an efficient one. They had made
the first move. A good one too.

“Have the damaged ships
retreat and return to base immediately.”

“Yes, master.”

An annoying buzz sounded in the throne room
and he waved a switch on his control panel to have an infuriated
image of the Emperor appear in yet another display.

“What can I do for you,
Emperor? I thought you were going to your quarters to calm yourself
down.”

“I am not amused. I’ve seen
a huge explosion; we’ve lost ships and we haven’t even reached our
destination yet.”

“I am aware. This is the
nature of war.”

“Why have we
stopped?”

“I don’t remember saying I
would inform you of either the status of the battle or my
tactics…”

“Tactics? You call that
tactics?”

“I don’t think I like your
tone, Emperor. Would you like me to show you how I deal with
impudence?”

“Impudence?!
Enough is enough! I’m coming back to the throne
room right away.”

“No, you are
not!”

“This is still my
ship!”

“No, it isn’t. I’ve granted
you use of the Dragon’s
Claw. That’s a big difference. This is a
Zarlack ship and, by that definition, it is mine.”

“What?!”

“I don’t have time for
this.” The man’s eyes almost seemed to glow and he spoke with a
voice that could have come from hell itself. “SLEEP!”

As if by magic, the Emperor collapsed on the
floor of his room. Then, with total calm, the man swiped the video
feed away and went back to analyzing his screen, resting his chin
on his hands as he peered at the ships.



*   *   *

 

Onboard the
Destiny, Captain Saroudis
asked his tactical officer to report.

“One of the smart nukes just
detonated, Captain.”

“Damage?”

“It took out two of their
battleships and a few escorts; our sensors show some of the damaged
ships are already retreating.”

“That’s odd. But that’s a
few more ships we won’t have to destroy so let’s count our
blessings and hope the rest of the mines will keep up the good
work.”

“Yes, Captain. However, the
fleet stopped cold after the explosion.”

“Mmm, they’re evaluating
what their next move will be. I would do the same. What’s the
status of the other mines?”

“They’re active in passive
mode. Should we move the next one towards the fleet?”

“Are they on the fleet’s
advancing vector?”

“Not quite.”

“Then we don’t have a
choice. Activate the nearest mine into search and destroy
mode.”

“Activated,
Captain.”

“Time to impact?”

“About a minute or
so.”

“Good. Keep me
informed.”

“Captain!” the officer
suddenly yelled.

“What is it?”

“All the enemy ships have
started firing in almost every single direction they
can.”

“Dammit! They’re trying to
fish out the rest of the mines.”

“On board telemetry
indicates that the travelling mine’s shield has been scored a
couple of times.”

“Turn that mine off
now!”

“Too late, it’s been
destroyed by a concentrated laser burst from the biggest
battleship.”

“A single burst?”

“Yes, Captain.”

Its firepower seemed much stronger than any
of the previous ships to attack Earth. It would have to be
monitored with extra care.

“Have the sensors identified
the class of each ship?”

“Yes, Captain. Most are
battleships and dreadnoughts of Zarlack design. The main
battleship, however, is a class we’ve never encountered. The
computer has no information in its database.”

“On-the-fly
assessment?”

“Five times the size of the
biggest Obsidian or Zarlack ship in the database, much stronger
shielding, extremely high energy output, maybe twenty times the
energy signature of the Destiny. The silhouette is
reminiscent of the Zarlack design, but much larger.”

“Good gods.”

This one vessel alone could be the
difference between victory and defeat. If Chase didn’t come back
soon, and with reinforcements to boot, this battle could be over
before it began.



*   *   *

 

“Target destroyed,
master.”

“Very well. There are more
mines, but I don’t have time to play cat and mouse.”

“Your orders,
master?”

“Prepare a micro jump.
Calculate the coordinates in between the ships and the satellites
orbiting around Earth.”

“Calculating… Computer warns
it’s a dangerous jump. Ships could materialize within some of the
targets.”

“I am very well aware of
that. No more warnings, just execute the jump when the calculation
is ready.”

“Yes, master, jumping
now.”



*   *   *

 

“Captain! Multiple jump
signatures!”

“Friend or foe?”

“Foe!”

“WHAT?” the captain
cried.

Before the officer could
explain, laser fire started raining down on the shields and a dozen
nearby explosions shook the Destiny.

“All ships, open fire!
Lieutenant, report!”

“The fleet has jumped right
in the middle of us, sir.”

“What the hell are they up
to?! I’ve never seen Obsidian use such tactics. Damage
report.”

“We’ve lost two frigates,
sir. They were fused with the incoming ships as they jumped in. But
the enemy ships responsible were destroyed in the
process.”

“Dammit! All guns and all
satellites, concentrate your fire on the main
battleship.”

“Firing now.”

A barrage of laser fire
pelted down on the shields of the Dragon’s
Claw. But it completely ignored the waves
of concentrated fire from its enemies and headed past the fleet and
straight towards the planet. The rest of the Zarlacks stayed in
position and began to launch fighters.



*   *   *

 

“Squadrons Alpha, Delta, and
Gamma, engage these fighters.”

“Yes, Wing
Commander.”

“Chase, where the hell are
you?” Daniel muttered as he opened a channel to the
Destiny. “Captain, we’re
engaging the fighters, but what the hell just happened?”

“I never saw that coming,
Daniel. That’s not how they usually fight.”

“It doesn’t matter now; we
need to stop them.”

“That might be more
difficult than we thought,” the captain replied. “Their main
battleship is breaking position and will soon enter firing range of
the planet. I really don’t think they care that we’re still out
here.”

“This is bad!”

“Tell me about
it!”

Daniel’s wings engaged the fighters in a
frenzy of dogfighting, dispatching one after the other, but they
were outnumbered at least five to one and were losing fighters
fast. The kill ratio was still highly in their favor but, with
these numbers, it wouldn’t matter for very long. Daniel took out
three enemy vessels in a row and avoided being hit by a missile at
the last second. Then he saw a burst of light and looked up in
horror to see that the main Zarlack battleship had opened fire upon
Earth.

His comm link clicked on.

“Daniel, they’re using mass
drivers!”

“Jesus, mass drivers?!” He
could only imagine the damage that would cause. “We need to stop
that ship at all costs.”

“We’re firing all we have
and it’s not even making a dent in its shields. If you have any
brilliant ideas, now would be the time.”

Daniel’s mind raced but came up blank. “I’ve
got nothing. We can’t recall the mines; even if we were to detonate
them, we would inflict heavy damage to our fleet and to Earth.”

“From what I’m reading, I
don’t think the target ship’s shields would collapse from a nuke or
two anyway.”

“Then this battle will soon
be over.”

“I don’t think we have a
choice; we need to take this ship out of the equation or this is
the end for both the Alliance and Earth.”

Daniel swerved to avoid another missile.
“Any ideas?”

The captain paused. “Just the one. We can
micro jump into the ship.”

“That’s suicide, Captain.
The Destiny will
be obliterated.”

“I don’t know that we have
any other options.”

“Any news from
Chase?”

“Nothing, and that doesn’t
sound like him. He would have tried to contact us by
now.”

Daniel shook his head and refused to believe
the worst. “They’re jamming all communications. Even if Chase
wanted to, he couldn’t get a hold of us.” Then he keyed some
commands onto his control panel and a new display with a blinking
ship appeared in front of him. “Captain, I’m sending you the
coordinates of the jamming ship. Let’s take it out now!”

“Received, firing
now.”

The Destiny and all remaining ships
started to fire at the target, and soon, it exploded into a million
pieces, taking out two waves of incoming fighters as well as a few
of Daniel’s Gamma Wing pilots.



*   *   *

 

“Report!” shouted the hooded
man.

“Master, the jamming ship
has been destroyed.”

“It doesn’t matter anymore.
In a few minutes this battle will be over. We will crush the planet
before their very eyes. Let them see what it costs to defy us, and
then we will annihilate them.”

There was clear disappointment in his voice.
He expected a stronger defense and more surprises from the
Alliance. They had destroyed an entire battlegroup with much less
than what was present here. Either the admiral in charge was really
a poor tactician, or something was missing.

Perhaps it was the presence he could feel
hurtling through space towards them….

He targeted more cities on the surface of
the planet, aiming for targets where Alliance buildings had been
built. He would annihilate whatever edge the Alliance had given to
Earth first, and then take out the rest of the planet. This had not
been his initial tactic, but he had not liked the surprise mine
taking out some of his fleet. It was a coward’s action; one that
needed to be paid in blood.



*   *   *

 

On the Iron Fire, Chase asked the
communications officer to establish a signal to the
Destiny and waited
impatiently in his chair, tapping the armrest nervously.

“I’ve got Captain Saroudis
on the line.”

“On screen.”

“Captain, we couldn’t get in
touch with you. What’s happening?”

“Chase, I sure hope you’re
bringing reinforcements. We’re getting our asses kicked. In a few
minutes, this battle will be over. Earth has already taken heavy
damage.”

“What?!”

“Their main battleship is a
behemoth of a vessel; all our concentrated fire is barely making a
dent in its shields.”

“Dammit! What’s the plan,
Captain?”

“That depends on how many
ships are coming with you and when?”

“Well, we’ve found three
more battleships, but we also have some foes on our
tail.”

The captain’s face tightened in alarm.
“What? What foes?”

“Droxians, sir.”

“We do not need this right
now!”

“Actually, sir, I have a
plan about that.”

“Explain!”

“Well, they’re right behind
us. We’re pushing the engines to the maximum, probably past that,
so they’re going to fly in just moments behind us. We need to make
sure they enter the conflict. Maybe it will distract the Zarlacks
enough for us to try and take that ship out.”

“That’s a big if,
Chase.”

“I know,
Captain.”

“Why don’t I like the sound
of that?”

“We have quadrinium though,
more than enough. We also found the Axxis, the Euphoreon, and the
Far Beyond.”

“The Far Beyond wasn’t
destroyed?”

“No it wasn’t.”

“Still, I’m not sure we can
do anything against this massive ship. I’d better jump into it and
take it out now, while we still can.”

Chase stood up in alarm.
“No, Captain! Their shields might actually withstand it and then
you would have sacrificed yourself and the Destiny for nothing.”

“So what do you propose?
We’re running out of time.”

“We’ll use the advanced
weaponry of the Far Beyond
and the rest of the fleet to make as big a hole as
we can in the main ship. We’ll hit it with everything we’ve
got!”

“You’d better.
ETA?”

“Two minutes,
sir.”

“That’s going to be the
longest two minutes of my life.”



*   *   *

 

In the Destiny’s engineering room, Yanis was
pacing left and right while Cedric was relaxing in a chair, his
feet resting on the corner of a table. After a moment, he pulled
out a cigarette and lit one up.

“Hey, there’s no smoking in
here!” Yanis reprimanded.

Cedric glanced around at the damaged ship.
“All evidence to the contrary.”

“Of all the scientists on
your planet, they had to send me a hilarious smoker.”

“Want one? Might help you
calm down.”

“I’m perfectly
calm.”

“If you say so.”

“Look, we need to focus.
There has to be a way to disable that main ship without sending a
nuke aboard. At this distance, we’d blow up half the
planet…”

“Actually, from the looks of
that giant ship and its power signature, I’d say more like half the
solar system. What about an EMP?”

“I’m unfamiliar with the
term.”

“Electro-Magnetic Pulse. On
Earth, this thing fries or at least disables all electronic devices
for a good long while.”

“That could work, but
wouldn’t it affect our fleet as well?”

“Theoretically yes, but if
we can time our attack and ask our ships to power down the second
before the blast…”

“…they’ll be immune to its
effects.”

“Bingo.”

“What about the calculations
for the transport; have you successfully accessed all the devices
on Earth?”

Cedric leaned towards a holographic display
he’d been monitoring. “Almost. Your computer is badass. It hacked
almost everything in minutes. Right now it’s having a go at the
more heavily secured systems but, after another few minutes, we
should have the computational power of the entire planet at our
fingertips, and the trillions of petabytes of storage that goes
with it. Hopefully, it will be enough to beam the EMP onto that
ship.”

“Well…let’s hope we have a
few minutes then.”

Cedric nodded. “Not to sound too
melodramatic, but we’ll only have one shot at this.”

Yanis pointed to the cigarettes. “Give me
one of those.” He clicked on his comm link and scrolled through
until he saw Chase Athanatos. “I have to make a phone call…”



*   *   *

 

Daniel’s wings were almost all destroyed;
only two of Alpha Squadron’s vessels were remaining, but both of
them had exhausted all their missiles and they were fending off the
incoming waves of enemy fighters in a laser-fire dogfight. He
glanced down at his own instruments. His shields were down to sixty
percent and the damage that was being inflicted upon the planet was
simply too much to withstand. If something didn’t happen soon, all
their hard work, all that was left of the Alliance, and an entire
civilization would be destroyed.

Just then, another Alliance support ship
exploded, but not before colliding with a nearby enemy battleship.
The explosion didn’t take it out, but it clearly disabled it. There
were still seven battleships, including the seemingly
indestructible one raining metallic hell from above the planet.

“I’m hit!” cried Lieutenant
Barios.

“Break off and—”

Before Daniel could finish his sentence, his
wingman’s ship exploded in a bright flash of light and he was no
more.

“NO!” Daniel shouted.

He stared out at the already dissipating
debris and felt something he had never before experienced in all
his years of fighting. Pure hopelessness.

A missile exploded on his starboard shields,
knocking his ship off course and draining what was left of his
shields. At the same time, two more bogies came up on his tail. He
took a deep breath and braced himself. This was it.

But just then, bright blue
flashes split the sky on his port side. He stared out in amazed
disbelief. The Iron Fire
had returned! The next second, more Alliance
battleships jumped in as well. They immediately started firing a
defensive barrier that took out the two bogies and allowed Daniel
to retreat towards the Destiny.

“Daniel,
respond?!”

“About damn time! Where were
you, Chase?!”

“Believe me, I got here as
fast as I could. No time to talk; I need you to board the
Far Beyond right now. I’m
going to the Destiny with Sarah. The Euphoreon
and the Axxis
will provide cover fire.”

“Roger that. Good to have
you back.”

“Good to be back,
bro.”

Daniel broke off and flew at
full burn towards the Far
Beyond. The second he landed, he jumped out
of his fighter and started running towards the nearest lift. A few
moments later, he was on the bridge. On the screen, Chase was
already talking to the Far Beyond’s
Captain when he saw Daniel.

His face lit up with relief.
“Good, you’re here. I’m on board the Destiny but we won’t stay long. Sarah
and I will deliver some quadrinium to the satellites for a major
assault. The Far Beyond’s
and the Euphoreon’s fighters will engage the
enemy squadrons while the Axxis
provides cover. It is vital that Sarah and I
deliver this quadrinium to the satellite or we won’t stand a chance
of destroying this massive ship. Not to mention, any moment now,
the Droxian Fleet will arrive.”

Daniel was bowled over. “You managed to
bring Droxian reinforcements?”

“…Not exactly.”

“What exactly
then?”

“They were chasing
us.”

Daniel almost laughed. “Boy, this day gets
better and better.”

“I’m hoping they’ll join in
on the fight; that is, if the enemy starts firing on them. I’ve
already instructed the other ships to treat them as friends for
now, so make sure the Far Beyond
does the same.”

“And if they fire at
us?”

“Well, then it will really
be a shitty day.”

“Not to mention our
last.”

“We’re not there yet. I’m
taking two F-140s, fully loaded. You’ll know when we’re ready to
strike. In the meantime, I have a special mission for
you.”

Daniel leaned forward. “I’m listening.”

“The Far Beyond has some experimental
weaponry on board, the kind that could make a serious dent in this
colossus of a ship firing on Earth.”

“Why aren’t they firing it
then?”

“Because they need more
quadrinium for it to work. We only have one shot. Make sure the
transport that’s on its way to the landing bay arrives safely and
load the quadrinium into the ship’s main generator. Then ask their
engineer to fire the phantom cannon at four hundred percent
capacity in a single burst.”

“Four hundred percent? Won’t
that fry the gun?”

Chase nodded. “I would think so.”

“Dude, I hope you know what
you’re doing.” Daniel shook his head.

“Yeah, me too, but trust me
on this.”

“Alright. Daniel
out.”

The second the connection
terminated, Captain Saroudis turned to Chase on the bridge of
the Destiny. “Mind
explaining why we should destroy the only weapon that can actually
damage this ship?”

“It’s a gamble, but I
believe receiving an ultra-powerful blow to their shields will make
whomever is kicking our asses right now reconsider their tactics.
Clearly, they think they’re invulnerable; we need to shake that
belief to the core and make sure they stop firing at the planet
immediately. They must have killed hundreds of thousands of people
already.”

“I agree and it will
probably back off, but then what?”

“Then you make sure that the
engineers from Earth are able to beam that damn EMP inside that
ship.”

“Won’t we need the shields
to be down for that to work?”

“That’s why Sarah and I must
hurry and deliver that quadrinium to the satellite.”

The captain nodded. “I think I’m beginning
to see what you’re doing.”

“Good, cause I don’t have
time to stay any longer anyway.”

“Go! May the gods of Olympus
be with you both.”



*   *   *

 

On the Dragon’s Claw, the man looked at his
tactical display. Things had changed. Some bigger, stronger
Alliance vessels had entered weapons range. They started firing at
the Dragon’s Claw and, for the first time since the beginning of the engagement,
the shields actually began to lower at a slow but steady pace. The
man almost smiled.

“Divert all secondary power
to the shields.”

“Yes, master.”

That would allow his ship to sustain more
damage until it would be time to either attack the offending ships
or, at the very least, change strategy. He looked at the images
from the ground; he had leveled ten major cities on three different
continents. The day was going well. Just as well as he’d hoped.
Despite this new influx of ships, nothing could touch him…

Until now.

The man flew backwards into the wall as an
impossibly powerful pulse came from the biggest new ship. It
drained most of the shields in one hit and alarms began sounding
all over indicating structural damage.

He gritted his teeth and sat back down in
his throne. He’d have to change tactics sooner than he’d
thought.

“Turn the ship around.
Attack all Alliance ships. Target them in the order I’m tagging
them now. Deploy all fighters from all bays. Have them engage any
and all Alliance forces with everything they’ve got. Enough with
the foreplay.”

“Yes, master. Turning about,
deploying fighters and acquiring new targets.”

He turned the channel off and gazed at the
screen.

“Now it gets
interesting…”



*   *   *

 

Chase and Sarah departed
the Destiny aboard
their respective F-140s and headed towards the
satellites.

“Sarah, we need to wait
until the Droxian fleet arrives.”

“What if they attack us as
well?”

“It doesn’t matter now. We
just need the distraction. Hopefully the Zarlacks will think it’s
still more reinforcements and start firing at them.”

Sarah gulped. “That’s a big if.”

“Yeah, well, something’s got
to go our way today.”

“Yes it does. Chase…do we
know which cities were destroyed?”

Chase hesitated. “I
understand how you must feel, but right now is not the time to
think about that. We must succeed in this mission or no human will survive
the day.”

She exhaled slowly. “You’re right.
Incoming!”

“Now, let’s blow up some
Zarlack fighters.”

“With pleasure.”

They simultaneously engaged the fighters
with two squadrons each in support. Multiple waves of enemy ships
rose up in response, and soon, it was an all-out gun show.

Despite the lethal dance, Sarah felt better
than she had in days. For all she knew, everyone she had ever known
on Earth was dead. But with the neuro-link in her fighter, she was
finally able to channel that rage into something good. Blowing her
enemies out of the sky, one fiery explosion after another.

When they arrived at the designated
coordinates, she used her comm. “Chase, I guess this is where we
part ways.”

“For now, but I’ll see you
soon. Be careful out there.”

“You too.”

Like clockwork, both their squadrons veered
off on a different heading. She was assigned to the satellite
orbiting above North America, while Chase had the one currently
orbiting above Europe. The pursuing enemy fighters split equally to
follow each target, but the supporting Alliance squadrons were
doing a fine job of suppressing hostile fire.



*   *   *

 

Back on the
Dragon’s Claw, the man
stood up from the throne and closed his eyes as if trying to
concentrate. After a moment’s focus, he smiled.

“Here you are. What are you
up to?”

He fixed his eyes again on a ship whose
signature didn’t match anything in the database. It had a strange
design, but definitely emitted an Alliance energy signature. The
ship was accompanied by a squadron of Alliance fighters who were
being attacked by Zarlack vessels. While it was a chaotic skirmish,
from back here, the man could clearly see that the squadron was
covering for the strange ship as it headed towards one of the
satellite defense platforms. Another ship of similar design was
flying towards another satellite.

“They’re up to something,
and I can feel your presence now.”

He marked both fighters as targets, but with
the lowest priority. While there was no doubt they were up to
something, it seemed pointless. These satellites didn’t have enough
firepower to be a real threat, so why go towards them?”

In the meantime the new
Alliance battleships were engaging the rest of the fleet and doing
a sizeable amount of damage. That seemed to be the real threat. The
largest ship had managed to inflict improbably sizable damage to
his own ship already, so that was the one that needed to be dealt
with. He tagged it as the main priority and ordered most of the
fleet to concentrate their fire. It was more heavily shielded and
armored than any of the remaining ships but, strangely enough, it
had not fired a second salvo at the Dragon’s Claw.

“And why is that?” the man
murmured to himself.

Perhaps the weapon needed recharging. If so,
the man wouldn’t give it the opportunity to fire again. He entered
a course at maximum thrust to intercept and destroy. The ship
maneuvered out of the way, but he was closing the distance
fast.

“You can run,” he smiled,
“but you can’t hide.”

He was less than a minute away and was
already plotting a firing solution, when his tactical officer
suddenly called, “Master! Multiple jump points forming to the
starboard!”

“WHAT?!”

He ran back to his throne and looked at the
holo-display. Several more ships had entered the battlefield,
carrying a signature he recognized well.

“Droxians?! What the hell
are Droxians doing here?!”

He leaned back in his chair and absorbed
this new turn of events. So, the Alliance had somehow struck a deal
with the Droxians… That changed things. Droxians were known to be
formidable at war with heavily armored ships that were armed to the
teeth.

“Your orders, master? Do we
engage?”

“Stand by.”

The battle was starting to get more
complicated, but that did not displease him. It had been way too
easy up until now. He was almost pleased the Alliance had something
up their sleeves. He only wished it wasn’t the Droxians…



*   *   *

 

“This is Captain Saroudis to
the Droxian fleet. We mean you no harm; in fact, we are requesting
your assistance.”

A Droxian admiral appeared
on the main screen of the Destiny. He was huge, even by Droxian
standards, with big red hair arranged in decorative warrior locks,
a huge scar, and yellow teeth. Unfortunately, he also looked
furious.

“We did not come here to
help; we are in pursuit of Alliance ships that illegally trespassed
Droxian space.”

The captain held up his hands peaceably. “We
are aware of this incident; it was an accident. They didn’t know
they had trespassed on your territory.”

“Ignorance is no
excuse.”

“Look, we’re in the middle
of a battle right now, as you can no doubt see. We will gladly
surrender and face the consequences of our mistake if we survive,
but for now, either help us or leave.”

“I do not take orders from
Alliance scum.”

“Very well then, maybe you’d
like to join the Obsidian Empire instead.”

“We join with nobody! The
Droxian people are independent.”

“Admiral, it’s been nice
talking with you, but I have a battle to fight. Saroudis
out!”

The communications officer turned to Captain
Saroudis once the transmission had ended. “Sir, we have an incoming
transmission from a fighter en route towards the Droxian Fleet.
It’s Wing Commander Tharraleos.”

“On screen.”

Daniel’s face appeared. “Captain?”

“Daniel, what is
it?”

“I couldn’t help but
overhear your conversation. Doesn’t look like the Droxians will
willingly take part in this conflict, so I thought I’d press the
issue.”

“Wait, if you attack them
now, they’ll start firing at us for certain.”

“That’s not what I had in
mind. Look at your telemetry.”

Captain Saroudis glanced down and saw that
Daniel’s ship and escort was being followed by multiple squadrons
of Zarlack fighters.

“What in the hell…how did
you…?”

“It’s a long story. Let’s
just say I pissed off some of their pilots with some fancy flying.
They did not seem amused.”

“I thought you were supposed
to be on the Far Beyond?”

“I was, but since my mission
was over and there’s a war going on out here, I thought I’d make
myself more useful than just looking at it from a tactical display.
Hang on…I’m entering firing range of the Droxian Fleet; let’s hope
my plan works.”

As he flew within range, he started a fast
spin, causing the enemy laser fire to fly past him and hit the
Droxian battleships. The Droxian’s response was immediate. They
launched fighters and started firing their main guns at the rest of
the Zarlack Fleet.

Captain Saroudis looked at the tactical
display with bewildered amusement. “I’ll be damned. Welcome to the
fight.”



*   *   *

 

A new alert started blinking
on the holographic display of the Dragon’s
Claw. The Droxians had started firing upon
the Zarlack ships. The man watched this with impassive eyes. So
they really did ally themselves with the Droxians. So be
it.

“Return fire towards the
Droxian ships,” he commanded. “Maximum firepower.”

“Retuning fire, yes
master.”

This battle was getting more interesting by
the minute. Annihilating both the Alliance and this Droxian Fleet
would prove a worthy challenge.

The doors of the throne room opened and a
Zarlack officer ran in and knelt before the throne. The man
growled, clearly angered by the interruption.

“I apologize, master, but
security just discovered the Emperor has collapsed in his
chambers.”

The man slowly rose from his chair. His eyes
started to glow a vivid red as he lifted a closed fist towards the
officer. “Who said you could enter this room?”

Before the Zarlack could answer, the man’s
fist opened and the officer literally exploded. His limbs and head
hit the surrounding walls, and dark blood splashed all over the
floor, soaking the bits of his dismembered body.

Without a second glance, the man projected
the gruesome image over the holographic monitors throughout the
entire ship.

“This is what will happen to
any of you who either disobeys my orders, or takes unwanted
initiative.”

Then he flicked a stray piece of bone from
his shoulder and returned to the throne.



*   *   *

 

Chase landed his ship quickly on the
satellite docking bay and was immediately joined by Alliance and
Earth personnel who began unloading the quadrinium.

Pausing for breath, he clicked on his comm.
“Sarah, status report?”

“Landed a few minutes ago.
Quadrinium has been delivered. I’m about to leave the landing bay
and get back into the fight. What about you?”

“I...” he hesitated.
“Quadrinium is being unloaded as we speak.”

There was a distinct gloat in her voice. “I
beat you to it then?”

“This wasn’t a race and,
technically, my satellite was the farthest.”

“You’re a sore loser, you
know that?” she said with a chuckle.

He couldn’t help but grin. “Very funny. I
see the Droxians have started shooting at the Zarlack ships; I told
you something finally had to go our way.”

“Well you can thank Daniel
for that. He taunted them somehow.”

“Good for him, and good for
us.”

“Indeed. I’m leaving the
bay. See you in space in a few.”

“Be careful,
Sarah.”

“You too.”

Chase tapped his feet impatiently as the
quadrinium was carried out of his cargo bay. Standing here with
nothing to do, he pictured Sarah engaged in the heat of battle.
Ryonna’s warning echoed again in his head and he clenched his
fists.

He had to get out there. He couldn’t lose
her. Not now, not ever.

“We’re done, sir. You’re
good to go.”

He sighed in relief. “Thanks. I take it you
know what to do with it?”

“Yes, we’ll have the
modifications ready within minutes.”

He nodded and climbed back into his fighter,
downing two more enemy craft the second he left the shielding
range, and heading for Sarah.



*   *   *

 

 

The shadowy man walked out
to the bridge of the Dragon’s
Claw. Every Zarlack stood up and saluted in
unison. He didn’t salute in return, but looked towards the second
in command. “Commander, who is your best pilot?”

“That would be
me.”

“Then by all means, come
with me.”

“Yes, master.” The Zarlack
turned towards one of his officers. “You have the
bridge.”

They walked towards the nearest lift and
headed down to the fighter bay. A few seconds later, they were in
front of a magnificent, black fighter, at least three times bigger
than the average Zarlack craft.

The hooded man turned to his companion. “You
will do as I say at all times.”

“Yes, master.”

“See you in space in a
minute.”

Without another word, a door on the ship
opened and the hooded man climbed aboard. The Zarlack commander ran
to the first available fighter and ran his pre-flight check. Fear
was coursing through his veins, but there was something else too,
an aching excitement. He had been chosen to be on the master’s
wing. Clearly that was an honor.

A moment later, both ships
launched off from the Dragon’s
Claw.
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Chase checked his radar to see several ships
vectoring towards Sarah’s position. It was nothing she couldn’t
handle, except that one of the fighters carried a strange
signature. It was something he had never seen before, and the ship
itself was much larger than usual. He quickly adjusted his vector
to join her.

“Sarah, you’ve got a strange
bogie vectoring towards your position.”

“I see it. What is
it?”

“Damned if I know. But let’s
keep an eye on it; I don’t like this one bit. Make sure it never
locks onto your six okay?”

“Roger that.”

“I’ll be there in a few
minutes.”

“Worrying about me, baby?
That’s so sweet.”

Chase didn’t answer. He wished he could take
it so lightly, but every time he tried to relax and focus Ryonna’s
warning shot through his mind. Was this the moment he had been
dreading? And why hadn’t Aphroditis appeared to him? He would think
that she’d be heavily interested in the outcome of this battle…She
couldn’t check in and help?

“All good, Chase? Did I make
you uncomfortable with my last transmission?”

“Sorry, Sarah, no you
didn’t. Don’t worry. I just got lost in my thoughts.”

“Not to be a bitch, but
weren’t you the one who told me to stay focused?”

He laughed shortly. “Roger that, and you’re
right. Head in the game!”

“That’s better. Sarah
out.”

Checking his instruments, it was clear now
that the strange ship was interested in the fighters that had
delivered the quadrinium to the satellite. Chase hoped that didn’t
mean they were countering against his plan, but how could they?
Space was in chaos. The Droxians had engaged the Zarlack Fleet and
the playing field had been leveled. If they could only find a way
to destroy or at the very least disable that seemingly
indestructible behemoth of a ship, they might have a chance to win
this thing.

A warning signaled and Chase glanced at his
controls to see that the strange fighter was picking off ships from
Sarah’s escort at an alarming rate. He was less than a minute out
of range and he clenched his fists out of frustration.

Another thirty seconds and Sarah’s ship was
the only one left.

“Sarah?” he called
anxiously.

She sounded out of breath. “I don’t know why
it hasn’t fired on me yet.”

“Don’t worry about that.
Just be evasive. Do not engage until I join your wing.”

“I can take it.”

“No! Wait for me. That’s an
order.” It came out harsher than he’d intended, but he was having
trouble controlling his emotions. Something was seriously wrong, he
could feel it.

“Very well... Crap—it’s
targeting me.”

“Evasive maneuvers,
Sarah!”

“Roger, but hurry up. This
pilot is using flying patterns completely different from anything
we’ve seen so far from the Zarlacks.”

“I don’t think it’s a
Zarlack ship.”

“I can’t shake it, Chase!
It’s locked and loaded on me, but it still isn’t
firing.”

“Hang on,” he assured her,
“I’m engaging any second now.”

His heart started pounding in his chest and
he pushed his ship even faster. Why would this mystery ship take
out her entire squadron but leave her? None of it made sense…

The second he entered firing range, he
pelted the ship’s starboard side. Nothing happened. He glanced at
his controls again, sure he had misread them. No, he didn’t. The
ship’s shields had stayed at one hundred percent.

“This is not good!” he cried
in alarm.

“What is it?” Sarah asked,
still dodging as best she could.

“Its shields are incredibly
strong! I hit it full on and they didn’t even blink.”

“Maybe we need to go at it
with missiles.”

“With shields that strong
we’ll only waste our ordnance. We need to find a way to lower them
first.”

“I’m open to
suggestions.”

“Let’s go at it together,
like we did with the scout corvette the other day. Try to dance
around and stay very evasive. I don’t like the ease with which it
destroyed your escort, or the strong signature I’m getting from its
shields.”

“Me either. Understood and,”
she confirmed, “engaging.”

As they engaged the incoming wing, Chase got
his first visual look at the ominous craft, and what a beast it
was! It was at least five times the size of the F-140s with a black
matted paint that made it look like a shadow in space, erasing the
stars behind it.

He and Sarah focused their lasers on a
specific point in the shields for about twenty seconds but, to
Chase’s intense dismay, its shields dropped by only a single
percent.

 “We really have a
problem here.”

“These shields are way too
strong, Chase. What do we do?”

“We need stronger firepower;
there’s no way we can take this fighter out with just two
F-140s.”

“What about the
Destiny?” she
asked.

“That’s what I’m thinking
too. But we’ll need all the ships we can spare for the next phase
of our plan…”

“So what do we do
then?”

As if to answer, the black fighter veered
and turned to face its opponents, hitting them with heavy fire. The
first salvo took Chase by surprise and scorched his aft shields
down to thirty percent before he managed to start evading. Not only
was the fighter powerful beyond anything that Chase had ever
thought possible for a vessel of its size, but it was also
incredibly maneuverable, and Chase had one hell of a time dodging
its relentless attacks. Forget thinking offensively, it was taking
his entire focus not to get blown out of the sky.

“Hang on, Chase, I’ll try to
get his attention.”

“No, it’s too powerful. I
can manage and keep it at bay until the satellites are ready to
fire on the destroyer.”

“But Chase—”

“That’s an order, Sarah.
Stop firing at him and engage his escort. The escort is Zarlack in
design and I don’t understand why it hasn’t engaged yet, but that
doesn’t matter. I need you to dispatch it. I won’t be able to dodge
both of them attacking me.”

Sarah was quiet for a long moment, before
she finally said, “Engaging escort now.”

The second Sarah locked onto the passive
Zarlack ship, it veered away from the dark fighter and engaged in
evasive maneuvers. It had one hell of a pilot! Sarah had trouble
scoring the few hits she did, and she wasn’t able to inflict enough
damage before the tables turned and she became the target.

She danced around and evaded most of the
fire and, for a few minutes, both vessels exchanged the roles of
hunter and prey—neither managing to inflict any serious damage. All
the while she kept a close eye on her radar and she watched as
Chase’s fighter got steadily weaker. His shields were already down
to fifteen percent. He was the best pilot she had ever seen, but a
sense of dread started looming over her.

What if he had met his match?



*   *   *

 

In the Destiny’s engineering room, Yanis
looked at his terminal and said, “That’s it, we’re ready. Cedric,
can you give me the status of the satellites?”

“Eighty percent charged.
Another two minutes before they’re ready to fire. I’m entering the
code now and locking the coordinates for the transport of the EMP
device. Do we know if it will affect our ships as well?”

“I’ve run simulations… Only
ships that are in the direct path of the wave escaping the small
hole the satellites will punch through the shields should be
affected. I’ve already warned Captain Saroudis and he’s positioning
the ships accordingly. They’ll also turn off their equipment at the
exact moment we beam the EMP to be sure. Simulations are one
thing…”

“There’s one thing I don’t
get. If the EMP knocks out their systems, won’t the shields
collapse as well?”

“They should, but they won’t
collapse instantly. They should still contain the bulk of the EMP
shockwave.”

“Should?”

Yanis glared defensively.
“Well it’s not our ship and I don’t have the exact specs now do I? I just fed the
simulator whatever scan parameters we had.”

“So we could end up
disabling our ships as well?”

“Yes. That’s why some of the
ships are currently repositioning away from the detonation zone. We
shouldn’t need too much firepower to destroy or disable the ships
once it happens anyway. The ones in the detonation zones will just
turn off their power for a brief moment.”

“What about ships with
shields that are still up?”

“I fed that info to the
simulator as well; the blast should disable any ship whose shields
are under sixty percent in the blast radius.”

“That’s a lot of
uncertainty.”

“If you have a better plan,
I’m all ears.”

Cedric shrugged. “I don’t. I’m just thinking
that it’s one hell of a gamble.”

“I agree, but we don’t have
much of a choice. If we don’t destroy or at the very least disable
this ship, sooner or later this battle will be over and the wrong
side will win.”

Cedric was quiet for a second, and then
asked, “What about power?”

“What about it?”

“When you made the
calculations, did you reroute enough juice for the beaming to even
happen? Since the processing power and storage requirements are
astronomical here, we need to make sure we have enough juice to
make this work, now don’t we?”

“Isn’t Earth’s electricity
grid stable?”

“Are you serious? It’s
designed to make our infrastructure run well, but when every
computer on the planet starts running at full power all at once, I
predict there will be a little problem.”

Yanis paled. “What do we do?”

“Give me another two minutes
to hack the planet’s power grid.” Cedric sighed. “Boy, this better
count as overtime.”

“You aren’t being paid
anymore, remember?”

“Don’t remind
me.”



*   *   *

 

Chase was losing patience with the black
fighter. It was clearly the superior vessel but, for whatever
reason, it seemed content to play a game of cat and mouse. A game
that Chase, despite his impressive piloting skills, was doomed to
lose. It was time to pull another rabbit out of his hat. He hit his
comm link, and Captain Saroudis appeared on screen.

“What’s up, Chase? You seem
to have bitten off more than you can chew.”

“Sure have. I need to know
where we are on the plan. We need that big ship to go away so we
can concentrate the rest of the fleet’s firepower on this new
threat I’m dealing with right now.”

“Want me to start firing our
main guns at it?”

“That would put you on the
wrong side of the EMP radius, so no. But can you have a squadron of
fighters loaded up with my remote control protocols?”

The captain thought about it. “We have two
wings of ships coming in for reloading. I’ll dump their pilots and
load the programs. But the rest of the ships aren’t ready.”

“Can they fly?”

“Probably.”

“Then load as many as you
can with my programs and give me access when they’re
ready.”

“Alright, Chase, hope you
know what you’re doing.”

“Improvising.” He tried to
smile. “Isn’t that what I do best?”

“I hope so. Hang on a
second…”

“Roger that.”

The picture emptied but, after a few
seconds, Saroudis returned to the screen.

“Alright, we’re ready to
fire the satellites.”

“That’s great news! How
about the EMP?”

“Locked, loaded, and ready
to beam in shortly.”

“Very well. Make sure the
squadron of fighters I requested is powered off when the EMP
explodes and try to put the Destiny
enough of a distance away to stay
operational.”

“Still comfortable with
improvisation at this point?”

“If I didn’t have to evade a
possibly better pilot while talking with you, yes. But right now,
it’s getting hard to manage.”

“Hang on just a few moments.
I’m already transferring firing controls to you.”

“Thanks, Captain, see you on
the other side.”

“Hopefully.”

The holo-display turned off. Time to get
away from this part of space, or he and Sarah would get disabled
along with the rest of them.

“Sarah, we need to vector
away from here. We’re almost ready for the firing
sequence.”

“Busy here. This pilot isn’t
fucking around. I miss the dumb drones from our test flight; hell,
even the scout ships. I’ve almost fired my entire ordnance at this
guy; he simply does not want to die.”

“I know how you feel,” he
replied. “At least yours is just a skilled pilot; mine is a
freaking flying fortress too.”

“Exchange?”

He was about to say no, when he suddenly
paused. “Actually, that’s not a terrible idea. My shields are
reaching levels I’m no longer comfortable with.” He typed in some
commands and sent them her way. “Let’s bring them both to this set
of coordinates.”

“Alright. Changing
course.”

“Once there, let’s face each
other and fire at our respective pains in the butt.”

“Sounds like a
plan.”

A couple of minutes and several thousand
miles away from the satellites, Sarah and Chase came nose to nose,
with their enemies still hot on their tails. Chase reconfigured his
firing frequency to an ultra-powerful, single beam. He redirected
every bit of energy he could to the weapons, then locked all his
remaining missiles on Sarah’s attacker. As soon as they passed each
other, his lasers opened a hole in the ship’s shields, and his
missiles blew it to kingdom come. Unfortunately, debris from the
blast rained down on his ship in the process, draining the last of
its shields.

“Thanks for the assist, but
you’re out of missiles,” Sarah called.

“One problem at the
time.”

At that moment, Chase received the green
light that both the satellites and the teleporter were ready and
fully charged.

“Satellites two and three,
fire now!” he shouted.

A ball of blue energy glowed for a split
second on the tip of the main cannon of both satellites, before a
laser of enormous proportions hit the main enemy battleship,
enveloping every single fighter—friend or foe—that was in its
path.

A quick look at Chase’s scans showed that
the shields were down at the point of impact.

“Chase to the fleet, power
down in three!”

He thought about the teleporter firing
controls, activating it in the process. “Transporting now!” he
added just before turning off his own systems.

But then something happened. The lights on
the satellites and every enemy ship within the EMP impact range
blinked uncontrollably for a second, before going black. The same
thing happened on the ground and, a moment later, the entire planet
went dark. He waited another few seconds before re-engaging his
systems. As soon as the F-140 systems came to life, he heard Sarah
on the mind link.

“Chase, did it work?” she
asked breathlessly.

“I think so, but I don’t
know. Hang on.” He hailed the Destiny. “Captain, package delivered.
Concentrate all firepower on that big ship. Make it go away, or
make damn sure it doesn’t get the opportunity to recover from
this.”

“Systems rebooting. Engaging
with every ship still capable, maximum firepower.”

Then every remaining Alliance ship started
firing at the indestructible enemy battleship, which seemed to have
been temporarily disabled by the EMP.

In a matter of seconds, they could see the
impact they were having. Debris was flying, decks were taking fire.
Before long, the Droxians joined in and the “indestructible”
battleship didn’t stand a chance.

A strange voice echoed in Chase’s ship.
“Very impressive, but it will cost you, boy.”

“Who is this? Identify
yourself!” he demanded. But then, with an ominous chill, he checked
his controls and realized the message hadn’t been transferred via
communicators, but directly into his mind. He put his hand up
automatically to his face and gazed through the view screen at the
black fighter. How was that even possible?!

Then everything started to turn very
bad.

Chase’s controls started blinking rapidly
and he looked down to see that the fighter was gaining on Sarah,
pelting her with maximum fire. It quickly tore through her shields
and bits of debris started floating away into space. He immediately
angled his ship to intercept, transferring all power to the
engines, but even so, she only had a few seconds. As he looked on
in terror, the black fighter which wasn’t affected by the EMP blast
turned around to deliver the final blow.

“Sarah, eject!” he
cried.

“I’m trying, Chase,
help—”

But time seemed to stop in Chase’s brain. He
realized that even at maximum thrusters, he would never arrive in
time. Every moment that he and Sarah had spent together seemed to
flash before his eyes and, before he realized what was happening,
he was making his ship jump on instinct, shouting at the top of his
lungs.

“NO!”

He re-appeared a split second after in front
of Sarah’s disabled ship, taking the hit that was meant for his
beloved. His instruments exploded and flames shot out the sides of
his cockpit, and then…darkness.

He never realized how lonely it was,
floating there in space. With all his systems down he had no way to
evade his attacker and no way to call for help. He could only
watch, through his cracked canopy, as the black fighter swooped
around for another pass. He also felt the weightlessness of zero G
now that his ship’ systems had been disabled.

At least he and Sarah would
die together. The thought comforted him.
But then the familiar voice of the goddess echoed in his
head.

“It’s not over,
Chase.”

He looked around in wonder,
but then his eyes fixed on the ship. The black fighter had stopped
right in front of him, so close he could almost touch it; but it
paused, waiting.

“Do it already, you
motherfucker!” he screamed.

“Not today,” came the same
mysterious voice as before.

Then all at once, the ship turned to the
side. Sarah was floating there in her cockpit. She’d been able to
eject, but was now sitting there as helpless as he was. Chase
watched in impotent rage as a red tractor beam seized her cockpit
and lifted it to the ship.

“No!” he shouted aloud, and
he began pounding on the weakened glass of his cockpit.

He punched it again and again, trying in
vain to get to her, as drops of his blood floated inside the
cockpit. He had to stop this! He had to save her! He had never
wanted anything so much in his life.

And then all at once, his situation
changed.

As if he had willed it so,
he opened his eyes and found himself onboard a Manticore Alliance
fighter, with his wing of remote fighters at his side
onboard Destiny.
He gasped and clutched automatically at the sides of the cockpit.
Losing no time he launched out of the Destiny, his remote-controlled wing
following once he slaved them to this craft. Was this even real?
Was he hallucinating? A second later, he decided that it didn’t
matter and, as soon as he entered firing range, he launched every
missile he and his squadron had at the black fighter.

Of course Chase didn’t want to destroy the
ship, just disable it, but no matter how many times he fired, its
shields were still holding. Out of options, he started throwing the
remote-controlled ships on a collision course, one by one, still to
no effect.

The dark voice inside his head chuckled.
“Let her go. She’s mine now.”

Chase made a noise somewhere between a
shriek and a growl.

“I told you it would cost
you.”

“Destiny! This is Chase. Fire on that ship with everything you’ve
got!”

“Understood. Firing now,”
Saroudis answered.

Streaks of blue laser fire and salvoes of
missiles approached the target while Chase braced himself and hoped
with all his heart that they wouldn’t blow the ship out of the sky,
but at least manage to disable it.

But just before the lasers impacted with it,
the black fighter disappeared, simply blinking out into nothingness
instead.

Chase’s mind went black and he lost
consciousness. All the fighters he was controlling turned off
instantly and floated in place, becoming still more pieces of
debris, drifting aimlessly in the darkness of space.
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When Chase opened his eyes, he was lying on
a bed. His vision was blurry and everything sounded garbled. He
thought maybe he heard a voice. It was too muffled for him to
understand. His hands were throbbing with pain, though, that much
was clear. He remembered how he’d pounded them to shreds upon the
glass in his F-140. His head was also ringing like someone had
tried to pry it open.

What had happened? He’d obviously been
picked up…but had they won?

He could make out some words now, but they
didn’t make sense. His vision started to clear and, little by
little, he could see Daniel’s face looking down at him. One by one,
his words started to puncture through.

“…friend…scared…try…”

Chase raised a battered finger. “I can’t
hear you. Gimme a minute.”

Daniel nodded up and down in response.

As the world around him grew progressively
sharper, his mind zeroed in on Sarah. The black fighter had taken
her, but where? Was he holding her captive? Was…

…was she dead
already?

He turned his head weakly to Daniel. “I
think I’m okay…”

Daniel’s face cleared in relief. “Good, you
scared the shit out of us!”

“Where am I?”

“On board the
Destiny, medical
bay.”

“Did we win?”

His friend paused. “Sort of.”

“What do you mean, sort
of?”

“Well, we stopped the
Zarlacks, disabled their largest ship thanks to the EMP we
teleported into its hull, and managed to destroy the rest of the
fleet. We’re currently analyzing the disabled ship in order to
develop more efficient weapons for the future. It’s been badly
damaged but, if we could retrofit it, it would make a good addition
to what’s left of our fleet.”

“So…we won?”

“Yeah. We won.”

“I don’t like your tone.
What is it?”

“Well, you remember the
Droxians?”

“Yeah, what about
them?”

“We’re currently en route to
Droxia now to answer for our crimes.”

Chase frowned in confusion. “What crimes?
What the hell is that about?”

“Yeah...I’m a little pissed
off too.” Daniel shook his head. “But if they hadn’t followed your
reinforcements, we probably wouldn’t be here discussing it. We did
infringe on their territory and Captain Saroudis promised we would
stand trial once the battle was over.”

“Earth?”

“Many big cities destroyed,
millions killed.”

“Any good news?”

“I’m afraid not.” Daniel
looked at his friend gently. “We found Sarah’s ship adrift; she
apparently ejected, but we couldn’t locate her cockpit. I…I’m so
sorry, Chase.”

Chase felt his world crumble beneath him.
“So it wasn’t a hallucination…”

“What wasn’t?”

Tears started flowing down his face. “I saw
the dark fighter use a tractor beam after she ejected. It took
Sarah and vanished.”

Daniel squeezed his shoulder. “Then maybe
she’s still alive.”

“I hope so. I need to find
her.” Chase tried to get up, but a wave of pain coursed through his
body and forced him down again.

“Easy, man!” Daniel pressed
him back. “You’re in no shape to go anywhere right now. As a matter
of fact, I’m going let you rest a little, okay?”

“Yeah I guess,” Chase panted
as his heart rate returned to normal. “How long was I out
anyway?”

“Almost a day now. Get some
rest. Everything will still be here in the morning.”

Chase closed his eyes and felt more tears
slip down to his neck. A day. The black fighter had a day head
start on him. He tried to sit up once more, but fell back with the
searing pain and decided to try to sleep. He would begin his search
first thing in the morning.

“I will find you, Sarah,” he
whispered in the dark. “I promise.”



*   *   *

 

Sarah slowly opened her eyes. She didn’t
know where she was. It was extremely dark and the ground she was
lying on was freezing. She managed to raise herself up and leaned
back against a wall as her vision adjusted to the darkness. The
room was small; it felt like a prison cell. She heard steps and
tried to stand up, but she fell back almost immediately. Every
muscle, every bone in her body, felt as though it had fallen off a
skyscraper.

The door of the cell opened and a lizard man
entered. Sarah reeled back in alarm, but the pain was so much that
she couldn’t even try to get away. Her eyes struggled to see as the
lizard swept towards her in the darkness. A strange sort of stick
touched her abdomen and, the next second, she doubled over with a
jolt of electricity and a scream. Then all was black.

When she came to, she was being dragged on
the floor. Two lizard men had her by the arms, and when one looked
her way, she quickly closed her eyes, feigning that she was still
out cold. She was dragged a bit farther now. After a few moments,
she squinted through her lashes. There was a long corridor in front
of her and, by the looks of it, she was alone with her two guards.
If she wanted to try to escape, now was as good a time as any.
Maybe she could take out a lizard or two…

Without any warning, she jerked her arms
free, ignoring the blinding pain that followed. The lizards seemed
as surprised as she was that it had worked, and she used their
confusion combined with a jolt of adrenaline to pull herself to her
feet. She kicked out with all her strength and felt her foot
connect with painful satisfaction with the lizard’s face.

He didn’t even blink.

“Uh oh,” she
muttered.

Before she could try to run, she was slammed
by a tail so hard that she flew and crashed into the nearby wall,
barely conscious. The other lizard muttered something angry in a
language she couldn’t understand and they took her arms again,
dragging her away.

So much for my great
escape, she thought. Then she lost
consciousness once more.

When she opened her eyes again, she was in a
much bigger room. There were strange torches lighting the walls
and, in the center, there was what appeared to be a throne. She
tried to raise her head higher, but fell back with a whimper of
pain.

“I said she was not to be
hurt!” a voice resonated from the throne.

“She tried to escape,
master,” answered one of the lizards.

“Who did this to
her?”

After a moment’s pause, one lizard stepped
forward. Even its tail was trembling. Sarah didn’t understand what
could make such a huge, monster of a thing afraid but, the next
second, something seemed to go very wrong. As if pulled by
invisible strings, the guard started levitating and soon the
lizard’s limbs shot straight out to his sides. There was a low
frequency buzzing, during which everyone seemed to hold their
breath, and then, all at once, the lizard’s head exploded.

Dark blood and bits of flesh showered down
around her, and Sarah wiped her face clean in disgust. The other
lizard by her side immediately kneeled.

“Leave us!” the voice
demanded.

The lizard jumped to his feet and hurried
from the room. Sarah watched him until he’d disappeared through the
doors, then turned her attention back to the throne. It was a man,
she saw now. The source of the voice was a man.

He got to his feet and slowly descended the
stairs in front of the throne. As he walked, the dim lights caught
the side of his face, and Sarah was actually able to see him a
little. There was something about him that looked familiar. The
curve of his lips, the shape of his jaw. He almost looked like… She
shook her head to clear it; she must be dreaming.

But then he threw back his hood and her
mouth fell open. She couldn’t believe her eyes. A deep warmth
flooded through her tired body and she pushed up onto her legs and
ran towards him.

“Chase!” she cried in
happiness. “What are you doing here? I’m so glad to—”

Then she stopped like she’d hit an invisible
wall. The corner of the man’s mouth twitched and, like the lizard
before, she started levitating.

Tears formed in the corners of her eyes as
she realized her mistake. The man looked very much like Chase. It
could very well have been his twin in fact. But there were a few
differences. He had a nasty scar that ran down the entire left side
of his face, and a shock of gray hair with some white highlights.
But the most telling difference was the eyes. His glowed a bright
red, resonating pure evil.

Chase’s eyes were kind. And he would never
look at her the way this man was looking now.

“Who are you?” She started
sobbing uncontrollably as he lifted her still higher.

The man smiled. “Chase, huh? So that’s the
name my brother goes by these days.”

 





To be continued…
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C H A P T E R

I

Chase was standing on the edge of the canyon. The
air was warm, brushing his hair and face gently, enveloping him
like a blanket. He felt at peace, relaxed. As light as a feather,
floating on a soft wind. His mind had expanded beyond his body as
he took in the magnificent view of the russet canyons and the
burning night sky above. The three moons were almost perfectly
aligned with the giant, ringed planet suspended in the
distance.

As he gazed out at the abyss, he felt the steady
rise and fall of his chest. His breath came slowly and
purposefully. His mind was empty, filled with nothing but the
flawless view and his own steady pulse. It was in this state of
perfect balance, as the rest of the universe seemed to fall away,
that he felt her coming back to him.

Sarah. His beloved.

His heart warmed with the very thought. She appeared
just as he remembered. Her brilliant, crimson hair flowing in the
wind, eyes shining with the light of the moons. She looked like
magic. Like endless possibility. Like a future he desired above
anything else.

Time seemed to suspend as he passed his fingers
slowly through her rippling hair. At first, she’d been lost in the
view, but at his touch, she turned to him with a radiant smile.

His heart began to hammer in his chest, growing
stronger with each pulse as he gazed in loving admiration at her
celestial body. Stronger and stronger it grew, swelling his chest
with the weight of his emotions.

But then, all at once, it was too strong.

Chase clutched at his chest as the rhythmic beats
sharpened to excruciating pain. His breath caught in his throat and
he reached out automatically to Sarah for help.

But Sarah was no longer there.

Her body remained frozen painfully in place against
the beautiful horizon, but it was not the Sarah that Chase knew and
loved.

Her sallow skin was tinted deathly gray and her
beautiful green eyes had filled with the darkest black. It was like
looking into a void.

All that remained was a shadow, a mere echo of what
used to be. Chase’s eyes grew wide with fright and dread as he
began to feel that hopeful future fading away.

Then, all at once, the pain and pounding in his
chest subsided. Had his heart just stopped?! He stared at Sarah in
a blind panic, unable to understand what was going on.

“Sarah!” he cried. “What’s
happening?!”

She turned her head with a strange, jerking motion
that was not entirely human. The bone-cracking echo that followed
made Chase’s blood run cold. He longed to stop her. To stop her
before there was nothing left to save, but she continued turning
towards him, shattering what sounded like every bone in her body.
She opened her mouth, as if to scream, but instead, a bright red
light shot out of it, blinding Chase and burning his face.

“Why, Chase?” she asked in a voice
like Sarah’s, but deeper. “Why did you do this to me?”

Chase shook his head in horror. “What did I do?”

As if to answer, she drifted off the ledge and
levitated in the air in front of him. He tried desperately to get
to her, but she was just out of reach. Her body started shivering,
each motion crushing another bone, each one sending cold shivers
down Chase’s spine.

Something was about to end here. Something was going
very wrong.

Then, without warning, she threw back her head with
the most earth-shattering, heart-wrenching screech Chase had ever
heard. It sounded as if it was coming from the very depths of hell.
Her body began bleeding the red light—it exploded out of the cracks
in her ashen skin before Chase’s eyes—ripping her to pieces until
suddenly…

All that was left of his beautiful Sarah was
gone.

As he fell to his knees, Chase heard another scream,
this one decidedly animal. It hardly seemed possible that the sound
could have come from him, but his throat burned as if the noise had
dug its claws in before it was ripped out into the air. Tears
streamed down his face, smearing the lingering ashes that clung to
his cheeks, and he curled his fingers into fists so hard they made
his hands bleed.

There was no controlling this rage. No caging the
fury that ran coursing through his veins. Teeth grinding and eyes
closed, he screamed out for release, unleashing the full power of
that unimaginable rage on the heavens above.

Canyons exploded, water rushed into the air. The
ground started shaking and breaking apart beneath him. The three
moons exploded in quick succession while the giant, ringed planet
cracked in two before shattering to dust.

I need to control
this, he thought desperately.
I need to make it stop!

But he had lost all control over what was left of
his mind. It was pure darkness now. Pure hate. He could feel his
own personal hell overtake him.

Until suddenly, he thought of her again.

With every bit of energy he had left, he conjured an
image of Sarah in his mind. A frozen picture from happier times
back on Earth. Times when her eyes were green, not black, and the
radiant sun caught in her hair.

The blackness in his mind began to recede, little by
little. His consciousness returned to him as the hate and anger
dissipated slowly away. When he felt he could stand it, he dared to
open his eyes.

What he saw made no sense to him.

There was simply nothing left. The ground he was
standing on had vanished. As had the rest of the planet and its
three moons. He was floating in space. Drifting helplessly amongst
a sea of shards from the planet he’d destroyed and faceless bodies
that looked like shadows.

What—just happened?

Chase looked around in horror as an overwhelming
feeling of dread settled in the pit of his stomach.

Had he done this? Had he just destroyed an entire
solar system? It wasn’t possible…

Tiny, weightless tears poured from his eyes before
losing themselves amongst the debris in the blackness of space.

This can’t be happening. It can’t be happening.

He repeated the silent mantra again and again.

I couldn’t have done this. And Sarah has to be
alive. She can’t just be gone…

One of the tears landed upon what looked like a tiny
hand made out of glass. Upon impact, the hand began to solidify
before Chase’s very eyes—hardening and coloring itself until he was
staring into the grave face of Aphroditis.

Chase stared at her in horror, fighting the urge to
hide his face. He didn’t want to ask, but he had to. He had to
know. “Did I do this?”

Her sad eyes looked back at him with pity. “Such is
the power of the Fury, Chase. Without control, it can destroy
everything in its path.”

Chase’s eyes flickered wildly
around, resting on the debris of the shattered planet. “But
this? I didn’t mean to do
any of this.”

“Of course you didn’t,” she said
kindly. “But the loss of your beloved sent you into an
uncontrollable spiral of hate and rage—unleashing the Fury inside
you.”

Chase covered his mouth with his hands, unable to
reconcile the terrible guilt ripping his heart in two. All those
people… All those worlds…

Dead. Because of him.

“You must learn to control your
powers,” Aphroditis cautioned, “or there will be casualties your
soul will not be able to bear.”

“I… I already can’t. How could I
have done this?”

Then she gave him a small smile. “Fear not, Chase.
This isn’t real.”

It was like someone had popped the molten balloon
growing in his chest. He covered his face and exhaled slowly. “This
is a vision?”

“Yes, and an important one. One that
shows what can happen if you lose control.”

Chase’s mind flashed back to the battle. “Like I did
on the ship?”

“Yes.” She inclined her head. “On
the ship you were able to control your powers by sheer instinct,
but we may not be so lucky next time around.”

“Well, what can I do?” Chase cried
in desperation. “I didn’t ask for this! I don’t want these powers!
They’re a curse!”

“No, Chase,” she answered quickly.
“They’re not a curse, but a gift. In you lies the key to saving the
universe from the forces that seek to destroy it.”

Chase’s mind struggled to keep up. “Obsidian?”

“The Obsidian Empire is but a pawn.
There is another threat out there, a far more dangerous
one…”

“But—”

She held up her hand. “All in good time, Chase.”

He bit his lip. “Can you at least tell me if Sarah
is alive?”

Aphroditis smiled. “She is alive. At least for now.
But you need to wake up, Chase. And please, try to keep yourself
calm.”

Chase frowned. “Why would I need to—”

Before he could finish, the stars blurred to lines
and he was sucked into space at a speed faster than hyperspace. He
struggled to keep breathing as the sky around him faded to black. A
few seconds later, the force of a tremendous impact knocked him
awake.

His vision was blurry as he blinked
several times, trying to open his eyes. A muffled buzz blasted with
familiar regularity, and he shook his head slowly as he tried to
place the sound. All at once, it clicked. He was back on board
the Destiny, and
the buzzing he was hearing was a red alert. Pulling himself up, he
looked around his quarters in shock.

Now what had happened here?!

It looked like someone had taken a wrecking ball to
the place. Every bit of furniture was smashed. Everything Chase
owned was in a splintered heap on the cracked floor. Even the walls
were dented in.

“Holy shit,” he murmured as he
looked around.

Then the doors opened and Daniel ran inside with
weapon drawn. He stared around at the demolished room in utter
shock before his eyes fell on Chase, standing in the middle.

“What the hell?”

Chase felt all the color drain from his face. “I… I
think I did this.”

Daniel shook his head with a frown. “What? Chase,
no. How is that even possible?”

Chase took a trembling step backwards. The room
around him started spinning and he began to feel sick. “I… I—”

The last thing he remembered was the ground coming
up to meet him and the distant echo of his friend calling for a
medical emergency…
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It had been days since Sarah had been left to rot in
the dark cell. From time to time, a reptilian Zarlack would come in
to leave what they obviously took to be food. It tasted horrible, a
green-grey goo that Sarah had decided to pass on for at least five
or six meals, until eventually her hunger grew too strong.

The interrogation sessions had been
grueling, but she had staunchly refused to say anything about Earth
or the Alliance to Chase’s brother. She still couldn’t accept,
understand, or even fathom the fact that he was Chase’s brother. How could
brothers be so different? Chase was such a good man. He was so
kind, brave, selfless. Willing to sacrifice his life, even for
those of a different world. But this man, this thing, who looked so
much like Chase, was nothing like him.

She wanted to stay strong, but in moments like this,
moments when she was finally alone, feelings of utter helplessness
would overtake her and tears began to flow freely down her dirty
face. She lifted a shaky hand and wiped them away. She could feel
the calluses and caked blood on her palms scratch against her
cheeks. Her fingertips ached where the nails had been cracked and
splintered. She couldn’t see her body, but she could feel where
each massive bruise cried out in anguish.

Her cell was so dark that she could
barely see anything. There was no bed, no view to the outside. It
was a pit, a dark hole. And the longer she was trapped within it,
the darker her own thoughts began to grow. That must be the point, she thought.
Another mind game crafted to make her talk. She knew she needed to
buy as much time as possible for Chase and the Earth Alliance to
come and rescue her, but she wondered how long that would take.
Maybe the Droxians went to war with the Alliance, as she had feared
they would. If that was the case, she could be here for a very long
time.

The only thing that kept her going was the firm
belief that no matter how long it took, no matter what he had to do
to get there, Chase would come for her.

She heard sudden footsteps coming down the hall
beyond the door of her cell and hastily wiped her face. She was
determined not to give them the satisfaction of seeing her break.
The steps stopped in front of the door, and shortly after, it
opened. A Zarlack grunt stepped inside. With no preamble, he
grabbed her by the elbow and started dragging her away. Long gone
were the days when they’d try to coax her to her feet or wait for
her to walk beside them. Everything was force now. Unceasing,
unrelenting force.

The room was unpresuming but somehow menacing at the
same time. As though her own pain, and that of the prisoners before
her, had seeped into the taupe walls. It was also, by now, eerily
familiar.

As soon as they arrived, the Zarlack released her
elbow and left her alone. Just like the day before and the one
before that. The monster wasn’t there yet, but she had no doubt he
would come soon enough. Even before she could hear him, her body
started to float in the air.

Here we go, she thought. Without a word, she closed her eyes and tried
to empty her mind of everything—everything except an image of the
one thing that was keeping her going.

Chase.

It was her only sanctuary. Her only escape. The only
thing that made these interrogation sessions slightly more
bearable. She would retreat to a place where the monster couldn’t
follow. He couldn’t touch her there. Unfortunately… that didn’t
mean he wouldn’t try.

“How about we don’t lose another few
hours torturing you for nothing today?” he asked as he swept
inside. At this point, he didn’t even bother to look at
her.

“How about you go fuck yourself
instead?”

“Impetuous as always. I can already
tell today won’t be fun for you. I have neither the time nor
patience, so let’s expedite things, shall we?”

Sarah bit the inside of her cheek to keep herself
from trembling with fear. Now was not the time to show any
weakness. The previous sessions had been nearly impossible to
endure already. And while she was strangely proud that she hadn’t
cracked under the pressure of the pain, the mental abuse, and the
feeling of helplessness that grew every single day—if things got
more violent, she wondered if she would be able to get through
it.

I have to, she thought, I just have
to.

And with that, she closed her eyes and thought even
harder about Chase, projecting him mentally, trying to block all
her other senses even as the pain started shooting up her body.

Today she focused on the image of her and Chase
walking down the aisle, hoping such a wonderful image, though
fictional, would help her face what already promised to be the
worst session yet. She had considered using this particular tactic
a few times before, but kept it in reserve for a truly horrible
time. Rationing the happiness for a day when she’d need it the
most. Judging by the overwhelming sensory return she was getting
from her pain receptors, today was going to be that day.

The hall of the cathedral was magnificent. High
ceilings, sparkling stained glass. Sarah stood in the center of the
floor and pulled in a deep breath as she looked around. In just a
short matter of time, she would marry the man of her dreams in this
cathedral. It didn’t even matter to her that he wasn’t from
Earth.

He looked human, of course. A good looking, tall man
with long, dark hair. She’d noticed him the first time she saw him
in the briefing room back on Earth. He’d noticed her too, though
he’d tried to keep it together in front of his commanding officer.
She remembered the first time they’d made love in her apartment.
She wasn’t the kind of girl who usually allowed herself to form
such an intimate connection with someone so quickly, but Chase was
different. She had felt it in her very soul.

The fact that mere hours before he had invited her
to pilot the first Earth-Alliance hybrid fighter to leave orbit and
make a hyperspace jump had definitely helped. That alone had
counted for at least twenty dates in her book. It had been the most
exhilarating experience of her life, so when he came to see her
that night, she already felt as though every single nerve was
firing, aching for another adrenaline fix.

She remembered how gently his hands coursed her
naked body, how sweet and attentive he had been, how his tongue and
lips softly caressed every inch of her burning skin, making her
tremble and vibrate with pleasure.

A piercing scream ripped the fantasy apart.

Sarah felt like her skin was being ripped apart from
the inside out. Tears streamed uncontrollably down her contorted
face. She was still floating in the air, but her back was arched at
an impossible angle, as though some invisible hook was pulling her
spine to the ceiling, leaving her limbs to dangle towards the
ground. As she was rotated to face the fiend, she could see that
his mouth was moving. He was clearly exasperated, demanding that
she give him some kind of information. She quickly closed her eyes
again, willing herself back to her beautiful memory of the wedding
that might have been. That could still be.

That will be, she thought as her lips curled into a wistful
smile.

All at once, she was back in the dream. The wedding
would be magnificent, though she was slightly disappointed to miss
an opportunity to be the first Earthling to actually marry on an
alien world. She had thought about it, but the circumstances made
it more logical to marry on Earth at the time. Chase was such a
sweet man, she couldn’t really know for sure if he had been
disappointed or not. He had suggested that they use some flowers
from his native planet to add a breathtaking alien touch to the
hall, and she had loved the idea. The aisle and altar were both
magnificently lit with star lilies, each pulsating a luminous white
light into the cathedral, adding what looked like a living,
breathing energy.

“I have to say, I’m impressed by
your tolerance,” her torturer taunted. “Most people would have
given up by now, or at least lost consciousness. But you? You
continue to surprise.”

A sudden burning pain in the side of her body showed
her how impressed he was with this little revelation. She gritted
her teeth and forcibly tuned him out, returning to the dream.

When she rounded the corner and proceeded down the
aisle, the entire church stood up with a gasp. She and Chase met
eyes immediately. He looked as happy as she had ever seen him, a
radiant smile erasing every trace of his usually shy demeanor. The
lace of her gown whispered across the smooth marble, and, a second
later, she was by his side. They locked eyes for another moment
before Chase suddenly winked. Then the ceremony began.

A sharp pain in her belly made her open her eyes for
a split second, just long enough to catch a glimpse of her
imaginary groom’s brother smirking at her, his hands dripping with
her blood. Even though she closed her eyes as fast as she could,
she could still hear him laughing in the distance as she returned
to the cathedral.

“Are you alright, my love?” Chase
whispered questioningly.

“Yes, I’m good,” she panted. “Don’t
worry, just some… cramps.”

The minister began to talk about the beauty of
marriage, the value of commitment. It all felt so perfect, so
magical. She had to admit that she had never imagined a big
wedding. Most days, she never thought she’d be getting married at
all. While other girls spent their childhoods planning out the big
day, Sarah had dreamed about going to the stars instead. Flying
through the celestial heavens and exploring brand new worlds. But
she realized, as she held Chase’s hand tightly in her own, that in
this moment, she was truly happy. The longer she stood up by the
altar, the happier she felt.

The minister took a step back as it was time for the
vows and rings. With a little smile, Chase stepped forward to go
first.

“I promise to always look after you
and love you for as long as I shall live. I will always be there
for you. I will always be kind and patient, and give you strength
and support when you need it the most. You can always count on me,
through thick and thin. I love you with all my heart and soul. I
pledge myself to you for the rest of our lives.”

Simple, yet
beautiful, she thought. It was exactly what
she would expect him to say.

As his long, thin fingers slid the ring gently up
her finger, she fought the urge to forget the crowd and just kiss
him. The cool metal made her feel safe, somehow. Wanted.

It was her turn now. She looked at him with a smile
so broad that her face hurt, and, before she could stop it, a
single tear ran down her cheek. With a deep breath, she began to
speak.

“You are my everything. My best
friend, my teacher, my role model, and my true north. I love you
now, and vow to love you forever. In sickness and in health,
through sorrow and success, through times of darkness and light, I
shall forever enjoy your sight. I love you more than anything in
this world, and today you make me whole.”

She slipped the ring onto his finger as well, and
when she looked up his eyes were swimming with tears.

The minister stepped forward again with a smile. “If
anyone here sees a reason why these two should not be joined in
matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

There was perfect silence in the cathedral.

“You may now kiss the
bride.”

Sarah gave a silent gasp as another wave of pain
threatened to rip her from her body. It was greater than anything
she’d felt before. Like a sand storm beating against her raw
nerves. She stared into Chase’s peaceful eyes and held on with
every ounce of strength she had.

She would not let go of this
moment. Not this moment. She would hold on with everything she had.

Chase leaned towards her and she leapt into his
arms, pressing herself into him as their lips finally met in a
kiss. It was as if everything around them had melted away. It was
just the two of them in their own little perfect world. Alive and
in love.

The crowd jumped to their feet in applause, but she
barely heard any of it. Even when she and Chase finally pulled away
and started marching down the aisle, the noise was nothing but a
warm hum in the back of her head.

She was with Chase now. She
was with Chase.
Nothing could ever pull her away.

A huge smile spread across her face as she tossed
the bouquet over her shoulder to no one in particular. The happy
faces of the crowd swam before her eyes, and she and Chase walked
hand in hand back through the cathedral. They didn’t have time to
stay and mingle. They had a fairytale life to get to, after
all.

But one face suddenly stood out above the rest. One
face… that shouldn’t be there at all.

She squinted and leaned forward for a better look,
but the next thing she knew, she was flying towards the ceiling
with a scream. It was as if someone had lassoed her around the
stomach. One second she was standing next to Chase, the next her
hand was ripped from his as she flew backwards up into the air.

“There you are.” A cruel voice made
her open her eyes. “Did you really expect to keep me out
forever?”

 


 

 



C H A P T E R

III

 

 

Ryonna stood in front of the guard in Hellstar
prison. She hadn’t slept more than four hours in the last five
days, there had been several close calls and near misses, and she
couldn’t even begin to describe the intense aching behind her eyes,
but she had made it. She was where she needed to be.

The Ferogot guard looked at her with the utmost
detestation. She wasn’t surprised. His species had made the
terrible mistake of going to open war with her people five decades
ago, and the foolish attempt had cost them dearly. The Droxians
were not conquerors of worlds. All they asked was to be left in
peace. But the abundance of quadrinium within their territory had
the unfortunate side effect of attracting unwanted company,
something they didn’t look upon too kindly. Then again, very few
other species were as powerful and talented at war as the Droxians.
The Furies were one such species, but they had gone extinct a long
time ago.

“Empty your pockets and drop your
clothes, you filthy Droxian.” The guard snarled.

She looked into his eyes for the very first time and
immediately received a vision of his death. From the looks of it,
he would die shortly, within the confines of Hellstar prison.

She smiled, taking this as a good omen for what was
to come next. “Whatever you say.”

“I’d wipe that smirk off your face.
We don’t like sarcasm around here. You’ll learn that soon
enough.”

She decided not to antagonize him any further; he
was clearly not worthy of her energy, and, to be honest, she didn’t
have much left to spare. She dropped all of her belongings on the
counter and started to undress. A guard droid hovered near her,
ready to strike or stun her at the first sight of trouble. These
flying spheres of metal were simple in design—a line of red lights
shining all around the circumference and a red glass eye at their
center. They also emitted a nerve-wracking buzzing sound when
hovering and moving about.

“Not feeling so tough now, are we?”
The guard was feeling braver now that she was naked.

Any other day, she would snap the little bugger’s
neck on the spot, enjoying the sound of his brittle bones cracking
under the pressure of her hold. But she had to be patient,
something she wasn’t really good at. She was, after all, on the
most important mission of her life.

Her teenage son was trapped somewhere in this hell
hole. She had to get him out.

“No, sir,” she said, adding a tad of
fear for dramatic effect. Best to just swallow her pride and get on
with it—every second was important.

The guard’s eyes glittered with malice. “Yeah,
you’re going to find out what happens to your kind down here.”

Don’t push your luck, you disgusting little
dwarf!

He threw some prison clothes in her
face and she had to block every instinct she had not to catch them.
Droxians were incredibly fast, with amazing reflexes, but she
didn’t want this pitiful piece of dirt to see that.
Perhaps soon you will get a taste of my
speed, she thought.

The clothes fell to the ground.

“Pick them up, now!” he
shouted.

“Yes, sir. Pardon my clumsiness,”
she replied through gritted teeth.

Keeping her eyes fixed on the ground, she picked up
the clothes and quickly dressed. Of course they were too small. Not
many races were as massively built as Droxian warriors. That being
said, she was sure a prison like Hellstar would have attire for all
sizes and shapes. This was probably just a pathetic attempt by the
guard to feel superior.

Once she was dressed, the droid changed position and
said in a synthetic voice, “Prisoner XA-667037, follow me.”

“As you command.”

She followed the droid down the hall to her right
without giving the guard a second look.

Hope to see you soon, little
dwarf…

They arrived at a steel door that was freckled with
patches of rust. The droid turned its glowing eye to face her.

“Enter the decontamination room.
Once you are finished, keep walking. Another droid will take you to
your cell.”

“Understood.”

The door groaned as it split apart from the center.
Flashing red lights appeared on the ground, indicating the way to
the center of the room.

Like I would get lost taking a step forward. Who
designs these things?

As soon as she stepped inside, the doors slammed
shut behind her with a loud crunch and the room filled with a thick
gas. A few blinking lights on a control screen provided the only
illumination. She groped blindly until she managed to find one of
the nozzles spewing the fog in the darkness and braced herself into
position.

It was now or never.

Taking a deep breath, she blocked one of them with
her thumb. A sharp beeping resonated within the decontamination
chamber. Her interference had clearly set off some diagnostic
function or alarm. It was exactly what she’d been hoping for. After
a few moments, the pressure at the nozzle intensified, as expected.
Another moment, and the nozzle made a clanging noise. With that, a
pin ejected from the wall, making a soft metallic noise upon impact
with the floor. She quickly took her thumb off of the nozzle and
quietly slid the pin under the sole of her left foot. The second
she’d gotten it hidden, the door shot open and the droid sped
inside.

“Prisoner, do not move.”

“Understood.”

“There’s been a malfunction with
your decontamination chamber. Running diagnostics. Please stand
by.”

Ryonna didn’t answer. She felt the pin roll slightly
and concentrated on keeping her foot completely motionless. These
droids were not programmed to be subtle, and they certainly took no
chances either. She pressed her bare foot harder over the pin to
ensure that it remained hidden. Anything construed as a breach of
protocol usually resulted in more safety measures on the part of
the droids, sometimes even violent, preemptive actions.

After a few minutes, the pressure under her foot was
killing her. The slightest twitch could result in the failure of
her entire plan and that must not happen.

Hurry up, you flying ball of
junk, she thought.

Just when she thought she would either have to move
her foot or make a noise, there was a sudden beeping sound and the
droid shot back outside. The second the door slammed shut, she
immediately grabbed the pin with her toes, quickly passing it to
her hands, and finally to her mouth. She then reluctantly swallowed
it, grimacing from the horrible, stale, metallic taste.

The nozzles resumed distribution of the gas. Soon,
every part of the small room was saturated. When it was finished,
another synthesized voice announced, “Decontamination procedure
complete. Please step out of the chamber.”

Almost immediately, the doors in front of Ryonna
opened, splitting from the middle like the ones before, but this
time vertically instead of horizontally. Just behind them stretched
a dark hall, another set of red lights lighting up the floor to
show her the way. Pretty soon another hovering droid came to meet
her. 

Well, it’s now or never. Either
the doctor was telling the truth, she
thought, or I’m screwed.
The droid stopped a meter away from her and its
lights blinked once.

“Please hold still. Mandatory
foreign object scan.”

A ray of red light scanned her from head to toe. She
held her breath. At first, it seemed to be going well, then the
droid emitted a sharp beep that didn’t sound good.

Crap! Her
heart started pounding.

“Rescanning; please hold
still.”

“Understood,” she said again,
fighting to keep the worry from her voice.

The same ray of light scanned her again, only this
time the droid’s noise was more cheerful. Well, as cheerful as a
prison droid’s voice could sound.

“No foreign objects detected. Please
proceed to the cells in section D. Follow me.”

She followed the droid with a sigh of relief. Step
one: achieved.

Now all she needed to do was locate her son and try
to get out of this hell hole…
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Ryonna watched the
Iron Fire enter
hyperspace and felt a little sadness. She was surprised by the
feeling, as well as the bond she had quickly formed with both Sarah
and Chase. After all, she was not used to trusting strangers,
especially these days, while being on the run. But both their
plight and predicament, as well as the generosity they had
displayed towards her, warmed her heart. She felt sorry for Sarah.
Ryonna’s vision had indicated that her end was near. If it hadn’t
been for her, she probably wouldn’t have struck a deal with Chase
and the Alliance, and she wouldn’t know where Ronan was.

Ronan.

She had to get to her son
as fast as possible, but going inside Hellstar prison half-assed
would not achieve anything. She longed to see her son more than
anything in the world. More so since her husband had passed. Ronan
had become the center of her universe. Worrying and being
overprotective was not the Droxian way, but she couldn’t help it.
From the day they had discovered his genetic weakness, and during
the years spent hiding it from the Droxian Ministry of Health, her
bond with her son had grown beyond that of most Droxian
parent-child interactions.

She brushed the thoughts
away. Now was the time to devise a plan to get to Hellstar, with at
least a hint of hope of getting out of there alive. First things
first. She needed to acquire a jump-capable ship. She opened the
holographic star map in the Alliance’s shuttle and studied her
current location. She didn’t have much currency, so buying a ship
was not an option. She would probably have to steal one.

Her eyes fell on the few
credits Sarah had given her, lying on the co-pilot’s console next
to hers. Her mind wandered a little, but soon a bleep from her own
console caught her attention.

“Recorded message
awaiting,” said the onboard computer with a male, synthesized
voice.

What message?

She touched the control
and soon an image of Chase’s smiling face filled the
holo-screen.

“Hello, Ryonna, I took the
liberty to record this before you were ready to depart. I wanted to
re-iterate our thanks for your generous donation of the quadrinium
we need so much. I wish we could have come with you to Hellstar to
help you free Ronan. As soon as we repel the Zarlack attack on
Earth, we’ll try to get back in touch with you. Hopefully we can
still help you achieve your goal. I don’t have to tell you Hellstar
is a very dangerous place, so please be careful and make sure you
have a plan before going in.”

She smiled at Chase’s
advice, which matched her own analysis of the situation.

“I’ve taken the liberty of
dropping a couple of hundred pounds of quadrinium into this
shuttle’s cargo hold. I know you said you didn’t need it, but we
both know this stuff has value, and you may need the cash to buy
equipment. You gave us more than enough, and one day I hope we can
repay you for your incredibly generous gesture. I’ve also loaded
the onboard computer with some of my autopilot flight patterns. If
you get into trouble, don’t hesitate to activate them. Hope to see
you soon. Farewell and good luck, Ryonna.”

The holo-screen turned
off, and the emotions she had been feeling moments before returned
with a vengeance. She had been wary of trusting Chase when they
first met, but not being able to see his death when she looked at
him puzzled her. That had never happened before and threw her off.
Instinctively she felt he was hiding something. Sarah, however, had
convinced her they meant no harm and were willing to help her. This
message from Chase reaffirmed the conclusion she had reached in the
hours following their first meeting, namely that he indeed meant
well and had a good heart.

“Thank you, Chase,” she
said out loud.

As if an answer, her ship
trembled from what felt like laser impacts on the aft side of her
shuttle. She raised her shields and checked her radar. She could
see no signature, so she turned the shuttle for a visual. She was
rewarded with another set of laser impacts on her shields. She
swore. She caught a glimpse of her attacker’s craft, and while she
didn’t recognize the ship it was noticeably bigger than her
own.

Probably equipped with a
hyperspace engine, then.

Her ship’s shield absorbed
more salvos, and she took evasive action, which helped a little.
For a split second she wondered if she shouldn’t simply activate
the device Chase had given her. After all, Iron Fire had only left a few
minutes ago. But she decided against it. She didn’t like the idea
of calling for help at the first sign of trouble. She also knew
that Sarah and Chase were on a time-sensitive mission. A few
minutes’ delay could be catastrophic for them and the people of
Earth. After more laser impact with her shuttle’s shield, the
onboard computer complained that the shields had dropped below
forty percent.

She needed to think fast.
She brought up the schematics of the shuttle and diverted all power
to the shields, boosting them to nearly sixty percent; and then she
accessed the engine’s schematics and looked for a way to eject
quadrinium from its chambers. While the controls of Alliance
vessels were new to her she had flown enough ships to understand
the basics. It took another five hits and more warnings from the
computer before she saw what she was looking for. But it would take
time to make the necessary adjustments to eject the quadrinium and
ignite it, and with every moment her shields were lowering. That’s
when part of Chase’s message struck her.

“Computer, show me
autopilot patterns.”

The holo-screen filled
with different, pre-programmed patterns. She selected “aggressive
evasive” from the list, a pattern called Delta-7. The moment she
activated it the ship took over piloting duties, and it didn’t take
long to realize that the automatic patterns flew the ship much more
efficiently than she did. That gave her the necessary time for the
next part of her plan. She diverted more power to her shields from
the weapons, which she wasn’t using anyway, as well as ninety
percent of life support. The way this fight was going—one sided and
with her getting her ass kicked—this bold maneuver would either
succeed or she’d die trying. Once she had redirected every ounce of
power to the shields, she regained manual control and executed the
commands she had been working on.

Her ship released smoke
from her engines, simulating damage. She waited a few seconds to
see if that would stop her pursuer, but her instincts told her this
pilot was not interested in only disabling her. A few more salvos
took another ten percent of her shields and confirmed her gut
instinct.

“Yep, they want me dead
alright.”

She slowed down, and soon
the attacking ship was upon her. She locked onto it with the
shuttle’s tractor beam and then ejected the quadrinium, redirecting
all power to the aft lasers. Dragging the ship into the quadrinium
cloud, she fired at it with her aft lasers at full power. The
resulting explosion rocked the shuttle, severing the tractor beam
and taking out whatever was left of the shuttle’s shields. With
inertial dampeners set to the minimum she experienced tremendous
g-forces when the ship entered a wild spin. Fortunately, Droxian
physiology allowed her to withstand much stronger forces than this
before risking loss of consciousness. She recovered from the spin
and saw an array of warning lights on her consoles, followed by
multiple vocal warnings: “Shields down, structural integrity
comprised,” said the monotonic, synthesized voice of the onboard
computer.

“Tell me something I don’t
know,” said Ryonna as she turned about to look at her
target.

Sparks erupted inside her
cockpit and the lights flickered. Her shuttle was in bad shape, but
that was to be expected.

“Low power! Low power!”
wailed the onboard computer.

Annoyed that the AI was
stating the obvious, she turned off vocal alerts.

Approaching the ship that
had fired on her without warning, she saw it had been heavily
damaged and was slowly spinning in space, smoke and sparks escaping
from one side. All that was left to do was board the ship and hope
she hadn’t damaged its jump engines beyond repair. She located the
target ship’s nearest landing bay and landed her shuttle inside.
She checked the cargo bay for atmosphere. She could leave her ship
without resorting to an EVA suit.

She left the cockpit and
set her blaster to maximum stun, while running towards the cargo
door. With determination and anger in her eyes she punched the
release button with her elbow and raised her blaster towards the
now-descending cargo ramp.

 


 

C H A P T E R

II

 

The ramp descended to the
ground of the cargo bay of the unknown ship. Ryonna heard a wailing
alarm, no doubt related to the heavy damage she had inflicted on
the ship just moments before. She stepped down the ramp, blaster in
hand, and checked her surroundings, making sure no one was waiting
in ambush. After a few seconds she mentally marked the cargo bay as
clear. She approached the nearest console and brought up a
schematic of the ship. She exited the cargo bay, her weapon still
pointing forward, and made her way to the bridge. She avoided the
turbo lifts, preferring to use ladders inside the nearest
bulkhead.

At the bridge’s door she
took a deep breath and stormed in. A humanoid male on the floor had
his weapon drawn. She jumped out of the way just in time to avoid
the laser fire from his blaster. The laser grazed Ryonna’s hair as
she landed on the deck and rolled behind a nearby
console.

“Why did you fire on my
ship?” she exclaimed from behind her cover.

There was no answer, but
three more blasts impacted the console protecting her. Sparks flew
over her head and some landed in her hair. 

“Fine, let’s do it your
way!”

She removed one of her
boots and threw it to her right, while jumping in the opposite
direction.

Laser fire hit her flying
boot, and while in midair she lined up her shot and pressed the
trigger. The stun shot hit her target in the thorax and he
collapsed with a groan. Small sparks of lightning ran over his body
armor. She took no chances and fired three more stun shots. His
limbs jerked and spasmed. His eyes were closed when she approached,
her blaster still pointed at his head, ready to fire again if
necessary. When she was near enough she kicked the man’s blaster
away. She placed her knee on the torso of the motionless body and
checked his pulse. She found one, and proceeded to search his body
for more weapons. She found a second, smaller blaster in a chest
holster, as well as a few small blades, morning stars and a
light-blade attached to his belt. His skin was a pale-green tone
and he had markings on his face.

Gotta be a bounty hunter
to be armed to the teeth like that. I wonder how they found me,
especially in that Alliance ship? So much for hoping an Alliance
ship would provide anonymity, allowing me to move discreetly in the
sector.

She dragged his body to a
chair and sat him down. She changed settings on her weapon and shot
twice more. Two energy lasso shots immobilized him at both chest
and feet height, emitting a low level hum and radiating blue
light.

Ryonna sat next to her
immobilized prey. She tried accessing the console in front of her
but the computer refused her commands.

“Non-authorized personnel
access, locking the computer core. Please provide valid biometrics
identification,” said the onboard computer, before turning on a
hand scanner on its glass controls.

Ryonna smashed her fists
on the controls, frustrated. The glass on the console cracked and
cut her hand. For a second she looked at the droplets of blood
falling on the floor. She wiped the blood on her pants and picked
up her blaster. There was no way of knowing if anyone else was on
board without computer control. Since she had managed to bring up
the schematics of the ship in the cargo bay she hadn’t expected the
bridge’s console to be locked. But it made sense. She had similar
contingencies in place in her own smuggler’s ship. Low-level access
to plans and cargo direction so she didn’t have to babysit the
unloading crew, but critical systems on the bridge would only work
for authorized personnel.

She tried accessing the
same controls on the console in front of her hostage. A similar
warning was issued and the hand scanner came on. She dragged the
unconscious man’s hand from the grip of the force lasso and put it
on the scanner. It turned green, but then the computer requested a
vocal command code.

“Well, that was worth a
try.”

There was no alternative.
She brandished her blaster in front of her and resigned herself to
going room to room, checking the current level. It took ten minutes
to check every corner and all the rooms. Her head started to buzz
from the surrounding alarms. When she couldn’t take it any longer
she started shooting the speakers on the walls. She decided to go
to the engine room and assess its state. Her outside survey while
approaching the ship had revealed substantial damage on the plating
as well as a nasty hole on the port side of the ship. When she
tried entering the engine room a vocal warning resonated. “Engine
room radiation level outside safe limits, access
restricted.”

“That can’t be
good.”

She needed access to the
ship’s computer as well as information on her attacker, so she ran
back to the bridge. Not taking any risks she entered carefully and
scanned every corner for surprises. She heard a small groan. Her
hostage was slowly returning to consciousness.

“About time!” Ryonna had
gone overboard, stunning him repeatedly when she took him out of
commission. She had been angry. She didn’t appreciate being shot at
the minute Iron Fire had gone into hyperspace. She had overdone the stun shots in
the heat of the moment.

She approached the chair
just as the man released another faint moan. Ryonna slapped him
across the face without thinking twice.

When he tried jumping out
of his chair he was rewarded with strong pain from the energy
lassos holding him in place. The pain generated increased
exponentially the more the subject struggled, a fact he quickly
became aware of. He soon stopped struggling.

“Who sent you to kill me,
bounty hunter?”

The man looked straight at
Ryonna, his bright-blue eyes trying to gauge her.

That was when it happened.
She saw the moment of his death, and it looked as if Ryonna would
be delivering a knife to his neck. She pushed the thought away. She
rarely spared a man who had tried to kill her anyway.

“I’ve asked a question,”
warned Ryonna in an icy tone.

The man looked at his
restraints and then around the room.

“Last warning,” she added,
with more than enough menace in her voice.

The man spat on the ground
and looked at Ryonna with a wide grin. “Go fuck
yoursel—”

He never finished his
answer. Ryonna punched him in the stomach with full force and he
spat blood onto her forearm. She grabbed his dark, purple hair and
wiped the blood off his face. He tried to bite Ryonna, but she was
ready for such a move. She jabbed her elbow into his throat,
pushing a little more each second.

“You were saying,” said
Ryonna, before sniffing heavily, “you stinking piece of
crap.”

His eyes were closed from
the crushing pain of Ryonna’s elbow on his throat. He could barely
breathe. Just when Ryonna felt he would lose consciousness she
removed her elbow. The man wheezed heavily and coughed a little
more blood before he was able to get some much-needed air back into
his lungs.

“Let’s try this again. I
suggest you don’t play with my patience. It’s been one of those
days.”

“W . . . what
. . .” He took another painful breath and tried clearing
his throat. “What was the question?”

“Who sent you to kill
me?”

“I can’t tell you that and
you know it!”

“Wrong answer.”

Ryonna took one of the
man’s own blades and jabbed it straight into his right thigh. He
screamed loudly. Already suffering a headache from the alarms
constantly resonating within the ship for the last half an hour,
Ryonna took the man’s blaster and put it in his mouth, which
promptly stopped him from shouting. His look changed from defiant
to terrified in a split second. His face painted a picture of
pain.

She lowered her face to
his level and looked straight in his eyes.

“I suggest you suffer in
silence or I’ll make sure you never make another sound again. Are
we clear?”

The man slightly tilted
his head up and down, one eye closed and teeth clenched on the
muzzle of his own blaster.

“Now can you please turn
this commotion off? I can’t hear myself think, and that usually
results in bad decision making on my part.”

She took the blaster out
of his mouth. He took two deep breaths. “Computer, alarms
off.”

The multiple audio signals
all turned off at once, and finally the headache Ryonna had had
since shortly after her arrival on board started to
dispel.

“Thank you. Now, if you’d
be so kind as to unlock the main computer and give me full
access.”

He looked at her with
doubts, which Ryonna decided she had to eradicate quickly. She took
the blade out of his thigh and blood started gushing. The man
moaned.

“I can do this all day,
but I’d rather we make it quick.”

“What’s my incentive to
help you? You’ll kill me anyway.”

“That really depends on
what information you give me. And in your line of work I don’t
think I need to remind you that there are many ways of killing a
man, some more painful than others.”

“Not good enough. I need
assurance you will let me go.”

“I give you my word.” She
knew full well she wouldn’t be able to keep it.

“While Droxians are known
for their honor, I don’t trust your word. No offence.”

Ryonna exhaled in
frustration. She needed to get going as soon as possible. She
decided to go back to physical threats and amp up her game if
necessary. She didn’t enjoy torture much, but it was an effective
tool when pressed for time, as she was at the moment.

She took the bloodied
blade she had extracted from the man’s thigh and wiped the blood
off, using the man’s dark pants. His eyes followed her every
movement with concern. She then put it next to the other weapons
she had confiscated from him, and started browsing the different
blades, tapping each a couple of times before moving to the next,
until she stopped at the morning star. She flipped it in the air
like a coin and stopped it from spinning by catching it between two
extended fingers. She examined it for a while, turning it
around.

“This will do.”

“Will do for
what?”

She grabbed his hair and
bent his head backwards as she planted the morning star right under
one of his eyes.

“Well, you don’t need your
eyes to answer my questions.”

“WAIT!”

“Talk
. . . fast!”

“Okay, okay, just don’t
remove my eye.”

“Eyes.”

“I received my warrant
from a guy named Grolax.”

“That no good piece of
. . .” She paused in mid sentence. ”How much am I worth
since my last visit to him?”

“One hundred
thousand.”

“I should have ended him
on Hathan Prime.”

“I can help you correct
that mistake.”

“Why on Droxia would I
ever need your help?”

“Well, it’s not a selfless
act, obviously. I really would like to keep breathing, and it seems
to me that if I have something to provide, you may be more inclined
to let me.”

“Speak.”

Grolax did amp up his
security, and I don’t mean just more guards. You must have rattled
him ’cause he’s got shadow droids patrolling around every places he
goes, and he hired sentinels too.”

Ryonna clenched her teeth.
She must have spooked Grolax for him to adopt such heavy measures
in less than a day. Sentinels were renowned for being the best
bodyguards in close-quarter combat. And shadow droids were no
picnic either. That would make approaching him more difficult. But
she had to deal with Grolax nonetheless. Not before making sure she
got some important information out of him. If there was one scumbag
in this part of space who could help her locate someone with
information about Hellstar security measures, it was probably
him.

“I take it from your
silence that you’re considering my offer?”

“Don’t celebrate just yet.
I was mostly thinking about what I would do to this piece of
Tran’Kahr droppings once I get my hands on him.”

“Somehow I get an idea
. . .”

“Believe me, you
don’t.”

The man swallowed
hard.

“What’s your name by the
way?”

“Alix Dar.”

“Well, Alix, as a gesture
of good faith, would you please give me computer
control.”

He looked at her, trying
to gauge if his speech had worked.

“You don’t really have a
choice here. I can get access on my own and you know it. It would
just take longer, unless I make you scream again and use your vocal
patterns as identification for the second layer of
security.”

“You thought of that, did
you?” said Alix, resigned.

“That would be my next
move, yes. You gave me the idea when you squealed a few moments
ago.”

“Speaking of that, would
you mind if we did something about that wound? I’m starting to feel
light headed.”

“Then I suggest you speak
faster, starting with computer control.”

“Computer, accept
executive-level control by all current passengers.”

“Confirmed,” replied the
onboard control.

“Thanks,” said Ryonna,
jumping into the chair next to Alix’s.

“What are you
doing?”

“Setting a course for
Hathan Prime. Fortunately, we aren’t very far away, but I’d rather
not lose any more time.”

“What’s so
urgent?”

“None of your business,
Alix,” snapped Ryonna, pointing a warning finger at him. “Let’s get
this straight right now. I’m willing to spare you, for the time
being, but you may want to restrain from asking questions about
things that don’t concern you.”

“My bad. I didn’t mean
anything by it. I’m really sorry,” said Alix with fear in
eyes.

Ryonna realized she
probably overreacted to that last question, but she didn’t feel
like acknowledging it. After all, this man had tried to blow her
out of the stars, a fact she wasn’t going to forget any time soon,
no matter how useful he proved to be.

“Course set,” said Ryonna,
just a second after the engines started humming. “Looks like your
self-repairing systems are quite efficient. We still don’t have
jump-engines capabilities. Must have damaged that too.”

“My nano repair circuitry
is the best. I’m sure it will be fixed soon. We’re only a few of
hours away from Hathan at full, sub-light burn. The jump engines
might be fixed by then.”

“I hope so. I’ll need your
ship for a few days.”

“If it means I keep
breathing, you can have it.”

Alix’s eyes blinked
rapidly.

“What’s wrong with
you?”

“I . . . I don’t
feel so—”.

But Alix never finished
his sentence and lost consciousness.

“Great! Next stop med-bay,
I guess.”



END OF SAMPLE – You can find Ryonna’s Wrath here.
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