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Dedication

To the best mom a girl could ever have. I don’t have the words to express how much you meant to me. I’m thankful for all the years we had, but it could never be enough. Never in a million years would it be enough time. Your memory will live on through your kids and grandkids and your beautiful smile and willingness to help people. As many people have said you were the sweetest person, so giving and thoughtful, so honest and loving. You’ve built an amazing legacy through your character and your passion for the things and people you loved. I’m glad I was one of those things. It puts a smile on my face to know you’re up there with Dad. But selfishly I wanted more time with you. I will cherish the time we did have. Thank you for teaching me how to be a great mom. I love you. 

In memory of my mom, 


Debra Weil 

1955-2023 
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Forges of the Federation

Part IV: Spirit of Rebellion

Chapter One

I looked out over Queen City from atop one of the sky towers of the Imperial Palace on Golan Four of the Human Empire. I was reminded of a time from long ago. It had been over one thousand years since I had stood here, looking out over the lights of the city. Soon this city would fall under a cloud of dust and debris. The sun would be blocked for months, possibly years.

I glanced at my sister, High Princess Layla, standing beside me. “I’m sorry our brother could not be with us today.”

“Under the present circumstances, I am not. As you probably already know, he lived a full and long natural life in banishment, with a wife and children and a community who loved him.”

I nodded. “Why do you call yourself the High Princess instead of the High Queen?”

“It didn’t feel right to call myself the High Queen. The High Queen of the Empire is my mother, Claire. I guess I should say, our mother.”

“Yes, but you didn’t know she was still alive at the time,” I reasoned.

“Still, it’s her title, not mine.”

“You remain the ruler of the Empire, even though our parents are still alive. The people of this Empire will look to you to lead them. They know nothing of our parents. They’re only portraits in a gallery. These people know you. You led them through and out of a dark time. You brought them out from under the oppression of the Confederation. You gave them freedom,” I said.

“Yes, but now they lose it all over again. That freedom was very short-lived.”

I studied Layla for a minute. “Why do you think that?”

“Your Emperor Rowan is kidnapping me and forcing me to go to his homeworld. If he wanted an alliance with us, he wouldn’t be bent on destroying Golan Four. That’s not the way to make friends. It’s a way to make enemies.”

“Why did you spy on Falton Two and the secret military bases? Why not contact Emperor Rowan and discuss an alliance from the beginning?”

Layla looked sharply at me. “Are you saying the blame lies with me? That I handled the situation wrong?”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying. You did what you thought was best. You were already fighting one war and didn’t want to risk starting another. Although I think that’s exactly what you ended up doing.”

“So we are now at war with Falton Two?” Layla asked sadly.

“No. We are at war or soon will be. Not against each other, however. I’m afraid, by destroying the Morag, you have released an even greater enemy to all Humans, whether Empire or Federation.”

“You’ll have to explain that in more detail,” Layla said, turning her attention back to the sky. A storm was brewing out toward the west.

“Where is your Admiral Marloo? I would like a word with him,” I said.

“He’s in the bunker under the House of Worlds.”

“Can we go there? I would like to speak with him, without the watchful eyes of Admiral Adali.”

“Yes, follow me,” Layla said, as she turned to walk back inside.

I took one last glance at the city from this viewpoint. I wondered how it would look in five years. Even if the city didn’t take a direct hit, the attack would still have long-term effects. I followed Layla back inside the palace and then to the House of Worlds.

Layla was quiet as we walked. “Did you ever imagine you would come back here?” she finally asked me.

“No, I didn’t.”

“After you left the first time, did you ever come back, before now?”

“Yes, once, but only to the outskirts of the Empire,” I answered.

“Why?” Layla asked curiously.

I debated this for a moment. Then I decided it wouldn’t matter if she had known Mathew and Charlotte. They would be long dead by now. “Did you know a Charlotte James?” I asked.

Layla thought it over for a moment and then shook her head. “I don’t recall that name. Why?”

“What about a Mathew Barkley?” I asked.

Layla’s eyes widened, and she stopped walking and replied in shock, “Now that name I know.”

I looked around to ensure no one was listening. “You know Mathew Barkley?”

“Yes. How do you know that name?” Layla asked quietly.

“He was from Falton Two, our cousin,” I replied.

Layla’s expression revealed her panic. “How exactly is he related to us?”

“That’s a long story.”

“One you better shorten and tell me rather quickly,” Layla said.

“Why?”

“Mathew Barkley is still alive and in a very serious relationship with our cousin, Krista.”

It was my turn to be shocked. “Mathew is alive?”

“Yes.”

“Where is he? Is he here?” I asked excitedly.

“No, he is with Krista, far away from here.”

“Where?”

Layla shook her head. “Not until you tell me more.”

“Mathew is the son of our mother’s twin sister, Amelia.”

“Our mother has a twin sister?” Layla asked, surprised.

“Yes, well, she had one. Amelia is long since dead. Mathew was her youngest son. Amelia felt he was in danger, so she had me bring him and Charlotte to the Empire to our mother, for her to keep them safe. How is this Krista related to us?”

“She is the daughter of Father’s younger brother.”

“Well, that’s a relief. So they aren’t really related then,” I said.

“No, thankfully not. At least not by blood.”

I was grateful Layla didn’t ask me more questions about Mathew. I didn’t want to reveal who he really was yet. Or who Amelia had been. This was an interesting development. “So where is he? Is he in the Empire?”

“No, he’s not here. I’m not comfortable telling you where he is just yet. I hope you are not offended by that.”

“I’m not. I understand. Could you please keep it between us that I know who Mathew is? It could be very important down the line. I don’t suppose you know if he has the gift or not.”

“What’s the gift?”

“The telepathic ability,” I explained.

“I don’t have a clue.”

“I supposed Emira might know,” I said. I resolved to ask her later privately.

“What about this Charlotte who you mentioned? Who is she?” Layla asked.

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “She raised Mathew, after we brought him here. At least, I assumed she did. She had agreed to that when she escorted him here to the Empire.”

“I’m not sure Mathew has spoken of her. I don’t remember if he did,” Layla answered.

I resolved to speak with Emira at the first opportunity I had. I also hoped to contact my mother too. She might have an idea of what happened to Charlotte. Could she still be alive? I dared not hope. She couldn’t be. Surely if she was, Layla would have heard of her.

“What about our parents? Have you talked to them recently?” Layla asked me.

“No. I have not spoken with them since they woke from cryo. Your Admiral Cleemorl asked me about that, and I told him that I would explain further, when you were present too. So remind me when we are on the ship. It’s a long voyage to Falton Two. We will have plenty of time to talk.”

“Will I be a prisoner?” Layla asked sadly.

“No, you will be considered a guest of Emperor Rowan and, as such, will be treated with the utmost respect and dignity, especially given your rank as the High Princess,” I answered.

“I guess that does give me some comfort, as I will soon be a mother as well,” Layla replied.

Layla led me the rest of the way to the bunker beneath the House of Worlds. She explained as she went, “This is where our delegates meet, one from each planet. Also an Imperial Council meets to make the major decisions. Those decisions are not made by me alone. Things have changed a bit from when our parents ruled.”

I smiled. “That sounds like a wise way to handle things.”

Layla smiled back.

I still couldn’t get over how much she resembled our mother and, for that fact, Amelia too. I wondered if Mathew had ever thought Layla looked familiar. Although, chances were, he probably didn’t even remember Amelia. He was only four the last time he had seen his mother.

I continued to follow Layla through a few corridors and sealed doors. At last we arrived at the Command Center. Layla stopped just outside the door. “I will have Marloo meet us in his office. It might be best for you to wait here.”

I nodded and waited patiently, while Layla walked inside. I had a moment of panic, when I worried she wasn’t coming back or she was plotting something. I closed my eyes, focused on my gift, and looked for a mind I could communicate with. I was well aware we had spies embedded in the Empire. Was one in this Command Center? I smiled when I found who I was looking for. Is Layla plotting something?

No. She’s only asking Admiral Marloo to meet her in his office. She made no mention of you.

Good. Thank you.

Layla returned about that time and asked me to follow her. I wondered what type of man this Marloo was. Was he one whom I could trust? One whom I could confide in?

I quickly connected with our spy again. Is Marloo someone we can trust?

Perhaps. His loyalties lie with Layla and the Empire. You must remember that.

I will.

Where did the spy’s loyalties lie? That’s another thing I had to keep in mind.

What I needed to discuss with Marloo was something that would happen in the future. Something the Empire had to prepare for. Would he believe me? A danger far worse than the Morag was out there. No doubt our enemy prepared their warfleets even now. When would they strike? I had no idea. But strike, they would. And now that the Empire had successfully destroyed the Confederation’s warfleets, the chances of us winning this war with the Jatarians were slim.

It had been so long since I had had to worry about this danger, about the Jatarians. I sighed. How could I get Marloo to understand just how dangerous the Jatarians were?

-

I still remembered when the Jatarians came to start a new colony near the Federation. It was intended to be their base for destroying the Morag and the Human Federation. Would we have made different decisions had we known of their war plans at the time? I don’t know.

The feeling I had had when I heard that the Jatarians had ships exiting hyperspace in the Dove Two system was shock. Then came fear and panic. The Jatarians had warships, transport vessels, and what we assumed were colony ships.

We were cut off from Dove Two. We had no way to get there, without the Jatarians knowing it. Our only means of communication was with Colin, who then informed Akari, the colony’s leader, and others as needed. Colin was the only one at Dove Two strong enough with his gift to communicate with anyone outside the system. I could communicate with anyone in the Dove Two system, anyone with the gift.

Captain Hadassah decided to divert our ship to Dove One. We could monitor the situation from there. We had all hoped the Jatarians were only making a pit stop in the Alena system. We were wrong.

It didn’t take long for us to realize that the Jatarians intended to create a colony there. Thankfully it wasn’t on the same moon as Dove Two. The Jatarians selected the planet that Dove Two orbited instead.

Our enemy was so close. Almost everyone on Rebel One had someone we knew and held dear to us, who was at Dove Two. Would the Jatarians discover our base there? I hoped the Jatarians wouldn’t look.

We debated calling in the Morag or informing the Federation. We couldn’t give up our secret rebel location, however. We were stuck. The good thing was that we could monitor what the Jatarians were doing, without them realizing it. We would know when they left the system and in which direction they headed.

We watched from afar for four years, as the Jatarians established a colony in the Dove Two system. Why would they establish a colony out here? It didn’t make any sense to us.

When the warships began showing up, we realized their plan. They had established a military base right here in the fringes of the Confederation, just outside of where the Morag ships patrolled. The same reason we had selected this very system. No one came here. It was remote and out of the way. A safe place.

Now the system was home to two mortal enemies. Only the Jatarians had no clue that Humans did, indeed, inhabit the system. We watched their every move for four years. As the ships began to pile up, we knew something had to be done, but what? Could we bring the Morag here and then make them forget they had ever been here? In the last system where we had found the Jatarians, the Morag left a patrol. We definitely didn’t want that.

We debated for four years. We watched, and we waited. We thought, if the Morag had the opportunity to build up their fleet, while the Jatarians established their colony, we could select when the Morag would attack the Jatarians. Perhaps we could end this Jatarian threat once and for all.

During those four years, I continued to serve with Captain Hadassah on Rebel One. Most of our transport ships had been at Dove Two, when the Jatarians had shown up. So we had to make do with what we had. It kept us busy.

We also carried out many rescue missions during those four years. All refugees now had to go to either Dove One or Elmania. Our populations were growing quickly.

Elmania continued to produce the striker attack ships. Thankfully they had a few simulators at their base, so many crews trained there. We moved thirty of these strikers to Dove One. All the crews who had left Dove One to train for these striker ships were still stuck on Dove Two, including Teryn. So we trained new ones. Our flying in the star system was kept to a minimum, since we knew the Jatarians were in the area.

I had warned Amelia that the Jatarians were close and were building a colony near the Federation. She did her best to encourage the Emperor to build up their warfleets, without divulging that I was the source of that information or that three rebel bases were nearby.

Even though we had the striker attack ships, no way we could go up against the Jatarians ourselves. We would need help, from the Morag, who we could control with our telepathy.

I kept tabs on the Morag warfleets. They were building up their forces. I didn’t warn the Morag that the Jatarians were close at hand. I was afraid they would go looking for them.

Colin and I and the leadership on both sides debated weekly on the right moves and how we should handle the situation. We wanted to protect Dove Two and to ensure no one discovered it—not the Jatarians, the Morag, or the Human Federation. We also didn’t want any harm to come to the Federation planets and colonies. We were sure the Jatarians would first attack the Zenyan system, where the Federation colony was. That remained the only Human colony the Jatarians knew about.

Thankfully the Jatarians had yet to find the Human colony in the Demotrain system. They also hadn’t found Tyrus or Falton Two. How much longer that would hold true, we didn’t know. It didn’t seem like the Jatarians were sending out scout groups. We reasoned that they didn’t want to be discovered, not until they were ready.

We wanted to eliminate the threat before they were ready to strike. The only way to do this was to bring the Morag warfleets to the Dove Two system. This was not our ideal situation but the only way we could ensure to catch the Jatarians off guard.

Dove Two monitored everything the Jatarians did in their system. We learned a lot about them. It was an interesting prospect to study your enemy, without them knowing you were doing it. The Jatarians brought more and more warships to the system with each passing week.

I did believe that now would be the time to strike their home system. With so many ships here, they must have left their home underprotected. The problem was that we still had not found the Jatarians’ home system.

The Morag still held that task as a high priority. I was amazed that they had not found it yet. Where could it be? The Jatarians always attacked from one direction, leading us to believe their home system must be in that direction too. Perhaps this was the wrong way of thinking.

Captain Fritz still had the Explorer out there, exploring new star systems. They had not run into the Jatarians’ home system yet either. It was a mystery that eventually we would solve.

The time drew near for us to have the Morag attack the Jatarians settling close to Dove Two. The Morag had a fleet stationed about two days from Dove Two. This was due to a suggestion I had given Commander Ares. We wanted the Morag nearby, in case the Jatarians decided to strike before we were ready.

In the meantime we continued to do what we could to keep the refugees safe and comfortable. Since our home base was now Dove One, I used Teryn’s house as my own. I had asked him myself before moving in. Not that I had many things, but I didn’t want to feel like an intruder.

Over these four years we continued to expand the landing bays in the mountain at Dove One. We had found another cave system that we expanded to accommodate more ships. Then we connected this area to the tunnels we had already established.

The Oasis was stuck on Dove Two, unloading their cargo, when the Jatarians had first arrived. This threat had initially grounded all space travel, for fear of the Jatarians accidentally discovering Dove Two. After the Jatarians’ fight with the Morag in the Zenyan system, what was left of that enemy fleet ended up in the same system as the Dove Two rebel camp. Thankfully none of the rebels’ ships had been in orbit at the time.

We were still cautious to get to the surface as quickly as possible in any system we visited. We didn’t want to take the chance that a Jatarian scout group might fly by and sense us on their long-range scans.

Things kept heating up between the Loyalists of the Federation and the rebels, otherwise known as the refugees with the gift. Some of the gifted schools were attacked, where teenagers with the gift were taken to learn more about their telepathic abilities—like the school I attended when I first came to Falton Two.

My school thankfully had been spared from these attacks. It was a more remote school, and few knew of its existence. These attacks played out when school wasn’t in session thankfully. Were the rebels really responsible for these attacks? They were accused regardless, and many were imprisoned to be transported to the Lamothians, to be eaten in their barbaric feasts or to await another ship to take them the Bacchus Region of space. This was the punishment for those deemed to be rebels, who were caught and possessed the gift.

It turned out that the Emperor sent one ship full of these rebels once a year to that faraway planet known as Earth. We intercepted these ships. Thankfully the Emperor used the same transport vessel as before, the Aurora. The captain of that ship was now on our side and informed us of each mission. Most of the rebels on these shipments would decide to come with us. A few would decide to make a new start on Earth.

The Averys were still on that planet. Each time the Aurora visited, they tried to persuade the captain to take them back to the Federation. He refused. I was honestly surprised they had survived this long out there.

As for Jeffery and Eloise, they kept stirring up trouble. They stayed on Tyrus, as they had been instructed. Jeffery was trying to build a name for himself and to improve his reputation. We had many spies in his inner circle and in his staff of workers. Jeffery and Eloise had less than six months left on their banishment to Tyrus. It sounded like Jeffery and Eloise had every intention of returning to Falton Two, as soon as they were allowed.

Gabriel had improved some and could now walk a little, with the help of a cane. He had worked very hard to get that far. His mood had improved some. Phoebe had told me, as the time grew nearer for Jeffery and Eloise to return, that Gabriel was getting more and more agitated. I could understand why.

Amelia still groomed Emma to be the heir. This was still kept quiet. The less Jeffery knew, the better. Emma’s gift had turned out to be very strong. It wasn’t comparable to Phoebe’s or mine, but it was stronger than Gabriel’s. Emma was now almost twenty-one years old.

I communicated regularly with Emma. Amelia felt that was essential for us to build a strong relationship. If I were to help Emma someday, Amelia wanted us to have a bond. A strong one at that.

Phoebe soldiered on with Gabriel. She spent a lot of time with Emma. This helped me solidify my relationship with Emma too. She trusted me since Amelia and Phoebe trusted me. Emma would need good people around her when she took over one day, especially if Jeffery and Eloise were still around.

The Emperor still saw me as a threat. Not a threat necessarily to the Federation itself but to his children. He knew my gift was stronger, and, therefore, I would have a claim to the inheritance of the leadership position when the time came. I still had no interest in this at all. I was comfortable being an advisor to Emma—one advising from afar, not from Falton Two. I had every intention of staying on a ship as long as possible. I had no intention of ever making my home at Falton Two again. My home would be Dove One for now, and, once we dealt with the Jatarians in the Dove Two system, I would return to Dove Two.

Amelia worried about Jeffery’s return to Falton Two. What would that mean? How would that affect Gabriel’s progress? Would Emma be in danger? Emma, while totally different than Jeffery in personality, had been very close to Jeffery growing up, but would that closeness matter to Jeffery if Emma were named publicly as the heir apparent?

Our rebel leadership was also concerned about Jeffery returning. With my good relationship with Emma and her thoughts and leanings in regard to the rebels, we wanted Emma to be the future of the Federation, not Jeffery and Eloise. I knew Jeffery and Eloise would not take this lightly. They were a threat to the preferred future, where Emma would lead the Human Federation to peace. If Jeffery and Eloise took over, that would be disastrous for us. For us and the Federation.

Jeffery was still very cold and calculating. Our sources near him confirmed that Jeffery still had every intention of ensuring his rise to the top by any means necessary. He was a threat that we couldn’t ignore. How exactly we wanted to deal with this threat had been a bone of contention among the rebel leadership for years. The end of his banishment at Tyrus was slowly ticking down. Once he returned to Falton Two, our hands were tied. We knew we had to act and act soon, if we were to do anything at all, which was still a hot topic of discussion.

I had heard nothing from Charlotte and Mathew. I had contacted my mother once to check on them. She assured me that they were doing well. That was enough for me. Mathew would be almost ten by now. I wondered if Charlotte had found someone to help her raise Mathew. I also was curious about which planet she had decided to make a home for her and Mathew. I decided not to ask my mother any of these questions. Maybe the wondering was better than the knowing, I had decided.

My mother had assured me that the Confederation remained out of the Human Empire. This helped me sleep better at night, knowing Charlotte and Mathew were safe from the Seven Great Races of the Confederation. It was also reassuring to know my parents and two younger siblings were safe.

As for me, I had made a good life on Dove One. Hadassah and I had become very close over the last four years. The time was coming when I would be promoted to my own ship. How that would affect our relationship, I was unsure. I had reached the milestone of living more of my life in the Federation than I had in the Empire. That was an amazing thing to think about. The time had flown by. It seemed like just yesterday I was sneaking out of the Imperial Palace and plotting my escape.

I was glad I had mustered the courage to do it. To get out of there. To chase my dream of exploring and being on a ship. All of those things had come to pass. Sometimes, when I sat at my console in the Command Center of Rebel One, I thought about everything that had aligned to bring me here. I was thankful for every single one of those events and encounters with various people.

It was hard to believe that I had now served on one ship or another for long enough to become a captain soon. It was a dream of mine that would soon come true.

Bryce was doing well. He had started a family with a woman he had met here on Dove One. He looked forward to seeing the rest of his family again, who was stuck on Dove Two, his parents and brothers. Bryce’s wife, Emily, had recently had a child. I couldn’t believe Bryce had a kid. It was weird to think about—to think how far we had come, since we had left Golan Four in the Empire all those years ago.

Connor and Summer were a couple but had made nothing official yet. Captain Parker was still going strong. I was thankful for his leadership role that he took on in the Dove One community. He fit in well and did many things to help strengthen the community. He also added another component to our rebel leadership. Parker was wise and had experienced things that most of us never would.

Maro, the alien who had crash-landed on one of the moons we had explored, had been picked up at the Doegee homeworld by his people. He was back with his family now. Before we parted ways, we gave him a device he could use to communicate with us. It was good to know we could contact him, if the situation warranted, and vice versa.

Things were going pretty well overall, if we ignored the threats that we would soon have to deal with—the Jatarians in the Dove Two system and Jeffery and Eloise’s conclusion of their banishment at Tyrus. Both situations needed attending to. Both were hot topics at each and every Rebel Leadership Summit meeting. We were running out of time, and something had to be done and done soon.


Chapter Two

The discussions on how to handle Jeffery and Eloise heated up, as the time for their banishment neared an end. We knew, if we were to do something, it would be easier to do it while they were at Tyrus, not at Falton Two. None of our discussions surrounded their demise, only their departure. Could we kidnap them and take them somewhere else, where they wouldn’t be any trouble? Remove the threat without harming them?

The debate was then over where we would put them. None of us were sure how strong Jeffery’s gift was. Could he use his gift outside of the star system he was in? Colin was not sure. We knew Amelia and the Emperor could. Gabriel could not. Emma did have that strong of a gift. So where did Jeffery fit into that? Could he call in a Morag ship or another Human Federation ship to rescue him? What if he didn’t know where he was? That would make it harder for him to call in a rescue. Could Jeffery use his gift to figure out where he was? Since most telepaths didn’t have that strong of a gift, most did not have a clue. It was up to Colin and me to figure that out.

All our debating and discussions were not leading us quickly to an answer. The biggest factor was how strong Jeffery’s gift was. We had no way to tell. What if we took them to some remote star system, and he could orchestrate his rescue? Would the Emperor and Amelia still be able to talk to him? Could they ascertain his location?

Colin and I talked extensively about the situation. Even with my strong gift, I was unable to tell where someone was specifically. Although usually, when I reached out to someone, I already knew where they were. This helped me to find them. The only time this was not true was when I communicated with Captain Fritz. He was out exploring and, thus, not near the Federation.

Other than that, I had no way to pinpoint Fritz’s location with my gift. We assumed that Amelia and the Emperor would be the same. They could communicate with Jeffery but would be unable to find him. How would Amelia feel about this? Would she be angry with Colin and me and our involvement? At least she would know that Jeffery was safe. Would that give her peace?

We decided that the fewer people who knew where Jeffery was to be taken, the better—even Colin would not know Jeffery’s location. A small team would work together to solve the issues and to carry out the mission. Many details could be worked out together, but the destination would be a tightly held secret.

One thing we needed to do was prepare the place where we would take Jeffery and Eloise. We didn’t want them to be too miserable. We wanted no harm to come to them. So where could we take them? How could we prepare a place?

Many hours were spent deciding and planning. In the end, it was up to me. This was to be my mission. My first mission as a captain. I was getting my own ship. We had to steal it first though. All the vessels under our operation already had a captain. If I were to have my own ship, we had to get another one. So that was the first step. Find a good ship and steal it. Not an easy task.

It so happened that we had another ship of accused rebels who needed rescuing. This would be the perfect opportunity to confiscate the ship, along with its cargo. The Federation crew on board would have no choice. They would be brought to Dove One, where they would live the rest of their lives. We couldn’t risk dropping them off anywhere else in fear of being discovered. The less the Federation knew of our operations, the better.

We assumed that the Federation still thought the Jatarians were destroying these transport vessels that never returned from their missions. We rarely took the entire vessel. Most of the time, we stole the rebel passengers, and the crew agreed to the story that the cargo was taken safely to their destination. If they didn’t, the Federation would punish them because they had allowed their cargo to be stolen—the cargo in this situation being the accused rebels.

The target we had selected was a newer transport vessel with a captain we had not dealt with yet. A young up-and-comer who had spent less time than me in ships. How he had been promoted to captain so fast with less experience, I couldn’t figure out. I assumed that he would be very hostile to the idea that we were taking his ship from him.

We readied Rebel One and prepared for our journey. The timing of our mission had to be spot-on, or we risked missing the ship altogether. We had done so many of these missions by this point that it was like second nature to us. I was a little on edge, dealing with a different ship and a newbie captain this time around, but our crew knew how to handle the situation.

Once we had left Dove One, we finalized our plan of attack. Everyone had a role and knew what to do. It took us four days to arrive at the rendezvous system. This was where we had prearranged for the Federation transport vessel to have hyperdrive trouble. We had someone in the ship’s engineering section who could cause the hyperdrive to malfunction at the correct time. Then all we had to do was wait.

Our story would be our usual one. We also had some trouble but had fixed it and were now charging our hyperdrive. The story always seemed to work. The other ship would need a part, which we would have, and thus have to dock together to give said part to the ship in need. That’s when we would make our move.

While this captain and ship were new to us, a majority of their crew were rebels. I was amazed at how many rebel assets we had implanted in and among the crews of the main transport vessels. We also had some stationed on a majority of the Federation’s military warships. Our network of contacts and members grew daily. I still found myself paranoid about a spy being among them but tried not to lose much sleep over it.

With the number of rebel crew members on the target ship, I wasn’t too concerned that the mission would have any hiccups. It should be a walk in the park, a piece of cake.

We were all at our stations in the Command Center, when the target ship, Pegasus, drew near the rendezvous system. I was in communication with one of our spies, a young man in engineering. They would arrive in the system in the next fifteen minutes. We all watched the viewscreen and waited for the alarms to sound.

The fifteen minutes came and went. Where was the ship? I reached out to my contact on the Pegasus, and all I got in return was silence. What had happened?

“Any idea what’s going on?” Connor asked.

I shook my head. “I can’t get in touch with my contact, Samson, on the other ship. They should be here by now.” A quick check of the time confirmed that almost half an hour had passed since Samson had confirmed with me the time they would arrive in our rendezvous system.

Suddenly alarms sounded. I felt a rush of relief flow through me.

Then Connor said, “Captain Hadassah, we have a problem. Two ships are on my tactical display.”

My relief turned to panic.

“Two?” Hadassah repeated, confused.

“Yes, two,” Connor confirmed.

I reached out to Samson again.

Sorry. That took us a little longer than I thought, Samson said.

Who is with you?

What do you mean?

There’s a ship with you. Who is it?

I wasn’t aware there was another ship.

See what you can find out.

“Captain Hadassah, we are receiving a communication from the Pegasus,” Graham reported.

Hadassah looked over at me. I had no reason to be here. I looked around the room. No one else in the Command Center was telepathic, other than Hadassah and me.

“Just say our screen is malfunctioning right now. We are working to repair it, along with a couple other things. Then ask what brings them to this system,” Hadassah told Graham.

We all waited while Graham communicated with the Pegasus. Connor identified that the second ship was also a Federation ship. How could two ships have a malfunction in their hyperdrive at the same time?

“Did both of these ships exit hyperspace at the same time? Or was there a slight lag?” I asked Connor quietly.

“I’m not sure. Why?”

“They couldn’t have exited simultaneously if the Pegasus had a malfunction in the hyperdrive. The second ship would have lagged behind slightly, reacting to the issue with the Pegasus,” I explained.

Connor looked a little worried. “I noticed them at the same time. If the second one lagged behind the first, it wasn’t by much at all. A blink of an eye perhaps.”

I had a bad feeling about this.

Hadassah asked, “Does that second ship look odd to anyone besides me?”

A closer look at the second ship revealed that it did, indeed, look much different than the average transport vessel. “Are those missile turrets?” Hayes asked.

The view of the second ship zoomed in closer. A cold chill ran down my spine. This was not an average transport vessel.

Graham spoke up and said, “I am receiving a message from the Pegasus. Their captain, Captain Marion, says they had a malfunction with their hyperdrive. They are evaluating the situation now. He wants to know where we are headed.”

“Ask him why there are two of them. Did the second ship also have some issues that needed to be addressed?” Hadassah said.

I glanced down at my console. Our ship needed twenty more minutes before our hyperdrive was charged. I tried calming my rising fears by telling myself we could leave this system before the other two ships. They would still need to charge their hyperdrives.

“Captain Marion says the second ship is their escort. The Emperor is concerned they may run into Jatarian ships. He wants to ensure the cargo gets to where it’s intended to go,” Graham said. “He wants to know why we do not have a similar escort.”

Hadassah and I exchanged a look. Now what? How could we steal the cargo ship without the armed escort ship following us? By the time the Pegasus was ready to leave the system, so would the escort ship.

I shrugged. “Can we steal both?”

Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing and looked at me. “You’re kidding, right?” Bryce asked.

“We only have two captains. You and Hadassah. Who would fly the third ship?” Connor asked.

“I think you are more than qualified,” I replied.

“Not on my own,” Connor answered. “How would we know who was with us and who was against us?”

“We have a sign, a key phrase or two. We could hope that, between the two ships, some crew are knowledgeable enough to get these ships back to where we need them,” I replied.

Hadassah didn’t look convinced. “I know we could use that ship, but is it too risky?”

“I’ll reach out and see if we have anyone on the military ship,” I suggested. “Then we can debate it some more.”

“Plus stealing a military ship might be more than the Emperor can stand,” Hayes commented.

He did have a point. What would we do? If all transport ships would now be escorted, how could we take one?

Hadassah cleared her throat. “Tell Captain Marion that we’ve been out here for a few weeks. We’ve been riddled with troubles. We will need some yard time when we return.”

I closed my eyes and reached out to anyone whom I might communicate with on the second ship. I found someone. I wasn’t sure if she was a rebel or not. So I used our secret phrase. Good day to you.

She replied, It will be an even greater tomorrow.

I let out a long breath of air. She was a rebel. At least she knew the phrase.

How long has it been a policy for transport vessels to be escorted by a military ship?

This is our first mission escorting the transport vessel. My name is Autumn, by the way.

Hello, Autumn. My name is Slade.

Slade? Like Slade Erickson?

Yes, that’s right.

Oh, my. Wow. It’s such an honor to communicate with you.

Thank you. Our intention was to rescue the rebels on the transport vessel. This military ship puts a damper on our plans. How many other rebels are on the military ship who might help us?

Not many, I’m afraid. I know of only two of us.

That’s not enough. What is your job on the ship?

Navigation, sir.

Is there any suspicion about our ship from your captain? I asked.

Not that I’m aware of. They are discussing what might be wrong with the Pegasus.

What’s the name of your ship? I asked.

Trident.

Is your captain experienced?

We were at the battle with the Jatarians four years ago but never left the surface of the moon.

So no actual battle experience then? I don’t suppose he’s a rebel?

No, sir, he’s not.

Which position does the other rebel on the ship hold?

Systems officer.

I smiled. That could help us. We may still pull off this rescue mission. I need your ship not to be ready to enter hyperspace when the other one does.

Why?

We plan to take it.

The entire ship?

Yes, but we can make your captain think the ship is moving on toward Lamothia.

It sounds risky.

Would he fire on the transport vessel?

I don’t believe so. It’s unarmed and full of Humans.

Even though these Humans are rebels?

They are still Humans.

Do you know anyone in the engineering section of the ship who sympathizes with the rebels?

No, I do not.

Can you contact the systems officer and have them stop charging the hyperdrive?

Yes.

Keep it that way as long as possible. I’m sure someone will notice eventually. We only need a few minutes’ advantage. Have the systems officer say that he must have forgotten to initiate the charge or something similar, when it’s noticed.

Okay. I can do that.

All right. I’ll be in contact with you periodically.

Good luck, Autumn said.

I turned to Hadassah and updated her on the situation. “So taking the military ship is not an option.”

Bryce added, “Won’t Captain Marion report to the other captain that something is amiss, when we take over his ship?”

“We will block communications,” Graham said.

“They are captains though, which means they are telepathic,” Bryce said.

“We will have to make the captain aware of the consequences, if he does,” I answered. “The military ship might decide to fire on his vessel.”

I could tell Bryce didn’t like that answer.

“Captain, we are receiving another message from the Pegasus,” Graham reported. “They are in need of a specific part for their hyperdrive and would like to know if we have it.”

Hadassah smiled. “Let him know we can patch him through to one of our engineers, who can answer his question for us.”

Wyatt knew precisely how to answer Captain Marion when asked for the part. A few minutes passed, and Graham reported, “Captain Marion requests to dock with our ship, so we can pass over the part they need.”

“We will agree to that,” Hadassah answered. She turned to Bryce, “How far away are we?”

Bryce answered, “An hour.”

We had already been moving toward the ship. I wasn’t sure though if the military ship would keep from charging its hyperdrive for longer than that. The Pegasus couldn’t charge its hyperdrive until it received the part, and its hyperdrive was fixed. How long would it go unnoticed that their hyperdrive wasn’t charging? Did this newer ship need less time to charge?

This could go wrong in so many ways. I was fairly confident that the military ship would not fire on either of us. We did have our energy screen, as a hedge of protection. I glanced down and confirmed we had only ten more minutes until our hyperdrive was ready. Worst case, we could abandon this mission.

The time dragged on, as we neared the Pegasus. The military ship, Trident, kept its distance. I decided to check in with Autumn to see how the Trident’s hyperdrive was charging.

Hello, Autumn. It’s Slade again. How are things on the Trident?

It’s going fine. There are still no suspicions about what’s going on.

That’s a relief. I’m sure that might change, once we’ve docked with the Pegasus. What about the hyperdrive?

So far, so good. No one has noticed yet that it’s not charging.

That’s good news. I’ll check back in with you shortly.

So far, things were still working in our favor. How much longer that would be the case, I was unsure.

I watched as we neared the Pegasus, and Hadassah expertly docked us to the transport ship.

“Everyone stick to the plan,” Hadassah said.

We all stood and walked to the cargo area of Rebel One. We handed out the stun guns.

I closed my eyes and looked for one of our contacts on the Pegasus. The rebels on the other ship all had roles too, at least the ones on the crew. This had to go smoothly. On both sides. Not to mention no one warning the Trident telepathically.

Graham had already started jamming the communications of the ships in the system. I wondered how long it would take the Trident and the Pegasus to realize there was an issue with their communications.

I closed my eyes and quickly found Autumn. Has your captain noticed he cannot communicate with the Pegasus yet?

No, he has not. Why?

We are jamming communications for the time being. That will lower our risk of being discovered. Perhaps it can go unnoticed for a while.

Our captain has us doing some routine maintenance checks. My guess is that during this, it will be discovered that the hyperdrive is not charging, Autumn said.

Any extra time you can buy us would be appreciated.

I will do my best.

Thank you.

I then contacted our guy on the Pegasus. Hello, Samson. Our ships are docked. Are you ready?

Yes, we are all in position and ready.

The quicker we can get the hyperdrive charging, the better.

I’ve been charging it in small chunks to get a head start. Ten minutes here, five minutes there. The systems officer believes it’s all part of the larger issue with the hyperdrive.

That’s great news. We need to leave before the military vessel is ready.

Haven’t they been charging already?

No. I’ve got a contact on the ship. She’s stopped the hyperdrive from charging.

That’s great. Maybe we will have enough of a head start.

Any estimate on how much it will need?

Probably a good hour. Maybe a little less.

That’s better than the usual hour and a half.

I’m headed to the airlock now to get the part from you. I started the hyperdrive charging again.

Good. Any extra minutes we can get would be beneficial.

I’ll see you in a few minutes.

We needed to do this quickly. The quicker, the better. We prepared our stun guns, and Connor moved to open the hatch that connected our ship to the Pegasus. It was go time.

Hopefully everyone was in place on the Pegasus.

Connor opened the hatch, and three crewmen stood just inside the Pegasus. He moved forward and into the other ship, followed by Hayes and Graham. The three of them weren’t armed. We didn’t want to sound the alarm immediately.

I couldn’t go onto the other ship, not until we were ready. I was recognizable. I was the face of the rebellion. People knew what I looked like. So I hung back a few minutes. Hadassah did too.

Wyatt stepped forward with the hyperdrive part. When he stepped onto the Pegasus, Wyatt said, “I will take this part to engineering and see what I can do to help get you guys up and running.”

One of the men said, “I will show you the way, my friend.” That was one of our responses to prove you were a rebel, using my friend.

As soon as Wyatt had walked away, the others quickly subdued the two remaining crew members. We had opted this time to use our stun guns to ensure we didn’t harm anyone. We could then move the bodies to a holding cell we had set up, where they would wake up later.

After moving the two bodies to our ship, we entered the Pegasus. With our stun guns at the ready, we moved farther into the ship. We had no intention to kill anyone here today.

By now, Wyatt and Samson would have made it to engineering and would have started working on fixing the issue, which wasn’t an issue at all. Hopefully the hyperdrive would continue to charge and finish before the other ship’s did.

We had four of the nine-man command crew on our side. This was the part that had to go just right. Bryce, Graham, Hayes, and I had reached the Command Center door. I closed my eyes and focused on my gift to notify one of our inside guys that we were in position. He told me the code to open the door.

I punched in the code, and the door opened, and we quickly entered the Command Center. All of our guys on our side were either not in the room or were now on the ground. The four of us with stun guns had five targets to hit. I started with the captain first. If he was unconscious, he couldn’t warn the other ship. One guy surrendered, and the other three were stunned by the rest of our group. I couldn’t take the chance that the guy who had surrendered was telepathic, so we stunned him too. We couldn’t be too cautious. They would all wake up in our holding cell later.

Graham and Hayes went to finish finding the rest of the crew who were not on our side. Then they began moving the bodies to the holding cell on Rebel One.

Hadassah and I went to the cargo area and released the rebels held hostage there. When they saw us, they began to cheer. “We are taking this ship with us. We would like some of you to go with Captain Hadassah here to the other ship. That way we aren’t so crowded. We are not out of the woods yet. Your ship has a military escort. Does anyone here have any command crew experience?”

A few hands raised. Maybe this would work out after all. It took us half an hour, but we were able to piece together a command crew for both ships.

Samson and Wyatt showed up and confirmed everything was running smoothly. Another quarter of an hour, and we would be ready to go.

We split up the crews and went to our stations. The four command crew who were rebels on the Pegasus stayed to handle their posts. Graham and Hayes returned with Hadassah, as did Bryce. This would be my first time on a ship without Bryce. I didn’t like it, but I wanted to ensure Hadassah had a trustworthy group.

Before Bryce left, he input the coordinates into the system. I had some experience as a navigation officer, but only a little. Unfortunately the navigation officer on the Pegasus had not been a rebel. One of the prisoners had been though. She stepped up to take the position.

Once everyone was on their proper ship, Hadassah disconnected and began to move away.

I closed my eyes and found Autumn. How much longer does the Trident need before your hyperdrive is charged?

Half an hour.

That’s awesome. How’s the captain? Does he believe anything is amiss?

Yes. He’s been trying to reach Captain Marion with no luck. He’s beginning to get worried. He can’t reach him with his gift either.

We are ready to leave. Hopefully we will be far enough ahead that your ship can’t follow us.

I’ll let you know.

I’ll check back with you in half an hour.

I opened my eyes and watched the viewscreen as Rebel One entered hyperspace. I then said, “Let’s get out of here.”

I breathed a sigh of relief when I felt that familiar twinge, when we entered hyperspace. We had done it. We had the rebels, and we had the ship. Mission complete.


Chapter Three

I couldn’t believe it had worked. I was sitting in a command chair, as the captain of this ship. I surveyed the Command Center. I knew none of my crew. I swallowed the nervousness creeping up on me. I took a deep breath. I could do this. This was my dream. “I would like to introduce myself. I am Slade Erickson. Please call me Slade.”

The navigation officer then spoke up and said, “I’m Mariat. I’ve served as a communications officer on various ships for six years now. My last ship I served on smuggled rebels off Falton Two. A spy managed to infiltrate our ship, and we were all turned over to the Federation Protection Unit. Thanks, Slade, for rescuing me.”

“I’m glad it worked out,” I replied.

“Me too,” Mariat replied.

The crew continued around the room, introducing themselves. I committed everyone’s names to my memory. Would this be my crew? Or would Hadassah and I split our old command crew and mix in the new ones with the old ones? I didn’t want Hadassah to have an entirely new crew, but I was definitely partial to a few of them.

“Are any ships showing up on the scans?” I asked.

“Only Rebel One, Captain,” replied the sensor officer, Cole.

I watched the clock. The Trident could enter hyperspace within half an hour of when we left. Could they track us? I didn’t think so, but I wouldn’t relax until I could confirm that was, indeed, the situation.

“As soon as I get confirmation that the Trident has entered hyperspace and was unable to track us, we will start rotations and get some rest. It will take us a few days to get to where we are going,” I told the crew.

“Where exactly are we headed?” asked Mariat.

“We are going to Dove One. It is one of the refugee villages,” I explained.

“How many different refugee villages are there?” Mariat asked.

I shrugged. “I’m honestly not sure. I’ve been to three different ones myself. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were more than that.”

“Where is this Dove One?” Mariat questioned.

“It’s a closely guarded secret. Our navigation officer from Rebel One input the coordinates in the system for us. It will take us about four days to get there.”

I felt a little intimidated to look around and to see no familiar faces surrounding me. I swallowed to soothe my dry throat. I was nervous but didn’t want it to show to my crew. I was their captain. I needed them to have confidence in me.

“Is this Dove One a safe place to live?” Cole asked.

“Yes, it is. It’s grown a lot over the last few years. The village is built up into the trees.”

Everyone turned and looked at me then.

“You mean, like a tree house?” Cole asked.

I laughed. “Yes, but these aren’t your average backyard tree houses. Entire families live in them. They are connected by bridges. It is quite an elaborate little village.”

“Is the weather good there?” Mariat asked.

“It is summer there now. It gets a little hot, but, with the shade of the trees, it is tolerable,” I explained.

“What will we do there?” Cole asked.

“Most likely you all will be assigned to serve on a ship. It may be this one or on Rebel One.”

“Who decides where we will serve?” Mariat asked.

“The leadership of the village and the captains of the ships. You will also get a say in it,” I said, with a reassuring smile.

I glanced at the clock. It had been over half an hour since we left the system. “Cole, are we still in the clear on the scans?”

Cole looked over at his display and replied, “Yes, Captain, we are.”

“I will check in with my contact on the Trident and confirm that from their end.”

I closed my eyes and focused on my gift. I reached out to Autumn. Hello, Autumn.

Hello, Slade.

Has the Trident entered hyperspace yet? I asked.

Yes, it has.

Is our ship showing up on your tactical display?

No, it’s not. However, we are following some tracker on the Pegasus.

What?

Yes, your ship is being tracked.

Any idea where or what this tracker looks like?

I don’t have a clue.

Okay. Thank you for letting me know. We will try to find it and remove it, as soon as possible. I will check back in with you, once we’ve found it.

Good luck.

Thanks.

I reached out immediately to Hadassah on Rebel One. We have a problem.

What’s that? Hadassah asked.

The Pegasus is being tracked.

How?

Apparently some tracker is on the ship somewhere. We must find it and get rid of it.

How will you do that?

I’m not sure yet.

Good luck. Keep me posted.

I will.

I opened my eyes and told the crew, “The Trident is somehow able to track us. A tracking device is hidden on this ship. We have to find it. Does anyone have any ideas on how we can go about that?”

Everyone shook their heads.

I took a deep breath. “Let’s start by searching the command crew’s quarters, who are no longer on this ship. I will stay here with Mariat and Cole. The rest of you can begin your search. It’s imperative that we find this device and disable it, as quickly as we can. The longer the Trident can follow us, the more danger we are in.”

The rest of the command crew got up and headed to search the ship. I anxiously waited at my post in the Command Center. When I could wait no longer, I told Mariat and Cole, “I’ll be back. If anything happens, come and find me. I’ll search for the device too.”

They agreed, and I headed out of the Command Center. I looked around and tried to think where I would hide a device, if I didn’t want it found. It wouldn’t be anywhere obvious. So where would it be?

I started with Captain Marion’s office. I tore apart the office, looking for the tracking device. I found nothing. As I was walking out, I looked back. I would have to clean this up later, as this was now my office. I smiled. First though I must find this tracking device.

The next place I went to search was the cafeteria. The cafeteria was not large, not like the one on the Explorer had been. It was larger than what we had had on the Oasis though. Slightly larger than what Rebel One had. I searched high and low in the freezer and pantry area. I moved every box and glanced in every box large enough to house a tracker. Nothing.

Now where would I look next? I decided to look in engineering. Surely Samson would have found the device by now, if it were in there. Once I found my way there, I found Samson monitoring the ship from his consoles. Samson smiled at me, as I walked in. “Hello, Slade. What can I do for you?”

“We’re being tracked,” I replied.

“How?” Samson asked, alarmed.

“Some tracker is on the ship somewhere. We have to find it and disable it.”

Samson went quiet for a moment.

“Any idea where one might hide such a device?” I asked.

“I haven’t noticed one. I will search this area though. If it’s here, I will find it.”

“Good, thanks. I have part of the command crew searching too. This is a large ship though, and it could be anywhere.”

“Where have you searched?” Samson asked.

“I’ve searched the captain’s office and the cafeteria. I have the command crew searching the quarters of the crew, who are no longer on this ship.”

“Those are good places to start. Where would no one look though? It’s likely no one knew of this tracker who was on the ship. So it has to be somewhere no one would accidentally see it,” Samson reasoned.

Just then the air conditioning system kicked on. We both looked at each other.

I nodded. “It’s in the air ducts. It has to be.”

“That covers a large area of the ship. Where should we start?” Samson asked.

“It must be in a place someone could easily reach. If they had to get a ladder, that would draw attention. So we must search all the air ducts that someone could access easily and quickly. Maybe in a more remote part of the ship. No need to check the highly visible places,” I reasoned.

“Let’s get everyone looking in those places then,” Samson suggested.

“I agree. Why don’t you help me spread the word, and we will begin our search.”

We quickly left the engineering area and went to the crew’s quarters. Once we told everyone of our new idea where the tracker may be hidden, everyone agreed to help us look.

After looking for over an hour, we still hadn’t found the device. I needed to check in with Mariat and Cole. After confirming that nothing was amiss in the Command Center, I sat down in my command chair to think through where we should look next. “Any ideas?” I asked Mariat and Cole.

“Maybe it’s in a more obvious place that we are overlooking,” Cole suggested. “Right under our noses.”

“That would be in here,” I replied.

“Would this tracker have a blinking light on it?” Mariat asked.

“I would think so. I haven’t seen one of these devices before though,” I replied.

“What if we turn out the lights in here and see if there is a blinking light,” Mariat suggested.

“There will be hundreds of blinking lights,” Cole said. “We are in the Command Center.”

Mariat looked annoyed and added, “I mean one that is out of place. Not on a console.”

“It couldn’t hurt to try your idea,” I said. I walked over to the systems console and quickly found the right button to turn off the room’s lights. “Here goes nothing.”

Once the lights were out, it took a moment to get used to the darkness. Cole had been right. There were a ton of blinking lights. I surveyed the room, looking for one that might be out of place. Maybe if I sat in my command chair, I would gain a new perspective. I cautiously walked over to my chair. I didn’t want to trip on anything in the darkness. I approached my chair and noticed a blinking light coming from under my seat. Could that be it?

“Cole, please turn the lights back on,” I said.

“Yes, Captain,” Cole replied, as he moved over to the systems console to hit the correct button.

Once the lights were back on, I laid down beside my chair.

“What are you doing?” Cole asked.

“A blinking light is coming from under my chair. I can’t think of any reason why one would be there.”

“Me neither,” Cole replied.

Cole and Mariat both got up and walked over to where I was. I maneuvered myself to get a better view under my seat. I smiled. Sure enough, we had found it. “It’s here.”

We quickly called off the search. I detached the device from my chair. It did have an annoying blinking red light. Now how was I supposed to disable it? I turned it over in my hand. It must have some power source. If I could remove the power source from the device, it would stop working. As I examined the device further, I couldn’t figure out how to open it.

“Maybe just destroy it,” Cole suggested. “I’m sure Samson has something in engineering we can use to get the job done.”

“I would rather keep it, in case we ever needed a device like this. There must be a way to open it up and to cut the power supply.”

I closed my eyes and reached out to Samson. Could you come to the Command Center? I need your help figuring out how to disable this device, without destroying it. It might come in handy someday.

I’m on my way.

It didn’t take long for Samson to get to the Command Center. I handed him the device and watched as he carefully examined it. He had also brought a bag of tools. He sat right down and got to work. I watched intently, as Samson used his tools to find a way to open the device.

Samson opened it with a bit of tinkering. Once inside, we both looked at how the device was put together. I smiled when I saw the battery. Samson reached in and unhooked the battery from the device. When he turned it back over, the red blinking light had ceased. Was that it?

“Let me check with my contact on the Trident and see if they are still following us,” I commented.

I quickly closed my eyes and focused on my gift. Autumn, I believe we have found and disabled the tracker. Is our ship still showing up on your monitors?

No, it’s not. Great job, Slade. Our captain is not happy. He is determined to find the Pegasus and to bring the pirates to justice.

He’s calling us pirates? I don’t think I’ve ever been called that. If rescuing people from a gruesome death makes me a pirate, then I guess I will take that as a compliment.

The captain said we would continue on this path and see where it leads us. He’s not giving up. We will scan each system we go by to see if any ships are present. I would advise you guys to change your trajectory and not exit hyperspace until you have to.

We will. Thank you, Autumn. I will stay in touch.

Good luck.

You too.

Now what? Our trajectory was already taking us to Dove One. I took a deep breath. We had many systems to pass before we reached the Alena system, which held the rebel camp Dove One. Surely there would be some ships in some of those systems that the Trident would need to exit to investigate. All it took was them exiting hyperspace one time for us to get far enough ahead, so we would not have to worry about them.

Next I needed to update Hadassah. After communicating with her, we agreed to stay the course for now. I would check in with Autumn again in twenty-four hours. We would keep our scanners on and hope to find more ships in one of the systems we went by—something that would cause the Trident to exit hyperspace hopefully.

I needed to get to know my crew during the next few days. I wasn’t sure how we would divvy them up, but, most likely, many would stay on as my crew. My crew. I couldn’t help but smile.

I sat in my command chair for a while, thinking about how far I’d come. I felt the weight and responsibility of being captain on my shoulders. My decisions could mean life or death for this crew.

My command consoles showed everything running smoothly. My stomach growled loudly. Who would I leave in charge when I wasn’t in here? I didn’t have Connor to turn to for this task. I hoped that I would have him on my crew moving forward, but, for now, I didn’t. I was also curious who else on this crew was telepathic. Samson in engineering was. Perhaps he would know who else possessed the gift.

“I’m going to grab a bite to eat. If anything goes awry, come get me,” I said, as I got up to leave.

Once in the cafeteria I was relieved to see Samson at a table. This would be the perfect opportunity to talk to him. I filled my plate and took a seat next to him. “How are things in engineering?” I asked.

“Running smoothly,” Samson said, with a smile.

“No more hyperdrive malfunctions?” I asked, with a laugh.

“Nope, none. How are things in the Command Center?” Samson asked.

“Things are going well. Do you, by any chance, know who else on this ship has the gift?” I asked quietly.

“No. Most of the former crew, who I was aware of, are now prisoners on your other ship,” Samson said. “The only one left is Cole, but I don’t know for certain that he has the gift. I believe he’s the sensor officer.”

“Yes, I’ve met him. Are we certain the rest of the original crew are rebels? I just want to ensure we don’t have a spy on board.”

“I only know the remaining crew. They are all on our side. As for the people now acting as crew who were once our rebel cargo, that I’m not sure of. Since they were being sent to Lamothia, I assume they are all rebels of varying degrees. I guess it would be possible to put in a spy with them.”

Was I letting my paranoia take over? I dismissed that thought. No, I was being cautious, but no way for me to tell either way. “As long as the Trident doesn’t keep following us, we will be in the clear.”

“Let’s hope we really don’t have any hyperdrive issues with the Trident still out there looking for us,” Samson said. “I’ll ensure nothing is acting abnormally in engineering.”

“Good idea,” I replied, as Samson got up to leave.

I finished my meal and then returned to the Command Center. Once I was in my command chair again, I said, “Cole, have we found any other ships yet in any of the systems we are passing by?”

“Not yet, Captain. I’ve been scanning each system we pass by. So far, nothing has shown up on the scans.”

I wondered how many more chances we had before we reached Dove One. We still had a couple more days to go. Worst case, we could go all the way to Elmania. We would no doubt pass by some inhabited systems then. I was thankful I had Autumn on the Trident, who I could contact to check where that ship was at any given moment.

The holographic display would give me more of an idea of how many systems were between our current location and our destination, but I was hesitant to activate it. I was the only one on this ship who knew where Dove One was. For now, I wanted to keep it that way.

I resolved to check the maps in the captain’s office. Then I remembered how I had left that office. It was a mess from my search for the tracking device.

After ensuring all systems were working fine, and nothing was amiss, I decided to get started in my office. I had a lot of cleaning up to do. Plus I wanted to find the maps. Also a holographic display might be in there that I could privately look at.

“I’m headed to my office. If you guys need me, don’t hesitate to come and get me,” I said, as I stood to leave.

Once in the confines of my new office, I sat down to take in my surroundings. I shook my head. I smiled. I still couldn’t believe I was really the captain of my own ship. I would need to think of a new name for the ship. We couldn’t exactly keep calling it the Pegasus. I found a piece of paper and jotted down a few ideas. I could name my own ship. What would it be?

I picked up a little of the mess I had made and looked through some of Captain Marion’s notes. I found his captain’s log and perused it for a little while. I was alarmed when I saw a section which noted Possible Rebel Systems. Why would a transport vessel be looking for rebels? Maybe this was only the stirrings of a man who had ambitions to rise above captain of a transport vessel. A couple systems were jotted down in this section, neither of which were actually a system with a rebel base. At least not the ones I knew of. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if more refugee villages were out there that I did not know about.

I was troubled because this captain had been looking for the rebel camps. Was he the only one? Or was a larger program in place to search out and to find these rebel bases? Should we be worried? I decided to bring this to the attention of the rebel leadership. We had Captain Marion locked up in Rebel One. Maybe we could get him to tell us if this was only his curiosity that spurred him to look for the rebel villages or if it was part of a larger program. Would he tell us? Could we trust him either way?

I sighed. What else would I find in here? I did appreciate the wall of viewscreens that helped me keep tabs on what was happening in the Command Center. I could see most of the important information. Also one screen showed where we currently were, where we were headed, and the time it would take us to arrive. I sat back and put my feet up on the desk. I could get used to this.

A knock at the door had me quickly sitting up in my chair. I also struggled to quickly figure out how to turn off the viewscreen that showed where we were headed. I couldn’t, so I answered the door and stepped out into the corridor. It was Cole. “Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Yes, Captain. I wanted to let you know that two ships were in the system we are passing by now,” Cole answered.

“Sorry. I would invite you into the office, but I made a mess of it earlier, when I was searching for the tracking device. I’m working on cleaning it back up,” I explained. I thought Cole had looked a little perplexed that I had stepped into the hallway to speak with him, instead of having him come in the office to give me his report.

Cole nodded. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“Thanks. I will check in with my contact on the Trident in half an hour to see if they stopped to check out the two ships. Let’s hope they do. In the meantime, keep scanning those systems we pass by. Hopefully one of them will be enough to cause the Trident to exit hyperspace. We need to gain more time on them.”

“I’ll let you know if anything else pops up.”

I smiled at Cole, as he walked away. I liked that kid. I would guess he was about five years younger than me. I wondered what his story was. I hoped he would get stationed on my ship, although Connor was a sensor officer. Maybe one of them could cover a different station.

I walked back into my office and decided the first thing I needed to do was figure out how to switch off the viewscreens. If I didn’t want anyone to know where we were or where we were going, I needed to switch the view quickly. There must be a remote or something around here.

After digging through many of the piles on the ground, I managed to find the remote. Then it took me a few minutes to figure out how to work it. It was quite a sophisticated remote. It could control all nine of my viewscreens. It was basically a minicomputer.

As I sat back down at my desk, I thought about Rebel One. I had never gone inside Hadassah’s office. Her quarters were attached to it though. I looked around my new office. Were the captain’s quarters attached to this office too? I didn’t see any doors that connected this room to another. The only one was the one I had used to enter the office. Where were my quarters then?

Someone on the command crew—who had been stationed on this ship previous to our takeover—would likely know. I didn’t want to ask though. I wanted to find it on my own. Maybe the door was hidden. I began to look more closely at all the details of my office. It definitely wouldn’t be on the wall of viewscreens. It also wouldn’t be on the wall where the exit door was. That left me with only two options.

I got up from my chair to take a closer look. One wall was full of storage cabinets. Perhaps one was actually a hidden door. I looked closely for hinges or some way to open a door. It took me a few minutes, but I found it. I pushed open the door and was surprised to see that my captain’s quarters were already occupied.


Chapter Four

I took a step backward. Who was this in my quarters? I hadn’t seen this person before on this ship. “Who are you?” I asked, with as much confidence and authority as I could muster.

“Who are you?” she asked in return.

“I am the captain of this vessel.”

“No, you are not. The captain is Captain Marion.”

“He is no longer the captain. We took over the ship. He is now being held prisoner on another ship,” I replied. I stepped forward into the room and looked carefully around the room. Was this woman alone?

The woman looked relieved to hear that Captain Marion was no longer on board. “Who are you, and why did you take over the ship?”

“I’m Slade Erickson. We confiscated the ship and its cargo. The accused rebels were being sent to Lamothia, where they would face a horrific death. We intercepted the ship and took over. Now no one will die.”

“You are Slade Erickson? The nephew of Empress Amelia?” she asked.

I hesitated, wondering where this conversation was headed next. “Yes, that’s right.” I was taken aback, as she began crying. What was I supposed to do now?

“I’m a prisoner on this ship. I was being taken to the Lamothians,” she replied through her sobs.

“Why were you not with the other prisoners?” I asked hesitantly. I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know her answer.

“I worked in the palace and have witnessed many things. I overheard a conversation I shouldn’t have. To prevent me from talking, I was accused of being a rebel and sentenced to be sent to Lamothia. Because of what I heard, I wasn’t allowed to be in with the rest of the prisoners. I’ve been kept in isolation since we got on the ship.”

“I don’t suppose you would be willing to share with me what exactly it was that you heard?” I asked gently. Whatever it was, it had to be significant.

She immediately shook her head.

I felt the disappointment run through me. What if what she knew had to do with someone important to me, like Phoebe? “Can you at least tell me if someone is in danger?” I asked. “Someone like Phoebe, Gabriel, Emma, or Amelia?”

“If I tell you, I will be killed.”

“They were already sending you to your death. We saved you. Now we are headed to one of the refugee villages. You can be safe there. The Federation does not know this place exists or where it is. You will be safe from the Federation,” I explained.

“Is that military ship following us? I believe they were sent to escort the vessel because of me.”

I felt a cold chill run down my spine. What could this woman know that would be so damning that they sent a military escort? My best guess was that the Emperor was heavily involved in this. Whatever it was, it was no small thing.

“We found the transmitting device that allowed the military ship, Trident, to follow us. We disabled it. They can no longer track us. I have a contact on that ship, who I’m checking in with periodically to assure myself that they will not find us.”

What if this woman was actually a spy? What if she had the gift and was reporting our whereabouts to the Trident? She had access to my office, where the viewscreen showed where we were and where we were going.

“Have you left this room at all?” I asked.

“No. Captain Marion said he had permission to kill me on the spot if I did. I was too afraid. What will happen to Captain Marion when we reach our destination?”

“Why?”

“I’m afraid he will fulfill his mission at his first opportunity and kill me himself.”

“Do you think he would do that?” I asked.

“Yes, I have no doubt.”

This Captain Marion must be even more ruthless than I thought. We might need to rethink our plans for allowing him and the rest of the crew—who were not on our side—to live freely in the village. We didn’t have a prison. How could we know this Captain Marion wouldn’t try to harm others, like me or the rebel leadership? “You still haven’t told me your name,” I commented.

“I am afraid to tell you,” she replied.

“Why?”

“You will communicate with the people you know at the palace, and they will realize I am not dead. They will hunt me down and finish the job.”

“I myself am a wanted man. The Emperor has hunted me for years, yet here I am. You can trust me. Besides, they will know you did not make it to Lamothia. The Trident likely already reported the situation to Falton Two. Trust me. You can still live a long, happy life outside of the Federation.”

She was quiet for a moment. “You do have a point.”

“You don’t have to tell me what you overheard, but, if you could at least tell me who sent you away, that would be helpful.”

“The Emperor sent me away,” she answered.

“What part of the palace did you work in? Have I seen you there before?”

She looked down and thought my question over for a few minutes. “I never saw you when you were there.”

“I wasn’t exactly there for very long,” I said.

“What about Colin? Do you know where he is?” she asked.

“Yes. Why?”

“Is he at the place where we are going?”

“No, he’s not. I can contact him though. Would he know you?”

She again looked down and wouldn’t look me in the eye. “Yes, he would.”

I was beginning to get a little frustrated with this woman. I still had yet to figure out her name or what this big secret was. I looked down at my watch. “I’ve got to get back to the Command Center. You don’t need to remain in here. Do you feel it is safe for you to roam about?”

She shook her head. “I don’t feel safe roaming around. What if one of the crew who remains takes the opportunity to finish me off?”

I sat down on the chair across from her. “Look. I know you don’t know me. However, I am no friend of the Emperor. He’s wanted me gone from the moment I arrived at Falton Two. He’s done his best to discredit me and to assure that I cannot even step foot on Falton Two, without fearing for my freedom. I know what it’s like to be on the run.”

“Is it okay if I just stay in here?” she asked.

“Yes, but at least tell me your name,” I said politely.

“Are you going to communicate with the Empress and ask about me?” she asked.

“Honestly, I’m a little concerned you might be a spy. I won’t communicate with the Empress. I would communicate with Phoebe. I’m not trying to deceive you. I’m worried about what it is that you overheard. I’m worried it has something to do with someone who I care about.”

She again fell silent.

I looked at my watch. I needed to get back to the Command Center. I also needed to check in with Autumn to see if the Trident had stopped in that last system to investigate the ships there.

“My name is Lily.”

“You may stay in here, Lily, if this is where you feel safe. What about food? Have you eaten?”

“I am hungry,” Lily replied.

“After I check in with the Command Center, I’ll stop and bring you back some food. I’ll be at least an hour.”

“That’s fine. Thank you.”

I turned and left my quarters. I had so many questions. I needed to let Hadassah know that this Captain Marion might be even more trouble than we had first thought. I also needed to communicate with Autumn and Phoebe. Not to mention Colin.

Once back in the Command Center, I sat down in my seat. “Anything interesting happen while I was away?” I asked, thinking that plenty of interesting things had happened to me while I was out.

“No. We’ve passed another system. No ships showed up on the scans,” Cole reported.

“Do you need a break? I can stick around for a little while,” I said to Cole. “You too, Mariat. I know both of you have been here almost the entire time.”

“That would be nice. Thank you,” Mariat replied. Cole agreed, and they both got up to go.

I smiled at them as they left.

I would be in the Command Center for a little while. I could contact everyone I needed to right from here. I watched the screens at the front of the room for a few minutes to clear my head. Who should I contact first? I opted for Hadassah.

How is it going over there, Captain Slade? Hadassah asked.

Well, it’s been interesting, to say the least.

Why’s that?

I found a woman in my quarters a few minutes ago.

Oh?

She apparently was a prisoner of the captain’s.

Oh, I don’t like where this is headed.

I’m not sure if it involves what you are thinking or not. Besides Captain Marion seeking out rebel systems, I do know that this prisoner was kept apart from the others on purpose. Apparently she had overheard a conversation in the palace. She was sent to her death because of it. This is the reason the military ship was escorting the transport vessel. It wasn’t for the rebels inside. It was for one particular prisoner. Her name is Lily. You might ask Hayes and Graham if they’ve heard of her. I plan to talk to Phoebe and Colin about her. She’s worried that Captain Marion will kill her, once we reach the refugee village. She says he is a dangerous man and a threat.

Any idea what this conversation she overheard entails?

No. She won’t tell me. She’s scared though. I’m hoping she will tell me before we reach Dove One.

Anyone on that crew could finish the mission and kill her. I would not think one of the rebels would. But anyone of the former crew we have imprisoned over here on Rebel One might. So we are bringing dangerous people to Dove One?

That’s what it sounds like. I plan to get to the bottom of it. Maybe we can take that particular group to wherever we will leave Jeffery and Eloise, on some remote planet out there somewhere.

That’s not a bad idea. So what will you do?

I’ll ask Phoebe and Colin about Lily. Then we will figure out what to do with our prisoners.

Does that ship have an escape pod? Hadassah asked.

I’m not sure. I don’t remember seeing one. Why? What are you thinking?

We could put them on it and leave them in some random system. Maybe tip off the Trident where they could find them.

That does sound tempting. I’ll talk it over with Colin. First I’ll figure out if we even have one.

Keep me in the loop. Good luck.

Thanks, Hadassah.

How could I figure out if there was an escape pod on board without alarming the others? Maybe if I asked Samson. I really felt like I could trust him. Samson, I have a question.

What is it, Captain?

Does this ship have an escape pod?

Yes, it does. Two of them.

How many do they hold?

I believe ten each. Why?

We might use them for the crew of the ship who are now prisoners over on Rebel One. We’ve been thinking they might be more dangerous in our refugee village than we care to deal with.

I will check to ensure both are still in good working condition and will let you know.

Thanks, Samson. I’m not sure that’s what we will do, but it’s one idea being tossed around.

Let me know if you need anything.

Thanks. I will.

Now that I knew it was a possibility, I felt a little better. We would have to stop in a system though and transfer the prisoners. That would mean we would have to recharge our hyperdrives, and we would be vulnerable for a little while. No way that was even a possibility if the Trident were still following us. It was time to check in with Autumn.

Hello, Slade. I have some good news for you, Autumn said, once I connected with her.

What’s that?

We made a pit stop to investigate some ships in the Hathorn system. As it turns out, they were not Human ships.

I hope they were not Jatarian ships, I said worriedly.

No, only a Morag patrol. So we are currently still charging our hyperdrives. The plan is to continue on the same path we were headed before. We will continue to check out each system with ships, until we find what we are looking for.

Keep track of what time you enter back into hyperspace. I’ve got to confirm that we stay enough ahead of you.

I will. Are you planning on making a stop? Autumn asked, surprised.

Perhaps. It hasn’t been decided yet.

I will keep you in the loop.

Thank you, Autumn. I appreciate your help.

Stay safe.

You too.

I was relieved that the Trident had stopped and had checked out those ships. It would slow down the Trident a little. Would it slow them down enough though? If I were to stop and to remove the prisoners to the escape pods, it would take time. Would we have enough time before the Trident could catch us? I wasn’t sure. Now, if we happened across another system with ships, the Trident would feel compelled to check them out. If so, I would feel much better about our plan.

With a quick glance at the viewscreens, I confirmed everything was still running smoothly. I decided to contact Phoebe next. I wanted to be careful not to reveal too much information about my activities or whereabouts, even that I had stolen this ship—not that I didn’t trust Phoebe. I did trust her. I was more hesitant about who she might speak with about our conversation. Not that she would intentionally get me into trouble, but I didn’t want history to repeat itself.

I closed my eyes and focused on Phoebe.

Hello, Slade. It’s nice to hear from you.

How are you, Phoebe?

I’m doing well. What about you?

I’ve been promoted to captain.

That’s amazing, Slade. I know that’s what you’ve always wanted. How does it feel?

Pretty amazing actually. A little overwhelming too. All these people depend on me to make the right decisions. The wrong ones could lead to our deaths.

Yikes. So serious. Enjoy the moment, Slade. You are now Captain Slade Erickson. What’s the name of your ship?

That is under debate still. I will name it myself. I haven’t narrowed it down yet to one.

Well, whatever you choose, I am sure it will be great.

How’s Gabriel?

He has his good days and his bad days. He’s walking a bit more now. Only a few steps at a time, but, considering we never thought he would walk again, I call this a miracle.

Does he feel that way?

No, he’s frustrated that he’s not making faster progress. I think the realization that Jeffery and Eloise will soon be returning has him flustered.

I can understand that. Have there been any discussions about when they will return?

No. I only know it’s still a few months out. It will be here sooner than we would like.

Yes, it will. How’s Emma?

She’s doing well. Amelia works with her daily on her gift and practicing what she can do with it.

Good. It gets easier the more you use it.

I agree.

What about Amelia? Is she doing well?

Yes. I think she’s also getting more concerned with Jeffery and Eloise’s return. Things have gone well around here over the last few years. Adding them back into the fold won’t be easy. We don’t trust them.

And the Emperor, how are things with him?

Fine surprisingly. He’s been much more pleasant to be around without Jeffery around. I think he realized Emma is their best option for the future. He spends a lot of time with her, teaching her various things. She goes with him to many of his meetings now.

Like the military ones?

Yes. She needs to know how to do everything, if she is to one day take over.

I’m glad he’s spending time with her and trying to teach her.

Me too.

Do you know a woman by the name of Lily?

I did. She worked here in the palace. An aide to one of the Emperor’s men. No one has seen her lately. Why?

I ran into her today. She had mentioned she used to work at the palace, so I wanted to check her story.

She was a lovely woman. Her disappearance was odd. The Emperor told us she went to visit family.

That’s not true. She was a prisoner and being sent to Lamothia.

Why?

I’m not sure. She won’t tell me.

That doesn’t sound good. She must have seen or heard something that she shouldn’t have.

Exactly what I thought.

She’s probably scared. I’m sure she will tell you, once she realizes she can trust you.

I’m afraid it’s something big. Until I know more, you should probably keep this to yourself.

I will. I’m not making the same mistake as last time.

Good. I will let you know what I find out. She mentioned she also knew Colin. So maybe he will know more. I plan to talk with him next.

Stay safe, Slade. Have you considered that she might be a spy?

It has crossed my mind, especially now that I know she worked indirectly for the Emperor.

I would be cautious.

I will. Thank you, Phoebe.

Congratulations on your promotion. Keep me posted about how things go with Lily.

I will. I’ll talk to you again soon.

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. I slowly thrummed my fingers on the armrest of the chair. Who was this Lily really? If she was an aide to one of the Emperor’s men, could that man be Connor’s dad? I didn’t know his name. Maybe I needed to ask Connor what he knew. Since Connor didn’t have the gift, I couldn’t ask him directly. So I reached out to Hadassah again. Can you ask Connor if he knows the names of his father’s aides?

Yes. Why?

This Lily woman in my quarters worked for one of the Emperor’s men. I wondered if it might be Connor’s dad.

I’ll ask him. Hold on a minute.

Thanks.

No. He doesn’t know anyone who worked for his father.

What’s his father’s name?

Connor’s dad’s name is Michael Martin.

Okay. Thanks. Oh, by the way, we do have two escape pods.

That’s good news. What about the Trident?

It stopped in that last system to investigate the ships. We really need them to stop again, if we intend to exit hyperspace, then move the prisoners to the escape pods, and leave them there. All of that takes time.

Let’s keep tabs on the Trident. If we plan to do this escape pod scenario, we need to do it within the next day.

I agree. We don’t want to do it too close to Dove One.

No, we don’t.

I’ll check in with Autumn again in a few hours. In the meantime, I will talk to Colin and try to figure out this big mystery with Lily.

Good luck. It sounds like you are the captain of the more interesting ship.

I’m also on a ship with no one who I know.

True. Stay safe.

I glanced at the screens and noticed we were coming up on another system. Maybe this system would have some ships that would distract the Trident. I watched the screens until the long-range scans came in. No ships. How many more systems would we pass by before we needed to deal with these prisoners? I couldn’t look for systems here in the Command Center. I would have to look in my office. But not until I talked with Lily again.

Does Lily have the gift? Could she be communicating with someone else on this ship or the other? I tried to dampen my rising paranoia. I was reading too much into this. Maybe Colin would have more information.

I closed my eyes and once again focused on my gift. I reached out to Colin at Dove Two.

Hello, Captain Slade. How’s the mission?

It’s gone well so far.

You don’t sound too confident.

We’ve run into a few hiccups.

Oh, lovely. What can I do?

This transport ship had a military escort.

What? Why?

I honestly think it concerns a particular passenger on board the transport ship.

Are you in possession of this transport ship?

Yes, we managed to take command and to leave the system before the military escort could follow us.

How did you manage that?

A little inside help of course. Then I found an isolated prisoner when I explored the captain’s quarters. A young woman who worked at the palace. Her name is Lily. Are you familiar with her?

Yes, I’m afraid I am.

You’ll have to expand on that for me.

She was one of my informants in the Emperor’s staff.

Could she have been discovered and turned into a spy for the Emperor?

I doubt it. What did she say?

She won’t say much. She’s scared that, when we arrive at our destination, the former captain of this ship will kill her to fulfill his mission.

That’s not good.

We intend to use the escape pods on this vessel to leave the portion of that crew, who are not sympathetic to our views, in a system for the military escort to find. That way they will never set foot in our refugee camp and would have no opportunity to harm Lily.

Good. That’s a brilliant plan.

I cannot take credit for it. It was Hadassah’s idea. We just need to get far-enough ahead of the military ship to attempt our plan.

How is the military ship still following you?

A tracker was on board. We found it and disabled it. Now the military ship is searching the systems that have ships for ours. So far we’ve only come across one such system. I would feel better if they would be enticed to stop and to search another system along the way. That would buy us more time to accomplish our plan.

You still have a couple days, correct?

Yes.

What about Lily? Why does she think she was made a prisoner?

She says she overheard a conversation that she shouldn’t have. She was sent on this ship to go to Lamothia to die.

This has me worried. What was this conversation? I’m afraid the Emperor might be plotting again.

Me too. Phoebe says things have been going well there, and the Emperor has taken Emma under his wing to teach her what he knows.

Yes, I’ve heard. We need to know what this conversation entailed. It could be vital to the future of the Federation.

I agree. I’m just not sure how I can get her to trust me.

Maybe I can communicate with her.

Does she have the gift?

No, she does not. Most of the workers in the palace do not. That way they could not secretly collude and plan an attack, not without someone catching wind of the plan.

No way for you to communicate with her then, not with the Jatarians nearby in the Dove Two system. It would be too dangerous. They may intercept the normal communications and realize our refugee village is there.

I agree. See what you can do to get her to trust you. I’ll look into things from my end.

Okay.

Stay safe, Slade. Or should I say, Captain Slade?

Thanks, Colin.

I looked back at all the viewscreens in the front of the Command Center. My stomach growled, just as Mariat and Cole returned from their meal break. I imagined that Lily was very hungry, given that she hadn’t eaten anything since we took over the ship. It was high time I took her some food. Maybe with a full stomach she would be more willing to speak with me about what she had overheard.

“I will be in my quarters, if needed,” I said, as I stood to go. I had a mystery to figure out. The sooner this mystery was solved, the better.


Chapter Five

After grabbing a trayful of a variety of food, I headed to my office and my quarters. Lily looked relieved to see me. “I brought you a bunch of food. I wasn’t sure what you like.”

“Thank you.”

I set the tray on a small table and pulled out one of the chairs. Lily walked over and joined me. She immediately began eating the food. “I brought tea or lemonade to drink. You can have your pick, and I’ll have the other.”

“I’ll take the lemonade.”

I relaxed while she ate. I didn’t try to bombard her with questions. I just sat and closed my eyes for a few minutes. Once she stopped eating, I asked, “Was that enough, or shall I go back for more?”

“That was plenty. Thank you.”

“So I’ve talked to Colin and Phoebe. They’ve both confirmed you did work at the palace. I’m honestly still not convinced you are not a spy, but I’m trying to ignore my paranoia.”

“I’m worried about my family. I don’t know what they were told about me—or if they were sent away too,” Lily said.

“I can check to see if they are on this ship, or we can wait until we get to Dove One. Maybe you will be reunited with them.”

“That would be a dream come true. I don’t want them to worry about me.”

“If they aren’t on the ship, we will see what we can do to get word to them that you are safe,” I replied.

“Thank you.”

“I know you were concerned about Captain Marion and the rest of his crew trying to harm you, once we reach our destination. We are working on a plan to leave the crew in a system where the Federation will find them later. So you will not have to worry about them.”

“That’s a relief. Thank you.”

“So … about this conversation you overheard. I know you don’t want to confide in me yet, but can you at least let me know if it has something to do with the past or with the future?” I asked.

“Why does it matter?” Lily asked.

“If it’s about something that’s already happened, then I won’t be so worried about it. If it’s something that has to do with the future, then I’m going to worry a lot more about it.”

Lily looked down at her hands again. She rubbed them together nervously. “It has to do with something in the future.”

“Dang. Lily, you have to tell me. I’m worried for my family and friends. I’m sure you can relate to that.”

She nodded, agreeing with me. She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “The Emperor plans to get rid of Amelia and then have Jeffery take over. He doesn’t want the Federation to be ruled by a woman. He said they are too emotional. They don’t make logical decisions. They are too overwhelmed by their feelings and compassion to make the hard choices. The Empress plans to make her announcement about Emma being the heir apparent at Emma’s big birthday celebration.”

“When’s that?” I asked in fear.

“Next month,” Lily replied.

“Do you know what the plan is?” I asked, hoping that she did.

She shook her head. “Once the Emperor realized I was where I could hear his conversation, he had me immediately taken to solitary confinement. From there, I was put on this ship.”

“So no doubt that, by now, he knows the ship is missing. I must warn Amelia.” I closed my eyes and focused on my gift. Amelia, this is urgent.

What’s going on, Slade?

The Emperor plans to eliminate you and put Jeffery in charge instead of you.

Where did you hear this information?

We rescued a ship full of rebels headed to Lamothia. A prisoner was held in the captain’s quarters. Her name is Lily. Do you know her?

Yes, she worked for one of the Emperor’s aides.

She overheard the conversation about the Emperor wanting to rid the Federation of you and put Jeffery in your place. He does not want a woman ruling the Federation.

How soon are these plans to occur?

Before you make the announcement about Emma being your heir.

That’s soon. It seems we have a problem.

Yes, a big one.

Let me speak with Colin. Have you told him about this?

He knows about Lily. He doesn’t know what conversation she overheard and what that entails. As soon as she revealed it to me, I contacted you.

Thank you, Slade. I must give this some thought and figure out how I can beat the Emperor at his own game.

This game has to do with your life, maybe even Emma’s. It’s not just some game of chess.

Oh, but it is, Slade. The good news is that he has no idea I have a heads-up.

He may. This transport vessel was escorted by a military ship. This military ship knows the transport vessel is missing. Which means the Emperor may know too.

Hmm. I will speak to Colin. See what else you can find out from Lily. Also tell her thank you from me.

I will. Watch your back, Amelia.

I will.

When I opened my eyes, Lily was staring at me. “Did you tell her?”

“Yes, she said to tell you thank you.”

I closed my eyes again to reach out to Colin. I quickly brought him up to speed.

We must accelerate our timetable for our plan to take Jeffery and Eloise, Colin said.

Will you tell Amelia of our plan? I asked.

I am considering it. I may be vague and say we have something in the works. We need to get this done quickly. If we can remove Jeffery as an option, the Emperor will have no reason to go forward with his plan.

It might be better for Amelia to not know what our plan is. We must be very careful.

I agree. I will speak to Amelia soon. I wish I could be there with her.

I know, Colin. I’m sorry you are stuck on Dove Two.

You need to get to Dove One as quickly as you can and prepare for the mission to kidnap Jeffery and Eloise.

I will. I will begin finalizing the plans so that we can leave quickly.

Good. I’ll work from my end too. Stay safe, Slade.

You too, Colin.

“Now who did you talk to?” Lily asked, a little worry evident on her face.

“I spoke with Colin.”

“Will he be at Dove One when we get there?”

“No, he’s at Dove Two.”

I could tell Lily was disappointed by that revelation. I sat quietly, thinking for a few minutes. My first priority was to eliminate the loyalist crew held as prisoners on Rebel One. Then I needed to firm up all my plans for Jeffery. I had a lot to think about.

“Are you okay?” Lily asked.

“Yes, I am worried about my aunt. I wish there was a way for me to help her.”

Lily looked down at her hands once more. “Me too.”

“I’ll go work in my office. Do you need anything?”

“No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

I stood to go to my office, and I turned to Lily. “Are you okay staying in here alone?”

“Yes. How much longer until we reach our destination?”

“Less than two days,” I replied.

I moved into my office and sat down behind the desk. I had so much to do. I needed help. I reached out to Hadassah first. I’ve got some things I need to figure out regarding what Lily told me. Could you handle planning this escape pod idea?

Yes, of course. Don’t worry about that. We will handle everything. Although we will need to know if the Trident stopped again or not. To know how much time we have.

I will check in with Autumn in a few more hours.

Is everything okay, Slade?

Yes. For now.

I’m here if you need to talk.

I know. I think it’s best to keep this to myself for now.

Okay.

I needed to do something. Sitting around would drive me crazy. I got up and pulled up the holographic display. We needed to act relatively quickly with this escape pod plan. Hadassah and the others were working out all that, so I needed to figure out where we could leave Jeffery and Eloise, once we had them.

It needed to be somewhere remote, where they wouldn’t be discovered, far from the Federation. On some remote planet. Where could that be? We had explored some. Perhaps that’s where I should start. What about Maro’s moon, where he crash-landed? Was that far-enough away? The Jatarians had visited there, but that would make no difference to Jeffery. He couldn’t use his gift on them.

On the plus side, a place was already there for them to live. They could use Maro’s hut. We would need to build them a larger shelter. Maro’s hut was small, especially for Humans—and two Humans at that.

How long would it take us to build these huts? Did we have the knowledge to do it? Should we prepare the place before we take Jeffery and Eloise there? I didn’t think that our new timetable would allow for that. We could leave them as prisoners on the ship, while we built the new premises.

We would also have to deal with the ramets. We couldn’t exactly get much done if we were always on the lookout for the predators. Plus we couldn’t leave Jeffery with much in the way of weapons. So they couldn’t defend themselves against the predators either.

Jeffery was my cousin. I didn’t want him to die. Maybe just suffer a little. And, by that, I don’t mean in pain. More so to live without the conveniences he was used to. Oh, I could see the look on Eloise’s face, when she realized where she would be living. I couldn’t help but smile.

A knock at my door stirred me from my thoughts. “Come in,” I called out.

Samson opened the door. “Hey, Captain. I have the two escape pods ready to use, whenever we need them.”

“I wish we didn’t have to use them both. It would be nice to have one, just in case we ever needed one again,” I said.

“It would be a tight fit for all of them in one pod. It could be done though. The life support wouldn’t last as long. How long do we expect them to be in there?” Samson asked.

“I would estimate that the Trident is about two hours behind us. By the time we were ready to release the pods, it would be well under that two hours. Unless the Trident stops again.”

“The life support should last them a couple days, even with the extra bodies. So they should be good.”

“Is there a beacon or something we could activate to ensure the Trident finds them?” I asked.

“Yes, there is.”

“Good. I think this plan will work,” I said.

“Me too,” Samson agreed.

“Is everything else running smoothly in engineering?” I asked.

“Yes, sir, it is.”

“Good. Thanks for updating me on the escape pods. I will let Captain Hadassah know too. This will have to be highly coordinated.”

“I have no doubt that we can get it done. Just let me know what you need from me.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Samson left my office. I really liked that guy. I was partial to Wyatt, who served on the other ship in engineering, but Samson was a close second. He would never surpass Wyatt though, since Wyatt was Bryce’s brother.

This mission with Jeffery would need a crew who we really trusted. Wyatt would be beneficial too, since he had lived on Tyrus for years. That could help us in our kidnapping plot to have someone familiar with the area.

After this mission with Jeffery, I would be happy to have Samson, especially since he was more familiar with this ship.

I spent the next couple hours fine-tuning my plan for where to take Jeffery and Eloise and how to ensure they were taken care of. I made a list of all the supplies we would need.

No doubt, as soon as the Federation knew that Jeffery and Eloise were missing, I would be a suspect. The hunt for me would increase drastically. This might also ensure my safety, as I would be one of only a handful of people who knew where Jeffery actually was.

As for the plan to get Jeffery and Eloise on the ship, that plan was up to Colin. He would fill me in on it soon enough.

It was time to check in with Autumn again on the Trident. We would need to drop off the loyalist crew soon. We didn’t want to leave them anywhere near where we would be going. Hello, Autumn.

It’s good to hear from you, Slade.

Has the Trident made any more stops since we spoke last?

No. Only the one stop.

Any idea what your captain is thinking?

He is still determined to find the Pegasus. Apparently something very valuable was on board that ship. He says he will not return to Falton Two until he has fulfilled his mission.

That’s not good. Any idea what this valuable thing is? I asked. I was curious how much this captain knew. I also wanted to confirm that the valuable thing on board this ship was, indeed, Lily. Was something else here that I had yet to discover?

Autumn replied, No. He has not mentioned what it is specifically.

Has he reported the ship missing?

No, he hasn’t. I think he’s afraid to admit he lost the ship to begin with. He hopes to find it before anyone raises any red flags.

Good. One less thing I have to worry about. At least it is only the one ship hunting for us and not the entire Federation Protection Unit.

That’s true.

We are working on a plan. I will fill you in on it more, as the time comes.

Good luck.

You too.

I sat in silence for a bit longer, before deciding to get a snack in the dining area, then heading to the Command Center.

As I filled a plate with a few snacks, Augusta, the communications officer, said, “Wow, you are hungry today, Captain Slade.”

I smiled. She must have witnessed my last tray of food I had taken to Lily. “Yes, I guess I am,” I replied. “How are things in the Command Center?”

“I was just in there. Things are going well. Everything is running smoothly,” Augusta said.

“Good to know,” I replied. I sat down and ate my snacks, while thinking about what lay ahead. I needed to get some sleep soon. Between the escape pod plan and preparing for the Jeffery mission, I didn’t think I would have much of an opportunity to sleep.

Augusta sat at the dining table next to mine.

I asked her, “Who did Captain Marion leave in charge, when he was out of the Command Center?”

“Various people. Usually Cole, since he has the gift,” Augusta answered.

“Do you have the gift?” I asked.

“Yes, sir, I do.”

“Is your family still on Falton Two?” I asked.

“Yes, they are.”

“Do you worry about them?” I asked.

“Yes. I’m not sure how they will be treated, once word gets out that our ship has disappeared.”

“Are your parents rebels?” I asked.

Augusta took a deep breath. “Yes. They help smuggle rebels out who are in danger of being arrested.”

“Does that work?”

“Yes. If they didn’t do what they do, there would be many more shipments of rebel prisoners to Lamothia.”

I nodded. “How long have you been serving on this ship?”

“Three years. I must admit I feel much better now that I know I do not have to hide myself and my beliefs from everyone. With Captain Marion, I was always worried he would discover me and then throw me in the cells with the other rebels.”

“That’s not an easy way to live.”

“No, it’s not. I feel a great weight has been lifted off my shoulders,” Augusta revealed.

I smiled at her. “I’m glad you feel that way.”

“You seem troubled,” Augusta observed.

“I am. I have a lot on my shoulders. Lots of things to consider and to plan for.”

Augusta nodded her head. “If you ever need to talk, I’m around.”

“Thanks. Do you mind me asking how strong your gift is?”

Augusta shrugged. “About the same as most. I can communicate with anyone on this ship with the gift.”

“What about outside of this ship?”

Augusta looked at me, surprised. “On Falton Two, I could communicate with my family across the city. I cannot communicate with them while I’m on the ship.”

“What about someone on our other ship? Could you communicate with them? Like Captain Hadassah, for instance?”

“Why?”

“I would like to know who is strong enough to communicate with Hadassah, especially while I’m sleeping—in case something comes up. I guess more of a backup plan,” I explained.

“I’ve never tried to communicate with someone on another ship.”

“Why don’t you try it?” I suggested.

“Okay. I can try.”

I watched as Augusta closed her eyes. It was interesting to watch someone using their gift. She smiled. Then she laughed. “I did it. I could speak to Hadassah.”

I couldn’t help but smile in return. “When you were in school, did you and your classmates compare gifts?”

“Yes, it mattered what type of positions we were recommended for. What about you? How strong is your gift?” Augusta asked.

“Strong enough for me to communicate back to Falton Two.”

“From here?” Augusta asked in amazement.

“Yes. I communicated with my friend not long ago. She’s on Falton Two.”

“Wow. That’s amazing. I’ve never known anyone with that strong of a gift. Well, I should say I’ve never met anyone with that strong of a gift. I’ve heard about the Emperor’s and the Empress’s gifts being very strong.”

“They are. Augusta, could you be in charge of the Command Center while I get some sleep? If you need me, you can wake me up or reach out to Hadassah.”

“I can do that.”

“Did Captain Marion entrust you with this task?”

“No. He only chose the men to do that. Never the women.”

I was shocked. “Are you serious?”

“Yes, completely.”

“What a terrible Human being.”

“Thank you for entrusting me with the command of the ship while you sleep. I will not let you down,” Augusta said, as she stood to leave.

“Thank you for letting me get some sleep.”

Augusta left, and I followed shortly afterward. It felt good to know Augusta was capable of handling the ship. Now how I would get some sleep in my quarters with Lily in there, I wasn’t sure.

I knocked at the door to my quarters before I entered. I didn’t want to surprise Lily. When I entered, she was sitting on the couch, reading a book.

“How are you?” I asked, as I walked in.

“I’m doing fine. Thank you.”

“Is there anything I can get you before I lay down to sleep for a bit?” I asked.

Lily shook her head. “I will be quiet.”

“Thank you.” I still felt it would be awkward to sleep, while she sat on the couch. I was exhausted though, so it hopefully wouldn’t take me long to fall asleep.

I went to the bathroom and took a nice long shower. When I returned from the bathroom, Lily was gone. Panic struck me. Where was she? I looked around the room and was relieved when I realized she was asleep on the couch. I breathed a sigh of relief. Not that it would really matter if she did leave this room. She was no longer a prisoner. Lily stayed in here only for her own sense of safety.

I quietly turned off the lights and got into my bed. It took me a few minutes to still my mind, but, when I did, sleep found me quickly.


Chapter Six

When I woke, it took me a few moments to remember where I was. I was in the captain’s quarters. I smiled. My quarters. Then I remembered that I was not alone. I sat up and looked around. I saw Lily sitting on the couch again, reading a book.

Lily looked up and said, “Did you get enough sleep?”

“I think so,” I replied. Then I glanced at my watch. Seven hours of sleep. “Are you hungry?”

“Yes, I am.”

“I’ll go get us some food.” After cleaning up a bit, I got up and headed to the cafeteria. I was hungry, and Lily had to be starving.

After grabbing a trayful of food, I returned to my quarters. I left Lily a plateful and took my plate to my office. I had a few things I needed to do while I ate.

The first thing was to check in with Hadassah. If we were to do this escape pod thing, it needed to happen soon. I took a few bites, closed my eyes, and focused on my gift.

Hello, Slade, Hadassah said.

How is everything going? I just woke up and wanted to check in to see how the escape pod plan is working out.

It’s going well. We’ve got everything planned out. We will leave the pod in the Parmian system, approximately two hours away.

Okay. What do you need me to do?

Have the escape pods ready. Once we exit hyperspace, we will dock and then move the crew over.

Will the crew be subdued?

Yes, we plan to stun them again. We debated about it, but it will be faster and more efficient to do it that way. No need to worry about them fighting us if they are unconscious.

That’s true. It will be harder to move them, however.

We’ve emptied a cart and will move them over that way. We’ve got everything ready on this end, so that we can move quickly. I hope to have everything done in time for us to be ready to go, once our hyperdrives are charged.

Good. We need to stay ahead of the Trident.

Have they stopped again?

I need to check in with Autumn, but, last I spoke to her, they hadn’t. We estimate we are ahead of them by about two hours.

Okay. That should give us enough time, assuming everything goes according to plan.

I spoke with Samson, the engineer on this ship, and he thinks we can put them all in one pod. That way we still have one left, if we ever need it.

Good idea. Will they have enough life support?

Yes, he estimated at least a couple days’ worth. With the Trident nearby, it shouldn’t be an issue. Samson said we could activate a beacon to alert nearby ships of the pod’s need for help.

That’s a relief. I don’t want any harm to come to these crew members.

I agree. I will check in with Samson again and ensure everything is ready.

All right. I guess we will see you in a couple hours then.

Do you want to send over the coordinates for our navigation officer?

We already did, but you should confirm that they were input into the system. I tried to have us emerge from hyperspace near each other, so we won’t take long to dock together.

I will check with Mariat and confirm she received and input the coordinates in the system. Thanks, Hadassah.

I quickly finished my food and went to the Command Center. Augusta still manned my command chair. I smiled, as I walked in.

“Sleep well?” Augusta asked.

“I did, thanks. How are things in here?” I asked.

“Things are going great. No issues.”

I glanced over at Mariat. “Mariat, did Captain Hadassah send you some coordinates?”

“Yes, Captain. I already put them into the system.”

“Good.”

“Where are we going?” Augusta asked.

“We plan to leave the rest of the original crew from the Pegasus in the Parmian system in one of our escape pods. The Trident will find them within a couple hours of us leaving the system. Then we won’t have to worry about them causing trouble at Dove One,” I explained.

“Then the Federation will know that some of us stayed on the ship to help the rebels,” Cole replied.

That was true. I hadn’t thought about that. “If you have family who needs to be evacuated from Falton Two, I’m sure that can be arranged.”

“Maybe the crew will think we stayed behind because we were forced to,” Mariat commented.

“Could be. Or that we were killed in the process of the takeover,” Augusta added.

“Either way, if you feel your families might be in danger, we can get them out,” I reiterated. “It’s completely up to you.”

“How much longer until we get to the Parmian system?” Cole asked.

I looked over at Mariat. She replied, “A little under two hours.”

“We need to have everything ready on our side. The plan is to stun the prisoners to make it easier for us to get them onto the pod safely. Captain Hadassah and her crew have emptied a cart to make transporting the prisoners easier. The faster we can move them into the pod, the better. We want to enter hyperspace as soon as our hyperdrive is charged. We estimate that the Trident is about two hours behind us. So we will have half an hour of wiggle room.”

“Who is in charge of the escape pod?” Augusta asked.

“Samson has double-checked the pod to ensure everything is in working order,” I answered. “Now is the time to get in a little nap or to get some food. I want all hands on deck when it’s time to exit hyperspace in the Parmian system.”

The crew nodded. Many of them got up and left the Command Center. Augusta said, “I’ll go take a little nap. Thank you, Captain, for letting me be in charge while you slept.”

I nodded to her. This crew was beginning to grow on me.

One thing I needed to do was check back in with Autumn. I closed my eyes and focused on my gift. Autumn was easy to find. Hey, Autumn.

I wondered when I would hear from you again.

Has the Trident exited hyperspace again since we spoke last?

No, I’m afraid not. The captain hopes we will find your rebel stronghold when we find the Pegasus. He has yet to report anything is amiss to Falton Two.

Good. I’ll be in touch. Thank you, Autumn.

Of course.

I wasn’t sure what we would do without Autumn on the Trident. We definitely wouldn’t have the confidence to attempt this escape pod idea.

My mind then wandered to the families of the crew members who remained on this ship. Would they be labeled as rebels or rebel sympathizers? What would happen to them? Did we have the time to get them out?

“Cole, do we need to get your family off Falton Two?” I asked.

Cole was quiet for a few minutes. “I’m not sure they would leave.”

“Do we need to reach out and give them the option?” I asked.

“I would feel better about that if we could. I’m not sure how we would get it done,” Cole replied.

“Write down their names and where they live. I will pass the information on to someone I trust. They will handle it,” I said. “That goes for everyone else here too. If we could pass the word through the ship and get everyone’s family members’ names on the list, that would be helpful. The faster, the better.”

“Where will they go?” Mariat asked, as she got behind Cole to add her family to the list.

“To one of the refugee villages,” I answered.

“The same one we will be at?” Mariat questioned.

“It’s a strong possibility.”

Mariat smiled. “I will go around the ship myself and get the names of the families.”

“Thank you.”

After everyone in the Command Center wrote down the names of their family members, I closed my eyes to give Colin a heads-up. He could orchestrate a rescue with his contacts. I hoped he would have the resources in place to make this happen quickly. I wasn’t sure how much time we would have.

Half an hour later, I relayed all the information to Colin. He was confident he could get the job done quickly. He assured me that he would inform me when the families were safely off Falton Two. That was one less thing I had to worry about.

“Mariat, how much farther do we have until we reach the Parmian system?” I asked, once Mariat had returned with the list of families.

“We have a little under an hour, Captain.”

I prayed Colin had enough time to get their families to safety.

“I’ll go double-check with Samson to ensure the escape pod is ready for its crew,” I said, as I stood to leave. A good walk around the ship would help ease the tension in my shoulders.

It didn’t take long to find Samson. He was right where I expected him to be, in engineering. “Could I get a peek at the escape pod?”

Samson smiled. “Of course. Follow me.”

After following Samson down a few corridors and doors, we came to the area where the escape pods were kept. They were bigger than I had initially imagined. None of the rebel ships I had served on had had escape pods. The Explorer had an exploration pod, which was similar in size.

“Everything is ready to go?” I asked.

“Yes. I even stocked it with some snacks and water. Enough to last them a couple days.”

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. We were ready. I just hoped we had the time to pull it off before the Trident showed up. Would it fire on us if it did? I shook that thought from my mind. “Samson, do you know if this ship has an energy screen?” I asked.

“Yes, it does. Why? Do you think we will need it?” Samson asked, alarmed.

“No. Just one of the things that popped into my head. I thought I would ask you, since you’re right here with me,” I explained.

“Oh, good. You had me worried there for a minute.”

“No need to panic,” I said, as I patted him on the back. “I better return to the Command Center. We’ve got to be getting close to the Parmian system by now.”

When I returned to the Command Center, everyone was at their posts. “Is everyone ready?” I asked, as I surveyed the room.

Everyone agreed in the affirmative. “How close are we?”

“Ten minutes out,” Mariat confirmed.

“Any ships in the system, Cole?”

“No ships in the system, Captain,” Cole answered.

That was a relief. I was confident Hadassah would have had a plan B, but I was glad that plan A was working smoothly so far.

I sat back in my command chair and tried to relax. We would be vulnerable for the ninety minutes it took our hyperdrive to charge. We weren’t too far from Dove Two, where the Jatarians had established a colony. That fact kept peeking its ugly head into my thoughts. The Jatarians wouldn’t hesitate to destroy two Human ships in the Parmian system. If they found us here, we would be dead.

“One minute, Captain,” Mariat reported.

I sat forward in my chair. A smile spread across my face at the familiar feeling in my gut, as we exited hyperspace.

“Cole, report,” I commanded.

“Captain, confirming no other ships in the system.”

“How close are we to Rebel One?”

“At this rate we will be ready to dock in under an hour,” Mariat reported.

I watched the viewscreens as one revealed the Parmian system. The explorer in me couldn’t help but wonder what might be out there. Another screen now showed Rebel One. The faster we could get this done, the better. I looked at the clock. We had approximately ninety minutes before we could make our jump out of the system. A buffer of only half an hour would be left before the Trident arrived.

We were ready. Hadassah’s crew was ready. Now we needed to close the gap between our two ships as efficiently and as safely as possible.

I watched as our ships drew closer and closer. We had already discussed that my ship would stop, and Hadassah would do the final maneuvers to dock us together. This was not the time for me to practice or to give it a try.

The time seemed to slow, as I watched Rebel One as it grew larger on the screen. My gaze moved to the tactical display. I kept expecting to hear that alarm and see red threat icons show up on the screen. I noticed I was thrumming my fingers on the armrest of my chair. I consciously made an effort to stop. What I didn’t want was for the crew, my crew, to realize I was nervous.

My crew. Wow. What an amazing phrase. I had a crew. I was Captain. I still couldn’t wrap my head around it.

Finally the time had arrived to dock the two ships together. Once Hadassah had maneuvered the two ships together, I headed to the airlock door. The adrenaline pumped through my veins.

Samson opened the airlock, and Hadassah stood on the other side. “Are you ready?” Hadassah asked.

“Yes, we are,” I replied.

Hadassah stepped out of the way, and Hayes and Graham moved forward, pushing a cart with a couple prisoners in them.

Samson showed them the way to the escape pod. Cole would stand guard at the pod to ensure the prisoners did not wake up before we were ready. He was armed with a stun gun that he would use, if the situation warranted.

Graham and Hayes came back for the next two prisoners. This process was taking a little longer than I liked.

“Do we have another cart we could use to speed up this process?” I asked Samson.

“No. We don’t have anything that will help,” Samson answered.

I glanced at my watch. We still had about ten more minutes before our hyperdrive was charged. Then we still had the thirty-minute buffer before the Trident had the chance to get here.

Ideally we would be ready as soon as our hyperdrive was charged. By the looks of things though, that would not be the case.

The process was slow going. I was beginning to get more anxious. When the last two prisoners were finally wheeled onto the ship, we followed them to the escape pod.

Samson was on board, making the final preparations. So far all the prisoners remained unconscious.

Another glance at my watch confirmed that our hyperdrive should be charged. We were now in the red zone, as I called it. We needed to exit this system as quickly as we possibly could.

“How long will it take to get this escape pod launched?” I asked.

“Not much longer,” Samson replied from inside the pod.

I turned to Hadassah. “You guys might as well get back on Rebel One and prepare to leave the system. Worst case, you guys could make it out.”

“We would never leave you behind,” Hadassah answered, “but we will return to our ship.”

I followed Hadassah, Graham, and Hayes back to the airlock. Once they had all safely boarded Rebel One, I closed the airlock door. Hopefully the next time I saw Hadassah would be at Dove One.

I quickly made my way back to the escape pod. When Samson saw me, he said, “Everything is ready, Captain.”

“Good. Let’s launch this thing so we can get out of here.”

I watched as Samson closed the door to the escape pod and then input commands into the console on the wall nearby. “I’m glad you know what you’re doing,” I said, as I watched over his shoulder.

Samson smiled. “Just doing my job, Captain.”

There was a small viewscreen. It currently showed a view inside the escape pod. All of the passengers were still unconscious. That was a little easier to watch than what I imagined the alternative to be. I imagined them all panicking and banging on the door to get out.

“Did you activate the beacon?” I asked.

“No. I can remote activate it, once we release the pod,” Samson answered.

I continued to watch as Samson entered the commands into the console. The viewscreen switched to a view of the outside of the pod. It slowly detached from the ship and moved away from the Pegasus.

“How far does it need to be before we can safely enter hyperspace?” I asked.

“It won’t take long.”

“I’ll return to the Command Center. Let me know when it’s time.”

As I headed back to the Command Center, the alarms sounded. I began to run. As I reached the door to the Command Center, the alarms stopped. “What’s going on?” I asked, as I burst into the room.

Cole answered, “It’s just the pod. The sensors scanned and sensed the pod. It set off the alarms. Sorry for the false alarm.”

“It’s okay. I’m just relieved it’s not the Jatarians or the Trident,” I said, as I sat down.

“What’s a Jatarian?” Mariat asked.

“You guys have never heard of the Jatarians?” I asked, shocked.

They all shook their heads.

Wow, the Emperor was still keeping the Jatarian threat a secret. Why? I didn’t have time to worry about that now. “I’ll tell you about them once we are safely in hyperspace. For now, just know that you never want to see a Jatarian ship. They are hostile aliens, who would love to destroy any Human ship.”

I noticed the shock and fear on the faces of my crew. “Let’s focus on getting out of here, before the Trident shows up.”

I closed my eyes and reached out to Samson. Are we ready to go?

Yes. I have activated the beacon. We are ready to enter hyperspace.

Have you confirmed that the beacon is working?

Yes, I have.

Thanks, Samson.

“Augusta, let Rebel One know we are ready to leave.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The viewscreen showed Rebel One as it entered hyperspace. Now it was our turn. “Let’s get out of here.”

I felt the twinge in my stomach, as we entered the safety of hyperspace. I glanced at my watch. Only fifteen minutes left before the Trident would arrive. I hoped they couldn’t sense us on the long-range scans.

The only way to find out was to check with Autumn. I closed my eyes and focused on my gift.

I think we are closing in on your location, Autumn said.

Where are you?

We are nearing the Parmian system.

Have you run long-range scans of the system?

Yes. We had three ships showing up. Now there’s only one.

My heart sped up. What would the Trident do? Would they continue to follow the two ships that left, or would they stop and see the one left behind? What does your captain plan to do?

He’s debating it now. What ship is in the Parmian system?

It’s the escape pod, with part of the crew from the Pegasus. If you have any sway, get your captain to stop. The crew will only last a couple days in the escape pod.

Okay. I’ll do my best. How many crew members are in the pod?

Twelve.

What about the rest?

They elected to come along with us.

Will they be safe?

Yes, of course.

Good.

Has your captain made his decision?

No.

If the captain of the Trident didn’t stop to check on the escape pod, they would be very close to us. Too close. We couldn’t go to Dove One. We would have to figure out something else.

The captain is still torn on what to do. He has to find the Pegasus. If he doesn’t, he’s a dead man. That’s what he said at least, Autumn commented.

I don’t envy him.

Me neither.

I glanced down at my watch. The captain of the Trident had less than five minutes to make his decision. What would he do?

He says he can’t risk not checking out this ship. He still plans to continue in the same direction, after determining what the Parmian system holds.

I sat back in relief. I’ll check with you again in a little bit—to ensure the crew in the escape pod has been safely rescued.

My gaze switched to the viewscreens. One showed the inside of the pod. The prisoners were just beginning to regain consciousness. I had no doubt the alarm that would sound once the Trident emerged from hyperspace would quickly sharpen the senses of the awakening crew.

A thought occurred to me, and panic rose inside me. I reached out to Samson. If we can track and see inside the escape pod, can they also track us?

No. I disabled that. Once we know the Trident will rescue the crew in the escape pod, I will disconnect our connection with the pod.

Okay. The Trident should be exiting hyperspace in the Parmian system now. I will check with my contact in half an hour to confirm they will rescue the crew in the pod.

We got out of there just in time.

Yes, we did, I replied.

My attention returned to the Command Center. “Mariat, how much farther to Dove One?”

“Twenty-nine hours.”

I could really use some food and a nap. Before that though, I had to ensure the former crew was being rescued and our connection with the escape pod had been severed.

After half an hour I contacted Autumn again on the Trident. She confirmed they were headed toward the escape pod. ETA was under an hour.

I communicated with Samson, and he severed our connection with the escape pod. The mission was a success. We had rid ourselves of the danger of both the crew and the Trident.

Now all we had to do was get to Dove One and hide the ship in the caves, before the Trident had enough time to get to the Alena system.

We had lost time with the escape pod plan. The Trident would now be closer to us, assuming everything went smoothly with the extraction of the crew in the pod. I wish I could slow that down.

I resolved to contact Autumn again after my meal and my nap. I went to the cafeteria and piled my plate high with food. My guest in my quarters was likely hungry, not to mention worried about her safety and what was going on.


Chapter Seven

When I woke from my nap, it was time for me to check in with Autumn on the Trident. I got up and cleaned myself up a bit. I tried to talk Lily into leaving my quarters, but she refused.

I headed to my office to reach out to Autumn. She was easy to find. How’s everything going? I asked.

We’ve rescued the crew in the escape pod. They couldn’t tell the captain much about who attacked and took the Pegasus. Everyone believes it was rebels, since they took the prisoners with them. It’s also assumed that these crew members not detained must also be rebel sympathizers. There’s been much talk about that. They are worried that each ship has rebels on it.

Has your captain reported the situation to Falton Two?

No, not yet. He’s still debating when and how to do that. His job and Captain Marion’s and possibly their freedom hinge on how the Emperor reacts to this news.

The longer they delay telling Falton Two about the missing ship, the better for us. We are evacuating the families of those crew members who stayed on the ship. That takes time. Anything you can do to help stall that would be helpful.

I’ll see what I can do.

Don’t put yourself in danger though.

I won’t.

So how long was the Trident in the Parmian system?

It took us a little longer than expected. By the time the crew in the escape pod woke up and were coherent enough to help us dock together, we had lost a lot of time. The captain knew we weren’t far behind. We cannot be certain in which direction the Pegasus headed, but he said we would stay with our current course. We were in the system for under two hours.

Which system are you headed toward now?

We will pass near the Doegee system next.

That meant they were still headed in the right direction. Could we exit hyperspace in the Alena system and get the ships into the cave in under two hours? It would be close. We would have to exit really close to Alena Grand to have a chance. The Trident would exit and look for us, if they sensed us on their long-range scans. Did we have the time we needed? I wasn’t sure. Okay. Keep me posted. I will check in with you again in another few hours.

I sat at my desk a while longer and tried to figure out what we should do. The Trident would have no reason to exit hyperspace, if it sensed no ships in the system. Perhaps we could land on the surface of the nearest moon or planet, even if it was not the Alena Grand. Then, once we knew the Trident had passed over the Alena system, we could move on to Alena Grand and Dove One. What if the Trident did exit hyperspace though? We would be at risk and exposed, if they scanned the surface of the planets.

Was stopping in the Doegee system a possibility? The Trident wasn’t likely to stop there. They would go right past, assuming all the ships in the system were transport vessels. Our risk depended on whether any other Human Federation ships were in the system. They could report our presence to the Trident.

What should we do? Was there a way to tell what ships were in the system? I could always ask Fritz. He had contacts in the Doegee system, who could get the answers I needed. Yet I couldn’t involve Fritz. It just didn’t seem right. I didn’t want to put him in any danger.

What if we led the ships to the Dove Two system? How would we do that though? That was in a little bit different direction. I needed to talk to Hadassah and get her thoughts on the situation.

I took a deep breath to help me focus and then reached out to Hadassah.

How’s it going over there? Hadassah asked.

As far as I know, things are good. I just woke up from a little nap.

How’s your roommate?

She’s still in there. Lily is afraid to come out.

I thought maybe she would feel better, once we had left the captain of the Pegasus and the loyalist crew behind.

Maybe she thinks one of the ones left behind might be a rebel only in appearance. She’s still afraid for her life.

What will help her relax? Hadassah asked.

That I do not know.

Maybe, once we arrive at Dove One, she’ll feel safer. Have you spoken with Autumn on the Trident?

Yes. They took a little under two hours in the Parmian system. Do you think that will give us enough time to exit hyperspace in the Alena system and get to the surface, before we show up on their long-range scans?

Even if we did pop up on their long-range scans, I’m confident that, by the time they exited hyperspace, we would be on the surface. They wouldn’t know we landed. They would assume we entered hyperspace again. The Trident would have no reason to think we stuck around, Hadassah answered.

You’re sure we can make it to the surface in under two hours?

Yes. We may have to do a microjump, but it’s doable.

I trust you, I replied.

Good. You should.

I will check back in with you, as we get closer.

After I finished talking with Hadassah, it was time for me to make an appearance in the Command Center. It felt good to stretch my legs too. Walking always helped me clear my head.

Only a few of the command crew were at their posts. “Thanks, Augusta, for being in charge, while I got some rest.”

“Anytime, Captain. Now that you are here, I think I’ll take my turn getting a little rest, if that’s okay.”

“Absolutely. Enjoy your rest.”

Augusta smiled, as she left the room.

“Anything interesting happen while I was out?”

Cole shook his head. “We haven’t gone by any systems with ships. I guess I figured we would by now.”

“It would make things easier for us if we did. It might slow down the Trident a little more. Captain Hadassah and I are confident we can make it to the surface and into our base, before the Trident has time to arrive near Dove One,” I explained.

Cole nodded his head. “How far back are they?”

“A little under two hours,” I replied.

“Is Dove One aware of our situation?” Cole asked.

I hadn’t exactly spoken with anyone at Dove One. Had Hadassah? I doubted it. She didn’t have as strong of a gift as I did. “When we get closer, we will inform them of the dangers headed toward them.”

“Do you think the Trident would scan the surface of the planet where Dove One is located?” Cole asked.

“If no ships are in the system, there’s no reason for the Trident to think we are there.”

“Does the Trident have other sensors that we’re not used to, since it is a military ship?” Cole questioned.

“That is a good point. Next time I talk to my contact on the Trident, I will be sure to ask.”

Cole did have a good point. We weren’t sure what this new military ship could do. I felt a chill run down my spine. What if a spy was on board my ship? One who pretended to be a rebel to stay on board, so they could have the opportunity to kill Lily, when they had the chance? One who was able to report our location to the Trident? Who all had access to our current location?

Only Mariat could see that. I had made sure it was not up on one of the viewscreens. And Augusta would have had access while she was covering for me. Samson, in engineering, no doubt could gain access to the information too. Dang. Sometimes my paranoia really put a damper on the day. How could I know for sure?

The truth was, I wouldn’t know. Not until it was too late. Mariat, Augusta, Samson. Those were the potential spies. I really liked all three of them. Surely I was letting my paranoia run away with my logical thinking. Why would any loyalist risk their lives with a bunch of rebels?

Plus Autumn would know if the Trident was getting information from someone on this ship. Wouldn’t she? I closed my eyes and focused on Autumn.

Hey, Slade. I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.

We got to talking about the Trident and how it may have more advanced technologies than what we may be aware of. Is there any truth to that?

This ship can do many things. Most of which I don’t even know about.

Are you sure the Trident is not tracking us?

Yes, I’m sure. The captain has been looking at various star systems in this area on his holographic display. He’s been trying to reason out where you guys might be headed. He’s ruled out the Doegee system. He doesn’t believe you have anything to trade. You must be headed home. Which must be to a system the Federation believes is uninhabitable.

Has he narrowed it down at all?

He’s still working on it. Captain Marion is also helping. They both know their careers depend on them finding the Pegasus. Now they are being more ambitious and imagining how great it would be if they found the rebel stronghold and destroyed it.

That does not sound good, not at all. Well, thanks for keeping us updated. Let me know if he narrows it down to a specific system.

I will.

Thanks, Autumn.

Anytime.

My focus switched back to the Command Center. “Autumn said that the Trident is very advanced and does more than she’s even aware of.”

“That’s not very comforting,” Cole replied.

“No, it’s not. At least we have someone on the command crew who can inform us of what’s going on.”

“That’s true. Thankfully they don’t have anyone on our ship.”

I looked at Cole closely. He must have noticed.

“Do they?” he asked, alarmed.

“Not that I’m aware of. Have you worked long with this crew?” I questioned.

“Yes, I have. Wait, if someone were a spy, they wouldn’t have put their family’s names on that list of people to evacuate. So, if we may have a spy, that’s where I would start. Or they might have given names of people who can’t be found,” Cole answered.

“You do have a good point there. I will reevaluate that list. I will also check with my contacts to see if everyone was evacuated who was on the list. That would tell us if any of them might have been faked.”

“Whatever you need from me, just let me know,” Cole said.

“Thanks. You’ve already helped a lot.” Cole had a good point. I decided to check with Colin on the rescue efforts on Falton Two. That was as good of a place to start as any. I focused on Colin.

Is everything going okay, Slade? Colin asked.

Yes. So far, so good. We’ve left the escape pod full of the loyalist crew members and their captain in the Parmian system. The Trident has already found them and rescued them. They are still on the hunt for us. We have a little under a two-hour advantage on them.

Well, that’s good news.

How’s the evacuation of this crew’s families going?

Good.

Was there any family you couldn’t find?

No, we pretty much found everyone on the list, Colin replied.

Did they all want to leave?

For the most part, yes. A couple of them stayed behind to keep helping others. They relocated to a different area, so that they couldn’t be found as easily.

That’s good. All right. Thank you. I know this crew will feel better knowing their families are safe. I assume they are headed to Dove One, correct?

That’s correct.

Good. Thanks, Colin.

Stay safe, Slade.

I will.

I felt better after talking to Colin. Now I needed to review the list and note who didn’t put anyone on the list. I had left the list in my office. “Cole, could you handle things in here? I’ll go grab that list from my office real quick.”

“I can do that, Captain.”

I grabbed a few snacks on my way to take to Lily. If she wasn’t hungry, she could save them for later. No doubt this crew thought I had a bottomless pit of a stomach.

After dropping the snacks to Lily, I stopped and grabbed the list from my desk office. When I returned, I was surprised Cole was not sitting in my seat.

“You didn’t want to sit in the command chair?” I asked.

“No, I’m more comfortable here.”

“Well, thanks for watching things for me.”

“Anytime,” Cole replied. “I’m still hoping to come across some ships in these systems we have to pass by.”

“Me too. Keep me posted on that.” I began to study the list. “Do we have a list of the crew left on this ship?”

“I’m not sure,” Cole replied. “Didn’t Mariat head up that project? Getting all the names of the family members to be evacuated?”

“Yes, she did. Do you know how many we have who stayed behind on the ship?” I asked.

“I can find out,” Cole said, as he stood up. “The cook will know how many are coming to eat.”

“Great, that would be awesome. If anyone asks, just say you are getting a head count, so Dove One can prepare a place for everyone to stay,” I said.

As Cole left to do some digging, I began to make a list of everyone I knew who was on the ship. My list was pretty short. It did have my main subjects on it though. Then I cross-referenced my short list with the list of families. All of my suspects had people on that list. I tried to tell myself that was a good sign. If they wanted their families evacuated, then surely they weren’t loyalists. Unless their families were part of the whole plot, spies to live in our rebel village. I shook my head. I had to stop thinking this way. It wasn’t healthy for me or this crew. According to this list, we had sixteen families who would be evacuated from Falton Two.

I patiently waited for Cole to return. Well, honestly not that patiently after all. Every time the door to the Command Center opened, I glanced over, hoping it would be Cole with the number of crew who had remained on board.

Mariat walked in and sat down at her post.

“Did you write your family on this list?” I asked, holding the list up for her to see.

“Yes. Any news on their evacuation?” Mariat asked.

“All is well, as far as I know. We will see them at Dove One.”

“Will they arrive there first?” Mariat asked.

“No, we will arrive first.”

“Was everyone on that list evacuated?” Mariat asked.

“No. A couple wanted to stay and continue to help with the cause. They relocated.”

“Any idea who that was?”

“No, I didn’t ask. We will know soon enough though.”

Mariat was quiet for a few moments.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yes, I just hope my brother didn’t stay behind. He can be hardheaded and stubborn. I fear for his safety, if he stayed. He will end up getting himself in a heap of trouble,” Mariat responded.

“Would you like me to check?” I asked.

Mariat thought that over for a minute. “No. I’d rather just wait and see if he comes on the ship from Falton Two. My parents will fill me in. I don’t want to trouble you or to take up your time.”

I really liked Mariat. If she weren’t the navigation officer, I would definitely want her on my ship long-term. As it was, I wanted Bryce as my navigation officer. “Have you ever held a different position on the command crew, besides navigation officer?”

“Yes. Why?”

“I would like to keep you in my command crew, but I already have a navigation officer. What other positions do you have experience at?”

“Basically all of them. Communications, tactical, systems, sensors, operations, and navigation. I would be honored to stay on as part of your crew in whatever capacity I can be of use,” Mariat replied.

“Good. I will keep that in mind. Once we get to Dove One, we will figure out how to divide the crew. Captain Hadassah will need some replacements for the few I will take from her. Either way you will be on her ship or this one. I’ve worked with Hadassah for years. She’s amazing. A great leader to work with.”

Mariat smiled. “We have less than fifteen hours to go.”

Cole walked back through the doors. “Here’s your list of the current crew on board the vessel.”

“Thanks,” I replied, as he handed me the list.

I quickly counted the names. Twenty-three names were represented there. Only sixteen families were on my list to be evacuated from Falton Two. That left seven who did not add their families to the list. Why was that?

“Mariat, I see seven crew members did not want their families evacuated. Any idea why?” I asked.

Mariat came to look at my list. “These two said their family does not live on Falton Two. So they thought they would remain safe. This one didn’t have any family to speak of. This one here said her family already lived in one of the refugee villages. The others just said no, when I asked if they wanted to list their families for evacuation.”

I mentally made a note of the three names remaining on that list. These could be spies. Or this may be just the workings of my overly paranoid brain. I wasn’t familiar with any of the three who remained as questionable. Also none of them were on the command crew. It would be almost impossible for them to have access to our location to report back to the Trident.

“Thanks, Cole, for getting me this list. We must find a place for everyone to live on Dove One, not to mention divide the crew between this ship and Rebel One.”

“Will you be renaming this ship?” Cole asked.

“Yes. Do you have any ideas?” I asked.

“A few. I will write them down for you.”

“Thanks. I will look them over. I have one stuck in my head though. We went undercover on a ship that we called Spirit once. I joked that it should really be called Spirit of Rebellion.”

“I like that,” Cole said. “It has a nice ring to it.”

“We will still need lots of other names to go by, whenever we encounter a Federation ship. We can’t exactly tell them our ship name is Spirit of Rebellion. That might lead to more questions.”

“You could just shorten it to Spirit when we encounter the Federation ships,” Mariat pointed out.

“That’s true.”

“Do you know what your next mission will be?” Cole asked. “Will you rescue more rebels from transport vessels headed to Lamothia?”

“I’m not sure. We do have ships that do that. Multiple ships actually. When we return to Dove One, we will find out what our next mission entails.”

“Will I stay as command crew on your ship?” Cole asked.

“I would like that, but I will have to talk to Hadassah. I would like to have a guy who I’ve worked with on and off since I left flight school. His specialty is sensors.”

“I could always move over to systems or wherever you need me. I have experience in lots of areas,” Cole said.

“Good. I hope we can make it work then,” I answered.

I also wondered what would become of Lily. I was sad she didn’t feel safe enough to leave the captain’s quarters. Thankfully we didn’t have that much longer until we reached Dove One. Would she feel comfortable there?

What would Amelia do to keep herself safe? Was Jeffery in on the plot to kill his own mother, so he could take over in her place? Could the Emperor communicate with Jeffery from Falton Two to Tyrus? It wouldn’t be hard for me, so I assumed they could communicate with each other.

My mind started to wander to my next mission, kidnapping Jeffery. I hoped Colin had devised a great plan that wouldn’t get me captured or killed. We would use the stun guns. Otherwise Jeffery would use his telepathic ability to call for help, just as soon as he spotted trouble.

The only way to keep him from doing that was to keep him unconscious, until we got to where we’re going. I would definitely need a medic, so we could do that part safely. It would also keep Jeffery from knowing how long we’d been in hyperspace.

He would have no way to know how far away we really were from Tyrus. Could he warn the Emperor in the moment before we could stun him? How would we even gain access to him and Eloise? So many things needed to be considered. I hoped Colin was thinking through them all. My part was really preparing where we would take them and leaving them there with adequate supplies. I had lots of notes on the subject.

I began to think more about Amelia. Maybe I should check in with her to see if things were okay. If they weren’t, I would have already heard about it though. The faster we could get Jeffery out of the picture, the better. I wondered how Amelia would feel to have her son disappear, one who was plotting against her. What would the Emperor do? How would he react? Would he still carry out his plan of killing Amelia and then work to influence Emma’s every decision?

How closely guarded was Jeffery? No threats had occurred thus far, while he’d been on Tyrus. Maybe security was a little lax, thinking nothing would happen there. That would be the best-case scenario.

I took a deep breath. I would try not to worry about my next mission until I had more details about it. No sense worrying about things I couldn’t control.

I stayed in the Command Center at my post for a few more hours, my mind wandering from one subject to the next. By the time Augusta returned from her nap, I was ready to stretch my legs and to get a snack. I left Augusta in charge again and headed to the cafeteria.

This time, instead of taking my food with me to my quarters, I sat down to observe the other crew members in the cafeteria. There were only a few, and I knew none of them. I was relieved when Samson walked in.

Samson grabbed some food and came to sit by me. “How’s everything going in the Command Center?”

“Things are going good. We only have another ten hours before we reach Dove One.”

“I can’t wait to see it. I’ve heard rumors about houses up in the trees. I can’t wait to see that for myself.”

“It is pretty cool. It’s a nice place to call home, whenever we aren’t on the ship.”

“Are we far-enough ahead of the Trident that we can exit hyperspace safely in the Dove One system?” Samson asked.

“Captain Hadassah and I believe we have enough time to get to the surface and to hide the ship in the caves. We may have to do a microjump, but we are confident we can get there in the time we have.”

“Good. If you need anything from me, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that. For now though, I’ll try to get a little shut-eye.”

“That’s probably a good idea. Plus it will help pass the time,” Samson joked.

I smiled. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

I grabbed an apple as I headed out of the cafeteria. Lily might be hungry. When I opened the door to my quarters, I found her asleep on the couch. I put the apple on the table nearby and laid down on my bed. I relaxed and quickly fell into a deep sleep.


Chapter Eight

I woke to an alarm, one I had set to wake me up. I wanted to return to the Command Center before we reached the Alena system. After cleaning myself up and speaking with Lily for a few minutes, I headed to the Command Center.

When I arrived, everyone else was already there. “Did I miss anything?” I asked Augusta, as she got up from the command chair.

“No. Nothing to report,” Augusta replied.

“How far are we from Dove One?” I asked Mariat.

“We are two hours out, Captain.”

“Okay, I will check in with Dove One to ensure everything is safe for our arrival,” I said.

“Why wouldn’t it be safe?” Mariat asked.

“If a Jatarian ship or a Federation ship is in the system, we will steer clear.”

“So who are these Jatarians you speak of?” Cole asked.

“As I said earlier, they are a very hostile alien race with advanced technologies. When I served on an exploration ship years ago, we happened across them. They chased us to the Morag star systems, where the Morag promptly destroyed them.”

“So they are no longer a threat?” Mariat asked.

“We’ve run into them a few more times. They are not friendly to any other race. They’ve attempted to attack the colony in the Zenyan system multiple times. We haven’t seen them in a few years. Which makes me think they are gearing up for something big.”

“Could they go toe-to-toe with the Morag?” Cole asked.

“Yes. With a similar number of ships, it would be a very close battle. The Federation has amped up its production of military vessels because of the threat the Jatarians pose. We may not be able to depend on the Morag to defend us in the future. We may get attacked while the Morag are too far away to come to our aid.”

“Would you say these Jatarians are good at battle strategy?” Cole asked.

“Yes, I would agree with that.”

“Do they have a large number of ships?”

“Yes, they have in the past. They’ve attacked the Morag multiple times in their area of space. We’ve yet to find the Jatarians’ home system. We’ve only found one colony, and it’s a new one they created about four years ago.”

“So maybe we should ask why the Jatarians have so much battle experience? Who have they fought in the past to get them this experience? What other enemy do they have that they’ve fought and that they’ve learned all this battle strategy from? And why do they have so many ships, if they are not preparing to defeat or to protect their own systems?” Cole asked.

“You have very good points there, Cole. I hadn’t considered how the Jatarians were so good at battle strategy. There could be other dangers out there besides the Jatarians. That’ll make me lose some sleep.” I laughed. I knew it would, indeed. I needed to bring this up to Colin the next time we spoke.

I left out for now that the Jatarians were very close at hand. Their colony they were building in the Dove Two system was not that far away. First things first though. Jeffery needed to be dealt with, and then we would figure out what to do with the Jatarians. In the meantime both the Federation and the Morag were building up their ship counts. Of course so were the Jatarians. An epic battle was soon to take place. Hopefully one the Jatarians would lose.

I closed my eyes and reached out to Anna at Dove One. I wished Teryn was back, but he was still stuck at Dove Two.

Hello, Anna. We are approaching the system. Is everything safe to exit hyperspace?

Yes, so far, so good. We’ve had no unexpected visitors, while you’ve been gone.

Good. We are still being followed by a Federation military ship. They are two hours behind us and are not aware of our destination. We will make haste to get safely into the caves, before they reach the system. I have a contact on board that ship, so I’ll know exactly how much time we have.

I will alert the main base at the mountain of your impending arrival.

Thank you.

Stay safe.

I quickly relayed the information to Hadassah. She passed along the exact coordinates for us to exit hyperspace. The closer we could be to the planet, the better.

The time passed relatively quickly. I was nervous. It would be tight for us to get the ships in the caves within two hours. It usually took us that long to get to the planet. I tried not to show my crew that I was nervous. Every time I caught myself thrumming my fingers on my armrest, or if I was tapping my foot, I stopped. All of my little nervous gestures I tried to still. No need for my crew to worry.

When we were ten minutes out, I had Cole run a long-range scan of the system. “Nothing on the scans, Captain,” he replied.

“Good. That’s what we expected.” No surprises yet. Hopefully it would remain that way.

I watched the screens, as our ship exited hyperspace. It was good to be home. That is what Dove One had become for me, my home. We had dropped out relatively close to the planet. “Begin charging our hyperdrive. We will make a microjump in a few minutes. How far are we from that planet?”

Mariat replied, “We are two hours from the planet, Captain.”

“In half an hour we will make the microjump to get a little closer.”

Until then we were exposed. Any ship passing by the system could sense our two ships. I needed to confirm with Autumn where they were. I closed my eyes and focused on Autumn.

Hello, Slade.

Have you guys made any stops? I asked, hoping they had.

No, no stops.

One could always hope. Any new ideas from your captain about where we might be?

He plans to check the Alena system and the Helena system.

How far are you from the nearest system?

We are one hundred minutes out from the Alena system, Autumn reported.

Okay. Any other interesting news to report?

They are still planning to hunt down the Pegasus. They still have a few more days until they are due back at Falton Two. They will use every moment they have to hunt down you guys.

All right. I’ll check with you again in a little while.

Good luck.

Thanks.

The Trident was closer than we had expected. “Let me know when our hyperdrive is charged enough for a microjump. I would rather not cut this too short.”

“Yes, Captain.”

I watched the clock and noted how much time we had to get to the surface. I was so thankful I could check in with Autumn and not play a guessing game as to the time we had left. I also didn’t want Autumn to realize we were in this system if I could avoid it. Not that I didn’t trust her. It was just that we held the location of Dove One a secret. Only a select few actually knew where it was located.

After a little over twenty minutes, the systems officer reported, “Captain, I believe the hyperdrive is charged enough to do a microjump.”

“Good, let’s do it.”

I held my breath as we made our move. Rebel One was not far behind. After our jump, I asked Mariat, “Now how far away are we?”

“One hour, Captain.”

“Good. I feel better about that.” The time would tick slowly by. By my calculation, we could make it to the mountain in time. It would be close, but it could be done. Perhaps, as Hadassah had suggested, if the Trident sensed our two ships in the system and then realized they had disappeared a short time later, they might decide we had jumped into hyperspace and not stop here but stay the course.

The hour passed slowly. I felt a little relief as we entered the atmosphere of the planet. I quickly checked in with Autumn. How’s it going?

We had two ships showing up on our long-range scans. They are running the scans again to see if they are still there.

How far out are you guys? I asked.

Twenty minutes. The ships are no longer showing up on the scans of the systems, Autumn reported.

What does your captain think about that?

They are debating whether they should check out this system or continue in pursuit. Captain Marion thinks we should continue on, since we will be much closer to the two ships now. If we stop to check out the Alena system, we will lose time again.

Let me know what they decide. I’ll check back in with you after a few minutes.

Okay.

I focused my attention back on the viewscreens. It was time to maneuver the ship to the mountains and to the caves hidden there. I followed Hadassah. Within nineteen minutes, we were in sight of the caves. My mental alarm was going off. The Trident could be exiting hyperspace at any moment.

When I felt our ship touch down inside the cave, I finally let myself relax. Before I stood up, I reached out again to Autumn. So what did your captain decide to do?

They agreed to continue on. Since no ships are showing in the Alena system anymore, no need to stop there. We are staying the course.

Okay. Thank you. I’ll check back in with you in a few hours.

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. We had made it. Mission success.

Everyone followed me out of the Command Center. We headed to the back door of the ship and the ramp that was lowering. Familiar faces waited at the bottom.

I realized Lily was not with the group. We quickly unloaded both ships and prepared to take the refugees to the village. When they headed out, I returned to the ship. Hadassah stayed behind with me to help me with Lily.

When we got to my quarters, Lily was nervously pacing back and forth. “Hey, Lily. This is Hadassah. She’s the captain of the other ship, who helped us rescue this ship.”

Lily moved toward Hadassah and shook her hand. “Thank you for helping rescue me.”

“We are at Dove One now. All the other crew and passengers have been taken to the village. It’s safe for you to exit the ship,” I said. “You can walk with us.”

Lily looked really nervous. “Are you sure it is safe?”

Hadassah nodded. “Yes, we are sure. You can come with me to my house. We will say you are my cousin, if you are okay with that,” Hadassah said.

Lily nodded her head. “I would like that.”

“Follow me,” I said.

I was relieved when Lily followed us. Hadassah and Lily began chatting idly. It was thoughtful of Hadassah to use the cover story that Lily was her cousin. Lily was a bit younger than Hadassah, but only by a little.

Once we got to the village, Hadassah and Lily headed to Hadassah’s place. I headed off in my own direction, toward my own house. Well, Teryn’s. It was mine until he returned. When that would be was anyone’s guess. He was stuck on Dove Two, with the Jatarians building a colony in the system. After checking to confirm my house was still in order, I decided to go find out more about my next mission.

I walked to find the rebel leadership, relieved that the Trident hadn’t stopped in our system. It did not mean we were in the clear though. Once the Trident realized they had lost us, they might double back and check out the system. We would need to be cautious.

I was anxious to get this mission regarding Jeffery going. The quicker we could get it done, the safer Amelia would be. With each passing moment I was on the ground, I felt as if I were wasting precious time. The sooner we could get this done, the better.

I was glad Anna seemed to be in a hurry to get this mission off the ground too. I didn’t know if she knew why. I doubted Colin had confided anything to anyone about what Lily had told us.

“Have you named your new ship?” Anna asked, when I found her.

“Yes. We’ve decided to call it Spirit of Rebellion. When we need a cover name, we will shorten it to Spirit.”

“I like that,” Anna said, with a smile. “We have been preparing for your next mission while you’ve been away. We know you will have to construct a home for your guests to live. Plus they will need enough supplies to get them by. That’s one of the things we’ve been doing. We already have the crates ready to go. You will need to check in with Colin on what the exact plan is. The less people who know what’s about to happen, the better.”

“I agree. I’m anxious to get going on this next mission.”

“We will need to meet with Hadassah and decide who is going with you and, therefore, who will be assigned to her crew.”

“I need people I can really trust on this next mission. After that, I would be willing to switch it up a bit. A few crew members on the Pegasus I’ve grown to like and trust.”

“We need to be very cautious on this next one. Like I said, the fewer people who know anything, the better.”

“Let’s get Hadassah and hammer this out. How soon will Rebel One head out on another mission?” I asked.

“We may wait a little while. I’m afraid that the Trident will come back and check our system in more detail, once they realize they’ve lost your ship,” Anna replied.

“I agree with that. I can keep in touch with Autumn to give you some warning.”

“I would appreciate that, but you also need to concentrate on your mission. It is a very dangerous one.”

“I’ll need some people who are familiar with Tyrus, since that is where we are going. Wyatt lived there for a while. I would like to have him in engineering if possible. I feel I can trust Samson too. He was also in engineering on the Pegasus.”

“Start making your list of who you want. Really think about it. Don’t worry about who that leaves Hadassah with. We will manage or await your return. The smaller the crew you can manage with, the better. I will go find Hadassah.”

“I believe she was going to her house,” I replied, as Anna walked out the door.

After she left, I paced back and forth, thinking about who I wanted on my crew. I really like Mariat, Augusta, and Cole, but could I trust them on this mission? Without a doubt I wanted Bryce and Connor. I could use Hayes and Graham with the building of the shelter too. Wyatt and Samson in engineering.

I didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings by not picking them. I figured maybe we could tell the others that I was giving them time to readjust and to build new homes, before they came with me on a mission. Long-term I would like to have Mariat, Augusta, and Cole. Did I want them now? On this mission? Augusta and Cole had the gift. That could possibly be useful. Or dangerous if Jeffery was able to get in their heads. Not that they would know what was going on.

Before I realized it, Anna and Hadassah returned. Lily came with them. Hadassah sat down at the table, “So who do you want?”

I continued to pace back and forth. Who did I want? Who could I trust? Not just on this mission but afterward to keep their mouths shut about what we had done. This would be a top secret mission. We spent the next hour debating and hashing it out. In the end we decided on the crews and that my ship would leave in twenty-four hours.

Next I headed to my house in the trees. I needed to contact Amelia to see how she was doing. Then I would talk to Colin about what our plan would be. I saw a lot of familiar faces on my trek to my house. I nodded and smiled at them. This was my home. I felt comfortable here. Not as comfortable as I felt on a ship though.

Once I reached my house, I sat down on the couch and focused on my gift.

Hello, Slade. I hope you are safe, Amelia said.

I am. How are you?

Oh, I am working to make myself more secure. I’ve told the Emperor that I’m not sure if I’m ready to make the announcement about Emma taking over. I told him maybe we should wait until Jeffery and Eloise return, before we made any huge announcements. I figured this could at least buy me some time to figure out how to handle the situation.

That’s a good idea. When do Jeffery and Eloise return?

In a couple months.

After Emma’s big celebration?

Yes.

How is Gabriel?

He’s getting stronger every day. He’s dreading Jeffery and Eloise’s return.

I don’t blame him there.

Me neither. I sometimes wonder where I went wrong with my children.

What do you mean? I asked.

Well, one tried to have his brother murdered. I wouldn’t be surprised if Gabriel has plans to retaliate.

I hadn’t thought about that—that Gabriel might have plans to retaliate.

This is honestly a pretty toxic place to live. You were wise to get out of here.

I really didn’t have much of a choice at the time. I had been accused of trying to assassinate the Emperor. Did you guys ever figure out who was actually responsible?

No. The story is that you and the rebels were behind the plot.

I would think the Emperor would want to know who was really behind the plot to kill him, unless he already knows.

I try not to think about that.

Have you spoken with my mother recently? I asked.

No. I haven’t. Have you?

No, I haven’t either.

I’m sure all is well.

Me too.

I gotta go, Slade. Stay safe, and I’ll talk to you soon.

I will. You too.

Well, at least Amelia was alive for now. It was clever of her to say she wanted to postpone the big announcement. I hoped it would buy her more time, especially with what we had planned. I hoped it all worked out the way we had planned it.

Now it was time to connect with Colin. I hoped he had our plan ready. I took a deep breath and focused on Colin.

I assume you’ve arrived safely at Dove One? Colin asked.

Yes, we have. We will be ready to leave on our next mission in twenty-four hours. Do you have the plan ready?

Yes. Do you have your end ready?

Yes, I do.

Good. Do you know who you are taking with you as your crew?

Yes, we’ve worked that out.

All right. Let’s go over my plan then.

We reviewed Colin’s plan many times, until I was comfortable with all the details. Once I was proficient in repeating the plan to him, Colin was satisfied I had it down. Now all I needed to do was let my crew in on it. That wouldn’t be done until after we were already on our way to Tyrus.

The next thing I needed to do was find my crew and inform them of our departure time. I would also need to check in with Autumn to ensure they were nowhere near this system before we headed out.

The first person I sought out was Bryce. I knew right where he would be, with his family, with his wife and his baby. I spent a little time there, chatting with Bryce and his little family. Then I moved on to find the next person in my crew. It took me a couple hours to find everyone, but I got it done. Now I needed to go over the plan a few more times. See if I could spot any problems or possible pitfalls. I needed to be ready for almost anything. I was the captain, and my crew’s lives were in my hands. They were my responsibility. Mine and mine alone.

For this plan to work, we had to take Jeffery and Eloise by surprise. Their guards too. If anyone sounded an alarm, the chances of us getting out of the Phoenix system were slim. A multitude of ships could be there that could follow us. If we were followed, there wasn’t much we could do. So the entire operation hinged on no one realizing what was going on. Stealth. That’s what we needed to be. Could it be done? Colin’s plan made it seem possible, as long as things went according to his plan.

Another thing to consider was that there might be military ships in the system. Now that the Emperor had built up the Federation Protection Unit, military ships were stationed all over the Federation. At least one FPU military ship would be stationed at the Phoenix system. Would they recognize our ship? Were they even aware that it was missing? I doubted Captain Marion had reported yet. He would keep it to himself, until he was forced to report his mistake, which might buy us a little more time to get in and out of Tyrus, before we became the target of a more extensive search.

Could we identify ourselves as the Pegasus? If the captain of the Trident hadn’t yet reported the ship missing, it might allow us easier access to the dock at Tyrus. That was something I would have to keep in mind. It would all depend on if the Trident had reported the Pegasus as missing at that point or not.

After examining the plan multiple times, I was hungry. I headed to the cafeteria to see what was available to eat. I ended up sitting with Augusta and Mariat. I thought this was as good of a time as any to get to know them better. “So, what do you guys think of Dove One?” I asked, as I sat down.

“It’s amazing. I had always heard it was a village in the trees, but that was hard to imagine. It’s so much better than what I had pictured,” Mariat said.

“I agree with Mariat. It’s incredible,” Augusta replied. “Plus we know so many people here, people we hadn’t seen in a long time. We had feared they were gone.”

“Yes, so many of my neighbors and friends,” Mariat agreed.

“I’m glad you guys like it here. Have you heard when the ship from Falton Two will arrive with your families on board?” I asked.

“Tomorrow morning,” Augusta answered.

“I’m sure you will be relieved to know they are safe.”

They both agreed.

We spent the rest of the night hanging out and getting to know each other. When I headed back to my house, I felt good.

I laid in bed for a while, reviewing the plan repeatedly and examining it from every angle. I wasn’t very familiar with Tyrus. I wished the rest of Bryce’s brothers were around to help, not just Wyatt.

We had a few inside guys too—ones who were close to Jeffery and Eloise. That would be very helpful, as long as we weren’t double-crossed. The thought had occurred to me that this might be an elaborate plan to capture me. The Emperor may have planted Lily, maybe without her even knowing it. He could have orchestrated this entire thing, hoping we would make a play for Jeffery. I shook my head. No, I was letting my paranoia run away with my thoughts again.

This plan was solid. We had a good crew. We were ready. Now all I needed was some sleep.


Chapter Nine

The next morning the ship from Falton Two arrived with the families of the crew members from the Pegasus. It was heartwarming to see them reunited. I was surprised that Lily’s family was with them. I had not thought to check to see if her family needed to be evacuated too. When I had sent Mariat on that errand to get everyone’s names, I had forgotten about Lily. I knew Colin was behind it. He had known Lily and had remembered that her family would need to disappear too. I hoped that having her family here with her would make her feel safer.

I found myself walking outside, with no place to go right now, just watching the clock. The time of our departure was closing in. I was anxious. I was ready to get going. The longer we waited, the more chance Jeffery had to get wind of the plan or something bad to happen to Amelia—or worse, to Emma.

Still, I reminded myself that it was impossible for Jeffery to get wind of the plan, since so very few people knew of it. However, some individuals geographically close to him knew of the plan. They would be instrumental in the success of the mission. Colin had already contacted them, and they knew what their roles would be.

“Hello, Slade. Are you doing okay?” Hadassah asked, walking up to join me in my meanderings.

I shook myself out of my thoughts and back to the present. “I was just thinking about my mission.”

“I figured as much. Don’t worry about it though. Colin has everything planned, as do you. It will all work out. You will see.”

“I’m not sure how long I will be gone. It will take us a while to build a place for our guests to live.”

“Do you have the supplies you need?” Hadassah asked.

“Yes. Anna made sure we had everything we would need.”

“Will you stop in the Doegee system and get some fruit?”

“I wish. I can’t risk it right now. I have to ensure this mission is a success. I can’t let anything jeopardize it.”

“How do you think Jeffery will feel when he sees you?”

“I haven’t decided if I should let him see me or not. I would like to see him and to give him a piece of my mind. If he knew I was involved though, he could report that to the Emperor, if his gift is that powerful. Then I would be in a lot more danger. It might be best if Jeffery didn’t know I was involved at all. Then he couldn’t rat me out to his dad or mom.”

“That’ll be hard to do, but, if you are careful, it is possible.”

“I haven’t decided which way I’ll handle it. I would really like to see the look on his face when he realizes he’s been kidnapped and going to a remote planet on his own.”

“You also have to ensure he doesn’t see Bryce either. He might recognize him too.”

“You’re right. The fewer of us who Jeffery and Eloise see, the better.”

“Someone will have to bring them food, and then, once you’ve got their shelter done, someone will have to escort them there.”

“I would really like to be involved in all that, seeing Jeffery’s reactions to being captured and deserted on a planet. It will be tempting but better for all of us if he doesn’t realize I’m involved.”

“Well, good luck with that.”

“Thanks.”

“Did you ever think your first mission on your own ship would be such a pivotal operation in the future of the Federation?” Hadassah asked.

“No. I didn’t. A lot of pressure is on me for this one.”

“You’ll do fine. I have complete faith in you.”

I smiled at Hadassah. I was glad we had gotten so close over the last few years. “I guess I better head to my ship. I want to confirm we have everything we need.”

“I’m sure you do. May I walk with you?”

“Of course.”

We chatted the entire way to the ship. Once there, we said our goodbyes. I stood and surveyed my ship for a few minutes. My ship. I smiled. That was still weird to think about. This was my ship.

“Are you ready for this?” Anna asked, behind me.

I turned toward her. “As ready as ever.”

“I have everything loaded you will need and a little extra, just in case. It’s always hard to predict everything you might need. It’s all on board, and the ship is ready. All we need is the crew to arrive and to take off,” Anna said.

“Good. Thank you for your help, Anna.”

“You have been like a son to me, while Teryn has been away. I’m thankful you’ve been here. Plus you allow me to stay in contact with my son. Please be careful on this mission, Slade. I know it’s a dangerous one.”

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “It is a dangerous one, but we’ve got a great plan. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

“I’m certain you are right. Well, I’ll let you get to it. Keep me in the loop. Let me know you are safe, when you can.”

“I will. Thanks, Anna.”

I turned and slowly walked up the ramp and onto the ship. I surveyed the crates and their contents. Everything appeared to be ready. We had what we needed. I walked to my office and spent a while cleaning up and organizing. By the time I finished, it looked much better.

Then I headed to the Command Center. I doubted anyone else was here yet. Most of them would spend as much time as possible with their families, before leaving on what could be a trip of at least a couple months.

I felt guilty about taking Bryce away from his wife and baby, especially on such a dangerous mission. I could trust him though and needed him on this one, no doubt about that.

When it got closer for everyone to arrive on the ship, I headed to the ramp to greet everyone. Connor was the first to arrive.

“I can’t believe this is finally happening,” Connor joked, as he slugged me on the arm.

“You’re willing to put your life into my hands?” I asked.

“Of course. We’ve been talking about this for years now. Ever since we served on the Explorer together.”

“It’s still hard to believe this day has finally arrived,” I commented.

“You deserve it, Slade. Don’t forget that.”

“Thanks, Connor.”

“I’ll go claim my quarters, since I’m first on board,” Connor said, as he walked farther into the ship.

I was glad Connor was here. If anyone could keep me from thinking too highly of myself, it was him. I was also sad that he would likely never see this day himself. He would never captain a ship. Not without the gift. It was just too dangerous. Or he would need a very trusted friend who had the gift to help him. Yet it just wasn’t done that way. Whoever was in charge needed to be able to communicate with the Morag, if needed, or any other alien races we ran across. It was more dangerous without that ability.

Bryce walked up then and distracted me from feeling bad for Connor. “You ready for this?” he asked me.

“Ready as I’ll ever be. I’m glad you’ll be here with me.”

“Me too. I remember us talking about this, when we were on that Druin ship coming from the Empire. I’m so proud of you, Slade.”

“I wouldn’t be here without you,” I replied.

“No, I wouldn’t be here without you. I could have been dinner for some Lamothian, if it weren’t for you,” Bryce joked.

“That’s true. I did save your life.” I laughed. “You better get in there and stake your claim to your quarters, before Connor does.”

One by one the rest of the crew came aboard. I greeted each one. Once Hayes and Graham showed up, we closed the ramp. We had everyone we needed. I walked to the Command Center and made an announcement for everyone to meet in the cafeteria for a quick meeting. I wanted to give my crew a chance to back out of this mission, if they chose to.

Once everyone arrived at the cafeteria, I stood up and cleared my throat. A hush fell across the room. It made me a little nervous to be in front of all these people—people who depended on me and my decisions to keep them safe.

“Thank you all for coming. I wanted to talk a little about this mission, before we leave. It’s a top secret mission, and the details will not be shared until we are safely in hyperspace. Due to the nature of this mission though, I want to give everyone a chance to decide if you want to come along on this mission or not. What we will be doing is very dangerous. If caught, we would be charged with treason and killed. I have no plans of getting caught, but it is always a possibility. Feel free to leave if you think this risk is too much for you. I will not hold it against you, and, on our next mission, you can rejoin our crew. This is unlike any mission we’ve done before. The future of the Federation will be influenced by our mission. So again, if you’re not up for this, feel free to leave.”

I looked around the room and met each person’s gaze. After a few minutes, no one got up to leave. I was relieved. I had hand-picked this group because I liked and trusted them. If someone had left, that would have made our mission tougher.

“All right then, everyone get to your posts and prepare to leave,” I said, as I headed toward the Command Center.

I settled into my command chair and smiled, as my command crew walked in. Most of us had worked together before, but we had a few new ones on the crew this time. I watched as they had a seat at their consoles and got familiar with their roles.

I activated the holographic display and looked at where we would be going. We were headed to the Phoenix system. I wouldn’t make that announcement until later. Bryce, who would be my navigation officer, already had the coordinates.

After allowing time for my crew to get settled, I was ready to depart. “Is everyone ready?”

“Yes, Captain,” I heard from multiple people.

“Systems?” I asked.

“Systems are all online are ready to go,” Cole replied.

“Communications?” I asked.

“All communications are properly working and ready,” Graham replied.

“Note, Augusta will serve as alternate to fill in various crew positions as needed on this mission.”

Augusta nodded.

“Navigation?”

“Coordinates have been input, Captain,” Bryce replied, with a smirk.

“We also have Hayes to relieve at the Nav console.”

Hayes agreed with a nod.

“Sensors?”

“Everything looks good here,” Connor replied.

“Tactical?”

Mariat replied, “Ready.”

“Chief Engineer?”

“All is ready and operating as expected,” Samson said.

“Plus we have Wyatt on board, serving in engineering, but also he will be our expert on the ground, guiding us as we execute this mission.”

Wyatt smiled and nodded.

“And, last but not least, we are pleased to have Summer and Captain Parker, who will man our kitchen, plus give us advice as needed.”

That comment got a few laughs.

“Let’s head out then,” I replied.

This was it. The official maiden voyage of the Spirit of Rebellion. I couldn’t help but smile. I watched the viewscreens, as we left Alena Grand behind. We wasted no time entering hyperspace, out of an abundance of caution. The less time we spent in the system, the less likely we would be sensed on anyone’s long-range scans.

Once safely in hyperspace, it was time to reveal our real plan. Or would it be best to keep those in the dark, unless they were directly in on the plan? I debated this internally for a few minutes. It was less likely that anything would go amiss if fewer people knew what the plan really was. Right?

On the other hand, discussing it with the crew might help me find holes in the plans, ones that they might also have ideas on how to fix. In the end, I decided honesty was the best policy.

“You guys are aware that we are going on a dangerous mission. There has been a threat to the Empress, my aunt. We are working to rid her of this threat. An eyewitness has reported that the Emperor plans to get rid of Empress Amelia and put Jeffery in her place. He does not want a woman to rule the Federation, which also puts Emma at risk too, but she was not mentioned in the assassination plot overheard by our witness.

“You may be thinking, What will we do is relieve the Federation of Jeffery? Now don’t worry. No harm will come to him. We are only relocating him to a much farther-out area of the galaxy. Jeffery is no friend to the rebels. He also is responsible for the attempted assassination of my friend Phoebe’s husband, Gabriel, who happens to be Jeffery’s brother.

“We believe that, if we remove Jeffery from the situation, the Emperor will have no reason to rid the Federation of Amelia. At least not until he finds Jeffery.

“I know this sounds dangerous, but we have a plan. Right now Jeffery and his wife, Eloise, have been banned from Falton Two and are on Tyrus. They’ve been there for almost five years now and reach the end of their banishment. They’ve been safe there. No one has attempted to harm them or to kidnap them. Their guards are slack, and they are careless in their security. This is our chance. We will swoop in and take them during the night. When the morning dawns, the guards will realize the couple is missing. No one will be around to point their fingers at us.”

“How will we get them? They won’t come willingly,” Cole commented.

“We will use the stun guns. Jeffery and Eloise will wake up on this ship. We will be careful who they see. I do not want them to see me. The only people dealing with the couple must be people they do not recognize. We have a medic on board, who will keep them unconscious most of the time. This will help them not ascertain how far they have traveled.

“Jeffery has a powerful gift, as does the Emperor. Even at the faraway destination place I have chosen, where we will take Jeffery and Eloise to live, I think Jeffery can still communicate telepathically with the Emperor. However, Jeffery will have no idea where he is and will be unable to help orchestrate his rescue. They will be stuck there.”

“Where will we take them?” Augusta asked.

“That information is top secret. Only a very few of us will know. That way we ensure that Jeffery and Eloise cannot be found. At least not until we are ready for them to be found.”

“Are we all involved in this plan on Tyrus?” Mariat asked.

“No. Only a few of us are. We have some inside guys who work for Jeffery and Eloise, who will help us. They will put a sleeping drug in their evening drinks. Once they are unconscious, we will make our move. If they happen to wake, we use our stun guns.

“We will work to keep them sedated on the ship, even past when we get to our final destination. That way they have no idea how far we went. Even though they will be sedated for the whole trip, I assume Jeffery will reach out to the Emperor as soon as he wakes. That will give the Emperor an idea of how far away he’s been taken. If we keep them unconscious longer after we’ve arrived, it will throw off where the Emperor will look for them.

“Also, to put everyone’s mind at ease, the Empress and Emperor had agreed after the fiasco with Jeffery hiring someone to shoot Gabriel that Emma would be the heir. The Emperor is now making his own plans that involve killing my aunt to change the agreement regarding Emma inheriting the leadership role. I know all these people.

“I can assure you that Jeffery being in charge would be disastrous for the refugees and rebels. It’s the worst-case scenario. Please be careful not to mention this mission, where we are, or who is on this ship to anyone. It is vital to our success and safety,” I said.

“If you need me to help, once we get there, I would be honored to do so,” Cole commented.

“Me too,” Augusta said.

“It makes me super nervous,” Mariat admitted, “but I would help too. I believe in your motivations and agree with your reasons behind them. Jeffery and Eloise are bad news, no matter where they are,” Mariat added.

“Thank you. I appreciate you guys and your support. This won’t be easy, but it will be worth it. When we get to our destination, we will have a lot of work to do. We do not have a permanent residence ready for them, just a temporary spot. We will have to build a bigger home for them. Ideally we would have it ready beforehand, but the Emperor’s plans to kill the Empress have put a rush on our plans. We can’t risk taking the time to prepare the place first.”

“So how long do we have before we get to Tyrus?” Mariat asked.

“Bryce?” I questioned.

“Slightly under two days of hyperspace travel. We do not plan to make any stops along the way,” Bryce answered.

“What about our ship? Won’t the Federation be looking for our ship by then?” Augusta asked.

“The captain of the Trident has not yet reported our ship missing. I will check in again with my contact on that military ship to confirm this. We might even say we are the Pegasus. This would cause the Trident to come hunting for us in the Phoenix system,” I replied.

“If the captain of the Trident heard our ship was at the Phoenix system, wouldn’t he contact one of his fellow military ships in the system to keep us there? Or to follow us?” Cole asked.

“That is a possibility. We will see how much military presence is in the system, before we decide to use the Pegasus name. If we decide not to use it, we will use Spirit instead.”

“What if the Trident returns to the system where Dove One is?” Augusta asked.

“Standard procedure at Dove One is that, when an alarm sounds, indicating an unknown ship has exited hyperspace in the system, the residents all move into the caves and the mountains. That way, if the planet is scanned, the scans will show no signs of Human life-forms,” I replied.

“Has anyone ever scanned the surface?” Augusta asked.

“We did, on our exploration ship. No signs of Humans showed up on our scans. When we ventured to the surface, we did find them. And then only because they came to us.”

“That’s a relief to know our families are safe there,” Augusta replied.

“They are,” I added. “And we will return to Dove One, as soon as we have successfully completed this mission.”

“Does Jeffery know you?” Mariat asked.

“He knows who I am. We’ve met. It’s been years since we’ve seen each other,” I answered.

“But he would still recognize you?” Mariat continued.

“Yes, he would. As would Eloise.”

“Does Jeffery think of you as a friend?” Mariat questioned.

“No. He was brought up to see me as a threat to his future. I have a very strong gift, as most of you know. The Emperor has always seen me as a threat to his children to rule and to reign. This is why he tried to pin the blame on me for his assassination attempt—which, just to be clear, I had nothing to do with. The Emperor was trying to discredit me. So Jeffery does not look kindly at me. If he realizes I have anything to do with his disappearance, he will think it’s because I’m trying to gain the leadership of the Federation for myself, which I assure you is not the case. I want nothing to do with it.”

“But you are willing to help influence who does inherit that role,” Augusta commented.

“Yes. The future of the Federation with Emma at the top would be so much brighter and more positive than it would be with Jeffery and Eloise at the top. Plus I am trying to protect my aunt.”

“Do you have a claim to the inheritance?” Augusta asked.

I shrugged. “That’s what I’ve been told. My aunt has worked to ensure that Emma and I have a good relationship, so that I could help her as an advisor in the future. I have no interest in anything other than that. And, to be clear, that role of advisor would be from afar.”

“So perhaps, in a way, you are setting yourself up for the future,” Augusta responded.

“No. I don’t want any part of it. If Emma needed something, I would help, only if she asked. I would rather stay a captain of a ship and explore. That’s always been my dream. Never to lead the Federation.”

“If you did though, you could make it better for everyone, those with the gift and those without the gift. Maybe you are the future that this Federation needs,” Augusta continued.

“No, I’m not. That’s not the life I want. It’s the life I’ve been running from since I was a kid.”

“It is something to consider though,” Augusta said.

I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to consider it. I rejected that line of thinking anytime anyone brought it up. I wanted no part in it. None whatsoever.

“Once we arrive at Tyrus, we will go over our plan again. I want to ensure everyone knows their role and what is expected of them. For most of you, it means waiting on the ship and being ready, once our cargo arrives. We will take shifts here in the Command Center. I want to ensure everyone is rested, once we arrive in the Phoenix system.

“In the meantime, I will go to my office for a bit and confirm with my source that the Trident hasn’t reported our ship as missing or seized by pirates or whatever. While I’m gone, Connor, you are in charge.”

I then got up and left the Command Center. I realized that some crew members might have questions they were uncomfortable asking me, although I thought that Mariat, Cole, and Augusta had asked me about whatever was on their minds. I needed a little break though.

Once I got to my office, I sat down and relaxed. I needed to clear my head, before I reached out to Autumn on the Trident. I sat back in the chair and put my feet on the desk. I surveyed the monitors on the one wall and then closed my eyes. Hello, Autumn.

Hi, Slade. It’s good to hear from you.

How is the Trident progressing in finding their lost ship?

We’ve had no signs of your ship. Our captain is getting frustrated. Since he can’t come clean yet with his superiors, he and Captain Marion have been debating how to handle the situation.

What are the options they are debating?

That we should return to the two systems where we thought we had spotted your ship or knew the ship had been there—the Parmian system and the Alena system. Go back there and see if that’s where the rebel base is.

So scan the planets?

Yes, exactly.

I didn’t like it, not at all. While I was confident that the refugees would hide in the caves and the mountains, there was always the remote possibility that they would be discovered. That would take a significant amount of time to scan each planet and moon for Human life in both of those systems.

Yes, that’s one of the cons being brought up. We don’t have much longer before the Federation Protection Unit starts asking questions. We should be back soon. When we aren’t, questions will be raised.

Let me know what is decided. I will check back in with you later today.

Okay. Stay safe.

You too, Autumn. Thanks.

Part of me wanted to tell the authorities on Tyrus that we were the Pegasus. This would draw the Trident back to the Federation and away from the Alena system. If, however, any military ships were in the Tyrus system, which was a strong possibility, then we could be boarded or chased out of the system, with or without our cargo. This mission had to be a success. What should I do? I reasoned that the number of military ships in the Tyrus system would help determine which way I went, whether we said we were the Pegasus or Spirit.

Plus it mattered whether or not the Trident had reported our ship missing or stolen. If anyone were on the lookout for our ship, we would have to be super cautious. I wanted to protect Dove One, but what if it meant sacrificing our mission?

What if we stopped quickly in the Doegee system? Inform them we are the Pegasus? That would draw the Trident back toward the Federation and away from Dove One. What if military ships were there in the Doegee system? It was likely, given the successful trading center found at the Doegee system. That could ruin our plan from the start.

How could I protect Dove One and still carry out a successful mission? I felt the weight on my shoulders. What should I do? I closed my eyes and cleared my head. My first priority had to be this mission. Dove One had a protocol for when ships entered the system. I myself had personal experience that. When the residents of Dove One hide in the caves, our sensors cannot sense them, unless this military vessel trailing us has better sensors than our exploration vessel did at the time.

My head began to ache, from all the stress of making these decisions. Dove One would be okay. My job wasn’t to protect the settlement. It was to abduct Jeffery and Eloise and take them to some far-off moon. I had to stick to my job and to my mission.

I moved from my office to my quarters. I wanted to lie down for a little while. Perhaps, when I woke up, things would be clearer for me.


Chapter Ten

The time passed quickly, and, before I was mentally ready, we were nearing the Phoenix system. As we approached the system, I got more and more anxious. After a while, I would get used to the pressures of being a captain. It didn’t help that the most dangerous mission of my life coincided with my first mission as captain of my own ship.

I had determined that it would be too risky for the success of our mission to stop in the Doegee system. The mission’s success was our number one priority. All else came second.

The last time I had communicated with Autumn, the Trident was headed back toward the Federation. When the ship had gotten near the outskirts of the Morag-controlled area of space, they turned around. They did not want to chance an encounter with the Jatarians. Little did they realize the Jatarians were close at hand.

Autumn had also reported that the captain of the Trident had now reported the Pegasus missing. She wasn’t sure what story had been told, since the captain had made that call in the privacy of his office. I wasn’t sure how he would explain that part of the crew was now on his ship, unless he stuck pretty close to the truth. I was thankful I was not in his shoes.

Would this make the Federation send escorts with all its transport vessels carrying rebels in the future? If so, we might have to resort back to rescuing them off the Lamothian space station, where they were sorted. I shuddered at the thought of going back there and having to control the minds of those Lamothians, who constantly thought about how delicious the Humans around them would taste. I would do it though, if it meant saving lives.

Since the Trident had reported the Pegasus as missing, we would go by our shortened name of Spirit on this mission. I assumed there would be a heightened awareness of ships coming and going, as one was recently stolen. A significant number of transport vessels came and went from Tyrus, and I was fairly confident that we could fly under the radar. We would be arriving late in the day. We did have some cargo to unload and other cargo to load. All of that had been arranged by rebels living and working in Tyrus. Wyatt would be in charge of this, as he had worked with these individuals in the past.

Bryce and I were still recognizable, even though it had been years since the attack on the Emperor. We were still wanted men, especially me. If I stepped foot off this ship, I would need to be more disguised. For this reason I had let my facial hair grow out and had allowed my hair to grow longer. I looked the same to me, but different enough that I hopefully wouldn’t be immediately recognized. As our mission would be carried out in the darkness of the middle of the night, fewer people would be milling about who could recognize me.

Since carrying around two bodies in the city would be suspicious, we opted to use a smaller crate. It would seem to anyone who came across us that we were making our nightly delivery to one of the businesses.

Everything was planned. Everyone knew what their role was. Our ship would arrive as scheduled. Numerous things could occur that would spell disaster for our mission. I hoped that, whatever went awry, we could deviate to compensate for it and could still carry out our mission.

I was brought from my thoughts by Bryce saying, “We are fifteen minutes out from the Phoenix system.”

“Run the long-range scans when we can, so we know what to expect when we exit hyperspace,” I commented.

“I will let you know what we find,” Connor answered.

I took a deep breath. “I know that I don’t need to reiterate how important and how dangerous this is. I need everyone to immediately speak up, if you see something wrong or suspicious. It will take us all to make this mission a success. Every single one of us. Understood?”

Everyone nodded.

I watched the viewscreens at the front of the Command Center. I idly thrummed my fingers on the armrest of my chair. How many ships would be in the system? Would we find an armada of Federation warships in the system?

“Captain, the scans have come in. Currently thirty-two ships are in the system,” Connor reported.

No way we could tell the type of ships they were or even if they were all Human or not. That kind of ship presence would defiantly pique the interest of a Jatarian scout ship though, if one happened by here. The Federation was not being careful with its ships in their systems, although they did not realize how close the Jatarians really were.

The remaining minutes passed quickly, as I thought about all the possible scenarios and the types of ships that could be in the Phoenix system. Were they all warships? Surely not. A majority of them had to be transport vessels. This was a major Federation colony. Transport vessels came and went all day, every day.

Alarms sounded, as we exited hyperspace. They were soon silenced, when the ships were identified as friendly. I had to laugh at that. Friendly left a lot to be interpreted. We would see how accurate that was, indeed.

“What do we have?” I asked Connor.

“Mostly transport vessels, with five Federation warships in the system,” Connor replied.

“At least they are not all warships,” I replied. I thought about how any of them could follow us though, so they were all threats. I reminded myself that many of these ships held rebels on their crews, so at least we had that going for us.

I waited for Graham to tell me that the port authorities wanted to know who we were and what we were doing there. So far, nothing had been asked of us. We already had a landing site and rebel sympathizers there to help us. So step one was to make it to Tyrus and to land at our landing site.

“How long will it take us to arrive on Tyrus?” I asked.

“Three hours, Captain,” Bryce replied. “With as much traffic coming and going from Tyrus, we cannot go any quicker.”

From my viewscreen I saw many of the ships. The warships were imposing. Their presence helped theoretically keep this system safe. However, in reality, they would only signal to the Jatarians that this was a Human colony and how dangerous it was for this colony to have them here, orbiting above them. It would be better if the ships were hiding on the surface. That thought made me realize that more probably were hiding on the surface. Not something I wanted to dwell on at the moment.

I would have to anxiously wait and watch for three hours, as we made our way to Tyrus. I suddenly realized that Captain Parker would want to see this for himself. He was the one who had discovered this moon in this system. “Have someone get Captain Parker.”

Soon Captain Parker and Summer walked through the door to the Command Center. “Captain Parker, here is Tyrus, the moon you suggested become a Federation colony. Look what it has become.”

Parker smiled, ear to ear. “Wow. What an amazing sight to see, Slade. Thank you for bringing me in here to see it.”

“Just wait until we get closer, and you can see the surface. It is quite a large colony,” I said.

“It’s hard to believe I discovered this place. Look what it has become,” Parker said.

“Feel free to pull up a chair and to watch as we get closer,” I said.

“Are those warships?” Parker asked worriedly.

“Yes, I’m afraid so. Don’t worry though. They are not here for us. They are here to protect the colony from Jatarian aggression,” I answered.

“They don’t have enough ships here to do that,” Parker replied.

“I agree.”

“I don’t have a good feeling about the Jatarians and the Federation. Eventually I foresee a huge battle, one I’m not sure the Federation can win,” Parker commented.

“You are right about that, I’m afraid,” I agreed.

We watched in silence, as we drew closer to Tyrus. The time, which I expected to drag slowly on, went by relatively fast. No one asked us who we were or what we were doing here. In the three hours it took us to get to the moon, seven other transport vessels arrived in the system.

Once we entered the atmosphere of the moon, the capital city of Banoy became more visible. The lights of the city were on, as the sun had already long set.

With the help of my crew, we safely landed our ship at our designated landing site. Once we touched down, I felt a slight sense of relief. Step one was a success. We had made it to the surface, without being discovered. That had been pretty easy, maybe too easy. Was this a setup?

I silenced the questions and paranoia that began to creep up in my mind. I would not let myself be sucked into that, not today. I had to trust that the rebels who agreed to help us would do just that. It was in their best interests to ensure that Jeffery was not the next in line to lead the Federation. No matter what it took.

Wyatt showed up and said, “I will meet with my contacts and begin to unload and load our cargo. I will let you know when we are ready to head into the city ourselves.”

I kept the viewscreens on, as Wyatt and Samson exited the ship and talked with the workers outside. The viewscreens showed everything happening around the outside of the ship. So far, so good. Everything was going according to plan.

I needed to contact our inside man, with Jeffery and Eloise. He was responsible for administering the sleeping drugs to ensure the two of them were soundly unconscious when we arrived at their residence. I closed my eyes and focused on Howard. I had not met him, but I knew where to find him, and it didn’t take long. Hello, Howard. Our ship has arrived and is unloading our cargo.

That’s great news. Everything is going according to plan here.

What time should we pick up our cargo?

I would wait a couple hours. Check back in when you are on your way.

I will. Thank you, Howard.

Thank you, Slade.

I realized suddenly that the Emperor might blame Amelia for this, accuse her of getting rid of her troublesome son, before he returns to Falton Two. She had no knowledge of this plan though. She would be just as shocked as he was. I had no doubt I would be blamed either way. I was an easy scapegoat. This time though, I would actually be guilty of the crime, for once.

The viewscreens now showed Wyatt and Samson unloading the cargo. We didn’t have much to trade, but Dove One needed a few things, which we were procuring for them, namely medicine and a few weapons. Not weapons for attacking the Federation but for keeping the settlement safe from the locals and other possible intruders.

The two hours ticked by slowly, as I watched intently everything happening outside the ship. I kept waiting for someone to demand to know what we were doing there. No one checked. No one asked. That might change, after the events unfolded today. Or perhaps it was just that so many rebels were involved here that no one would question our presence. I was beginning to realize that we had rebels everywhere. It wasn’t always easy to determine if someone was or wasn’t though.

Finally I could check back in with Howard. Are we ready to get our cargo?

Yes, all things are ready. I will meet you at the back door.

Okay. We are on our way.

See you soon.

I turned to my crew. “Time to go get the rest of our cargo.”

We had already determined that Graham and Wyatt would come with me. The others would stay behind and keep an eye out for trouble. I didn’t expect any, but we needed to be prepared.

The three of us got in our disguises, looking like ordinary workers, and left the ship. I was thankful that Wyatt knew his way around the city of Banoy. He knew exactly where Jeffery and Eloise were staying. Every road and alley we turned down had me looking in the shadows for someone waiting to ambush us. A few people milled about, but no one spoke to us.

We pushed our cart and crate down the road, like we belonged. I should say Wyatt and Graham did. I followed behind, ensuring my crew got to where we needed to go. We did have weapons stowed away in the crates. We hoped they weren’t needed, but it was comforting to know they were there.

It seemed to take forever to get to where we were going. and the trip back to the ship would appear even longer, especially with the cargo we had in tow.

We arrived at the designated door. “Should we knock?” Graham asked.

“No, I will contact my inside guy,” I replied. I quickly contacted Howard. We are at the door.

I will come let you in.

Soon the door opened, and who I assumed to be Howard stood before us.

“I got you three servant outfits, so you could blend in more easily. You can change in here,” Howard said, as he indicated another door. “Leave the cart and crate right there. I will take it upstairs.”

We nodded and quickly changed to our latest disguise. We would need to change back in a few minutes. Possibly quickly. We laid everything out carefully, so we could make a quick switch on our way out. Then we waited for Howard to return.

Howard arrived and indicated we follow him. We quietly walked up the stairs and down a couple hallways. We were as quiet as we could be. Waking anyone could be disastrous for our plan.

We finally arrived at the correct door. Howard turned the knob, but nothing happened. “It’s locked,” Howard whispered.

“Now what?” I asked.

“There’s another door. Follow me.” We followed Howard again. It seemed a servants’ entrance could enter their quarters too.

Once we got there, I couldn’t help but hold my breath as Howard turned the knob. It opened with a very loud creak. I inwardly cringed at the sound. I didn’t have to worry about it waking Jeffery and Eloise, not if their sleeping drug had been administered correctly. I also kept wondering where the guards were. Thus far I had seen no one else other than Howard. Where was everyone?

We continued to follow Howard through a set of doors. It was completely dark in this room, except for a sliver of light coming from the window. I could just make out the large bed in the center of the room.

“I will need help to move them to the crates,” Howard said.

Graham and Wyatt stepped forward. I moved to the closet. I wanted them to have a few clothes at their new home. I turned on my flashlight and began loading clothes into the crate, around Jeffery and Eloise. I also confirmed it was, indeed, them. What a nightmare it would be if we had grabbed the wrong people.

After what seemed like too long, we were ready to go. I glanced at my watch. We were running slightly behind schedule but not enough to raise any alarms.

I quickly notified Augusta telepathically that we were headed back toward the ship. I still had seen no evidence of guards.

Once we were downstairs, we quickly switched back to our other outfits. We no longer wanted to look like servants. We changed quickly, not wanting to waste any time.

When we got to the back door of the residence, I asked Howard, “Where is everyone?”

“I put the sleeping medicine in the guards’ drinks too. That way we had one less thing to worry about.”

“Will they figure out you were in on this abduction?” I asked Howard.

“I don’t plan to stick around.”

“Where will you go?”

“I was hoping with you guys.”

“Do you have a family here?” I asked.

“No. My family is back on Falton Two.”

“Won’t they be in danger, if you turn up missing with Jeffery and Eloise?”

“I have made arrangements for them to leave already.”

“You are sure?” I asked.

“Yes. Do you have room for me on your ship?” Howard asked.

“Yes, we do. You can come with us.”

Howard nodded and looked very relieved.

This mission would have been much harder without his part in it.

“I’ve worked for the family for years. I’ve kept in touch with Colin. I will be anxious to see him again.”

Little did Howard know that he would not be seeing Colin anytime soon. Colin was stuck on Dove Two, with the Jatarians building a colony in the system.

We began to make our way toward the docks. A few more people were out now. Many looked at us curiously. We made pretty good time on our return to the ship. I guess, with our cargo in tow, we walked faster, not wanting to be discovered.

As we neared the docks, I saw a group of Federation Protection Unit members milling about near where we needed to enter the ports. Why were they there? Had someone said they had spotted me? Had someone recognized our ship as the missing Pegasus?

I told myself to stay calm. Perhaps their presence here had nothing to do with me. I took a deep breath and slowly let it out.

Once we were close enough to see their faces, I kept my head down. I didn’t want to chance anyone recognizing me. I felt my heart pounding in my chest. Sweat ran off my head. I hoped none of them noticed.

“Mr. Howard, what are you doing down here?” asked one of the FPU men.

“Hello, John. How are you?” Howard asked, as we neared.

“I’m well. What’s your business here?” John asked curiously.

“I wanted to confirm our cargo got to the ship safely. I am under strict orders to see it loaded myself. I don’t want to piss off Jeffery.”

“No, you don’t. What’s in the crate?”

“Heck if I know. I am just following orders,” Howard replied.

“Shall we have a look?” John asked, moving toward the crate.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Howard said, stepping in John’s path. “I don’t want to lose my job. You know I have a family to feed.”

“You’re right, Howard. Be on your way. Good luck with your employer.”

“Thanks. I have a feeling I’ll need it,” Howard said.

I kept my head down, and we walked past the men. I was certain they would see how nervous I was. I’m not sure how we would have handled that situation without Howard here with us.

Once we were out of earshot of the group, I said, “Thanks, Howard. You really saved us back there.”

“They will wonder why I do not return in a few minutes. We better hurry.”

We picked up our pace a bit more. We didn’t have much farther to go. I could see the ship now, looming in the distance. I couldn’t help but smile. That was my ship.

Before long we arrived at the ramp at the rear of the ship. Hayes and Cole stepped out to help get the crate on board. Once we were all on the ship, I closed the gate and headed straight for the Command Center.

Hayes and Wyatt would ensure our prisoners were put safely in their room. Then the doctor would examine them.

We needed to exit this system as quickly as we could, without drawing attention to ourselves.

I entered the Command Center and sat down. Everyone in there looked at me, as if asking how it went. “Things are going according to plan. We need to get out of here quickly.”

Bryce nodded. “I’ve got the coordinates already in the computer.”

“Good. Are we ready to head out?”

Everyone confirmed that they were ready. We were so close. If only we could get out of here without any other ships following us. Especially one of the military ships.

I felt the ship move, as it left the surface of Tyrus. I tried to control my breathing, as we moved up and through the moon’s atmosphere. Only a few more minutes and we would be gone.

“Captain, we are receiving a message from one of the other ships in the system,” Graham reported.

“What do they want?” I asked nervously.

“They are wondering if we’ve seen the transport vessel Pegasus,” Graham answered.

“Tell them no, we have not. We stick to our trading route though. We haven’t come across a ship with that name.”

We all waited for the response. We could enter hyperspace anytime now. Doing so before we finished our communications with the other ship would seem suspicious though.

“He says to let them know if you do, as the ship has been stolen. There’s a hefty reward for any information leading to its whereabouts,” Graham reported.

“Let them know we will keep a lookout.”

“Now they want to know where we are headed,” Graham said.

“To the Doegee system,” I replied.

“They respond with good luck,” Graham reported.

“Let’s get out of here, before they start asking any more questions,” I said. When I felt the familiar twinge in my stomach, signaling our move into hyperspace, I finally sat back in my chair. So far, so good. We had made it safely out of the system. “Connor, has anyone followed us?” I asked.

“Yes, Captain. Two ships are behind us,” Connor replied.

All of my relaxation went out the window. I sat up in my chair. “Are you serious?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so,” Connor answered.

“Any idea which ships?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“Maybe it’s other transport vessels headed toward the Doegee system,” Cole suggested. “Perhaps they aren’t really following us.”

“Except we did say we were going to stop at the Doegee system. If they follow us that far, and we do not stop, it will raise suspicions,” I said.

Bryce added, “So we stop at the Doegee system and procure some fruit. I don’t object with that.”

“There shouldn’t be many Human ships in that system,” Cole said.

“How far are we from the Doegee system?” I asked Bryce.

“A little over twenty-four hours,” Bryce replied.

“Maybe these ships will not follow us the entire way. If they do, we will have to stop in the Doegee system or risk them following us to our destination.”

I put my head in my hands. Of course there had to be something that went wrong. Better this than some of the alternatives though. It could have gone much worse. “We are safe for now. We will wait until closer to the Doegee system to decide what to do next. I’ll go check on our guests. Connor, you are in charge, while I’m gone,” I said.

I walked out of the Command Center and toward the restricted room we had set up for Jeffery and Eloise. Howard sat outside. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, the medic is in there now.”

“Are they awake?” I asked.

“No, they are still sound asleep.”

“Good. I’m afraid Jeffery will contact his father, as soon as he wakes up. We plan to keep them sedated, until after we get to our destination,” I explained.

“That’s a wise choice. We don’t need people hunting for him yet.”

“Let me show you to some quarters you can use as your own.”

“Hayes has already shown me. I just wanted to ensure Jeffery was well taken care of.”

“He will be. I don’t want any harm to come to my cousin or his wife. That’s why we brought a medic with us.”

“Good. That’s a relief to know.”

“I’m going to get some rest. Please let me know if you need anything at all, Howard.”

“I will. Thank you.”

As I walked away, I realized why we couldn’t stop in the Doegee system. By then everyone would know that Jeffery was missing. Each and every ship that had come and gone from Tyrus would be searched for and detained. We could not be one of those ships.

I wished there was a way that Jeffery and Eloise’s disappearance wouldn’t be discovered until after we reached the Doegee system. That was impossible though. In only a few hours, everyone in the household would wake up. We might have a few more hours to spare, while the servants believe that Jeffery and Eloise are sleeping in. That did not buy us much time though. What would we do?

I wondered how many ships would leave between the time Jeffery and Eloise were last seen and when it’s discovered they are gone. The more there are, the better for us. Perhaps these other ships following us will not even hear of their disappearance yet. One could hope.

Nothing for me to do now but try and get some rest. Time would tell how soon the alarm was raised that Jeffery and Eloise were missing. Would I hear from my aunt? All these things could wait until I woke up to worry about. What I needed now was sleep.


Chapter Eleven

When I woke a few hours later, I felt a sense of panic creeping up inside me. What was going on? I cleaned up and headed to the Command Center.

On my way I passed Howard. “Hey, Howard. How are our guests today?”

Howard smiled. “They are still sleeping soundly.”

“Good. I will speak with the medic to ensure things are going smoothly.”

I detoured to the room where Jeffery and Eloise were being held. I knocked, and the medic came and opened the door. “Good morning, Slade.”

“Good morning, Janet. How are things in here?” I asked, as I looked around the room. Jeffery and Eloise were hooked up to IVs and an array of other medical equipment.

“Our guests are doing well. We won’t want to keep them in this state for too long. The longer we keep them under, the longer it will take them to come around,” Janet explained.

“I will go check on our progress. Jeffery and Eloise will not know how long they’ve been gone. However, anyone Jeffery communicates with could ascertain that information, given when he disappeared. It will be best to wait longer than when we exit hyperspace. That will give us more of a cushion of where the Emperor will think they could be.”

“Yes, Captain, I understand,” Janet replied.

I left and made my way to the Command Center. Augusta was in charge of this shift, as Connor had gone to get some rest. “How are things?”

“Everything is running smoothly, Captain,” Augusta replied.

“Are we still being followed?” I held my breath, as I waited for the answer.

“Yes. The two ships are still following us.”

“Any communications about Jeffery and Eloise being missing?”

“No, not yet.”

“Good. The farther we can get before all hell breaks loose, the better. Ideally these ships will no longer be following us by then.” I looked at my watch. I had slept for six hours. No doubt everyone would be awake at Tyrus. Were Jeffery and Eloise prone to lazy mornings, where they don’t emerge from their room? I hoped so. That would give us more time.

I was tempted to check in with Phoebe to see how things were, to see if she would tell me the big news that Jeffery and Eloise were missing. I was afraid she would figure out I had something to do with it. So I resolved to wait a while before I contacted Phoebe.

I needed to check in with Autumn to see where the Trident was. I glanced at the consoles and then said to Augusta, “I’ll go grab a bite to eat, and then you can rest.”

Augusta nodded. “Take your time. All is well here.”

I smiled at her, as I headed to the cafeteria. Once there, I found Captain Parker and Summer, enjoying the fruits of their labor. “Whatever it is you two cooked up, it smells delicious,” I said, as I headed to grab a tray.

“I’m sure you’ll find something there you like,” Summer replied.

She was right. I quickly filled my plate and pulled up a seat next to Captain Parker.

“What do you know of this Howard guy?” Parker asked.

“He was our inside guy at Jeffery’s residence. Without him, we couldn’t have pulled it off,” I answered.

“Can we trust him?” Parker asked quietly.

“I don’t know of any reason why we can’t. Do you?”

“No. I guess he’s just a stranger, that’s all. How strong is his gift?”

“I’m not sure. He doesn’t know where we are or where we are going. So no way he could turn us in. Besides, his family has already been evacuated from Falton Two to Dove One. I’m sure he wants to see them.”

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Parker said.

“Sounds like a great idea,” I replied. “Anything else going on that I should know about?”

Parker and Summer both shook their heads.

“Good. I’m glad I have the two of you to help keep an eye on things.”

We chatted a little longer, while I finished my meal. I still needed to contact Autumn. After my meal I headed back to the Command Center.

When I walked in, I could tell something had changed. “What’s going on?”

“The Federation has realized Jeffery and Eloise are missing. The Federation Protection Unit is searching Tyrus for their whereabouts,” Augusta reported.

“We knew this would happen sooner or later. I was hoping for after the two ships following us disappeared,” I said, as I took my place in the Command Chair. “Hopefully they continue to waste time by searching for them on Tyrus and not suspect the ships that have left the system.

I thrummed my fingers on the armrest of my chair. Now what? “Have the two ships trailing us attempted to contact us?”

“No, they haven’t,” replied Graham.

“I’ll check to see where the Trident is,” I responded. I closed my eyes and focused on my gift. The last I had talked to Autumn on the Trident, they were headed back toward the Federation. Where they were now, I had no idea.

Slade, it’s good to hear from you, Autumn said.

How are things on the Trident? I asked.

Things are going well. Our captain is still resolved to find the missing ship Pegasus.

Any leads on that?

No. We have received word that the Empress’s son, Jeffery, and his wife, Eloise, have disappeared. We have been tasked with trying to find him.

How will you do that?

We’ve been given a list of ships that were at Tyrus, during the time of their abduction. We are to hunt each one down and determine their level of involvement.

Is that a large number of ships?

Twelve, to be precise.

Wow. That’s a lot of ships to hunt down. How has your captain decided to go about this?

We are currently inbound to the Doegee system. Three of the ships were headed there when they left Tyrus. Since that’s the closest port to our current location, that’s where we will start.

How far away from the Doegee system are you?

We just passed the Alena system, so we have another twenty hours to go.

All right. Keep me posted on your progress. Jeffery is my cousin. I hope, wherever he is, he is safe.

Talk to you soon.

So now the Trident, and I assumed numerous other ships, were being used to hunt down the ships suspected of being involved in the abduction of Jeffery and Eloise.

“Bryce, how far are we from the Doegee system?” I asked.

“Seventeen hours, Captain,” Bryce replied.

So stopping in the Doegee system was still an option, if that would rid us of these two ships that followed us. Unless the Federation had other military ships already stationed there, then that would be disastrous. How could I find out if, indeed, military ships were in the Doegee system? Would Autumn know this information? Why would her ship be headed there, if military ships were already stationed there? That didn’t make any sense.

My best bet was not to stop in the Doegee system. But what if these two ships decided to follow us, when we didn’t exit in the Doegee system? We had reported that was our next stop. Would one of them realize we might have Jeffery and Eloise, if we didn’t follow our path as already reported?

These decisions weighed heavily on my mind. The wrong one could lead us to discovery, imprisonment, and possibly death.

We still had a long while before we reached the Doegee system, when I would be forced to make my decision.

I sat for a while in my command chair, examining our options from multiple viewpoints, trying to determine our best option.

“You look deep in thought,” Connor observed, as he walked into the Command Center.

“I am. I’m concerned about these two ships following us,” I explained.

“You’re afraid they will find it odd when we don’t make our scheduled stop in the Doegee system?” Connor inquired.

“Yes, and, given that they’ve likely heard of Jeffery and Eloise’s disappearance, they might get more suspicious when we don’t stick to our schedule, as we told them.”

“What if we say that we’ve decided to go on to the Zenyan system first and then circle back to the Doegee system on our way back?” Connor suggested.

“That’s a good idea, but what’s our reasoning? I’m sure everyone will be under a microscope. We don’t want any more suspicions in our direction, if we can avoid it.”

“What if we say we got word from our trading partner in the Zenyan system that they have something we need to take to the Doegee system. Thus we are rearranging our schedule to accommodate a special request,” Connor suggested.

“Captain, I’m receiving a transmission from one of the ships following us,” Graham interjected.

“What’s it say?” I asked and held my breath, while I waited for the answer.

“It’s from the transport vessel Titan. They are reporting that all ships will be inspected upon exit from hyperspace in the Doegee system,” Graham reported.

“Ask them why that is,” I replied. I took a few deep breaths. I needed to remain calm.

“The Titan says the Federation is looking for two individuals abducted from Tyrus. As our last stop was Tyrus, we are to be seized and searched.”

“Tell them we do not have time for that. We have perishable goods that need to be delivered to the Zenyan system. Our stop in the Doegee system was to be a quick one. If we are seized and searched, no doubt our cargo will spoil, before we get to our ultimate destination, which will cost us a significant amount of profit,” I replied.

“The Titan asks what we intend to do then,” Graham reported.

“Inform them we will continue on to the Zenyan system. I assume we will be searched upon arrival there. Hopefully, once cleared, we can make our delivery promptly before it spoils. Then we will return to the Doegee system on our way back,” I said.

I hoped the captain of the Titan would buy into my story. Most transport vessels were in it for the profit, not for the greater good. Was this captain one of them?

We all waited to see what the Titan would say. Silence filled the room, as we waited.

“The captain of the Titan says good luck,” Graham reported, with a smile.

A big smile spread across my face. He had bought our story. I couldn’t believe it. We did still have a significant amount of time left, before the two ships trailing us would exit in the Doegee system. I hoped the Titan wouldn’t report our plan to anyone else, at least not until they exited hyperspace and were questioned.

While it seemed our problem had been solved, it would still plague me, until we were well past the Doegee system.

The rest of my shift went by quickly and without any more issues. I left Connor in charge and headed to the cafeteria to grab a bite to eat.

When I walked in, I couldn’t help but smile. Captain Parker was deep in conversation with Howard. I waved at them, as I walked by. I hoped that Parker was figuring out whether he could really trust Howard or not.

I filled my tray and took a seat on the other side of the cafeteria. A few minutes later, Bryce joined me.

“How are our guests doing?” Bryce asked, as he pulled out a chair to sit down.

“Last I checked, they’re still sleeping soundly,” I replied.

“Any contact from your aunt?”

“No, thankfully not.”

“Are you planning to reach out to her?”

“No. Not anytime soon anyway,” I replied.

“What about Phoebe?”

“I haven’t spoken to her either. I plan to avoid them all, until this mission is complete,” I replied.

“That’s probably a wise decision, Slade.”

“I will have to speak to my aunt eventually.”

“What if, instead of taking our guests to some deserted planet, we took them to the Empire?” Bryce asked.

“We can’t do that. If any Confederation race happened upon their system, Jeffery could easily manipulate them into rescuing them. Plus we don’t want Jeffery anywhere near Mathew or my family,” I replied. “What has you second guessing our choice?”

“That option hadn’t occurred to me before. I just wanted to present all options. I know we are not big fans of our guests, but it would be hard living in a place with no other Humans or intelligent life-forms,” Bryce replied.

“I know, and I agree with you. I don’t see any other option though. We can’t risk putting them at one of our refugee villages. What if Jeffery could figure out a way to get rescued? What then? One of our bases would be revealed. That could be disastrous,” I explained.

“Maro’s moon makes sense. It’ll just be a hard life for the two of them,” Bryce replied.

“We will do what we can to make it as easy as possible for them.”

“I know. We will have a lot of work to do, once we get there. I imagine Jeffery will be livid, once he realizes what’s going on,” Bryce said.

“Yes, he will. It will be best for you and I to stay out of sight. We don’t want him to know we had anything to do with it,” I replied.

“I agree with you on that.”

We talked for a bit longer, and then I headed back to the Command Center. Once I confirmed everything was running smoothly, I headed to my office.

From there, I monitored our progress. We went through our shifts, and the time finally arrived for the two ships tailing us to exit hyperspace in the Doegee system.

Everyone in the command crew gathered in the Command Center to see what would happen. Would things go according to our plan?

The tactical display was up on the viewscreens at the front of the room. I watched it closely, as we neared the Doegee system. I was nervous. What would we do if they did follow us?

“Five minutes from the Doegee system,” Bryce reported.

Silence filled the room, as the five minutes came and went. “Connor, how many ships are in the Doegee system?”

“Eleven show up on the long-range scans,” Connor replied.

Were any of them Federation military ships? No way to tell. If one was, and three ships didn’t exit, would they attempt to follow us? Would that be a warning sign that we were guilty?

The two green icons that had been trailing us disappeared off the display. Then Connor confirmed it. “Thirteen ships now in the Doegee system.”

I wanted to celebrate, but we weren’t out of the woods just yet. Twenty minutes would need to pass, before I would feel safe enough to celebrate.

Another thing I needed to check on was the Trident. That could wait a little longer though. It should be a few hours from the Doegee system. I would confirm that, after we were out of the woods.

The twenty-minute window slowly ticked by. Connor said, “Scans show no ships following us.”

I finally allowed myself to sit back in my command chair and relax. I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. We were in the clear.

I closed my eyes and focused on my gift. Autumn was easy to find. How are things on the Trident? I asked Autumn.

Things are going well. We are nearing the Doegee system. A few hours out. We did receive a message from the Doegee system a few minutes ago, apprising us that three transport vessels were due to exit hyperspace together. All three had been at Tyrus previously. Only two exited hyperspace. The third continued on. So obviously this is a red flag. Why wouldn’t that ship exit as scheduled? Our captain believes it’s because they have something to hide. Whether or not that’s where Jeffery and Eloise are remains to be seen. Either way, this ship has become our top priority. One of the other ships mentioned it was headed to the Zenyan system. So we will backtrack and head that direction.

Aren’t there already military ships to intercept this ship in the Zenyan system?

Yes, but we have now been reassigned there too. We will exit hyperspace in the next system and head toward the Zenyan system. Based on the time it will take us to recharge our hyperdrive, we should be relatively close to this mystery ship.

Good luck finding it. Any other word on the hunt for Jeffery and Eloise?

No, not yet. Most ships that have been flagged as potential targets are still in hyperspace.

I’m sure they’ll find him. Maybe it’s all a misunderstanding, and Jeffery and Eloise went willingly for an adventure.

That possibility was discussed, but ultimately they ruled out this scenario, due to the fact that the Empress and Emperor have been unable to contact him telepathically.

That doesn’t sound promising.

No, it doesn’t. They fear the worst that not only has Jeffery and Eloise been abducted but that they’ve also been killed.

My aunt must be beside herself with worry. I should contact her and see how she’s doing. Thank you, Autumn. I’ll check back with you again later. Thanks for keeping me updated on the situation.

You’re welcome, Slade.

No way I would reach out to Amelia, but maybe Colin would have more information on the search. So I once again focused on my gift. Colin, how is Amelia? I asked.

She’s worried. And the Emperor is livid, as you can imagine. He’s blaming the rebels of course.

Of course he is. They would get the blame no matter what.

Unfortunately that is the case. Amelia is worried that this is some game the Emperor is playing.

What did you say?

It may be. We will have to let it play out and see what comes of it. The Federation Protection Unit is looking into Jeffery and Eloise’s disappearance. One of their head security guards, Howard, is also missing.

How exactly are they looking into it? I asked.

They’re combing through all the surveillance cameras to see if they can find any leads.

Have they found anything yet?

Not that I know of, Colin replied.

I will check in with you again in a few hours. Keep me posted on the status of the search.

Stay safe, Slade.

I intend to.

Surveillance cameras. Had we been captured on any of them? Howard would be easy to identify. The rest of us had worn hats as part of our uniform. Howard had not. What would they find?

Howard also spoke to that group of Federation Protection Unit individuals on our way to the dock. Could they identify us? Certainly they would remember seeing Howard, once it was known he had also disappeared.

My nervousness increased. Just when we had one less thing to worry about, then comes this. Would they find out it was us? Could they pinpoint which ship we were on?

Even if they did figure out we were responsible and which ship we had left on, they still couldn’t find us. I had no intention of exiting hyperspace until we got to our destination. Then we would lay low for a while, our ship and our crew. At least the ones who were identified in connection with Jeffery and Eloise’s abduction.

I really hoped we wouldn’t be identified. That could be disastrous to our future. It was one thing to be wanted for something I had nothing to do with. It was altogether something else to be wanted for something I actually did do.

Not much I could do about it now. I would just let the chips fall where they may. We would deal with the consequences later.

First we needed to get to our destination and rid ourselves of our guests. We were still days away from Maro’s moon. Could we keep Jeffery and Eloise sedated that long? I sure hoped so.

I decided to go check on our guests. I needed to stretch my legs a little anyway. I left Connor in charge and headed to check on Jeffery and Eloise.

What I saw stopped me in my tracks.

Jeffery was awake.


Chapter Twelve

I froze in shock and even a little bit of fear. Why was Jeffery awake? How had this happened? Jeffery turned his head toward me, and I forced a swallow down my dry throat.

Janet, the medic, stood beside Jeffery. When he was distracted by my appearance, Janet quickly inserted a needle into his arm and pushed the contents of it into his body.

“What’s going on?” Jeffery demanded.

“Hello, cousin. I’m glad to see you are unharmed,” I replied. I had to keep him busy, until the medicine took effect. I couldn’t allow him even a moment to use his gift to contact the Emperor or Empress.

“Why am I here?” Jeffery asked, as he looked around. He must have realized Eloise was nearby on another medical bed. “What’s wrong with Eloise? Is she okay?”

I walked toward Jeffery to shift his attention back to me. I was slightly moved by his concern for his wife. It took me slightly by surprise. “No need to worry, Jeffery. Eloise is just in a medically induced coma.”

I could tell Jeffery’s eyes were getting droopy, proof that the medicine was doing its job.

“Why?” Jeffery asked slowly.

“We have been tasked with taking you somewhere safe. A serious threat has come to light against you and Eloise. Don’t worry. You are safe with us,” I said.

About that time Jeffery fell back onto the bed, the medicine having done its job.

“What happened?” I asked Janet. “How did he wake up?”

“I’m not sure. He may need a higher dose of the medication to keep him unconscious.”

“Is that safe?” I asked.

“Yes, it is still within the confines of what our bodies can handle. No need to worry.”

Worry? I was beyond worried. Did Jeffery have enough time to contact his parents? Had his mind been clear enough to do it? Would he even remember seeing me? “What are the chances he will remember this conversation we had?” I asked Janet.

“It’s not likely he will remember it at all. His brain was still foggy. It takes time for the effects of the medication to wear off. He wasn’t awake long enough for his mind to clear.”

“So he couldn’t use his gift?” I asked.

“No, I highly doubt his mind was clear enough to focus on much of anything,” Janet answered.

I felt a little wave of relief wash over me. I wouldn’t know if Jeffery contacted one of his parents until I spoke with one of them or Colin or Phoebe. I hoped Janet was right, and Jeffery wasn’t clear-headed enough to realize what was happening.

“Let’s try to ensure that doesn’t happen again,” I said to Janet, as I turned to leave.

“I’m so sorry, Captain Slade. I’ll make sure he stays unconscious.”

“Thank you,” I said, as I turned to leave. Once outside the room, I leaned up against the cold steel of the corridor.

Of course my timing had been impeccable. I just had to show up when Jeffery was awake. Of all the times for me to decide to come check on them.

I walked back to my office and sat down. I pulled up the holographic display. We still had a long way to go before we reached our destination. We were safe as long as we were in hyperspace.

I sat back in my chair and thought about the dangers ahead. Our journey would be full of them. In retrospect, the most challenging part was finished. We had our captives on board the ship. No one was currently following us. No one could follow us unless we dropped out of hyperspace, which I had no intention of doing.

I wondered what the Emperor thought of all this. I would be blamed no matter what. I was surprised my name hadn’t already come up. Maybe it had, and no one wanted to tell me. Phoebe would know. Should I contact her? I was very curious about how things were going on Falton Two.

What would I tell her though? I had to say I had nothing to do with it. What if my face was on the surveillance cameras? Then Phoebe would know I lied to her. I didn’t want to lose her trust, but I must talk to her sooner or later. I shrugged; it might as well be now.

I closed my eyes and reached out to Phoebe.

Hey, Slade.

How is everything at Falton Two? I asked.

It’s been a little chaotic around here the last day.

Why’s that?

Have you not heard? Phoebe asked.

Heard what?

Jeffery and Eloise are missing.

Missing? From Tyrus?

Yes. No one knows where they are. The Empress nor the Emperor can communicate with him. They fear the worst.

What are your thoughts?

Honestly I’m relieved. I hope they never come back. Is that terrible of me to say?

I wouldn’t say that to anyone else besides me, but I understand where you are coming from. What do they think happened?

Right now they are still trying to piece everything together. One of Jeffery’s head security guys is missing too.

What do they know so far?

A group of Federation Protection Unit soldiers saw and spoke with Howard the night before, really late. He was down by the space docks, with a group of men. The men had a crate from Jeffery that they were loading on a ship. They said Howard told them he was tasked with ensuring this crate was loaded onto the ship.

Interesting. Have they figured out who these men are? I asked.

No. Their faces are hard to see. It was dark, and they wore hats and had facial hair.

Have you seen a picture of these men?

No, I have not.

What about this Howard guy? Where did he go, after he saw the crate loaded on the ship?

He never came back. At least that’s what the soldiers said. They didn’t think much of it at the time. They assumed he left a different way.

Do you think that was a distraction to get Howard out of the house so someone could abduct Jeffery and Eloise? I asked. Maybe I could throw Phoebe off a little, and she might lead the Empress and Emperor down that wrong path too.

That could be. They are focusing on identifying the ship that the crate was loaded onto. Maybe that’s a wild goose chase. Perhaps that’s the wrong thing to look into.

Have they identified the ship yet?

No, several were there that night. The Emperor has ordered that all ships go to the nearest system with Federation Protection Unit ships to be inspected.

Any luck yet?

Many have heeded the order, but not all have.

How many haven’t?

So far all but three have been searched.

I’m guessing they didn’t find anything then.

No, not yet. So now they are focused are these three ships.

Any idea where they are? I asked.

They have some leads, but the ships are still in hyperspace. The Emperor hopes they will turn themselves in at their next port.

I wondered if the other two were rebel ships. Had we not confirmed that all rebel ships were out of the Federation before we embarked on this mission? I would need to check with Colin. Hopefully if these other two ships were rebel ships, they could make it to one of the rebel bases without being apprehended. Wow, I’ve missed a lot of action.

How are you, Slade?

I’m doing well.

I miss you and Charlotte.

Me too. How’s Gabriel?

He’s doing better. I think he feels similar to me about this whole Jeffery and Eloise thing.

I can understand why.

Let’s hope he doesn’t express his feeling to his father.

That could be disastrous.

I agree. It is probably for the best if we at least pretended we were concerned for their safety.

You are probably right.

I gotta go, Slade. Someone is knocking on my door.

Be safe, Phoebe.

You too, Slade.

Well, on a positive note, it wasn’t just our ship that had failed to appear at the nearest Federation port for inspection. I was worried for the others though. Either they were headed to the Demotrain system, which was a farther-out Federation port, or they were rebel ships.

It was only a matter of time before the rebels were accused of this abduction, or I was accused. I was relieved that Phoebe hadn’t asked me if I was involved at all. I didn’t have to lie to her that way.

Hopefully it would be a few more days before Jeffery was coherent enough to contact his father. At least at that time, they would know he hadn’t been harmed. Right now they feared the worst, that he had been killed. What other explanation was there for why the Emperor or Empress couldn’t connect with Jeffery, using their powerful gifts?

I needed to get some rest, if I could slow my mind enough. I moved over to my quarters to sleep. We still had a long journey to go.

-

When I woke, I headed to the Command Center to check on our progress. “How is everything?” I asked, as I took my seat in the command chair.

“We are nearing the Zenyan system, Captain,” Bryce answered.

“How many ships are present in the system?”

“Slightly over one hundred,” answered Connor.

“I wonder how many of those ships are Zator and how many are Human?” I said.

“We could always exit hyperspace and find out,” Connor replied, with a smirk.

“Nope. Not happening,” I replied. I did wonder where the Trident was though. Was it here in the Zenyan system already, or was it behind us? I closed my eyes and focused on Autumn. Any updates for me? I asked.

So much has happened since we spoke last.

Oh, like what?

We charged our hyperdrive and headed back to the Zenyan system. We are half an hour out from there. According to the spaceport there, no new transport vessels have arrived recently. So if this transport vessel we are looking for doesn’t exit hyperspace before we get there, then we know we’ve found the one that took Jeffery and Eloise.

So they’ve decided they left on a ship then?

Well, that is one of the theories.

What are some of the other theories? I asked.

One is that they were murdered, and their bodies were buried on Tyrus.

Oh my.

The most logical one, given all the evidence, is that they were abducted. The Emperor is already starting to blame the rebels.

We knew that would happen, didn’t we?

Yes, we are always to blame when things go badly for the Federation. Three ships are suspected of taking Jeffery and Eloise. So far the Emperor has not broadcast the names of these ships. It is still a possibility that they may come forward. Also a new theory has been brought to the public.

What’s that? I asked, expecting Autumn would say that I may be the mastermind behind the abductions.

Rumors are circulating that Gabriel may be behind his brother’s disappearance.

What? Gabriel? How could that be? I asked.

Gabriel blames Jeffery and Eloise for putting him in his current condition. It wouldn’t be much of a stretch to think Gabriel would want Jeffery out of the picture, especially given that Jeffery and Eloise are due to return to Falton Two soon.

Panic rose in my chest. If Gabriel were blamed, Phoebe would be blamed alongside him. She could be in grave danger. What should I do? That’s a lot to think about, I replied. Anything else interesting happening that I should know about?

No. We still have not received confirmation that this mystery ship has exited hyperspace in the Zenyan system, as they said it would.

Maybe they had trouble and had to drop from hyperspace somewhere else.

Possibly. We’ve been running scans of each system to confirm that no ships are present. So, if that’s the case, they must have changed course.

Well, good luck and happy hunting. I’ll check in with you again in a few hours.

Thanks, Slade.

We weren’t out of danger yet. The Trident wasn’t too far away from us, yet again. If we didn’t exit hyperspace in the Zenyan system, which we definitely wouldn’t do, what would the Trident do? Would they exit hyperspace there and await further instructions? Or would they continue on past the Zenyan system to keep looking for this mystery ship, which just so happened to be my ship?

My biggest worry now was what Autumn had said about Gabriel. Phoebe had not mentioned this rumor, so it must have started after we spoke. It had only been twelve hours or so since I had communicated with Phoebe. What would I do if Phoebe needed me? It would be weeks before I could return to the Federation. Would my actions cause harm to come to Phoebe and Gabriel?

We were now past the Zenyan system. Our destination was still a few days away. We weren’t traveling the most direct path to get to our destination. Only Bryce and I knew this. We would need to adjust our course in the next couple days. To do that we must exit hyperspace.

Bryce and I had already picked out a system to do that in, one that the Federation had not ventured to. Even if the Trident did keep trying to find us, it likely wouldn’t venture farther than the Demotrain system, which was the Federation’s farthest outpost. The Federation was wary of running into a Jatarian scout ship.

Thinking of the Jatarians made me nervous. They were still building their new colony in the system where Dove Two was located. One day there would be an epic battle between the Jatarians and the Federation. Hopefully the Morag would be close at hand to aid the Federation in that battle.

Was it wrong not to warn the Federation how close their enemies truly were? I wrestled with this thought often. It didn’t fall to me though. That decision lay with the rebel leadership. I was a part of that group, but Colin held one of the highest positions. As Colin was a brother to the Empress, that decision rested more heavily on him.

According to my calculations we still had another three days before we would exit hyperspace and then adjust our course. I had to keep tabs on the Trident. I was confident they would stop in the Demotrain system. It would be two more days before I would know for sure.

I really wanted to check on Phoebe. I had to know she was safe. I closed my eyes and focused my attention on Phoebe. Is everything okay, Phoebe?

No, things are not okay. The Emperor blames Gabriel for Jeffery’s disappearance. They’re arguing nonstop. The Empress tries to stop them, but it’s no use. I don’t know what’s going to happen. I’m scared.

Do you need me to come get you?

No, not yet. I’m hoping Jeffery is found, and then no way they can pin the blame on Gabriel. Right now I think that’s the only thing that will save him.

I’m sorry things are so bad right now. Why does the Emperor feel like Gabriel is to blame?

Someone overheard Gabriel say that he’s glad Jeffery is gone and that he hopes he’s in some ditch dead somewhere.

Oh, wow. That is a harsh thing to say, even for Gabriel.

Jeffery tried to kill Gabriel. I’m not at all surprised he said it. And I’m sure he meant it too. I just wish no one had heard him. Now he’s at the top of the list of suspects.

I figured my name would be up there too. The Emperor loves to blame me for anything and everything that goes wrong in the Federation.

So far no one has mentioned your name.

It’s only a matter of time. How does the Emperor think Gabriel could have pulled this off? I asked.

He believes he’s working with the rebels.

Of course he does. The other scapegoat for anything the Emperor doesn’t like. And how does the Emperor think Gabriel got into contact with these rebels?

I don’t know. He hasn’t said yet. I’m afraid of what he will say.

Why?

I’m afraid I’ll be blamed somehow.

I hope not, Phoebe.

Me too, but that is my fear.

Keep the faith. You know Gabriel had nothing to do with it.

Do I? I’m really not sure.

Really?

He’s been acting differently lately. The closer it was to Jeffery and Eloise's return, the more agitated he became. Now he’s relieved. He’s not concerned in the least about Jeffery’s fate.

Are you?

A little, I suppose.

I’m sorry you’ve been made a part of the Emperor’s crazy theories. Hopefully he will find someone else to blame and soon.

He grows more and more desperate the longer he goes without being able to connect with Jeffery.

The Emperor still hasn’t connected with him?

No, he hasn’t.

That’s odd and worrisome.

I agree.

I’m sure things will get better in a few days. Try not to worry too much, Phoebe.

I’ll try. Stay safe, Slade.

I will. You too, Phoebe.

I hit my fist on the armrest of my chair. Bryce and Connor looked over at me from their posts.

“Is everything okay?” Bryce asked.

“The Emperor is blaming Gabriel for Jeffery’s disappearance. I’m afraid Phoebe will get roped into it too,” I answered.

“Maybe things will cool down, once the Emperor has contact with Jeffery in a few days, once he knows his son is alive,” Bryce commented.

“I hope so. It will still be a few days before that happens.”

“I’m sure it will be okay. The Empress will protect Gabriel and Phoebe,” Bryce said. “Plus I’m sure Colin is keeping tabs on the situation. If something needs to be done, he will let you know.”

“You’re right. Thanks, Bryce,” I replied.

I needed to switch my focus to something else. I surveyed all the viewscreens. Everything was running smoothly. My stomach growled, and I was a little relieved to have something to do. “I’ll go grab a snack.”

I wasn’t surprised when Bryce joined me. “Phoebe knows we can get her out, if we need to,” Bryce said.

“We are too far away and can’t return until we’ve disposed of our guests. It’ll be weeks before we return to Dove One,” I replied.

“Hadassah could do it with Rebel One, you know that,” Bryce added.

“That’s true.” Bryce did have a point. Hadassah would rescue Phoebe, if I asked her to. That did help me feel slightly better.

“I wonder if any ships will be in the Helena system,” Bryce commented.

“I hope there are. That might make the Trident stop there and take a look. It would slow them down some.”

“Are they close then?” Bryce asked.

“Yes. I estimate half an hour. I don’t expect them to go out farther than the Demotrain system. I don’t think the Federation will take the chance of running into a Jatarian scout ship.”

“You’re right about that. I’m glad you have a contact on that ship. Just think if you didn’t. We would be dangerously close to getting caught,” Bryce said, as he took a sip of his steaming hot coffee.

“That is very true,” I replied.

Soon Captain Parker came and pulled up a seat at our table. “Do you guys mind if I join you?” Parker asked.

“No, not at all,” I replied. “We always enjoy talking with you. You are one of the most interesting people I’ve ever met.”

“Well, thanks. I appreciate that.” Parker entertained us for a couple hours with stories from his life. I was thankful for his distraction. I needed it.


Chapter Thirteen

The next few days passed quickly. I kept myself busy. No ships were in the Helena system when we went by. Our last hope of gaining more time between the Trident and us was the Demotrain system. Thankfully the Trident wasn’t aware of how close they were to us. I was still hopeful that they would exit hyperspace in the Demotrain system, as it was the farthest colony of the Federation. We would know soon enough.

I sat in my command chair. I looked around the room. Most of the command crew were at their posts. “What do our long-range scans show for the Demotrain system?”

Connor replied, “Thirty-two vessels are in the system.”

“That seems like a lot. I’m guessing there are more military ships than transport vessels,” I commented.

“You are probably right about that,” Connor replied. “We won’t be finding out though.”

“Let’s hope the Trident joins them shortly,” I remarked.

“We will be too far away to run our long-range scans by then,” Connor commented.

“I will check with my contact on the Trident shortly to see what the captain plans to do,” I replied. From here, the system that we planned to change directions in was four hours away. We could only make this change if the Trident stopped in the Demotrain system.

I decided to check on Jeffery. He’d been kept unconscious all but the one time thankfully. I was relieved to see he was still unconscious when I arrived in the medical room. I took a seat and relaxed. I was still worried for Phoebe.

Jeffery really looked more and more like his father. I took a deep breath and slowly let it out.

It was time for me to check in with Autumn. I focused on my gift and on Autumn.

Hello, Slade.

Autumn, how are things on the Trident? I asked.

We’ve made a pit stop in the Demotrain system. We are awaiting further orders.

Did you find your mystery ship?

No. It didn’t exit hyperspace here. We must have lost it, or it must be continuing on out of Federation space. We are recharging our hyperdrive, while the captain talks with his superiors to see what they want us to do.

If you leave Federation space, be very careful. You don’t want to run into any Jatarian scout ships.

I’m aware, as is the captain. That’s why he stopped here. He’s hesitant to go any farther. Thanks for the reminder though.

Wise man. Any updates on Jeffery?

It’s looking like Gabriel might be the scapegoat this time, instead of you.

Why Gabriel? Is there any evidence?

They believe Jeffery’s head of security, Howard, is somehow involved. His family is missing from Falton Two. Howard was once on Gabriel’s security team. They think Gabriel got Howard to dispose of Jeffery. Some men saw Howard with a large crate at the space dock. It is being reported that the bodies of Jeffery and Eloise were inside. No one has spoken with Jeffery, even though he has a strong gift. They are assuming the worst, that he has been killed. There’s also been no sign of Howard.

Wow. So what’s to happen to Gabriel?

He’s already under house arrest. He’s been taken to a secure room alone.

What about his wife, Phoebe? I asked.

She’s being questioned too and held in a different room from Gabriel. This is what I’ve heard. How much of it is accurate, I do not know.

So no blame has been thrown at the rebels?

Well, the rumor is, Howard had the rebels help him. Other men were with Howard that night at the space dock.

Any idea who they were? I asked.

There’s a few surveillance shots of them, but nothing is clear. It’s impossible to identify them, at least in the images they’ve broadcast.

I haven’t seen any of this.

It’s been sent out to all Federation Protection Unit ships. I doubt they’ll give the transport vessels much information, Autumn replied.

Well, I’m glad I have you to keep us in the loop of what’s going on.

That’s about all I know right now.

It’s more than I knew. Thanks, Autumn.

I opened my eyes and glanced over at Jeffery, lying peacefully on the bed. Surely the Emperor wouldn’t punish Gabriel quickly. We still needed a couple more days before I would be ready to wake up Jeffery.

I felt my aunt trying to connect with me. I didn’t want to talk to her, but, if I avoided it, that would be suspicious. Hello, Amelia.

Slade, I’m so glad I was able to connect with you. Are you okay?

I’m fine. What’s going on?

Have you not heard?

Heard what?

Jeffery and Eloise are missing. We fear they are dead.

What makes you think that?

We’ve been unable to connect with Jeffery.

Maybe he’s too far away.

Are you nearby?

I’m not near Falton Two, that’s for sure.

I was able to connect with you. If Jeffery were closer, I could communicate with him too.

How did Jeffery and Eloise disappear? Weren’t they still on Tyrus? I asked.

Yes. They are now missing though.

Well, I guess that alleviates one problem.

What’s that?

The Emperor can’t put Jeffery in your spot if he kills you, since Jeffery is not there. You must be relieved.

That thought had crossed my mind. And that’s why I am reaching out to you now.

Why is that?

Can you see where Jeffery is?

This was a tricky one. I got up and stepped out of the medic room. I sat down on the ground.

I don’t see where he is.

Do you know if he is alive?

He is alive.

Thank you. Get him as far from here as possible to ensure he can’t be rescued. I’m relieved to know he is alive. Don’t tell me anything else. Thank you, Slade.

I sat in dumbfounded silence in the corridor for a few minutes. I couldn’t believe it. Amelia was happy Jeffery was gone. And she did not want him to return. A tremendous weight lifted from my shoulders. I had felt a great deal of guilt about the pain and worry I had caused her by taking Jeffery. Now that feeling was gone.

I was still worried about the fallout from Jeffery and Eloise’s disappearance on Gabriel and Phoebe. Perhaps now that Amelia knows more of what’s happening, she can help protect them.

After gathering my thoughts, I returned to the Command Center. We had only a few more hours until we reached our course adjustment system.

As I sat back down in my command chair, Bryce asked, “Is everything okay?”

I smiled. “Yes, the Trident stopped in the Demotrain system. It seems we are free from the Federation.”

Everyone clapped and cheered.

I couldn’t help but smile. “We aren’t done yet, but it seems we won’t be found by any Federation ship.”

The room settled down, and everyone returned to their tasks. I sat back in my chair and enjoyed the view.

The few hours passed quickly, and soon we neared the Jafga system. This was where Bryce and I had planned to do our course correction. If the Trident did get orders to continue pursuing us, they would be headed in the wrong direction. This was one of the reasons we chose to come in this direction. It would hopefully throw off any rescue operations for finding Jeffery. Plus, by the time Jeffery was coherent enough to speak with the Emperor, it would seem we were farther out than we really were. All this was done to help ensure the Federation could not locate Jeffery.

“Connor, how do the long-range scans look for this next system?” I asked.

“No ships in the system, Captain,” Connor replied.

“Good. We will be making a pit stop in this system to readjust our course,” I said.

The crew looked around, surprised.

Connor said, “I thought we weren’t exiting hyperspace until we reached our destination.”

“We took a little bit different route to help throw off those who will look for Jeffery. We will only be in this system long enough to recharge our hyperdrive. Our destination is still another two days away,” I said.

“Has this system been explored?” Connor asked.

“Not that I am aware of. It sits outside the Federation and Morag-controlled space,” I said.

“Are we not taking the opportunity to explore it while we are here?” Connor asked.

“No, I’m afraid not. Perhaps next time we will. You know how I love to explore,” I replied.

As we exited hyperspace, the unexplored system came into view. I felt the desire in my soul to explore it. Maybe we could on our way back. “Connor, why don’t you go ahead and scan the system. Let’s see what’s out there. Maybe we can explore this place on our way back,” I said.

Connor smiled. “Yes, sir. Commencing scans now.”

I kept my gaze on the viewscreens, while Connor did a more detailed scan of the system.

After a few minutes, Connor turned to me with a worried look. “Captain, some object seems to be near the fifth planet.”

“What type object?” I asked, moving to the edge of my seat.

“I’m not sure,” Connor replied. “It appears to be a beacon or something similar.”

“Is it broadcasting anything?” I asked.

Graham replied, “I’m intercepting a communication, Captain. It reports the presence of our ship in the system.”

“To whom?” I asked worriedly.

“The Federation. It must be one of their early warning systems. One they installed to help notify them if a Jatarian ship shows up in this system,” Graham replied.

“I do remember suggesting they do that, but I thought we had a map of where they were all located,” I said.

“I guess not,” Connor replied. “What should we do?”

“Nothing. It’s already sent its message. I assume the Trident will come to investigate. I wonder if this beacon can see which direction we leave, when we enter hyperspace,” I said.

“We could destroy it,” Connor replied. “Then we wouldn’t have to worry about it.”

“How would we destroy it? We don’t have weapons on this ship, like Rebel One does,” I stated.

“Maybe we can figure something out. How much time do we have?” Connor asked.

“Cole, how much longer until our hyperdrive is charged?” I asked.

“Seventy-five minutes,” Cole replied.

“That’s how long we have to figure out something,” I said.

“Let’s get to it then,” Connor said.

“Our best bet is talking with Samson and Wyatt in engineering. Perhaps they have an idea,” I said.

“Let’s go talk to them then,” Connor said, as he stood up.

I got up and followed him out of the Command Center and to engineering. On our way, we grabbed Captain Parker too. As much experience as Parker had, he may have a brilliant idea of how we can fix this problem.

Once we arrived at engineering, we filled in everyone on our predicament.

“What if we released our trash right by it? Perhaps that would hide our exit from the system,” Wyatt suggested.

Samson said, “What if we used our escape pod to run into it remotely? The force of the hit may cause the beacon to lose its orbit and cause it to fall toward the planet below. The gravity of the planet might be strong enough to make it crash on the surface.”

“Could we recover the escape pod?” I asked. I liked the idea of having that escape pod to use for emergencies.

“As long as it’s not damaged too much,” Samson said.

“If we destroy the beacon, the Federation will know for sure we are the ship that has Jeffery. Right now we are only suspected of it. This would confirm it,” I thought out loud.

“Us being this far out of the Federation will already tell them that,” Connor replied.

“How long would this type of mission take to complete?” I asked.

“A few hours,” Samson said.

“We don’t have a few hours,” I said, with a sigh.

“What if we used another planet to shield our ship from view?” Connor asked.

“We could position ourselves on the other side of the planet that the beacon orbits. That would allow us the most cover to enter hyperspace,” Samson suggested.

“That makes the most sense. It will take us some time to get there, but perhaps we can hide which direction we are headed without destroying the Federation’s beacon. It might one day serve its purpose of warning the Federation of a Jatarian attack,” I said.

“I agree that is the best option,” Connor said.

“Let’s return to the Command Center and see how long it will take us. I will also check in with my contact on the Trident to see if they are now en route to our location,” I replied.

Once back in the Command Center, I asked Bryce, “How long would it take us to get to the opposite side of that planet where the beacon is orbiting?”

“From here, six hours with our sublight drive,” Bryce replied.

“Let’s do a microjump to cut down that time. We need to leave this system as quickly as we can. But if we can somehow hide the direction of our hyperspace jump from that beacon, we must try,” I said.

Bryce nodded his agreement. “Let’s do it then.”

Soon afterward we made our short microjump to put us closer to the planet where the beacon was located.

“We want to ensure that beacon can’t see which direction we go. Our timing needs to be just right,” I said. “How long will it take us to get into position?”

“Another hour, Captain,” Bryce said.

“Cole, how much longer until our hyperdrive is charged?” I asked.

Cole answered, “After that microjump used up some of our charge, it will take us another hour, Captain.”

Now I needed to check on the Trident. I closed my eyes and focused on my gift.

Nice to talk to you again, Slade.

How are things on the Trident? I asked.

We’ve received a new mission. We are hunting down that mystery ship again.

Any idea where it is?

Yes. One of the emergency alert beacons caught the ship on its scan of the system. Thankfully it was not a Jatarian ship. The alert gave us quite the alarm. We were relieved when we realized it was only a Federation ship and not a Jatarian one. Our captain is convinced it is the mystery transport vessel. Why else would it be out there?

Perhaps it is lost. Maybe its navigation system is malfunctioning.

Could be. We are going to go check it out.

Have you already left?

Yes. We left a few minutes ago. I’m guessing you are on this mystery ship, aren’t you? That’s why you keep checking in.

You are a wise woman, Autumn.

You guys better get out of there before we arrive.

We intend to. Good luck, Autumn.

You too, Slade. We will arrive in the system in three and a half hours.

We won’t be here by then.

Good.

I opened my eyes and took a deep breath. “The Trident is on its way here. We have three hours to get out of here before it arrives.”

“I think that’s sufficient time,” Connor replied.

“Let’s hope so,” I said.

I watched the viewscreen as we neared the planet. I wondered what had made the Federation pick that particular planet to deploy the beacon. “Connor, why don’t we go ahead and scan this planet, while we are waiting. Let’s see if we can figure out why the beacon orbits this particular planet.”

“Sounds like a great idea. Commencing scans now,” Connor replied.

We all waited to see what the scans would show. Was this a habitable planet? One that the Federation might one day colonize?

“Scans are coming back. This planet is inhabitable. It has all the ingredients to support Human life. We obviously can’t tell if the water is potable or not or if dangerous predators are down there,” Connor stated.

I flexed my left hand, recalling an encounter with a dangerous predator myself that put that arm in a sling and later in a cast. “Any signs of intelligent life down there?”

“No, there is not. No roads or villages. No crops that look like they’ve been specifically planted. Nothing that would suggest intelligent life calls this planet home,” Connor reported.

“Perhaps the Federation putting this beacon here was also to determine whether this would be a good place to colonize. They maybe wanted to see if this system gets any visitors,” I suggested.

“That is a good point. I wonder what they’ve found. Have any other ships been spotted here?” Connor asked. “Maybe your contact on the Trident would know.”

“Possibly. I’ll be sure to ask the next time I communicate with my contact on the Trident,” I said.

With what time we had remaining, we looked more closely at the planet below. It was a beautiful place, with large landmasses filled with vegetation and rolling hills. Mountains and lakes were visible. It looked like a very good place to start a settlement. However, since the Federation had already been here, it wouldn’t do for a refugee camp or a rebel base.

What if the Federation put one of these beacons in one of our systems? That could be disastrous. No way they would put one in the Dove Two system. It was currently filled with Jatarians. I really hoped the Federation was stockpiling warships. They would need them. The Morag too. Thinking of the Morag as my ally still sometimes took me by surprise, instead of as my mortal enemy, like I had been raised to think. Things had changed since I had left the Empire. Many, many things.

“Hyperdrive is charged,” Cole called out, waking me from my thoughts.

“Are we in position?” I asked Bryce.

“We will be in five minutes, Captain.”

“Good. Let’s prepare to enter hyperspace. Bryce, do you have the coordinates input into the computer?” I asked.

“Yes, I do.”

I nodded and spent the rest of the time watching the planet below.

“We are in position,” Bryce called out.

“All right. Let’s get out of here.” I felt the twinge in my stomach, as we made our jump into hyperspace.

Next I would contact Autumn to see how the Trident was progressing. I focused on my gift. How are things going? I asked.

We are just under two hours from the system.

Do you have any idea if this beacon has ever spotted other ships in this system?

Not to my knowledge, Autumn replied. But I’m not sure that’s something that would be communicated to us, unless it was something we needed to react to.

Have any of these beacons ever caught a Jatarian ship in one of their systems?

No, thankfully not. That is something I would have heard. At least I’m fairly confident I would have heard that news.

Do you know how many beacons the Federation has out there?

No, I don’t. That would be pretty useful information, wouldn’t it?

Yes, it would. We know where a few of them are located. Obviously we don’t know where all of them are.

I’ll see what I can find out.

Okay. Be careful. You don’t want to compromise yourself.

I won’t. Don’t worry. Are you still in the system?

No. We left. I am hoping the beacon was unable to ascertain which direction we were headed.

We should know in the next few minutes. The beacon orbits the planet every ninety minutes. It hasn’t registered yet that your ship has left.

Good. That’s what we were hoping for. I will check back with you again in a couple hours. Thanks, Autumn.

You’re welcome, Slade.

I focused my attention back on the Command Center and the viewscreens at the front. We were on the last leg of our journey. Two more days until we reached our destination, where we would leave Jeffery and Eloise. I smiled. They will be so mad.

I still debated with myself whether I would let Jeffery see me or not. I wanted the pleasure of seeing his reaction. Yet, at the same time, it was best for me to remain unseen, if possible. It could be that Jeffery would remember that he had already seen me. We wouldn’t know until he woke up. It may be that the decision had already been made. Time will tell.

For now it was time for me to get some much-needed rest.


Chapter Fourteen

We closed in on our destination system. Everyone was at their consoles in the Command Center. The last hurdle was ensuring that no ships were in the system. We were well out of the Federation and Morag-controlled space. If a ship were in this upcoming system, it would likely be a Jatarian one. What would we do if ships were in the system? We definitely would not exit hyperspace there. We would come up with a plan B. I hoped that wouldn’t be the case. I had considered a few options, but none were as good as this one.

“Captain, we are within range to run our long-range scans of the system,” Connor reported.

“Let’s hope nothing is on the scans,” I replied. I nervously waited for the scans to complete.

“Good news, Captain. No ships are in the system,” Connor reported.

“That is good news. Let’s hope it stays that way.”

I watched the viewscreens at the front of the room, as we neared the system. After this much time on the ship, I was ready to feel the sun shining on my face, to take a deep breath of fresh air.

We exited hyperspace and confirmed still no ships were in the system. “What about Federation beacons? Any of those in this system?” I asked.

“Nothing is showing on the scans,” Connor stated.

“Bryce, how long will it take us to reach our destination at our current rate of speed?” I asked.

“Seven hours, Captain,” Bryce replied.

“Let’s give our hyperdrive a half hour to charge, and then we will make a microjump to get closer to our destination. I don’t want any ships passing by to sense our ship on their long-range scans of the system,” I said. “The sooner we can get to the surface, the better.”

I was on edge. The last time we had been to this system, the Jatarians had shown up.

My mind wandered to Maro. We were going to his moon. The one where we had found him. Maro had crashed his ship there and had been stranded. We would be using the hut he had built for the beginning of our project. We had agreed to name the moon after Maro. So we always referred to it as Maro’s moon.

I was anxious to get started. The faster we could wrap up this mission, the quicker I could rescue Phoebe, if she needed it. I hoped that, once we allowed Jeffery to wake up, he would contact his father, and the Emperor would release Gabriel and Phoebe.

After our microjump, we only needed another hour to arrive at our destination. The time moved slowly. I kept a watch on the tactical display, which had been put up on one of the viewscreens. Only a little longer and I could relax.

Once we began our descent to the surface, I felt much better. It didn’t take us long to find the clearing nearest to Maro’s hut. The trees were green, and I felt another rush of relief. I hadn’t really given much thought to the weather. If it had been the dead of winter, we would have been in a world of hurt. As luck would have it, it appeared to be early spring.

We touched down, and I breathed a sigh of relief as we stood to leave the ship. We gathered in the cargo area. “For those of you who have never been here before, some large predators are here. For the safety of us all, we need to neutralize this threat. We considered building a wall and creating a safe zone, but I’m afraid that was not a feasible plan. These creatures usually hunt at dusk and dawn. We have also seen them during the day. If you do venture off the ship, keep this in mind. Stay in groups and don’t wander too far. We will take a day to look around, and then tomorrow we will start our building project.”

Some of the crew headed off the ship. I made my way first to talk to the medic. We agreed to slowly start waking up Jeffery and Eloise. Howard agreed to stand guard. Not that it would be terrible if they escaped. I was certain they would quickly return. I had already locked up the weapons. The Command Center was locked too. To gain access you needed a code. The only other places Jeffery might gain any information was from my office. I made sure and shut off all the viewscreens that might have any pertinent information on them. I also locked the door.

The medic said it would take quite some time for Jeffery and Eloise to be coherent. So I figured I had the time to get some fresh air.

I walked down the ramp at the rear of the ship. Bryce waited at the end for me. I took a deep breath of the fresh air and slowly let it out. I felt the warmth of the sun on my face. A feeling of peace settled over me.

“It feels great, doesn’t it?” Bryce commented.

“Yes, it does. I’m glad we made it safely here. Now we just have to build a compound that will keep Jeffery and Eloise safe,” I replied.

“That seems like the easy part, compared to what we’ve already had to do,” Bryce added. “Do you think Maro’s hut is still in good condition?”

“I guess we could go check it out,” I said, with a smile.

Bryce looked up at the sky and then again at his watch. “It’s not far from here. I think we have time. That’ll give us a chance to scope out what we will add to Maro’s hut. Plus I’m fairly confident Hayes and Graham headed that direction.”

I had left Summer and Augusta in the Command Center. They were monitoring the scans of the area, keeping a watch for the predators. They would alert us, if something showed up on the scanners.

Bryce and I made our way into the trees. We both kept a close watch on our surroundings. It wasn’t long before we reached Maro’s hut. Hayes and Graham were, indeed, already there.

We climbed the ladder and then sat down to discuss what we could add to make it a better place to live. Several other large trees were in the vicinity. The first thing we needed to do was get some lumber. This would take a few days.

We spent a good hour, discussing what other structures we would add to make a more comfortable complex, surrounding Maro’s old home. Then we discussed the how. We made a list of the supplies we would need and the work to be done. I was glad I was surrounded by a capable crew.

Before we climbed down and headed home, I checked in with Summer. Anything suspicious on the scans? I asked.

No. Not on the ground. We do have company in space however, Summer replied.

Who is it?

We believe it is Jatarian ships.

How many?

Only a small task force of seven ships.

When did they arrive?

About an hour ago. I didn’t inform you, as not much we can do other than wait for them to leave.

You’re right. They’ve used this system for a gathering place before. They may be waiting to rendezvous with more ships.

We might consider camouflaging the ship in some manner, just in case they decide to scan this moon.

Good idea. We will return and figure out how we can do that.

I filled in the guys on the situation, as we headed back to the ship.

“How can we camouflage the ship?” Bryce asked

“Is there a cave we can hide it in?” Graham asked.

“We didn’t look for one last time we were here,” I said. “Maybe we will get lucky and find one nearby.”

As we walked the rest of the short distance to our ship, I brainstormed how we could possibly hide the ship.

Once we arrived back at the ship, everyone else had been updated on the situation. We tossed around ideas on how to hide the ship.

“What if they decide to make this system into another colony?” Wyatt asked.

“That would be terrible,” I said, although it was a possibility. We needed to hide the ship and quickly. “Bryce, do a surface scan and see if you can figure out a place that might have a cave. That would be the easiest way to hide the ship. The rest of us will hunt around for something we can make ropes out of. We will need those, if we have to camouflage the ship.”

“Could we cut down the underbrush in this area here and move the ship into it? It looks like the trees here are big enough to hide the ship,” Cole suggested.

“What if the Jatarians stick around, and we need a more long-term solution? Once fall arrives, and these trees lose their leaves, we would be exposed,” Mariat commented.

“That’s true. We will still need the ropes though. So let’s get started on that. We have another hour at least, before we need to be inside the ship. We can take supplies inside that we can work on to help construct the rope,” I said.

Hayes and Graham had both been taught how to harvest materials from the woods to create ropes. They’d also helped build the Dove One village that was in the trees. Most of the trees there were evergreen trees. That was not the case here. Whatever type of compound we built here would be exposed in the fall and winter, unless we built it in a patch of evergreen trees.

Maro had not built his hut to hide it from discovery from above, only to get away from the predators on the ground. I was beginning to rethink our entire plan here.

The crew spread out to gather supplies. My mind kept coming back to the possibility that these Jatarian ships might not be leaving anytime soon. We could be stuck here, along with Jeffery and Eloise.

After an hour I grabbed what I had gathered and took it to the ship. Staying busy helped me think more clearly.

Once on the ship I added my supplies to the stack and went to check on what Bryce had found in the Command Center.

“Any luck?” I asked, once I entered the Command Center.

“We are near a mountain range. I’ve been searching for a large cave opening but, so far, have not found one. I think we might want to come up with a temporary solution, until I can find us a more permanent one,” Bryce said.

“What about the Jatarian ships? What are they doing?” I asked.

Augusta replied, “They are making their way toward the planets in the system.”

“How long until they arrive here?” I asked.

“Eight hours, Captain,” Bryce replied.

“That does not give us much time, does it?”

“They will be to this moon before sunrise. Unless they stop somewhere else first,” Bryce said.

“I’ll go work on the ropes then. You two keep working in here. Summer, we could use your help in the cargo area.”

Summer nodded and followed me out. “Sounds like it will be a long night,” Summer remarked.

“Yes, I’m afraid so. Before we get to the cargo area, could you go check on our guests? They won’t recognize you, if they happen to be awake and coherent.”

“Of course, Slade. I’ll check on our guests and then meet you in the cargo area.” Summer smiled, as she turned toward the medic room.

“Thanks,” I said.

Once I arrived in the cargo area, I was relieved to see everyone hard at work on making the ropes. I still wasn’t sure how we could hide the ship, without making it look suspicious. I hoped someone else here would come up with something.

“At the current rate of speed, the Jatarians will arrive to this moon in eight hours. We have a lot of work to do before then,” I said, as I sat down and began to work on making more ropes.

A few minutes later, Summer came in. She took a spot near me and said, “Our guests are beginning to wake up, but they are very groggy.”

I nodded. “Thank you for checking.”

We all worked diligently for a couple hours. We had managed to make some good ropes—ropes that we could use for various purposes.

“I’ll check on Bryce to see if he’s found us a cave. Why don’t we all take a break and get something to eat,” I said, as I stood. “Great work, everyone.”

It felt good to get up and to stretch my legs. Once I arrived back at the Command Center, Bryce said, “I think I may have us a good candidate to hide the ship.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Let’s see what you found.”

Bryce put up what he had found on the viewscreen. “I think it’s large enough to hide our ship.”

“Only one way to find out,” I said. “At this point we don’t have many options.”

I quickly communicated with Summer what was going on. She sent the command crew back to their posts.

Once everyone was in position, we began our short trip to the cave. We kept the ship just above the tree line. I hoped the Jatarians weren’t able to scan the surface of the planet yet. I was pretty confident they couldn’t, but who knew how advanced their technology was.

We rounded a slight bend, and then the cave came into view. Lots of foliage and trees surrounded the mouth of the cave. As we neared it, we focused our lights into the darkness of the cave. It didn’t appear to be inhabited. I wanted to ensure that this cave wasn’t home to the large predators here, called ramets. That would not be good for any of us.

The ship just barely fit inside, but it did fit. Once we touched down, I sat back in my chair. “All right, everyone. Let’s get something to eat and then get some rest. We should be protected in this cave from any surface scans the Jatarians might run.”

Augusta said, “I’ll stay in the Command Center and keep watch.”

“Thanks, Augusta. Let me know if you see anything I might need to know about,” I said.

The rest of us went straight to the cafeteria to eat. We were all hungry. Thankfully Captain Parker had been busy cooking. We filled our plates and sat down. Parker joined us.

“How are you doing, Parker?” I asked. He had handled making this meal on his own, since Summer had been helping elsewhere.

Parker smiled at me. “I love being on the ship. That’s where I want to spend the rest of whatever time I have left.”

I couldn’t help but return his smile. “I’m glad. We love having you here. Let’s pray we don’t get stuck here. Hopefully the Jatarians are not planning anything long-term in this system.”

“Maybe they are only scouts, looking for a good place to start a colony. We better get done what we need to quickly, so we can get out of here when we have an opportunity,” Parker replied.

“Wise words and a good point. We should reevaluate our plan. I think it will be best for us to make the compound closer to here,” I said.

Graham nodded. “Plus more evergreen trees are here, which we can use as cover for the houses. But what will we do if the Jatarians decide to build a colony here on this moon?” Graham asked.

“Hopefully they will scan some other places first. If I remember correctly, three planets and seven moons are in the inhabitable zone. Odds are they would pick a different place than this particular moon. They probably don’t care if there’s already life on the planet, like we do,” I said. “We will know in a few hours if they intend to scan the surfaces. I would assume they will start with the nearest planet. Which is the one this moon orbits.”

“Our plan for tomorrow will highly depend on what the Jatarians do,” Bryce said.

We all agreed. “We need to get some rest, while we can. If possible we can start cutting down trees to build our first house in the morning. We need to survey the area to see where we should build and where we should get our resources from.”

“Will our guests be awake by morning? Maybe we should make them help,” Hayes said.

“While that is a good idea, Jeffery would realize it was me who took him then. I’m not sure that’s what we want.”

“We might not have any other choice. Not if the Jatarians have plans for this system and stick around for a while,” Parker said. “It might be wise for us to be more careful with our food resources. We brought a lot in the crates, but that was intended for two people for a year, not this many people,” Parker said, while looking around the room.

“Good point, Parker. Maro showed us which fruits we could eat when we were here before. Perhaps we could locate some of those to add to our stockpile,” I said.

“Yes, and we need to clear an area for a garden and start planting, whether it’s for us or for our guests. The sooner we get that done, the better,” Summer said.

“Let’s also not forget the predators. We called it a ramet. It’s a cat-type creature. Don’t let your guard down when you are outside the ship,” I said.

Graham suggested, “We should post lookouts in our work area to help keep watch. We can each take a turn as lookout to get a break from the work.”

“Good thinking. Let’s get some rest, and we will get started in the morning,” I said.

Everyone got up and headed to their quarters. Bryce and Connor stayed behind. “Who has the first watch?” Connor asked.

“Augusta is already in there. I’ll stay up with her for a few hours and then get some rest,” I said.

“We will take the second shift,” Connor said.

“Be there in five hours,” I said.

They both nodded and headed off to their quarters. I went to the Command Center. “Anything interesting happen?”

“Not really,” Augusta replied.

“I’ll keep watch, if you want to go grab some food.”

Augusta smiled. “Thanks. I’m starving.”

After she left, I took a closer look at the tactical display. The Jatarian ships were still inbound. It would make the most sense for them to scan the planets first. I looked at my notes from the last time we had visited this system. The nearest planet was home to an alien species. What would the Jatarians do to them?

I sat down in my chair and watched the viewscreens at the front of the room. I liked Hayes’s idea of having Jeffery and Eloise help us with our work. It would be good for them and there was nowhere for them to run away to. We were the only Humans on this moon. What was the worst thing that could happen?

I dwelled on that thought for a while. What would happen if the Emperor knew I was involved? Would he punish Phoebe? She was the one person he had access to who he could use to hurt me. She was in a vulnerable position. Would she pay the price? I couldn’t risk it. It was too high of a price.

I decided to reach out to Phoebe to see how things were going. Maybe Hadassah could rescue Phoebe, before she got into any more danger.

Hey, Slade. How are you? Phoebe asked.

I’m doing okay. How are you?

The Emperor has released Gabriel and I from solitary confinement.

Is he still blaming Gabriel for what happened?

Yes, but I think he realizes it is fruitless to do so. Gabriel does not have the resources to pull off something like this. And, if he did, he would just have killed him and left the body for all to see. Gabriel even said as much.

He does have a good point.

So now the Emperor is starting to blame Amelia. He is saying she used her brother’s network to have Jeffery abducted, so he wouldn’t come back. Jeffery has never been her favorite. Especially since what happened with Gabriel.

Do you believe she is involved? I asked.

I don’t know, Slade. She seemed genuinely upset when we found out that Jeffery was missing. Unless she’s a really good actress, I just don’t see how she could be involved.

I agree. Has there still been no word from Jeffery? I asked.

No. And no one has sent any ransom demands or anything. Which still points to Jeffery and Eloise being dead.

I’m glad the Emperor is not blaming you and Gabriel. Hopefully he will realize soon that Amelia had nothing to do with it either.

Do you think it was the rebels, Slade?

What makes you think that?

Gabriel suggested it to me. Perhaps Colin orchestrated it to help protect us.

Has he talked to Colin? I asked.

No. Gabriel is not that strong. Colin is too far away for him to communicate with.

Is Jeffery’s gift stronger than Gabriel’s?

They are similar. I’m not sure whose is stronger.

The Emperor’s is stronger than Gabriel’s though? I asked. I was thinking that perhaps Jeffery couldn’t contact the Emperor after all.

Yes.

Is the Emperor’s stronger than Amelia’s?

That I am not sure of. Are you still far away?

Yes, I am. I’m not in the Federation.

Good. Stay away from here. I’m sure the Emperor will still find a way to blame you, once he realizes that blaming Amelia gets him nowhere.

I agree with you. I’m glad you are safe, Phoebe. Let me know if you need something.

I will. Thanks, Slade.

I focused my attention back on the viewscreens. I was relieved Phoebe was no longer being blamed for what happened. It was only a matter of time before the blame fell to me, the person really responsible for the situation.

Augusta returned to the Command Center and sat down.

“How do you like life on the Spirit of Rebellion?” I asked, with a laugh.

“I can honestly say that it’s much more interesting than being on the Pegasus,” Augusta replied.

“Are you happy you came along?”

Augusta smiled. “Yes, I am. This is way better than what I was doing before. This crew is obviously very close. You guys are like a family. It’s nice to see that. I hope one day to be a real part of it.”

“I’m sure you will. It will just take time for everyone to get to know you,” I replied. “Have you noticed any signs of the ramets?”

“No, none,” Augusta said, turning toward the screens. “If the Jatarians do scan this moon, we will want to turn off the ship. Their scans might search for power outlays.”

“Good point. If they come here, we will all stay inside, and we will shut off the ship completely. We don’t want to take any chances.”

Augusta sat back in her chair. “This is a beautiful place. I look forward to exploring it.”

“You will have your chance. Don’t worry. Could I ask a favor?”

“Of course. What do you need?”

“Would you check on our guests? I’m not sure I want Jeffery to see me. He would recognize me.”

“Yes. I’ll go check now,” Augusta replied, as she stood up.

It was weird being in the Command Center all alone. It was eerily quiet.

Before long Augusta came back and reported, “They are both somewhat awake. The medic said they are still very groggy. Not awake enough to be asking any questions yet.”

“Good. I’m sure that will happen soon enough.” I relaxed in my chair and watched the viewscreens. By morning we would know a lot more about all our fates.


Chapter Fifteen

The next morning the sun rose behind the mountain. I stood at the opening of the cave and watched as the surface of Maro’s moon filled with light. With the Jatarians still nearby, we must make new plans and figure out where we would build the new compound for Jeffery and Eloise and maybe even us for a while.

I was relieved to see that the forest in this area was mainly made of evergreen trees. As to which type, I had no idea. I had never seen this variety before—or maybe just never noticed it before.

The trees looked like good candidates to help hide our compound from discovery from above. My concern was how much it would snow in the winter at this higher elevation. Would the snow level reach the homes we would build in the trees? Could we turn the cave into a winter home?

After a few minutes of surveying the terrain, I headed back into the ship. It was time to check on the location of the Jatarians. Only a couple people were in the Command Center, Bryce and Connor.

“What are the Jatarians doing?” I asked, as I sat in my chair.

“They are scanning the nearby planet,” Connor said.

“Have they scanned anything else?” I asked. I was still hoping they would only be interested in the planets, not the moons. Yet I was concerned for the alien species who lived on the planet which Maro’s moon orbited.

“Only that planet so far,” Connor replied. “They appear to be doing a very detailed scan.”

“That’s what I was afraid of. We may be stuck here, with Jeffery and Eloise,” I said.

“What should we do?” Bryce asked.

“I will see where the nearest Morag task group is. We can’t let the Jatarians set up a colony here. If they do, we will be stuck here for a very long time. I don’t know about you guys, but that’s not what I have planned for the next few years,” I said.

“What about the Trident? Is it close?” Bryce asked.

I hadn’t checked in with Autumn, not since we had arrived at our destination. I closed my eyes and reached out to her.

I was wondering when I would hear from you again, Autumn said.

Sorry. I’ve been a little distracted. How are things on the Trident?

We are still searching for the mystery ship. We’ve found no sign of it. The captain thinks we may have completely lost it. The beacon was unable to determine in which way it left that system. It is becoming obvious that we chose the wrong direction.

I had to smile. That was exactly what we had wanted to happen. So now what?

The captain has not given up. He has planned a new course to help us discover where this ship has gone. It has yet to trigger any of the other Federation beacons.

Please be careful. We’ve spotted a few Jatarian ships. I wouldn’t want your ship to accidentally run into them.

I wonder what they are doing?

Who knows. We do our best to avoid them, especially since we are unarmed. At least the Trident would have a fighting chance.

Hopefully we won’t encounter any.

It would be beneficial to you to remind your captain that you are in unexplored space. If any ships come up on your long-range scans, they will likely be Jatarian.

I will. Thank you, Slade.

Be careful out there, Autumn.

“No need to worry about the Trident. It’s nowhere near here at this time,” I said to my crew.

I realized that Jeffery could soon contact people. Perhaps even on the Trident. I hoped it didn’t come anywhere near our location. Still Jeffery wouldn’t have a clue where we were and had no way to figure it out.

I closed my eyes and focused on my gift again. I needed to figure out where the nearest Morag task group was. We were well out of Morag-controlled space. Did I really want the Morag to come here? Jeffery could control them.

I slammed my hand down on the armrest of my chair.

“What is it?” Bryce asked, alarmed.

“I can’t bring the Morag here to destroy this Jatarian scout group. If I did, Jeffery could control them.”

“Dang. I hadn’t thought about that,” Connor said.

Augusta and Mariat walked in then to take the next shift. I explained to them what to look for on the scans, which we only did periodically, when we booted up the system. Otherwise we powered down our ship, so the Jatarians couldn’t track our power usage. That meant we had to manually keep watch for the predators on the surface and those in space. Thankfully both Augusta and Mariat could warn me telepathically, if something went amiss.

The rest of us gathered in the cargo area. Jeffery and Eloise were now awake and coherent. At present they were being held in the medic’s room, until we decided how to handle them.

That all depended on the Jatarians. Were they here for a short while or more long-term?

It wasn’t long before I felt Jeffery trying to communicate with me. This is a first. You’ve never tried to communicate with me before.

I’m being held hostage, Slade. I need your help.

Why don’t you contact your father?

I tried. I can’t. I must be too far away.

I thought your gift was strong.

I guess I’ve been taken too far away, but you are obviously closer.

Have you been harmed?

No.

Are you in danger?

I’m not sure.

Is Eloise with you?

Yes. She’s fine.

I couldn’t believe it. Jeffery wasn’t strong enough to contact his father.

Your father is strong enough to contact you though, right?

I think so. I’m not sure.

What about your mother?

Her gift is stronger than my father’s. That’s why he’s always seen her as a threat.

I looked around at our crew. “I think I’ll let Jeffery and Eloise out. Lock up the weapons. Only the scouts need them. Jeffery and Eloise might as well help.”

I walked back toward the medic’s room. I took a deep breath and punched the code into the door. It opened, and Jeffery stood just inside.

I indicated the corridor. “You are free, Jeffery. Feel free to go.”

Jeffery was confused. It was evident in the expression on his face. “You are behind our abduction?” Jeffery asked, shocked.

“No, I’m not. My involvement saved you from being killed. Now we are stuck here on this moon and have to make the most of it.”

“Who is trying to kill me?” Jeffery asked, fear evident on his face.

I sighed. “It makes no difference now. What we must do is make a place for us to live, until we can safely leave.”

“Why can’t we just live on this ship?” Jeffery asked.

“While the weather is nice, we need to conserve the energy of the ship. We might need it once winter arrives.”

Jeffery looked startled. “Just tell my father who is after me, and he will take care of it.”

“Your father is part of the problem, Jeffery,” I said.

“I don’t understand.”

“I know. I’ll fill you in, but right now we have to get some work done. You are welcome to join us, or you can stay here. That’s up to you,” I said, as I turned to go.

“Slade, could you reach out to my mother and have her connect with me?” Jeffery asked. “I just want her to know I’m alive.”

“She already knows, Jeffery. I will reach out to her when we stop for lunch. We have a lot of work to do. We could use your help,” I said. Then I turned and walked down the corridor. I had decided to use the friend approach instead of the enemy one. I figured it would work better.

Jeffery followed me. Eloise did not. I wasn’t surprised. No way Eloise would lift a finger, not if she wasn’t forced to.

The rest of the group was already out of the ship, surveying the area. When we walked up, I said, “Everyone, this is my cousin, Jeffery.”

Everyone said hello and then continued working. He wouldn’t be getting any special treatment here.

I felt Jeffery trying to communicate with me. What is it? I asked.

Are these people rebels?

I wouldn’t really put a label on them. If I were to, the term refugee would be more accurate.

What are they fleeing from?

Persecution, danger, fear, and many other things.

“So what have we decided?” I asked my crew.

Graham said, “We think it would be best to start here in this area. Use this tree here and here as the main base for our first hut.”

“We are going to build a house up in the tree? Why?” Jeffery asked.

“First, to keep out of reach from the ramets. They’re a large wild cat. For some reason they don’t climb. Second, because we presume this area sees snowfall in the winter. We don’t want to be buried under the snow, do we?” I asked.

“All very valid points, Slade. Thank you for answering my question,” Jeffery responded.

I was a little perplexed by Jeffery’s behavior but brushed it off. Maybe he had decided that being friendly would get him further than being rude and hateful. Either way, he was cooperating.

We spent the next two hours making plans and scouting trees we wanted to use for lumber. By lunchtime we had managed to cut down a few trees to begin our work. I was thankful Graham and Hayes had learned so much by being on the building crew at Dove One over the past few years. Their expertise was invaluable. I had been pleasantly surprised that Jeffery had gotten in there to help us and had helped throughout the entire morning.

By lunchtime we were starving. We headed in to eat whatever Summer and Captain Parker had cooked up for us. When we first went into the cafeteria, Jeffery had disappeared. I filled my plate and sat down to rest and to eat. A few minutes later Jeffery came in, with Eloise by his side.

She did not look happy to be here. I couldn’t help but smile. Eloise would soon figure out she wouldn’t get waited on here. I watched as she followed Jeffery to the counter, where the food had been laid out. He quickly filled his tray. Eloise put a few items on her tray and turned up her nose at the rest.

Jeffery and Eloise approached our table. A couple people moved, so our guests sat with me. “How are you, Eloise?” I asked.

“I hope you don’t intend for us to stay here,” Eloise said tartly.

“Unfortunately we are all stuck here for the time being. A task group of Jatarian ships are nearby. Unless you would like to die today, I suggest you come to terms with the fact that we are here at least until the Jatarians decide to leave.”

“What if they don’t leave?” Eloise asked.

I shrugged. “I guess you are smart enough to figure out the answer to that.”

“Doesn’t this ship have weapons?” Eloise asked.

“This ship is a transport vessel, not a military vessel.”

“Could we not make a run for it? Get into hyperspace before the Jatarians could shoot us down?” Eloise asked.

“They would follow us. Where would we go? Would you suggest we lead the Jatarians to a Federation-inhabited planet?” I asked.

Eloise frowned. “No, that wouldn’t be good.”

“The Jatarians would destroy our ship as soon as we exited hyperspace. For now, we are stuck here, and we must make the most of it,” I said. I took a sip of my tea and waited for Eloise’s retort. She said nothing. I smiled.

After a few minutes I stood and said I would check on things in the Command Center. I was surprised when Jeffery didn’t follow me.

Augusta and Mariat still kept watch in the Command Center.

“What are the Jatarians doing?” I asked, as I walked to my chair.

“They are now headed to one of the moons,” Augusta said.

“I was hoping they would be content with the planets,” I said.

“I guess not,” Mariat added.

“Do you two want to take a turn working on the compound? Or would you rather keep watch in here?”

They both said, “Keep watch.”

I laughed. “I’m sure you’re hungry. I’ll take a turn, while you two go eat. Jeffery and Eloise are in there, so beware.”

As soon as they left, I closed my eyes and focused on my gift. I reached out to Amelia.

Hello, Slade.

Jeffery would like to speak with you. He says he’s been unable to reach you or the Emperor.

So we’ve realized his gift is not as strong as yours.

You didn’t already know that?

I assumed. That’s different from knowing. I will reach out to him.

I told him that I saved him from a plot to kill him. Just so we are on the same page.

Wise choice. Thank you.

Good luck, Amelia.

I opened my eyes. I wondered how Jeffery really felt about my gift being stronger than his. I hoped that we were out of range of the Emperor’s gift too.

After Augusta and Mariat finished their meal, they returned to the Command Center.

“How was it?” I asked them, with a smirk.

“Jeffery was not bad. Eloise? I would rather not be around again,” Mariat said.

I laughed. “I’m surprised Jeffery is being civil.”

Augusta suggested, “Maybe he thinks that’s his best strategy. He doesn’t know where he is. He’s been unable to communicate with anyone he knows. You are the only familiar thing to him. He wants to be your ally and friend in this situation. You hold all the cards,” Augusta commented. “It would only hurt his position to be hateful and demanding.”

“Good point. It’s time I got back to work. Let me know if you two see anything suspicious on the ground or in space,” I said.

“Be careful that you don’t get too attached, Slade. Remember. We brought them here to leave them here,” Augusta pointed out.

“I know. You’re right. I’ll be careful.”

I left the Command Center and found the work group gathered again in the cargo area.

“Still no signs of the ramets?” Graham asked.

“No. And the Jatarians are scanning one of the other moons. So I’m confident they will scan this moon too. Augusta will let us know when they get close, and we will all stay inside the cave. Is everyone ready to go back to work?”

Everyone reluctantly nodded in agreement, and we began our hike to the worksite. On our way, Jeffery fell into step with me.

“Thanks for having my mom reach out to me,” Jeffery said.

“You’re welcome,” I replied. “Jeffery, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Why did you try to kill your brother?”

“I didn’t.”

I stopped walking and frowned at him. “Yes, you did.”

“I think you know what it’s like to be wrongly accused of something,” Jeffery said.

“I do. So who was responsible, if it wasn’t you?”

Jeffery looked around. “Eloise’s father. He wanted to ensure his daughter had the position she was born to have. He orchestrated the entire thing. I did catch wind of the plan, but I thought it was only a proposal. I didn’t realize he had the ability to carry out his plan or that the plan was already in motion. Gabriel was acting weird, but I just brushed it off. My wedding was consuming my thoughts and my energy. When the attempt was made, I knew exactly who to blame.”

“Did you tell your father?”

“Yes, I did. Slade, you must know my father is not a very empathetic man. He’s power-hungry. He doesn’t like the idea of anyone besides himself having any power. Even his children.”

“Yes. That’s why he planned to kill your mother and put you in her place. He thinks he can control you better than he can your mother.”

“What? Is she in danger? We can’t let anything happen to her.”

“That’s one of the reasons you are here, Jeffery.”

Jeffery was quiet for a few minutes, while he absorbed what I had told him. “You remove me from the equation, and then he won’t have her killed?”

“Exactly. Some people thought you should be permanently removed. I didn’t. So here you are.”

“What’s your plan?” Jeffery asked worriedly.

“Well, the Jatarians have messed up my plan. We were planning to leave the two of you here on this beautiful moon, where no one will find you. Only a small handful of us even know where we are.”

“You would leave us here forever?”

“No, of course not. I couldn’t exactly take you to any of the refugee villages. That would endanger too many innocent people. That’s why we picked this remote place. However, apparently the Jatarians may also be picking this place for a new colony.”

“So I should be thankful the Jatarians are here because now you guys are stuck here too,” Jeffery said, with a smile.

“We weren’t going to leave you here forever.”

“I would rather not spend all my time alone with Eloise,” Jeffery said, as we began to walk again.

“She’s your wife. You picked her.”

“Sometimes marriage is about alliances, not love. Like my parents, for example.”

“And we’ve seen how well that has worked out. Your father has plans to kill your mother.”

“Maybe she should just kill him instead,” Jeffery remarked.

“I’m sure you don’t really mean that.”

“You are right. I don’t. I agree with my father on many things but not all things. I do not want any harm to come to either of my parents.”

“What about your baby brother?” I asked.

“Mathew was an unknown. Eloise saw him as a threat and wanted him gone. I guess she got her wish after all.”

“So really what you are saying is Eloise is behind all the threats to harm your family?”

“I guess you are right.”

“What about Emma?”

“Eloise was not allowed to threaten Emma. Emma is the good in our family.”

“Is Emma more powerful with the gift than you?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I have not seen or spoken to her since we left Falton Two. My mother forbade it.”

“What if she is?”

“I would be happy to support her in any way I could.”

“Even if she were Empress?”

“I think you, of all people, understand what it’s like to be at the top. It’s not for the faint of heart.”

“Do you believe Emma would do a good job?” I asked.

“I’m not sure. She’s got the best shot out of all of us.”

“What do you want to do, Jeffery?”

“Honestly my life on Tyrus was pretty good. Eloise hated it, being away from the palace and the politics and the power. It suited me though. So I don’t really know what I want. I can tell you what I don’t want.”

“What’s that?”

“To be the next Emperor or to be stranded here with only Eloise to talk to.”

I laughed. “So what did your mother have to say?”

“She was happy to hear from me. She said she would tell my father that I was alive. She told me that I was safe with you and that I should trust you.”

“She speaks the truth. I mean you no harm, Jeffery.”

“I’m relieved to hear that. Does my father know I am with you?”

“I don’t know what your mother plans to tell him. I’m surprised he hasn’t already pinned the blame on me. This is the one time I’m actually guilty. Of course he probably would assume I meant you harm, but that is not the case.”

“Glad to hear it,” Jeffery replied.

We had caught up with the others, who had already begun to work.

Connor asked me to keep watch with him.

“Be careful, Slade. Jeffery will tell you everything you want to hear and then stab you in the back the first chance he gets. He has every reason to make you his friend. Just don’t forget what he’s capable of. We might need to lock up some of our tools too. At least the sharp ones,” Connor said.

“I know, Connor. Thank you for reminding me. Please keep reminding me. I know he’s pouring on the charm pretty thick. I’ll even admit that it is working. I do know whose son he is though. And I won’t forget that.”

“Good. I just wanted to make sure,” Connor replied.

“Thanks for having my back, Connor.”

We spent the next few hours working to build our first hut. We kept all of our work underneath the protection of the trees. We knew the Jatarians would scan this moon. We had to ensure it looked natural and undisturbed from above.

As we walked back to our ship, I was trying to figure out why we hadn’t seen a ramet yet. Where were they? Had something happened to them? Thus far we had seen no sign of them. Perhaps they didn’t venture this high up in elevation. That didn’t really make any sense to me. I decided we’d just gotten lucky so far. Once the ramets realized we were here, they would come and hunt us. Of that I was certain.

Once we were back at the ship, Augusta informed me that the Jatarians were headed here next. We would likely stay inside tomorrow to remain hidden from the Jatarians. I informed the rest of the crew at dinner.

No one objected to a day of rest. We had worked hard and could use a day to recuperate.

I took the next shift in the Command Center with Bryce. We also had surveillance cameras on the ship, so we could keep a watch on Jeffery and Eloise. We needed to ensure they kept out of trouble. Especially with the Jatarians so close.


Chapter Sixteen

The next morning I headed straight for the Command Center. The Jatarians would be close by now. Connor and Cole had been on watch in the Command Center. “How close are they?” I asked, as I settled in my chair.

“They’ve begun their scans,” Connor reported.

“Let’s power down all nonessential systems, so we don’t put off any energy that the Jatarians might pick up on,” I ordered.

Cole began to power down all the systems. “Do we want to leave the sensors and scanners on?”

“I would like to, but it’ll be safer if we power off everything. We will wait twenty-four hours and then power back on the scanners. Hopefully, by then, the Jatarians will have moved on,” I said.

“What will we do all day?” Connor asked.

“We have to stay within the confines of the cave,” I said. “I’m sure we can find something to entertain us.”

“What about the ramets? Without the scans of the area, we won’t know if we are being hunted,” Cole commented.

“That’s true. We will still need two or three people to watch the front of the cave for any sign of the ramets. We don’t want them to take us by surprise and to corner us,” I replied.

“We need a stealth ship,” Cole said. “That would really come in handy right about now.”

“That would be awesome,” I replied.

“The Federation has been working tirelessly to develop one,” Cole replied.

“That’s a little unsettling. How close are they to having an operational one?” I asked. What would we do if they developed a stealthed ship? We wouldn’t know when they were in one of our systems to stay hidden. On the other hand, when dealing with the Jatarians, a stealthed ship could be very useful.

“The Federation has a few prototypes they are testing now. My guess is, by the end of the year, they would have a few deployed,” Cole said.

“Do we have anyone on the inside of that project?” I asked.

Cole smiled. “Yes, of course we do.”

“That’s a relief,” I said. The lights turned off as Cole continued to power down all the systems. The emergency lighting blinked on. The others would be surprised by the systems powering down, although they should realize why it was happening. “Let’s get some people on watch for the ramets.”

It would be a long twenty-four hours, not knowing what the Jatarians were doing. We were pretty good at filling our downtime though. Over the years we had come up with plenty of games we could play. So that’s what we did. We played various games and spent the day relaxing.

Midway through the day I felt Cole trying to communicate with me. What’s going on? I asked.

We have a ship headed toward the surface. I can see it from just inside the cave.

Oh no. I’ll be right there.

I ran out the door to where Cole stood behind a rock. He pointed in the direction where the enemy ship was. Sure enough, I could see it. “We have to stay out of sight. I wonder why they’re coming to the surface,” I said.

“I don’t have a clue,” Cole replied.

“Is everyone accounted for?” I asked.

“No one has left the cave since I’ve been on duty.”

“I’ll go get a head count and confirm everyone is here. Then we will get a few more weapons out here, just in case.” I rushed back inside. I found Bryce and Graham. “The Jatarians are landing a ship nearby. I need a head count to ensure everyone is accounted for, and then I need more people out there with blasters, ready to defend our ship.”

Graham nodded. “I’ll get Hayes, and we will go stand guard.”

“I’ll get a head count,” added Bryce.

The only two people I could think of who would even consider leaving the ship without the rest of us were Jeffery and Eloise. I quickly went to their quarters to ensure they were there. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw them, right where they were supposed to be.

“What’s going on?” Jeffery asked, when he saw the worried look on my face.

“The Jatarians are landing a ship not far from here.”

“Are we in danger?” Eloise asked.

“If they spot us, yes. I can’t figure out why they decided to land their ship here. What could they see that made them send a ship to investigate?”

“Did we leave anything out there that would alert them to our presence?” Jeffery asked.

“No. We were careful to put up or to hide all our tools. I’ll go see what’s going on outside,” I said. I walked back toward the rear of the ship. I saw Bryce coming toward me.

“Everyone is accounted for.”

“Good. I wonder what they’re looking at,” I said, as I walked down the ramp and into the cave. As I approached Cole and the other armed crew, I asked, “Have they landed?”

“Yes. They’re just over there in that clearing.” Cole pointed.

“Let’s get some binoculars and see what they’re looking at,” Connor said.

“No. The lenses might catch the sun and get the attention of the Jatarians. We can’t risk it. Let’s just watch from here. Quietly. We don’t know how well the Jatarians can hear,” I said.

We all silently watched the ship, as the ramp lowered and a group of Jatarians filed out.

“They are armed, it looks like,” said Cole.

The Jatarians fanned out and looked around, almost like they were hunting something.

Before long a loud sound rang out, as one of the Jatarians fired his weapon. Then a couple more shots were heard. What were they shooting at? I looked around at the guys.

Graham said, “They’re hunting the ramets. Look. They got one.”

I turned my attention back to the area where the shots had rung out. Six Jatarians hauled a ramet back to their ship.

“Maybe that’s what caught their attention from orbit. A chance to hunt big game,” Connor said quietly.

We continued to watch cautiously, as the Jatarians still searched the area. After an intense couple hours, they boarded their ship and headed back toward space. They had taken the dead ramet with them. I was thankful it had been the ramet they had been hunting and not one of us. That was closer than I’d ever expected to be to a Jatarian. That could have gone badly, especially if they had chased a ramet in this direction.

Had the Jatarians been here before? Had they hunted here before? Would they return? I would have to take all these things into consideration. Was this place safe to leave Jeffery and Eloise?

After the Jatarian ship was gone, the rest of us returned to our ship. Seeing the ramet reminded me of the dangers we faced out there. Maybe I should put more people on watch while we worked. I’d forgotten how large those predators were.

“Do you think they’re gone?” Augusta asked, once we were safely inside our ship.

“No. They’re still up there. We will have to wait and see if they bring another ship down to do some more hunting,” I answered.

“They could be hunting on the other side of this mountain range, where we can’t see them,” Bryce said.

“On the bright side, they are helping to rid us of these dangerous predators,” I said.

“As long as they don’t find us,” Augusta said.

“We will keep all ship systems off for at least the remainder of today. If we’ve seen no more signs of the Jatarians by morning, we will power the ship back up and see what’s going on,” I said.

The day would drag slowly on, with us not able to check on the danger in the sky. We had gotten really lucky that the Jatarians had not spotted us.

Another thought plagued my mind throughout the day too. Could I leave Jeffery here? Eloise, I had no issues leaving here to fend for herself. Jeffery, however, was becoming a friend. I told myself that was exactly what he was doing, and he was doing it intentionally. I decided that that sentiment went both ways though.

If I made him my friend as well, then maybe, down the line, he would have a hard time doing ill to me too. Except he was like his father, at least that’s what I had been told. The Emperor showed no mercy to anyone, not even his family.

The crew passed the time by playing various games. Jeffery participated, but Eloise continued to keep her distance. Jeffery was very sociable and appeared to be befriending anyone and everyone he could. Of course his future comfort depended on it.

As the day wore on, I became less and less sure we could leave him here. What would we do for an alternate plan? I needed to talk to Colin. He would have some good advice for me. I decided to wait until it was my turn to sleep.

We had agreed to keep two crew members posted on watch near the exit ramp of the ship. We had closed the ship for the evening. It was too dangerous to leave it open during the ramet’s prime hunting time. We didn’t want our guests to escape though. Not that they had anywhere to go. We just couldn’t risk it, not while the Jatarians were in orbit above the planet.

When it was finally my turn to sleep, I was exhausted. I think it was more mental exhaustion than physical exhaustion, but either way I wouldn’t struggle falling asleep. Before I did, I resolved to reach out to Colin.

Hello, Slade. How are you?

I’m doing okay. The Jatarians have shown up in our current system. We are safely hidden on the surface though.

What if they don’t leave?

Then we will be stuck here for a while.

How are your guests?

One is befriending everyone, especially me.

He knows what’s at stake here, Slade. And he knows who holds the cards.

I’m not sure I can leave him here. One, because of how he’s been acting and, two, I am worried the Jatarians might make another colony here, and we can never return to check on them or to help them.

That is an interesting development.

I do feel that the befriending is a two-way street. I’m hoping that the relationship we are building might someday help me.

Don’t forget who his father is.

I know. I keep reminding myself that.

Jeffery’s a smart guy. He knows how to get people to do his bidding. You must be careful and watch your back. I know this is your handpicked crew, and you trust everyone on board. Make sure you keep the weapons locked up.

We are. We are being careful.

So, what will you do if you can’t leave him there? Colin asked.

I’m not sure. I was hoping you might have a suggestion.

What about the Empire?

No. He could use the Confederation ships to do his bidding, including rescuing him and taking him back home.

Are you willing to risk taking him to Dove One?

I don’t know. There would be plenty of people to keep watch on them there. However, that system is occasionally visited by the Morag and Federation ships. Jeffery could be discovered, and then the village would be exposed.

What about Elmania? It’s farther out and remote.

Yes, but that’s where we make the striker attack ships. Do we want them to know we are making ships with weapons?

No, we don’t want that. Has he contacted his parents?

He’s been unable to contact them. He had me reach out to his mother though. His father is apparently not strong enough to reach him here. Only his mother can.

Well, I guess we now know who has the stronger gift, Colin said.

Amelia.

And you.

True.

So what can I do for you, Slade?

I reached out to you so you could help me figure out what I should do and potentially where we should go.

I would choose Elmania over Dove One. Fewer refugees are there. It’s possible Kami could ensure that the striker attack ships aren’t exposed to your guests. Perhaps Jeffery and Eloise could be kept in a certain area, not like a prison, but just not near the part of the base where the ships are made. I will give it some more thought, Slade.

Thanks, Colin. Amelia did tell me to keep him away from the Federation.

Yes, you and I both know that her safety depends on it. If he returns, the Emperor might still have her killed.

Have you spoken with Amelia? I asked.

Yes. Many times.

Any idea how the Emperor reacted to Amelia being able to communicate with Jeffery while he could not?

He was furious. He’s also accused her of making it up.

Should we send a video or something?

No, not yet. If she needs that, she will let you know. Stay safe, Slade. I hope the Jatarians leave your system, so you aren’t stuck there. And don’t forget that Jeffery will say and do anything to get what he wants, which is freedom.

I know. Thank you, Colin.

I thought about what Colin had said. Should we go to Elmania? The more time we spent here, the less I was willing to leave Jeffery and Eloise. Although I didn’t want to pawn them off on someone else to deal with either. I wished Colin was available and not stuck at Dove Two. What was the right thing to do?

The right thing was to keep Jeffrey from the Federation. That kept Amelia safe and would at least keep the status quo with the rebels. It wouldn’t improve the rebels’ situation, but it wouldn’t be worse, like it might be if the leadership in the Federation changed.

Elmania was isolated and not frequented by the Federation or the Morag. The Jatarians hadn’t shown up there in years. However, Elmania was only an option if the Jatarians left this system.

The Jatarians were a dangerous threat. I couldn’t control them with my gift. They hated Humans and wanted to eliminate us. Would they make a colony here in this system? Or were they looking for something else?

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. None of this was helping. The Jatarian situation was out of my hands. I would know more in the morning. For now we would keep building our compound. We may or may not use it now, but it would be nice to have it, if we ever returned here.

I decided to reach out to Kami on Elmania. Was taking Jeffery there even a possibility? Kami was in charge of the refugee settlement there and could give me a better idea of whether it was feasible or not. I would be letting her in on our secret that we did, indeed, have Jeffery and Eloise. I could trust her though.

Once again I focused on my gift and reached out to Kami.

Slade, it’s been a while. How have you been?

I’ve been great. I’m the captain of my own ship now.

That’s what I heard. What did you decide to name it?

Spirit of Rebellion.

That does have a nice ring to it.

That’s what I thought too.

Are you headed our way?

Not at the moment. I have some top secret cargo that I thought I could store elsewhere that I’m realizing isn’t as safe as I thought. Now I’m leaning toward bringing it to Elmania.

What type of secret cargo is it?

I can’t beat around the bush on this one. You need to know the risks, as you decide if Elmania can handle it or not.

Okay. I’m listening.

Again, this is a top secret mission.

I understand, Slade.

I have Jeffery and Eloise as my guests on my ship. The place I was planning to leave them is currently being visited by the Jatarians. I’m just not comfortable with the threat level here. Yet they can’t be near the Federation either. Colin and I discussed our options, and he leaned toward Elmania as the solution. It’s far from the Federation and Morag-controlled space, which is a plus. Obviously there are many downsides too. What are your thoughts?

I’m relieved that you do have possession of those particular guests. I would be happy to help in any way that I can.

Do you believe we can house them at Elmania safely, without compromising the fact that it’s a rebel base and one that produces ships that are armed?

Yes, I believe so. As you know, from the time you were here, we have part of our settlement inside the mountain, and part is not. We would need to house them away from the mountain. That’s where the base is and where the ships are produced and housed. We will need to increase security.

I added, There would be many more security risks there in that Jeffery would need only to persuade someone to take him home, using one of the many ships located on the base.

You are correct. I think this could be offset by increased security. Maybe even housing them farther from the base, a more secluded area that is still secure.

Do you have a place like this?

No. Not yet. It’s something we could get started.

Let’s do that. If the Jatarians end up staying here, then we will be stuck on this moon for a while.

I hope that doesn’t happen, Slade. I know you love to be up in a ship traveling to parts unknown, not stuck on the surface.

You know me well, Kami.

We will draft plans for where we can house your guests and get started on the process. Keep me posted on your situation and the Jatarians. Good luck, Slade.

Thanks, Kami.

I felt a lot better after communicating with Kami. I now had a second option. As for the Jatarians, the morning would hopefully hold more answers about them.

One more person I wanted to reach out to. Phoebe.

Slade, I’m so glad you reached out. I’ve tried to reach out to you but have been unable to contact you.

What’s going on?

Amelia has heard from Jeffery. He’s alive.

That’s great news, right?

Well, the Emperor has been unable to contact Jeffery himself. So now the Emperor is even more convinced that Amelia is a part of this operation to abduct Jeffery.

Why is that?

Since only she can communicate with him. He finds that too convenient. The Emperor is saying that Amelia used you and Colin to abduct Jeffery in order to protect me and Gabriel. He’s accusing her of treason.

Treason? Let’s say Amelia was part of it. Jeffery is her child, and she’s the Empress. How can she be accused of treason?

It won’t stand. No one believes the Emperor. I should say no one believes that Amelia was involved. We all now know that Amelia’s gift is stronger than the Emperor’s. That reason alone is cause for worry.

Why’s that?

She’s proven that she’s the one with the stronger gift. Another example to the Emperor of how much power she holds.

That doesn’t sound good.

No. I’m worried for Amelia. The Emperor has lost his mind. It’s becoming more apparent that something must be done.

Like what? I asked.

I don’t know yet.

Wow. I’m sorry that things are so unsettled there.

Be glad you are nowhere near here.

I am.

Slade, can I ask you something?

What’s that?

Are you involved?

Is that something you really want to know the answer to, Phoebe?

No, I guess I don’t. It’s probably best if I don’t know anything. Please be careful out there, Slade.

You too, Phoebe. Let me know if you need anything. If you feel threatened, I can get you out.

You stay away from here, far away from here.

I intend to, but I could still send someone else, if you needed something.

Slade, I’m worried the Emperor will use me to get to you. Promise me that you won’t let him do that. Don’t come here, no matter what.

I promise. Don’t forget though that I have people who can come rescue you, people who I trust.

I will remember. Just never come here, Slade. Never.

I won’t.

Good. I’ll sleep better knowing that.

How’s Gabriel?

He’s doing remarkably well, now that the threat of Jeffery and Eloise returning is gone.

I’m glad for that.

Me too.

Thanks, Slade.

For what?

For being you and for doing whatever you can to protect me.

Of course, Phoebe. You’re my family.

Stay safe.

You too, Phoebe.

Now I was more worried for my aunt. Colin was in communication with her. If there was cause for concern, he would let me know. At least I hoped he would.

I would have a fitful sleep, but I needed some rest. I would hopefully have some answers in the morning, at least where the Jatarians were concerned.


Chapter Seventeen

When I woke the next morning, I headed straight for the Command Center. Cole and Connor were on duty, even though they couldn’t see anything from the Command Center.

“Anything interesting happen while I was asleep?” I asked, as I made my way to my chair.

“No, nothing,” Connor replied.

The door to the Command Center opened, and the rest of the command crew came in.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Everyone wants to know what’s going on with the Jatarians,” Bryce said. “All our futures depend on it.”

He was right. “Let’s power on only the scanners. I don’t want to use any more power than is necessary.”

Cole pressed a few buttons, and Connor watched his consoles, as they powered on. Everyone was silent, as we waited for Connor’s report. Were the Jatarians still on the moon? Had they moved on to a different planet or moon? Had they left the system altogether?

I found myself tapping my foot in nervousness. I consciously made myself stop. I didn’t want to seem worried in front of my crew.

Connor cleared his throat. “It looks like the Jatarians have moved away from our location.”

Sighs of relief could be heard, and a few people clapped.

“Where are they now?” I asked.

“They’ve moved on to the next planet in the system,” Connor replied.

“Good. That leaves us free to continue our work on our compound,” I said. I cleared my throat. “Look. I know that we are all worried that the Jatarians might stick around. I am too. The good news is that no other Jatarian ships have shown up yet. This may only be an exploration group. If they intend to colonize, perhaps that will come later. What we need to focus on is building a compound that could house us all, if need be. I hope it doesn’t come to that, but, if it does, we need to be prepared.”

“Are we going to leave them here?” Mariat asked.

“I’m working on an alternative. However, for now, let’s build us a home away from home. I want guards posted near the ship and guards who will watch us work,” I said.

“The Jatarians likely killed the only ramet in this area,” Connor said.

“That could be, but I don’t want to take the chance that another one is out there. If there is, I want to be ready.”

“If we are to live here longer than we expected, could we consider building a wall to keep out the ramets?” Graham asked.

“Yes. I’m fine with building a wall. We don’t know how high the ramets can jump though. I would imagine it would be pretty high. So the fence would need to be pretty high,” I replied.

“Maybe we can split into two groups. One group works on the structures and the other on the wall,” Graham suggested.

“I’m fine with that,” I replied.

Soon we had two teams made up to work on the two tasks. Mariat and Augusta would stay in the Command Center and would keep watch for the ramets and the Jatarians, while the rest of us headed out to work on our compound.

The work was hard and rewarding. Now that we all realized that this could be our home for the near future, we took more care and pride into what we were building. Even Jeffery seemed to enjoy the work. I doubted he had experienced much, if any, physical work in his life. I was honestly in the same boat here, but the work was strangely satisfying. The progress was slow, but we did make progress.

When we took our breaks, we discussed how many structures and how large we should make our fenced-in area. We knew we had to take care that it couldn’t be seen from the sky. If the Jatarians saw a fenced area, no doubt they would come to investigate. We definitely didn’t want that.

By the end of the day, we were exhausted. We continued on like this for another three days. On the third day, we finally got a visit from a ramet.

The day was like any of the others. Mariat and Augusta kept watch from the ship. Two guards were posted at the mouth of the cave, and two watched us work. It was midday. I will admit we had all let our guard down a bit. We had seen no signs of the large predators. It was not their prime hunting time.

We had stopped for lunch and were all spread out, trying to get a little rest. I felt Augusta trying to communicate with me. Is everything okay, Augusta?

No. Four ramets are closing in on your location.

I immediately jumped up and yelled out a warning to the others. “Four ramets are approaching. Everyone to the tree.” While the house was not finished yet, it was hopefully large enough to hold us all up there.

We all quickly moved in the direction of the tree. While en route, I connected again with Augusta. How close are they?

Closing in fast, Slade. Hurry!

Which direction are they coming from?

The south.

I turned and glanced in the direction I thought south was. Why hadn’t I paid more attention to the directions here? I had become too complacent with the threat of the ramets.

Once we reached the tree, everyone used the two rope ladders we had constructed to climb up and to get on the platform up above.

Graham and Hayes had the blasters. They were the most accurate with them, so they quickly took possession of the weapons. They were near the tree and the line of our crew waiting to go up the ladder. I noticed Jeffery was waiting and letting others climb the ladder before him. I was completely surprised. He was being thoughtful and unselfish. I didn’t have time to think much of it though.

“Augusta said they’re coming from the south,” I said, as I arrived at the base of the tree. “How will we defend against four of them?”

“I was hoping we would have time to all get in the tree,” Hayes replied.

“I see them,” Bryce called out from the platform. “Just over there. About fifty yards.”

I was relieved Bryce was already on the platform. It was down to just a few of us now, who were still on the ground.

I kept watching and waiting for the ramets to pounce. I still couldn’t see them from my vantage point. I heard a twig snap, and my head turned in the direction of the sound. My gaze met the stare of the ramet that had made the noise. I wasn’t sure in this situation if I should hold his stare. I elected to keep my gaze locked on his.

I felt Jeffery trying to communicate with me telepathically.

Those things are way bigger than I thought they were. Will they attack?

I don’t know. Last time we had a run-in with them, we made it to the safety of a hut up high in a tree.

The ladder is free. Should we start climbing?

Yes, slowly. Remember. These are predators. Run and they will chase you. So move slowly up the ladder.

You are coming too, right?

Yes. I reached back without taking my gaze off the ramet. Of course I didn’t have my eyes on the other three ramets. I grabbed the ladder and slowly started to climb. Once I was a few feet in the air, I said, “Hayes, Graham, you can start climbing the ladders now.”

“I’m not sure how to do that while keeping my blaster ready to shoot,” Graham said.

The ramet I was watching was holding its position. I was thankful it had not closed the distance at all.

I moved a little higher on the ladder and said, “Pass me the blaster.” I hooked one leg and one arm around the ladder for balance. I saw Jeffery do the same. I hesitated though because I wasn’t sure about letting one of the guys give Jeffery their blaster. Could we trust him? We had to. We didn’t really have another choice. “Do you know how to use one of these?” I asked Jeffery.

He shook his head. I wasn’t sure I believed him.

Graham slowly passed his blaster to me and moved up the ladder. He was able to climb around and over me. Then he stopped and held on to the ladder like I was, and I passed the weapon slowly up to him. Jeffrey and Hayes began doing the same thing. I wouldn’t say I liked the idea of Jeffery having that blaster, but there weren’t any other options.

I did my best to maintain eye contact with the ramet, as we maneuvered ourselves slowly up the ladder. I was surprised the ramets hadn’t already attacked.

Jeffery was communicating with me again through our gift.

Should we kill these ramets while we have the chance? Jeffery asked.

I’m not sure. Perhaps they realize we don’t intend to harm them, as the Jatarians did.

Maybe they didn’t see the Jatarians kill the other one. Perhaps they’re after whatever killed their buddy. What if they think it was us?

Then they would have already attacked. They still could. Keep paying attention. If one pounces, then shoot it.

If I can hit it.

I'm sure you can do it if it comes down to hitting it or getting attacked.

Maybe I need more practice with one of these.

Maybe. I didn’t want to commit one way or the other. It did make sense for all of us to get more proficient with the weapon, especially if we would be stuck here. I just wasn’t sure Jeffery qualified.

The going was slow up the ladder, but we were making progress. I decided that, if the ramets were going to attack us, they would’ve already done it.

Which led to the question, Why hadn’t they attacked us?

Once the four of us made it to the platform, I breathed a sigh of relief. Graham and Hayes had the weapons now and were watching the ramets. I was still breathing heavily from the adrenaline rush and from climbing the ladder.

“Why didn’t they attack us?” Wyatt asked.

“I’m not sure,” I replied.

“How will we get back?” Cole asked.

“I’m not sure. Hopefully they’ll lose interest in us, and they’ll leave. Thankfully we can check in with Augusta and Mariat to see when the ramets are far enough away,” I replied.

“It doesn’t look like they are going anywhere soon,” Cole said.

I looked over at the two that I could see. They had laid down and were still watching us.

“They probably realize we must come down eventually,” Graham added.

“They had the chance to attack us, at least the four of us. They chose not to. Maybe they are just trying to learn more about us,” Hayes suggested.

“That could be,” I said, as I looked around. “Is there any work we can do while we are up here? Since it looks like we might be here for a while.”

“Not much. Most of our supplies are down on the ground,” Graham replied.

“I figured as much,” I said.

We all got as comfortable as we could. I was glad it wasn’t raining. We had the shade of the tree to keep us from getting too hot.

The day dragged on. We talked for a while and tried to keep ourselves entertained. We didn’t have much room to move around. I hoped that, once the sun set, the ramets would decide to move on. They would be impossible for us to see, once it grew dark. We would only have Augusta and Mariat to inform us of the ramets’ movements.

We waited well past dark before we dared to venture down. I had checked in with Augusta, and she had said the ramets had wandered off. We made our way back to the cave and the ship rather quickly.

After dinner I headed to the Command Center. We had had a very eventful day. It had me wondering what the Jatarians were up to.

I sat down in my command chair and surveyed the readouts. According to the scans, the Jatarians were checking out one of the moons around the second inhabitable planet. They had another planet and a couple more moons to explore, before exhausting all inhabitable possibilities in this system. Then what?

I hadn’t checked in with Autumn on the Trident lately. I wondered where they were. Hello, Autumn.

Slade, it’s nice to hear from you.

How’s the hunting going?

Actually we’ve found something.

Really? What’s that?

In the system we are nearing, seven ships show up on the scans.

What does the captain plan to do? They could be Jatarians.

He’s been trying to use his telepathic skills to see if they’re Morag ships.

I realized that Autumn and the Trident were nearing our location. Jeffery could reach out to the ship, if he was trying to. Hopefully he was too busy talking to someone else. I decided not to leave that to chance.

I quickly reached out to Cole and told him to keep Jeffrey busy talking for a while. Then I went back to my conversation with Autumn. Has he been successful in using his gift? I asked.

I don’t believe so. He’s reporting our findings to the Federation to get their orders on what to do.

What if they are Jatarian ships? Seven could easily destroy the Trident.

I don’t think the captain believes they are Jatarian ships.

Why not?

I don’t know.

If the Trident exited hyperspace, the Jatarian ships would waste little time jumping nearby and destroying the Trident. It would be certain death for all crew members, including Autumn.

Autumn, you must warn your captain that these ships could be Jatarian. He must not exit hyperspace. By the time your ship could recharge the hyperdrive, the Jatarian ships would have destroyed your ship. It’s not worth the chance.

I’ll make my fears known, Slade. I’m just not sure it will matter.

How near to the system are you?

Five minutes.

Good luck, Autumn.

Thank you, Slade.

“Let’s put the tactical display up on the large viewscreen. We might be getting some company soon,” I said.

Connor quickly did as I had asked. “Who is it?”

“The Trident.”

“Do they not realize that the Jatarians are here?” Connor asked worriedly.

“The captain does not believe it’s Jatarian ships.”

“Why not? Who does he think it is?” Connor asked.

“I don’t know. I’m hoping they will decide against checking it out.”

I closed my eyes again and focused on Autumn. Well, what’s the decision?

The captain said we are duty-bound to check it out. If these are Jatarian ships, the Federation needs to know.

Why not drop from hyperspace in a nearby system and recharge your hyperdrive first? That way, if it is Jatarian ships, you could make a run for it.

I’ll make the suggestion.

I hope he listens. I waited a couple minutes, and then I had my answer. The alarms in the Command Center blared.

Soon most of the command crew was in the Command Center. I noticed Cole had stayed behind. I hoped he could keep Jeffery busy enough that he wouldn’t try to make contact with the Trident. If he could inform them this was his location, they could report it to the Federation. Then we would really be in trouble.

“It’s a Federation warship,” Connor said.

“It’s the Trident,” Graham reported.

Autumn, did you exit hyperspace?

Yes. And you were right. It is Jatarian ships, Slade.

How many?

Seven.

Are they jumping to your location?

Not yet.

I couldn’t let Autumn know this was where we were. I felt a little guilty about it, but we could do nothing to save them. How long will it take your ship to charge its hyperdrive?

A little under ninety minutes.

Take as many of them out as you can. Maybe they’ll leave.

“It looks like the Jatarians are contacting the Federation ship,” Graham said.

“Put it up on the screen. I want to see what they say,” I ordered.

Soon the viewscreen switched to a view of the Human Federation captain and of the Jatarian.

“Did you come to die?” the Jatarian asked.

“No. We are searching for a rogue ship. Has any other Human ship passed through here?” the captain of the Trident asked.

“If they did, they would be dead,” replied the Jatarian. “Which is the fate you will soon face.”

“We are not unarmed. We are one of the strongest Human Federation warships. If you attack us, we will be forced to eliminate you. I suggest you restrain yourself from any aggression, while we charge our hyperdrive. Then we will be on our way.”

The Jatarian smiled a sinister smile. “We will see about that, Human.”

Then the screen went blank.

A chill ran down my spine. Autumn was in serious trouble, and I could do nothing about it. Autumn, how’s it going?

We are waiting to see if the Jatarians will jump to our location and engage us.

Connor reported, “Captain, it appears the Jatarians are charging their hyperdrives. They’re jumping.”

I held my breath. Perhaps they were leaving. Maybe they didn’t want to face the Human warship. It would be wiser for them to just follow it when it left here to see where it would lead them, since the Jatarians had yet to find Falton Two or Tyrus. The other Federation colonies had remained safe, all except the one in the Zenyan system. Surely that intelligence was something the Jatarians were after.

The tactical display showed that the Jatarian ships had jumped to the Trident’s location. Autumn?

They’ve jumped to our location and are preparing to fire on us. We have our shields up and are preparing to fire.

Good luck, Autumn.

Thanks, Slade. I’m glad I had the chance to communicate with you. It’s been an honor.

The honor is mine, Autumn. Thank you for your help.

Slade, one more thing. The captain sent a message to Falton Two a couple minutes ago, saying they had found Jeffery and sent our location.

Thanks for the heads-up.

You’re welcome.

We had to leave. Should we use the confusion of the battle to get out of here? Or should we wait until it’s over? Perhaps the remaining Jatarian ships would leave, knowing more Human ships would soon respond to this location. What was the right thing to do?

Slade, so much firepower is headed our way.

Remember, Autumn. You are in the most advanced military ship the Federation has. The Jatarians have no clue what they are up against.

I’m bracing for impact.

I watched the tactical display on the viewscreen. The incoming firepower was shown there. The Trident’s weapons fire showed there too. I sat, paralyzed by the situation. I couldn’t risk leaving right now. Any one of those seven Jatarian ships could follow us. If that happened, we were screwed. I couldn’t risk it. It would take days for another Human Federation ship to arrive.

Are you okay, Autumn?

Yes. We’ve weakened two of their ships’ energy screens. The next round of weapons fire should penetrate the hull and cause significant damage.

I wished we had a better view of the battle. Then again, maybe it would be better not to see this battle firsthand. It was hard enough hearing Autumn’s play-by-play. I would never communicate with her ever again.

“Look,” Connor said. “They’ve destroyed two Jatarian ships.”

Sure enough, two of the red threat icons swelled up and disappeared from the screen. Cheers erupted in the Command Center. Two down, five to go. The odds were not in the Trident’s favor, and we all knew it.

We destroyed two of them, Autumn communicated with me.

If you can destroy enough of them, maybe the rest will run.

I hope so. I’m not sure how much longer our screen can hold. It’s only operating at 30 percent.

I wished there was a way to help Autumn. Maybe if we did make our run for it, some of the ships would follow us. Then that would be fewer up against the Trident. Worst case, we could just lead the Jatarian ships that followed us to a Morag system, where they would be promptly eliminated, before they could destroy us. It would be a big risk. It might not even work.

I had made my decision. “Everyone to your stations. We are leaving. Maybe a couple Jatarian ships will follow us, and the Trident will stand a better chance of winning this battle.” Cole, I need you at your station. We’re leaving.

On my way.

We quickly closed the ship, and powered everything back on.

Autumn, our ship is going to leave the system. I’m hoping a few of the Jatarian ships will follow us.

Don’t risk it, Slade. They will destroy you when you exit hyperspace.

I have a plan. Don’t worry about us.

Our energy shield is at 20 percent.

“Let’s go. Is everyone ready?” I asked.

Everyone nodded their agreement. We maneuvered the ship out of the cave and up toward space. We would surprise the Jatarian ships, hopefully enough to interrupt their battle.

Soon we were above the moon and headed toward the battle with our sublight drive.

“Is everything ready to jump?” I asked. “Bryce, let’s set a course to Elmania. If the Jatarians follow, we will go all the way to Morag-controlled space first.”

“Yes, Captain,” Bryce replied, as he began inputting commands into his console.

“Two Jatarian ships have broken formation and are headed our way,” Connor reported.

“Good. Let’s wait to jump until we absolutely have to. The longer we can keep these two out of the battle, the better,” I said.

On the tactical display, another red threat icon swelled and disappeared from the screen. Another viewscreen showed a brilliant explosion as the Jatarian ship succumbed to the onslaught of enemy firepower. Another one down.

“Captain, the Jatarian ships are charging their hyperdrives. They’re preparing to jump closer to our location. No doubt upon exiting hyperspace, they will fire their weapons at us,” Connor announced.

“Is our energy shield online?” I asked Cole.

“Yes, sir. It’s up and running.”

“Good. Let’s prepare to jump as soon as those two ships exit hyperspace near us,” I said.

I stood up and held on to my console. I watched the viewscreen for the two Jatarian ships to appear. When they did, I said, “Engage hyperdrive.” I immediately felt the slight sensation in the pit of my stomach, indicating our jump into hyperspace. We were safe for the time being. “Did they follow us?”

“Yes, Captain, they did,” replied Connor. “Two Jatarian ships have entered hyperspace behind us.”

“Good. Now let’s hope the Trident can finish off the rest of the Jatarian ships.”

I sat back down and closed my eyes. Was I too late? Was Autumn still there?

Thanks, Slade. You gave us a fighting chance, by taking those two Jatarian ships out of the battle. We owe you one for that.

How’s your energy screen holding up?

It’s at 10 percent. We’ve almost destroyed another ship.

Come on. You can do it.

Oh no. Our energy screen has failed. Another Jatarian ship was consumed in a giant fireball.

One more ship to go.

I’m not sure we’ll make it. We have no energy screen left. There’s incoming weapons fire. I’m bracing for impact.

I held my breath, waiting to see if I would hear from Autumn again. Was this it?

We’ve been hit. We have red lights flashing all over the damage control console. Our lights are blinking on and off in here. Sparks are falling from the ceiling. Part of the ship has been blown apart and is opened to space. This is it, Slade. There’s more incoming weapons fire. Oh, we destroyed their last ship, but I think it’s too late.

Autumn went silent. Autumn? Autumn? Nothing. No response from her.

I opened my eyes. “Connor, do a long-range scan of the system. Do any ships show up on the scans?”

I closed my eyes again and focused on Autumn. Autumn. Autumn, are you there? Autumn?

There was still no reply. Yet I knew before Connor said anything. All ships had been destroyed. A tear slid from my eyes.

“No ships show on the scan, Captain,” Connor reported slowly.

I put my head in my hands. I should have acted faster. If we had made that move sooner, then less firepower would have hit the Trident. I sighed and took a deep breath. They could have survived. Autumn could have survived.

I ran my finger through my hair and took another deep breath. I’m sorry, Autumn.


Chapter Eighteen

I had never even met Autumn, but her death hung over me like a dark cloud. I kept thinking over and over that, if I had decided for us to leave a few minutes sooner, the Trident would have taken less weapons fire because two of the ships would have been chasing us.

The two Jatarian ships were still tailing us, and we were leading them to their deaths, right to a Morag task group that, by the time we got there, would be ready to eliminate them. My only problem was Jeffery. Would he interfere? If he did, he could cost us our lives. Even if I could get him not to communicate with the Morag ships, while they destroyed the Jatarian ships, we would still be stuck there for ninety minutes, while our hyperdrive charged. Would he try to get the Morag to rescue him?

I decided to have a conversation with him. He did contact the Trident and inform them he was in that system. I wanted to see his facial expressions as I asked him the questions, so this would be a conversation we had out loud.

I found him in the cafeteria with Eloise. I didn’t want her to be a part of the conversation at all. “Jeffery, could I speak with you?”

“Yes, of course. Pull up a seat.”

I looked at Eloise and then said, “Privately.”

He gave Eloise a look, and she got up and walked off. Not happily either. She made her feelings known in the death look she gave me, as she walked away.

I pulled up a chair and sat down. “We obviously left that system where we were making us a place to live. The Human Federation ship that had entered the system was destroyed by the Jatarians. I tried to help by leaving the system, as I knew some of the Jatarian ships would follow us. I was right. They did. Though unfortunately it wasn’t enough to save the Trident.”

Jeffery replied, “So now where are we going?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. We have these two Jatarian ships following us. When we drop from hyperspace, they will try to destroy us. Our best option is to use the Morag to destroy these Jatarian ships. That way we do not endanger any more Human lives.”

“Sounds like a great plan. Why are you telling me?” Jeffery asked.

“Because, when we get to the Morag system, I have to be in control of the Morag in order for them to destroy the two Jatarian ships following us. I’ve done it before. I can’t have you interfering. If you do, we will all die. So I’m asking you if I can trust you. If I can’t, I’ll put you to sleep for the duration of our time there,” I said.

Jeffery replied, “I won’t interfere with the battle.”

I smiled. “But you will afterward. Who has the stronger gift, Jeffrey? Me or you?”

Jeffery shifted in his chair. “You do.”

“Do you have experience controlling the Morag?” I asked.

“Why?”

“A few reasons. I may need someone to help me. Depending on how many Morag ships are present,” I said.

“I’ve never communicated with a Morag before.”

“Do you know their language?” I asked.

“I’ve studied it.”

“I’m surprised your father didn’t have you practicing that skill.”

“I’ve been away for the last five years.”

“That’s true.”

“What will we do after the Morag have taken care of the Jatarians?” Jeffery asked. “Will we return to the same system we were in to finish building?”

“No. We will not. I’m sure the Jatarians will return there, since they encountered a Human Federation warship. Plus the Federation will return there too.”

“Why would they?”

“They would return there because the Jatarians were spotted there. And also because you informed the Trident that you were nearby.”

Jeffery looked a little surprised. He obviously hadn’t expected me to know that. “Where will we go?”

“I have another location in mind. Don’t worry. It’s far from the Federation and the Morag.”

“How long until we get to the Morag system?” Jeffery asked.

“It’ll be a few days yet.”

“I will stay out of your way, Slade. I give you my word.”

“I’m not sure I can trust you with this. The safety of my crew is at stake here. I’ll give it some more thought.” I got up then to return to the Command Center.

I wrestled with the decision over the next few days. In the end, I decided it just wasn’t worth the risk. The price was too high if I was wrong. I was confident I could control the Morag over Jeffery, but I couldn’t risk it.

As we drew near to the system, we gave Jeffery and Eloise a special drink. It put them right to sleep. The medic would keep track of them. We would need at least three hours to be safe. Jeffery wouldn’t be happy with me, but I couldn’t afford to worry about him when I had to worry about controlling the Morag.

Back in the Command Center, I closed my eyes and reached out to the Morag task group in the next system. I first had to sift through each mind to find the commander’s. I was getting much better at that task than the first time I had attempted it. Once I located the commander, I informed him we were coming. A Human Federation ship will soon exit hyperspace. They are being followed by two Jatarian ships. You must protect the unarmed Human ship and destroy the two Jatarian ships. I also gave him the coordinates where we would exit hyperspace.

“Activate our energy shield immediately after we exit hyperspace. I’m sure the Jatarian ships will begin firing their weapons, once they exit hyperspace after us,” I ordered.

“Long-range scans are coming in, Captain. Twenty-five ships are in the system,” reported Connor.

“Are we sure they are Morag ships?” Cole asked.

“Yes. I’ve already communicated with their commander. He has his orders,” I replied.

Cole smiled. “I’m glad you’re our captain.”

“This will still be very dangerous. Those two Jatarian ships will be after us. We are their target.”

“Perhaps once they realize we are leading them into a trap, they won’t exit hyperspace in the system,” Cole commented.

“That could be, but, in my experience, the Jatarians are willing to sacrifice themselves to kill a Human ship. We must be prepared. If they don’t follow us into the Morag system, then we will remain on high alert until we can leave.”

“Nine minutes until we exit in the Morag system,” Bryce called out.

I hoped this worked out the way I had planned it. “Once we exit hyperspace, we need to maneuver the ship away from our exit point and try to put the Morag ships between us and the Jatarian ones. If we can, it would be wise to microjump out of the area. After such a long jump though, that might not be possible.”

We all waited with trepidation. The time passed quickly, and the queasiness in the pit of my stomach signaled we were exiting hyperspace.

Alarms immediately sounded, and red lights flashed. I knew it was only the Morag ships. Soon the computer would realize the ships were friendly, the icons would turn green, and the alarms would stop. I felt relieved when I saw the Morag warships on my screen.

We quickly moved to get into a better position. Would the Jatarian ships exit behind us?

The Command Center was eerily quiet, as we waited for the alarms to sound again. When one minute passed and then another, I began to wonder if perhaps they had decided not to follow us out of hyperspace after all. They had to realize that to exit hyperspace would mean certain death.

Ten minutes later there was still no sign of the Jatarians. I reached out to the Morag commander. It appears the Jatarians were too afraid to face the mighty Morag. Stay on alert for another twenty minutes, just in case.

“How’s the hyperdrive?” I asked.

“It’s charging. Eighty minutes to go,” Cole reported.

“Let’s stay on high alert for another ten minutes. After that we will continue to stay near the Morag task group, until we can leave the system. Let’s hope those Jatarian ships did not call in reinforcements.”

It wasn’t likely any reinforcements had been near enough to be a threat. At least I hoped not.

After an hour of waiting, we all began to relax. We even lowered our energy screen, so more power could be diverted to charge the hyperdrive.

We kept our ship near the Morag task group. I regularly reminded them to protect our ship, if the Jatarians showed up. I was confident now that the Jatarians would not be making an appearance in the system.

When the alarms started blaring, a chill ran down my spine. Could it be the Jatarians? “Connor, what do we have?”

“Jatarian ships exiting hyperspace,” Connor replied.

“Cole, activate our energy screen. How much longer do we have on the hyperdrive?”

“Twenty-five minutes, Captain,” Cole replied.

“How many ships?” I asked.

“Thirty and counting,” Connor replied.

The Morag were outnumbered. Were the two ships that had followed us in this group, or was this another group called in as backup?

I closed my eyes and focused on the Morag commander. He was already organizing his task group and preparing for battle. He had no fear, even though he was outnumbered.

I would leave the battle up to the Morag commander. He undoubtedly had partaken in many more battles than I had. I did remind him to protect the Human ship.

“Ship count?” I asked again.

“Thirty-seven Jatarian ships are in the system and inbound to our location,” Connor reported.

“Let’s hope our hyperdrive finishes charging, before those Jatarian ships destroy our shield of Morag warships,” I said.

A glance at the tactical displayed showed all the red threat icons headed toward the green ones. How long before they started firing their weapons? Would there be a negotiation?

“Graham, monitor the communications channels and watch for the two leaders to make contact with each other. I might need to interfere some more.”

“So far there is no chatter between the Morag and the Jatarians,” Graham reported.

“Good. Let’s hope it stays that way,” I replied.

The two groups continued to close the distance between them. The longer they waited to start bombarding each other with weapons fire, the better for us. I knew it wouldn’t last though.

“The Morag are firing, Captain,” Connor announced.

The viewscreen showed the ships beginning their battle. The Morag had moved into a wedge formation to help protect us. The Jatarians were in a straight line formation, three rows of twelve ships, with one waiting in the rear. Was that the leader’s ship?

Once the Morag fired their first shot, the Jatarians unleashed their wall of weapons fire on the Morag. Space was filled with explosions and carnage. A growing sense of fear filled the pit of my stomach.

So much destruction was going on that it was hard to tell who was winning. The tactical display showed icons swelling up and then disappearing.

The weapons fire was a constant barrage of death. I was glad that it didn’t yet involve any Humans. The Morag, what was left of them, were still doing a great job of protecting our ship. They shot down any weapons fire that was a threat to our ship.

“How much longer do we have?” I asked.

“Ten more minutes, Captain,” Cole replied.

I wasn’t sure we had that long. The number of green icons were dwindling faster than the red ones.

“What’s the ship count?” I asked.

“Twenty-five Jatarian ships and eleven Morag ships,” Connor reported.

I had a sinking feeling that this wouldn’t end well.

The fighting continued in its intensity. I sat forward in my chair, praying the Morag would hold out. At least for another ten minutes. That’s all we needed.

My gaze was glued to the viewscreen, watching the carnage unfold between the two enemies. Where had these Jatarian ships come from? Were there more? How far away were they?

More green icons disappeared from the tactical display. Large explosions lit up the viewscreens. When one Morag ship would disintegrate before us, another would take its place, blocking our ship from the enemy weapons fire.

I had grown used to seeing the Morag now as my ally and not my enemy. More my weapon than anything else. I would have been dead now multiple times, if not for the Morag.

Growing up in the Human Empire, the Morag were our mortal enemies. In the Federation they were more our guard dogs. We used them to keep us safe. I was thankful for the Morag. I wasn’t sure what would happen if anything ever happened to them. We wouldn’t have anything standing between us and the full might of the Jatarians. I hoped that never happened. We also had no clue as to what the full might of the Jatarian fleet could be. I hoped we never found out.

The Morag ships were dying in impressive displays of destruction. Would that soon be our fate as well? Had I tried to save the Trident only to seal the fate of my crew to a fiery death? What kind of captain was I?

I swallowed the bile rising in my throat. I took a deep breath to control myself. The Jatarians were losing ships too. The problem was that it would only take one of their ships to destroy us. “Ship count?” I asked.

“Twenty Jatarian ships and seven Morag ships,” Connor reported.

I was surprised the Jatarians didn’t use a few of their ships to start firing on us. Perhaps they knew our time would come soon enough. “How much longer on the hyperdrive?”

“Four more minutes, Captain,” Cole answered.

Four minutes. That’s all that stood between us and surviving. I stood up and ran my fingers through my hair. My heart pounded in my chest. I did my best to present a confident demeanor. I was the captain. I had gotten us into this mess, and I would hopefully get us out.

Three more minutes now. The timer was up on one of the viewscreens. The annihilation of the Morag task group was almost complete. The tactical display showed five Morag ships standing between us and the Jatarians.

A couple more Jatarian ships were consumed by multiple explosions, as the Morag’s weapons fire overloaded their energy shields and slammed into the hulls.

Even if we made it out of here alive, what would happen to the planet below? The Morag ships would be destroyed, leaving Jatarian ships in the system. Would the Jatarian ships harm the civilians on the planet? Had I brought death and destruction to this Morag planet too?

A lot weighed on my shoulders—although that may be short-lived, if we meet our end in the next couple minutes.

Two minutes. Four Morag ships left. I decided to reach out to the commander again. I listened to his thoughts. He was still confident that they would win. Why was he so confident?

One minute. “Prepare to enter hyperspace,” I ordered.

We all watched the timer. It was one of the longest minutes of my life. At least it seemed that way. As the last twenty seconds ticked down, alarms blared.

“Captain, I’ve got Morag ships exiting hyperspace,” Connor announced excitedly.

The timer had moved to zero. “Let’s get out of here.”

I sat down and felt an overwhelming sense of relief, as the queasiness in my stomach signaled to me that we had safely made our transition into hyperspace. We were safe.

“Did any ship follow us?” I asked Connor.

“Nothing is showing on the scans, Captain,” Connor answered.

“What about the long-range scans of that system? How many Morag ships showed up?” I asked.

“Twenty-five more Morag ships exited hyperspace. There are currently fourteen Jatarian ships and twenty-six Morag ships,” Connor replied.

“Keep those scans active. I would like to know that all the Jatarian ships have been destroyed.” Then at least I would know the civilians on the planet in the system would be safe. One less thing for me to lose sleep over at night.

I closed my eyes and focused on the Morag commander. Was he still alive? I was relieved when I realized he was. From his thoughts, I could follow the battle too. Morag wasn’t the easiest language to master, but I had a pretty good grasp of it.

When I opened my eyes, I searched the viewscreens, until I found the one with the long-range scans on it. The Jatarian ships were dwindling faster now than the Morag ones. I was confident the Jatarians would be eliminated.

Unfortunately we moved out of range before the battle concluded. At last count the Jatarians were down to six ships. I would wait a few more minutes and then check back in with the Morag commander.

In the meantime I tried to relax a little. I sat back in my chair and took a couple deep breaths. We had made it. “Bryce, how far are we from Elmania?” I asked.

“Four days, Captain,” Bryce replied.

I needed to let Kami know we were inbound. I focused on my gift and reached out to her. Hello, Kami.

How are things going, Slade?

We are headed your way. We are four days from your location. We have our special guests with us. A Federation warship ended up in the system, who Jeffery contacted and now his location has been shared, so we took that chance to leave.

What happened to the Federation warship? Kami asked.

The Jatarians destroyed it. Two Jatarian ships followed us. We lead them to the Morag.

Good. We will be ready, once you arrive. We will likely have you land at a different landing site, outside of the mountain. We have an auxiliary area where we will have you land. It’s closer to where we will house our guests.

Okay. I will check back in as we get closer.

Thanks for letting me know, Slade. Stay safe.

You too.

Now I needed to see if Jeffery was still asleep. I got up and said, “I’ll be right back. Connor, you are in charge while I’m gone.”

Once I made it to where Jeffery and Eloise were, I was relieved to see they were both still asleep. “How much longer will they be out?” I asked the medic.

“Likely another six hours or so.”

“Good. That will work nicely. Thank you.”

That was one less thing to worry about, at least for another six hours.

I sat down on the side of the corridor. I wanted to check on the Morag commander. I was pleased when I realized all the Jatarian ships had been eliminated.

On my way back to the Command Center, I stopped to grab a quick snack in the cafeteria. Summer and Captain Parker were relieved to hear we were now headed to Elmania.

When I returned to the Command Center, I let everyone know that all the Jatarian ships had been destroyed. We were all relieved.

We started our rotations, so we could all get some rest. I decided to take the first shift at command, since I didn’t think I could sleep right now anyway. I had too much on my mind.

I was worried about the growing Jatarian colony in the Dove Two system. Sooner or later it had to be dealt with. I hadn’t asked Colin lately the number of warships the Jatarians had staged there. I was worried that the longer we let them develop a stronghold there, the harder they would be to defeat. Perhaps it was time to call in the Morag.

Now was as good of a time as any to reach out to Colin. Things had settled down, and the Command Center was being run by only a few individuals. Hey, Colin.

How are things with Jeffery?

We had to leave where we were. A Federation warship happened upon the system. Jeffery informed them he was there, which was reported to the Federation. That ship was destroyed by the Jatarians. We took that time to make our escape. We led two Jatarian ships that followed us to a Morag system. They didn’t exit after us though. Within an hour of us arriving, a larger Jatarian task group arrived and annihilated the Morag task group. We got out of there just as another Morag task group arrived.

Wow, it sounds like you’ve had quite the adventure, Slade.

No one said this mission would be boring.

It’s been far from that, Colin said.

Yes, it has.

Where are you headed now?

Elmania. Kami is preparing a place to securely keep our guests.

Good. It’s highly unlikely the Federation would show up there.

That’s what I thought. I wanted to talk to you about the Jatarian colony in the Dove Two system. How much longer will we wait, until we have the Morag attack?

We’ve been debating that very question earlier today. We need it to happen before the Federation stumbles onto the system. It would be better for the Morag to attack the Jatarians than for the Federation to do it.

I agree. So what did you guys decide?

We didn’t. It’s still a debate.

I’m afraid, if you wait much longer, it will just be harder to destroy them. Or worse yet, what if we wait too long, and they attack the Federation itself?

Some people here are not concerned about the Federation, Slade.

They should be concerned about the loss of Human life.

I agree. We plan to meet again tomorrow to discuss the subject further.

Well, I vote for the sooner, the better.

I will pass on your sentiment.

Good.

How long do you intend to stay at Elmania? Colin asked.

I’m not sure. Long enough to see Jeffery and Eloise settled. It also depends on how things go in Falton Two, who takes the fall for this.

Yes, I’ve been keeping tabs on it myself.

How’s Amelia? I asked.

She’s doing fine. The Emperor is still accusing her of using us to take Jeffery.

That’s what I’ve heard.

He’s trying to rally support against Amelia.

To what purpose?

I’m not sure. She’s the head of the Federation, not him. He can’t have her removed.

There’s one way he can have her removed, by eliminating her.

That’s true, but she’s his only link to us and to Jeffery.

No, she’s not. Phoebe is there, I reminded him.

I hadn’t considered that. I am still concerned for Amelia, even more now that you mention that Phoebe is still a link to you.

Maybe it’s time for a little distraction for the Emperor.

What do you have in mind?

If the Emperor found out how close the Jatarians were to the Federation, that could keep his mind elsewhere.

You do have a good point there. How could that happen?

I don’t know. I’ll give it some thought.

What about that warship that had been following you? Colin asked.

That one was destroyed by the Jatarians.

Oh. That’s too bad. Well, think about it. I’m open to ideas.

I’ll let you know what I come up with.

Good. Stay safe, Slade.

You too, Colin.

Now I had something to occupy my mind and to distract me from the guilt I felt from the destruction of the Trident.


Chapter Nineteen

I spent the next few days thinking about the Jatarian situation at Dove Two. The Emperor needed a distraction from his anger at Amelia. What better way to distract him than with a war. Was the Federation ready for a war? Could they fight the Jatarians? The Emperor could still use the Morag to fight his battle for him. Either way, it would be a distraction for him.

Once we safely arrived at Elmania, Kami met us at the port. I let most of the crew exit the ship, before I got Jeffery and Eloise.

“So this is where we will live?” Eloise asked, as we exited the ship.

“Yes. It’s a beautiful place. I think you will like it.”

“Are there people here who would like to see us dead?” Jeffery asked.

“There could be. Refugees live here. People who were not happy with how they were treated in the Federation—or people who were accused of being rebels and sent to Lamothia to be eaten.”

Both Jeffery and Eloise stopped in their tracks. “What?”

“Did you not know what happens to people sent to the Lamothians?”

They both shook their heads. “I assumed they became slaves,” Jeffery replied.

“I’m afraid not. They are auctioned off to the highest bidder. Men, women, and children. Then the Lamothians consume them in their celebration feasts,” I explained.

Jeffery and Eloise both looked at me in shock. “Are you messing with us, Slade?”

“I’m afraid not. People from the Empire used to be brought there too. The ship I was on, when I left the Empire, was bound for Lamothia. We got off the ship on a space station and were sorted. Thankfully they could tell I had the gift. So I was saved from going down to the planet to die. Of course I didn’t know that at the time.”

“Who told you about this?” Jeffery asked.

“Colin.”

“Where is my uncle? Is he here?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“I was hoping to get to see him. Will he come here?”

“Possibly. Not anytime soon though.”

“So many of these people think my father was sending them to their deaths?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think he knows what happens to the people he sends there?”

“Yes, I do.”

“No wonder so many people think he’s a monster,” Jeffery said.

“And they think you’re just like him—or following in his footsteps anyway.”

Jeffery stopped in his tracks again. “Do people really think that?”

“Yes. And that you tried to have your own brother killed. Jeffery, most people believe you are just like your father.”

“Do you?”

I paused and looked Jeffery in the eyes. “I’m still deciding. I want to give you the benefit of the doubt, but it’s hard. I have enjoyed getting to know you better. The guy I’ve gotten to know isn’t anything like his father. However, I’m not naive enough to not consider the fact that you may just be playing me to get what you want.”

Kami walked over about then, so I made the introductions.

“Welcome to Elmania. We have set up a nice place for the two of you to stay,” Kami said. “Please follow me this way.”

We fell in step behind Kami. Eloise walked next to Kami. I quickly reminded Kami through our gift to be careful with what she said to Eloise.

“Are we prisoners here?” Jeffery asked quietly.

“Well, you can’t leave. I’m not sure what setup Kami has for you. I’m sure it’s nice. I spent years living here myself.”

“But this is not where you live now?”

“No. Mostly I like to be on a ship, but, depending on the Jatarians, we are very careful of our movements.”

“Do you live in the same place as Colin?”

“Sometimes. Not recently though.”

“Do you have a family, Slade?”

“No, I don’t. I have my crew. They are very much like my family.”

“But you don’t have a wife and children?”

“No. Why?”

“My father would see you as more of a threat, if you did.”

“I’m not a threat to your father, Jeffery. I have no interest in leading the Federation, nor have I ever.”

“I know that’s what you’ve always said.”

“It is true. I ran away from the Human Empire so I wouldn’t have to lead it someday. If I had wanted to lead, I would have stayed there. Instead I got on an alien ship and headed to what we all thought was a better life in the Confederation. What we didn’t know was most of the people on that ship ended up as food for the Lamothians.”

“What’s the Human Empire really like?” Jeffery asked.

“It’s not as advanced as the Human Federation. We’ve had the Confederation monitoring us and suppressing our technological advancements. For most of my childhood we had to produce various goods for the Confederation. We had a quota to meet. If that quota wasn’t met, the Confederation would make examples of that planet by bombing the surface. Killing thousands.”

“So the Empire is basically slaves to the Confederation.”

“For a time. Not anymore. The Confederation is leaving the Empire alone, as long as we are not a threat to them.”

“You mentioned multiple planets. How many are in the Empire?”

I began to wonder why Jeffery was asking so many questions about the Empire. I was hesitant to give him an answer. “As far as I know, the Empire has many more planets than the Federation, with a much larger overall population. I’m not sure how many planets are now a part of the Empire. My father dreamed of making it to over one thousand worlds.”

Jeffery was obviously shocked. “And your father rules all these planets?”

“Yes, and my mother. Your mother’s twin sister.”

“Do you think one day the Empire will attack the Federation to gain more planets?”

“No. My father doesn’t even know the Federation exists. It’s inside the Confederation, which the Empire does not enter. Plus he would never wage war on other Humans. The planets that decide to join the Empire do not do it under threat. It’s because they can benefit from it.”

“What you are telling me and what I’ve been taught growing up are very different.”

“I know, and I don’t know why.”

“Maybe because my father assumes everyone is a threat.”

“Perhaps. Or that’s what he was taught too.”

“That could be it.”

“So are you and Eloise thinking about starting your family soon?”

“I’m not sure. It’s my duty to produce an heir. My brother hasn’t yet.”

“That may be due to his injuries and the fact that he’s paralyzed,” I said pointedly.

Jeffery sighed heavily. “I did hear he’s starting to get a little better and walking some. So I guess his paralysis is not permanent.”

I looked a Jeffery carefully. “It will still affect him for the rest of his life.”

“Here we are,” Kami said.

The house looked like a nice residence. It was hidden in the trees, of course, but it was on the ground. No fence was around it to keep them in. It did not look like a prison.

“Will this place be safe for us?” Jeffery asked.

“Yes, of course,” Kami replied.

“Let’s go have a look.” I walked to the front door and walked inside. It was nicely furnished and had a couple bedrooms.

“Slade, do you think Howard would be willing to stick around as our security guard?” Jeffery asked.

“No one will harm you here,” Kami stated.

“Are you sure? I am the Emperor’s son. I even look like him.”

“No one will treat you badly here. I’m not saying people will trust you, but no one will harm you,” Kami said.

“What will we do here? Will we have jobs?” Eloise asked, with disdain.

“If you would like a job, you may have one. Your meals will be provided. We have a cafeteria. I will show you to it, after you’ve seen your home,” Kami stated.

“What type of jobs would be available for me? I can’t just sit around and do nothing,” Jeffery said. “I don’t expect there to be much entertainment around here.”

“We do have some entertainment, although I’m sure it’s not what you are used to. I will give you guys a few days to get settled, and then we will figure out a job for you.”

Jeffery nodded. “How long will you be sticking around, Slade?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied. “I will tell you before I leave.”

“Will you return?” Jeffery asked.

“Yes. I will make it a point to come visit you. Are you able to contact your parents from here?” I asked.

“I haven’t tried.”

“We brought some of your things from your house on Tyrus. We will have it brought here for you to unpack. I will also speak with Howard. If you would like, I’ll come back and walk with you to dinner later.”

“Why would you do that?” Eloise said rudely. “We don’t need you.”

Kami interjected, “Actually it would be helpful to be seen with Slade. He has helped rescue many of these people from certain death. They love him. It would do you both good to be seen with him.”

I could tell Eloise did not like that. “So you’re a hero, are you?” Eloise spat out. “Do you intend to lead this little rebellion against the Federation?”

“There is no rebellion, Eloise. Just people trying to live their lives peacefully. Most of these people here were sent to their deaths at Lamothia. We rescued them, and now they live here. These are people the Federation no longer valued or didn’t want. We’ve just given them a place to live,” I explained calmly.

“Criminals,” Eloise said rudely.

“I wouldn’t go calling them that to their faces,” I said.

“Why? They can’t harm me. I’m the future ruler of the Federation.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “This isn’t the Federation, Eloise. You’re just another family here. And I expect you will be treated as such. If you’re rude to the others living here, I would expect them not to treat you nicely. You get what you give, so to speak.”

Eloise’s expression was fuming now. I could practically see the smoke coming out of her ears.

“Jeffery, I want to go home.”

“You are home, Eloise,” I said. “At least for the foreseeable future.”

“When will we return?” Jeffery asked.

“I don’t know. We’ve gotten word of a very large Jatarian outpost near Federation space. It might be safer for you here, until they’ve been dealt with. Spreading out your family is not such a bad idea,” I answered.

“Does my father know about this Jatarian outpost?”

I shrugged. “I’m honestly not sure.” I also knew that, if the Emperor heard of it soon, it came from Jeffery. What if he really could communicate with his father? I needed to remind Kami to be careful of what information Eloise and Jeffery were exposed to.

However, I doubted Jeffery and Eloise would learn much here in the village. Most of the official personnel lived near the mountain, the ones who worked inside the mountain at least.

“Kami, where would Jeffery and Eloise go if the alarms sounded?” I asked.

“Alarms? Why would alarms sound?” Eloise asked apprehensively.

“If the Jatarians show up in the system. We always head underground if that happens. That way, if they scan the surface, they will not sense Humans on the surface,” Kami explained.

“And what if they did?” Eloise questioned.

“They would destroy the area. And keep doing so until no Humans showed up on their scans.”

Eloise didn’t look like she enjoyed the sound of that.

“How far away is this bunker?” I asked.

Kami smiled. “We have one right behind the house here.” Kami indicated for us to follow her. “A small bunker is here. You just lift this handle and go inside.”

We followed her inside. I was pretty impressed with it. It was small but didn’t just look like a hole in the ground. It had furnishings and looked like a small home.

I turned to look at Jeffery and Eloise. Eloise said, “You expect me to get in here?”

“Unless you would rather die,” I said directly, “which I’m sure can be arranged. You will not endanger the lives of all the people who live here. If you do, you will be dealt with. I would happily drop you off alone on some deserted planet to fend for yourself. I know where plenty of them are, or I could take you to your parents. I’m sure they would be happy to see you.”

Eloise was obviously shocked at my directness.

I continued. “I think, Eloise, that you are forgetting your position here. Many just wanted you two dead. I didn’t want that to happen and proposed a different approach. If, for some reason, my plan does not go well, the other plan will fall into place. I’m trying to keep that from happening. Contrary to what you may think, I am not in charge here at Elmania. So I suggest you, Eloise, take a lesson from your husband and be on your best behavior and stop acting like a spoiled entitled brat.”

Eloise’s face showed her shock at my directness.

I turned to go. “I will come meet you for dinner at six. I believe a clock is on the wall inside that will let you know the local time. Your possessions will arrive shortly.”

Kami followed me out. As we walked back toward the ship, Kami said, “Well done, Slade. You put her in her place and told her where she stood. I couldn’t have done it better myself.”

“How exactly do you intend to monitor them?” I asked.

“There’s nowhere for them to go. I do have many citizens who live nearby who will keep a watch on them. Do you think Howard will want to stay here?” Kami asked.

“I’m not sure. We can ask. Perhaps if we moved his family here, that would help. I’ll talk to him and see where he stands.”

After seeing to a few things on the ship, I headed up to the mountain to meet with the Elmania leadership. I was curious to know how the striker attack ships were coming along, also how the training of the pilots was going.

The meeting was ready to begin when I arrived. No new faces were in the room. I had lived and worked with all these people.

Kami started the meeting, and, after a few updates, including a long discussion about Jeffery and Eloise, Kami asked, “What questions do you have for us, Slade?”

“I would like an update on the striker attack ships production and the training of the crews. We’ve ran into Jatarians again, and I’m growing more concerned that the Jatarians are preparing for something. I doubt that it’s to attack any of our locations, but I want to be prepared either way.”

“Do you think we could ward off an attack with the strikers?” Kyle asked.

“From what I’ve seen of the Jatarians, their weapons are designed to hit large ships. I think they would have a hard time targeting and shooting down the strikers. However, it would take a lot of rounds from the strikers to take down even one of their ships. I think, given enough of the small ships, we could take down a Jatarian threat. The problem is that they would just return with more reinforcements. Eventually they would bring enough to enable them to get to the planet. I would say the best strategy is still to hide. If forced to fight, we could,” I said.

“But it would result eventually in the destruction of our home here,” Kami added.

“Yes, I believe so,” I replied.

Kyle leaned forward. “You are the only one at this table who has seen the Jatarians in action, Slade. We value anything you can tell us about their ships and weaponry,” Kyle said.

“I believe we have video of part of the battle between the Jatarians and the Federation warship Trident. We also have footage of the Jatarians and the Morag from the last system we were in,” I stated.

“We would like to get a copy of that, so we can study it. It would be wise to know our opponents,” Kyle said.

“Oh, another thing. One of my crew members mentioned that the Federation is working to develop stealthed ships. Do we have any intelligence on this? This could be dangerous to all our settlements. If we didn’t know a Federation ship was in the system, we wouldn’t know to ground all ships from leaving our bases. This could be disastrous for us,” I explained.

Alex replied, “We have a few guys on the inside of that project. We hope to develop the same technology, with the help of those who are currently working on the project for the Federation. We think that, with the smaller size of our striker ships, they would be easier to tweak and to turn into stealthed ships. We’ve already been working on one.”

“I’m more than relieved to know you guys are already working on this. So do we have any timetable for when the Federation will begin using these ships?” I asked.

“By the end of the year,” Alex answered. “After this meeting I will show you our prototype.”

“That would be great. Thank you. What about the colony the Jatarians have established near Dove Two? Are we ready for them to be discovered?” I asked.

“There’s still debate over it. If the Morag deal with the Dove Two threat, they may discover our base there. If the Federation comes to eliminate the Jatarian threat, then the Federation may decide to develop a colony there,” Kami said.

“Surely the Federation would realize it’s not wise to develop a colony in a place where the Jatarians had one. I would assume the Jatarians would return there with more reinforcements. I know this particular Jatarian colony has grown tremendously over the last few years. Their warship presence is intimidating. However, that likely pales in comparison to what they have at their homeworld or their home system. Who knows how many colonies they have out there? They were able to respond fairly quickly to attack our ship in the Morag system. They must have more colonies nearby, I’m afraid.”

“That’s what we’re afraid of too. Our stealthed striker could scout out the areas around our systems to see where the Jatarians are,” Alex suggested.

“The sooner those are ready, the better,” I said.

“We will work more diligently on that project. I see the need for it. We need to develop the technology before or at the same time as the Federation. We also need to sense these stealthed ships, when they come to our systems. That’s an entirely different research project, which we will focus more on, once we’ve perfected the stealthed strikers,” Alex said. “We can’t learn to sense something we don’t know much about.”

“I’m glad we are making progress on the stealthed ships. How many strikers do we currently have finished and here on Elmania?” I asked.

“Currently three hundred here on Elmania. By the end of the year, we will have another one hundred. We can’t send any more to Dove Two at this point. So we are only supplying us and Dove One at present,” Kyle explained.

“What about crews? Do we have enough of those?”

“We are training more crews all the time. We do currently have enough to cover all our current ships. We’re hoping for a few more ships full of refugees, who can help us with the next round of finished ships.”

“Are any headed this way?” I asked.

Kami replied, “Yes. Rebel One will be here by the end of the week, with a group of refugees they saved from going to Lamothia.”

I hadn’t communicated with Hadassah lately. This was something I should have known. I felt a little guilty about it. “That’s good. Do you have places to house all of them?”

“Yes. That’s something we’ve tried to remain ahead of. Some will be housed here at the base, if they’re interested in what we have here. The rest will go to the village, where Jeffery and Eloise are being housed,” Kami explained.

“You must remember that Jeffery has a very strong gift. If the Morag show up here, or the Federation, he can communicate with them. However, I’m not sure how well he has learned the Morag language. He may be playing me though. Supposedly he cannot contact either one of his parents from the last system we planned to leave him in. This system is even further from Falton Two. His mother can still contact him. His father supposedly cannot. I am testing that theory though. I gave him a little information that I’m sure he will share with his father, if he can,” I said.

“What if he tells his mother, and she tells the Emperor?” Kyle asked.

“My aunt will tell me where she got the information from. I trust her.”

“Hopefully Jeffery cannot communicate with his father. We would be safer if he couldn’t,” Kyle said.

“I agree. That’s why I’m testing it. I can always move them, if we feel we need to.”

“So your aunt knows he’s with you then?” Kyle asked.

“She does now. She did not at first.”

“That’s why the Emperor is accusing her of being behind the disappearance?” Kami asked.

“As far as I know, the Emperor does not know Jeffery is with me. Only Amelia knows that. Unless Jeffery has communicated that information in other ways.”

We discussed various subjects for another hour, and then we adjourned. I was excited for Alex to show me how far they had come in developing the stealthed striker ships. I hoped to one day have the opportunity to fly in one. The thought of being able to explore other systems without being worried that the Jatarians or the Federation might find us sounded very attractive to me.

Alex showed me through the striker manufacturing area and then through another set of secured doors into his research lab area. He gave me an in-depth tour and explained many things. I will admit that much of it I didn’t understand, but I was thankful we had someone like him who did.

I was surprised at how much they already had done. I didn’t think it would be much longer before they were ready to fly. Currently Alex was building two of the stealthed striker ships.

“I would love to fly one of these ships, Alex. When they’re ready, do you already have crews in mind?”

Alex smiled. “After they’ve been thoroughly tested, and all the kinks worked out, we would be honored for you to fly one. You know the Jatarians better than anyone else. Plus you’ve been to more systems than anyone else too. You seem like the perfect candidate.”

“Put my name on the list.”

“Do you have any other suggestions?”

“Connor would be good to fly one. He would need someone on his small crew who was telepathic though, since he’s not.”

“Any suggestions?”

“Perhaps Cole. He’s new to my crew. One of the crew from the Pegasus, when we stole it. I kept him on for my crew for this particular mission. He’s done well. I trust him. He’s actually the one who told me about the Federation developing the stealthed ships.”

“I’d like to speak with Connor and Cole then. I assume you would have Bryce with you. Am I correct in that assumption?”

“Yes, you are.”

“We are still a few months away, but I’ll keep you informed on our progress.”

I smiled. “That sounds great.”

I could already see it now. Bryce and I exploring parts unknown. The strikers were small and not made to live on for an extended time, but oh what adventures we could have.


Chapter Twenty

I spent the next few days training on the simulators for the striker attack ships. It had been a while since I’d flown one, and I figured I might as well brush up on my skills, while I had the time.

When I had talked to Bryce, Connor, and Cole about what the future might have for us later in the year, they were all excited about it.

I had made a point of going to dinner each night with Jeffery and Eloise. Eloise was unhappy with the food and just about everything else that had been given to her. I could barely tolerate being around her. Jeffery on the other hand was pleasant to be around. I just couldn’t figure out what he saw in her. It was likely a political alliance, which now held no benefit, since her parents had been banished to Earth. I did remember Phoebe telling me that Jeffery and Eloise were very similar. I didn’t see it, which made me question Jeffery’s every move.

By the end of the week I was happy that Rebel One would be here soon and, on it, Hadassah. I had spent a considerable amount of time trying to decide if I should introduce her to Jeffery and Eloise. It was probably safer for her if I didn’t. I didn’t want Hadassah to be put in any danger.

When the time finally arrived for Rebel One to arrive, I found myself waiting in the mountain at the landing area. I couldn’t help but smile, when Rebel One made a perfect touchdown right where it should be.

Kami came to greet the guests. I joined her at the back ramp, as it was lowered. Hadassah stood at the top of the ramp. I breathed a sigh of relief. I hadn’t realized how much I had missed her.

Hadassah walked down the ramp and greeted Kami and me. “I brought you about two hundred refugees. I hope you have room for them.”

“We’ve been preparing for them,” Kami said.

“Did you run into any trouble?” I asked.

“Nope. Not anything we couldn’t handle.”

“Was the transport vessel being escorted by a warship?” I asked.

“No. I guess it was just the one time,” Hadassah replied.

It was likely due to that special prisoner I had found in the captain’s quarters. I’m glad we had intercepted that one.

The refugees began filing off the ship. Kami greeted them and welcomed them to Elmania. From there she helped take them to their new lodgings.

After Kami and the refugees had left, Hadassah said, “Slade, I need to show you something. I’ve received a message from Maro. He’s in trouble and needs our help.”

I quickly followed Hadassah on Rebel One to the Command Center.

“We received the message a couple days ago. No telling how long it took it to get to us.”

Hadassah put the message up on the large viewscreen at the front of the room. I smiled when I saw Maro. Yet his words sent a chill down my spine.

“Slade, Hadassah, my people need your help. We are being attacked by a hostile alien race. I’m guessing it’s those Jatarians you warned me about. I’m afraid they will destroy our planet. We have no defenses against them. Please come rescue our survivors. I don’t know how many that may be by the time you arrive. You are our only hope of survival. Please come quickly. I’ve attached the coordinates of my planet to this message. Please come,” Maro said.

I looked over at Hadassah. “We have to go.”

“I agree. I’m afraid our two ships won’t be enough. Do you think Kami would allow us to take another one?” Hadassah asked.

“I guess we can find out,” I replied. Kami would be busy for some time, getting the refugees settled. “Let’s see how far these coordinates are. I hope we won’t be too late.”

I quickly input the coordinates into the computer. Then we activated the holographic display to see where Maro’s homeworld was.

“Wow. That’s far. It will take us nearly two weeks to get there,” Hadassah said.

“I guess we better start getting supplies loaded and our crew gathered up. Plus we have to figure out where we can take the survivors,” I responded.

“If anyone is left to rescue,” Hadassah said. “We better get going, as soon as we can. It may be the difference between life and death for Maro and his people.”

“I’ll go speak with Kami and with Colin. You start organizing the supplies and the crews,” I said.

“Sounds like a plan,” Hadassah replied.

As I left the ship to look for Kami, I focused on my gift and contacted Colin. It didn’t take long for him to agree with the mission. We agreed that, even if it was not Humans who needed our help, we couldn’t ignore the call for help from a friend.

Once I found Kami and updated her on the situation, she agreed too. She coordinated the supplies, while we gathered our crew. She also asked if I would speak with Jeffery and Eloise.

That’s how I found myself knocking on the front door to Jeffery and Eloise’s house. When no one answered, I got a little concerned. Where could they be?

I closed my eyes and focused on Jeffery. I came to say goodbye. Where are you guys?

In the backyard. Come on around.

I breathed a sigh of relief. My mind had started to think of ways they could have escaped. I walked around the side of the house and through the gate. I found Jeffery and Eloise, sitting on the back porch.

“What are you two doing?” I asked curiously.

“A strange creature is up in that tree,” Eloise explained. “We’ve been watching it for a while now.”

I looked to where she indicated and spotted the little creature. I wasn’t sure what it was. I took a seat next to Jeffery and watched it for a few minutes. “I’m not sure what that is. It doesn’t look harmful though.”

“You said you were coming to say goodbye?” Jeffery asked.

“Yes. I have a new mission. A friend of mine is in trouble. The Jatarians are attacking his planet. He’s not Human. He’s a Gormanian. We found him on that moon we were on before. He had crash-landed there. We took him to the Doegee system to meet up with some of his fellow Gormanians. We are going to rescue any survivors,” I explained.

“Wow. That sounds exciting. Can we come?” Jeffery asked hopefully.

“I’m afraid not. We will need all our extra space for the survivors. Maybe next time you can come.”

“How long will you be gone?” Jeffrey asked.

“At least a month. It’s not close by.”

“Have you been to this area of space before?” Jeffery asked.

“No, I haven’t. Too bad I won’t have time to explore,” I said.

“When do you leave?”

“As soon as we can get our supplies loaded and our crews on board.”

“Good luck, Slade. We will see you when you get back,” Jeffery said. “Be careful out there. If the Jatarians have been there, they may have left ships in the system.”

“Perhaps, but I’m hoping not.”

“What would you do if they did?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure. Maybe call the Morag for help.” I got up from my chair. I had a lot to do. “I’ll check up on you every few days telepathically. I wouldn’t want you to worry about me,” I said, with a smirk.

Jeffery laughed. “Nope, I wouldn’t want that.”

As much as I hated to admit it, I would miss Jeffery. Not Eloise though. “I’ll see you when we get back.”

By the time I returned to the ships inside the mountain, most of the crew had arrived. We had moved the Spirit of Rebellion shortly after we had unloaded all of Jeffery and Eloise’s belongings. It was safer in the mountain, especially if the Jatarians visited the system.

We helped load the crates of supplies and began to get the ships ready to go. We would be taking three ships, Rebel One, Spirit of Rebellion, and Star One. The plan was to be underway in two hours.

After the two hours had passed, my crew was all at their stations and ready to go. All three ships had the coordinates. We slowly moved the three ships out of the mountain and up through the atmosphere.

The viewscreen currently focused on a view of Elmania. I took a deep breath. We would be back in a month. Surely Jeffery and Eloise could stay out of trouble for that long.

Once we were safely in hyperspace, we sent a message back to Maro. We wanted him to know that help was on its way. We hoped he would send us a confirmation message, but it might be a few days before that would happen, if it happened at all.

If the Jatarians were in the system, it might be too risky for Maro to send another message. If the Jatarians realized there were survivors, they may decide to hunt them down and to eliminate them.

The other possibility was that they might intercept our message and stick around for us to arrive. I shuddered when that thought crossed my mind. What would I do if Jatarian ships were in the system?

I pulled up the holographic display and examined how far away we were from the nearest Morag star system. It wasn’t close. The nearest was eight days away from Maro’s homeworld. It was an option though. An option that would take time to arrive.

We had a long trip ahead of us. Two weeks was how far away Maro’s system was. Hadassah and I agreed that we would stop after five days and let the hyperdrives rest. Our goal was to stop in an uninhabited system. We knew the Jatarians were in the area, so each stop would be dangerous. We also didn’t want one of the hyperdrives to malfunction out in the middle of unexplored space.

I wondered if Fritz and the Explorer had been in this area of space. I wasn’t sure where they were at the moment. It had been months since I had last spoken to Fritz. I would reach out to him, as we got closer to our first pit stop.

One thing that worried me was that this little trip might take me out of range of my gift, which meant that I may not be able to communicate with Amelia, Phoebe, or Colin. This would definitely be the farthest I’d ever been away from the Federation, ever since I had arrived all those years ago.

I wasn’t alone though. I had my crew. Hadassah and her crew were also with us. I hadn’t worked much with the captain of Star One, but Hadassah had. She trusted him, so I did too.

“Connor, let’s scan each of the systems as we go past. I would like to know what’s out there. See if we can find any other Jatarian strongholds,” I said.

“Have you guys explored this area?” Cole asked.

“No, we haven’t,” I replied.

Cole smiled. “So we are going where no other Human ship has been before?”

I shrugged. “Possibly. The Explorer is out here somewhere. I’m not sure where. That’s the original exploration ship a few of us served on.”

“I’ve heard of it. The original ones to find the Jatarians,” Cole said.

“That is true,” I confirmed. That mission seemed like a lifetime ago. I have learned so much since then about the Federation, my gift, and how to be a good captain, among other things. “We have a long trip ahead of us. Thank you all for being willing to come out on this mission. It’s a dangerous one.” I smiled. “I’m sure it won’t be boring. We always end up running into some excitement of one form another.”

Most of the command crew laughed at that.

Our trips never were mundane, that was for sure. I hoped that our luck would hold and that we would come away unscathed. “We have five days before our first stop. We will do six-hour shifts. We can keep the same groups as before. My group will take the first shift, then Connor’s, and then Augusta’s.”

I didn’t expect much of anything to happen over the next five days. The long-range scans would be the only information we would see. I had no doubt the crew would find ways to entertain themselves.

Bryce and I spent most of my six-hour shift looking at the holographic display. Who knew what was out here? How many new species could we find? Inhabitable planets were undoubtedly in many of these systems we would pass by. Maybe one day we would have the chance to explore them more closely.

We analyzed the best possible options for where we might take our first break. We would know more as we got closer.

The long-range scanner found no systems with ships during my shift. Eventually that would change. Would we end up close to the Jatarians’ homeworld? I doubted it, due to the fact that Maro had never had any run-ins with the Jatarians before. I figured, if Maro’s planet was near the Jatarians’ home planet, that he would have already known who they were and how aggressive and dangerous they were. No, either the Jatarians’ homeworld must be father out or in a different direction.

After Connor and his group came to take over the Command Center, Bryce and I headed to the cafeteria. Summer and Captain Parker had thankfully agreed to come along on this mission. They made some delicious food.

We filled our trays and found a place to sit. Summer came and sat with us. “Do you think we will make it in time to save Maro?”

“I hope so. Either way, we have to try,” I said.

“Do you think the Jatarians would destroy any of our Human planets or colonies, if found?” Summer asked worriedly.

“It’s likely. However, until recently, the Jatarians hadn’t faced one of the Federation’s warships. Now they have and know what they’re up against.”

“What do you think they’ll do next time?” Summer asked.

“Bring even more ships. As far as we know, the only Human colony they know of is the one in the Zenyan system. Let’s hope the Federation is fortifying their systems and preparing for an attack.”

“Are there Morag warships near the Federation?”

“Usually the Emperor keeps at least one within the range of his gift. That way he can call for them, if needed.”

“Will that be close enough, if the Jatarians attack without notice?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

“Will we always have to hide from this threat of the Jatarians?”

“Sometimes it’s easier to hide than to fight,” I replied.

“Maro told us that his people didn’t have warships and that they were a friendly race. Why would the Jatarians attack their planet? I don’t understand.”

“Hopefully Maro can fill us in, once we get there.”

“I hope he’s still alive. My grandfather and Maro got pretty close.”

“I know. Captain Parker and Maro had a lot in common. This food is delicious, Summer. Thank you for cooking for us.”

Summer smiled. “Thank you. I’ll let you guys go get some rest. I’m sure you’re tired.”

Bryce and I both agreed. I was tired. I hoped I could get some rest. Usually, when my mind was troubled, sleep was hard to come by.

-

The next few days went by without any troubles. We did find a few ships in some of the systems we passed. We made a note of it. It would be interesting to see if these systems had ships in them when we passed by again in a few weeks.

The time had finally arrived for us to make our first stop to let the hyperdrives rest and recharge. All of the command crew were at their stations. We were all nervous about the stop. We would be vulnerable, while we charged our hyperdrives. Rebel One was armed and could protect us to a certain extent.

We knew the Jatarians were more likely to be in this area of space, due to their attack on Maro’s planet. This was the main reason we were all a little apprehensive.

“Connor, are we near enough to run the scans of the system?” I asked.

“In five more minutes, Captain.”

I nodded. The explorer in me couldn’t wait to see what was in this next system, to see how many planets and moons were in the inhabitable zone. We wouldn’t have the time to explore any of them now, but we could make a note of it and return here again one day.

The last system we had passed by had been void of any ships, so I was hopeful this next one would be too.

Once the scans came in, Connor reported, “Captain, scans show no ships in the system.”

“Good. Let’s hope it stays that way,” I replied.

“Eight minutes until we exit hyperspace,” Bryce announced.

“Keep those scans activated. If something changes, I need to know quickly.”

The eight minutes flew by, and I held my breath, as we exited hyperspace. The scans showed no ships in the system, which had never been wrong, but it always worried me a little, until we were in the system.

Once in the system and the scans continued to show no ships, I breathed a sigh of relief. Now we had to wait for the hyperdrive to rest and recharge. Ideally we wanted to stay in the system for three hours, but, if trouble came along, we could shorten that to a minimum of ninety minutes.

“Let’s keep a close watch on all our systems on the ship. I want to confirm everything is working well. Also, Connor, let’s keep the scans active. If anything questionable shows up, I want to know—even if you think it’s only an asteroid.”

The viewscreen now showed a view of the system. We were in the far reaches of the system, but some of our scans could give us a little information about what the system held.

“Connor, what do we have in this system?” I asked.

“Two planets in the inhabitable zone, Captain, plus five moons.”

“Anything orbiting either of the planets?”

“Nothing shows up on our scans from here. An asteroid field is between here and there that could interfere with our more detailed scans,” Connor reported.

The viewscreen zoomed in closer to the inner part of the system. We were far out, so not much could be seen. The viewscreen focused on the system, while we let our hyperdrive rest and recharge.

I remained anxious. We were vulnerable, and I knew it. I tried to remain calm on the outside to project being cool and collected to my crew. I was their leader.

Hadassah contacted me with her gift. What do you say we do a little exploring, while we wait for our hyperdrives to charge?

You know me well, Hadassah. I would love to do that. Plus it will help keep our minds off the worry that a Jatarian ship will show up at any minute.

Oh, Slade, you’ve always been a worrier.

I know. I can’t help it.

How about we move in toward the center of this system and see what we can sense, once we are closer in?

Sounds great.

“Bryce, let’s move in closer to the center of the system. We might as well do a little exploring, while we have the time,” I said.

Our sublight drive wouldn’t get us to the planets in the inhabitable zone in three hours, but the closer we got, the more detailed scans we could make. We couldn’t afford to stay any longer than necessary. Every minute might be the difference between life and death for Maro and his people.

We all watched as the outermost planets grew larger on the viewscreen. The nearest one was a deep purple color. It was beautiful. I couldn’t help but smile. There was definitely incredible beauty in this galaxy. The dangers we faced were lessened by the beauty surrounding us, at least for now. Hopefully that peace would last.

“Captain, receiving a communication from Star One. They are repairing one of their systems. They hope to be finished by the time we are ready to leave the system,” Graham reported.

“Which system?” I asked, slightly concerned.

“Their sublight drive. It’s not working quite like it should, so they are working on it, while they have the chance,” Graham replied.

“Did they follow us toward this planet?”

Connor looked more closely at the tactical display. “No, Captain, they did not.”

“Is their sublight drive working at all?” I asked Graham.

“Yes, but not as well as it should. That’s why they are fixing it now. They don’t want to wait until it stops working altogether. They’re trying to fix the issue now, before it becomes a serious problem,” Graham reported.

“Okay. Let them know, if they need anything, we are here to help.”

“Message received,” Graham said.

I was trying to remember how old Star One was. The Oasis was an old ship when I served on it and had a few issues. Perhaps Star One was also an older ship.

Winston had taught me a lot in engineering, when I had served on the Explorer and the Oasis. I hoped that, if and when our ship ever had an issue, I would know how to fix it. I did have a solid group of guys in engineering, with Wyatt and Samson. That’s one thing I didn’t spend much time worrying about. “I guess we will keep exploring then. How much time do we have left?”

Cole replied, “Forty-five minutes until the hyperdrive is charged.”

“The engineers on Star One should have plenty of time then to get their issue fixed,” I replied.

We continued to explore the outer planet and its moons. It would take too long to reach the next planet. So we stuck to examining this one. We didn’t want to wander too far from Star One, if they needed our assistance.

After looking at the planet and its moons for another hour and a half, we moved away from the planet and back toward Star One.

“Captain, I’m getting a message from Star One, confirming they have finished their repairs and are ready to enter hyperspace, whenever we are,” Graham reported.

“That’s a relief. Let me check with Hadassah on how much longer she wants to wait,” I said.

I quickly connected with Hadassah and asked, How much longer do we want to wait?

Another half hour I think would be great.

All right. We’ll be ready.

I conveyed the message to the crew. I sat back in my chair and tried to relax. I felt like we’d been in this system long enough. I was ready to go.

The tactical display was up on one of the screens. I kept my gaze on it, willing no red icons to appear.

When the half hour had passed, Hadassah confirmed it was time to head out. To say I was relieved to feel that twinge in my stomach when we entered hyperspace would be an understatement.


Chapter Twenty-One

After entering hyperspace, I was ready for a break. It had been an anxious three-hour stop. I was glad our next stop was another five days away. It would give all of us time to rest.

We went back to our six-hour rotations and returned to our routines. On the fourth day, I was eating dinner in the cafeteria with Bryce and Captain Parker. Suddenly I felt that queasiness in the pit of my stomach that I usually have when we enter or exit hyperspace. I looked at Bryce in alarm. His face confirmed what I already knew. We had exited hyperspace. Why?

We both got up and ran to the Command Center. Connor was on duty, so I couldn’t connect with him, while I ran. I quickly typed in the code to get into the Command Center.

“What’s going on?” I asked, as I burst through the door.

Connor replied, “Star One suddenly dropped out of hyperspace. Rebel One followed, so I decided we should too.”

The rest of the crew had shown up and moved to their stations.

“Graham, find out what’s going on with Star One,” I ordered.

I quickly pulled up the holographic display to see where we were. “Connor, I assume, since our alarms aren’t sounding, this system is void of any ships. Am I right?”

“Yes. No ships show up in the system, Captain.”

“That’s a relief,” I replied.

“Captain, Star One reported they had a hyperdrive malfunction. They are working to discover the problem now,” Graham reported.

“Let’s hope they can get it fixed quickly. We will go ahead and charge our hyperdrive. I’m not sure how long we will be here. I hope it’s not longer than necessary,” I said.

I looked up at the viewscreen, currently showing the nearby system. The explorer in me wanted to know more about where we were. I couldn’t help it. It’s a part of who I am.

Another one of the smaller viewscreens showed Star One on the screen. “Connor, let’s scan the system and see what’s out there.”

Connor smiled. “I already did, Captain. One planet is in the inhabitable zone and its two moons. Nothing out of the ordinary seems to be orbiting the planet.”

“How many planets are in the system?”

“Five planets and thirteen moons,” Connor replied.

“I’d like to move in closer and see what we can learn, but it would probably be best to stick around and to see if Star One needs our help first,” I commented.

I paced back and forth behind my command chair. What if ships come while Star One made their repairs? What if they’re Jatarian ships? Do we leave Star One behind? I took a deep breath. I couldn’t let my mind wander to the worst-case scenario. “Graham, ask if they need help from any of our engineers.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“We have to remember that they can’t charge their hyperdrive until after they fix the problem. We may be here for a while.”

“Can we go explore then?” Connor asked.

“What if Star One needs help with their repairs? We have to stay nearby, until we know they don’t need us,” I replied.

“I’ve got an incoming communication from Rebel One. Captain Hadassah says we should go explore. They will remain near Star One in case they need assistance,” Graham reported, with a huge smile across his face.

I closed my eyes to communicate with Hadassah myself. Thank you.

I knew you wanted to go explore. I see no reason why you can’t. We might be here for a while.

You know me well. Just let us know if we need to be back over here.

I will. Have fun and enjoy.

Oh, we will.

I had a big smile on my face, as I opened my eyes. “Let’s go explore.”

Cheers and clapping erupted across the Command Center.

“Let’s move in with our sublight drive, until we have charged our hyperdrive more. We might do a microjump later to get us closer to the area we want to explore,” I said.

I was so excited to explore the system, while we waited for Star One to make their repairs. What would we find? My mind raced with the possibilities. Would we find a planet that we could one day settle on? Would we want to? With the Jatarians being in this area of space, it might be too dangerous. Plus we were nine days of hyperspace travel from Elmania, which was our farthest Human settlement from the Federation.

If the Federation ever discovered our settlements, a place like this would be perfect. It would be a long time before the Federation ventured out this far to set up a colony. An exploration ship might come along, but I happened to know the captain of that ship. It would be nice to have some options.

I was getting ahead of myself. The planet may already be inhabited. Was this place far enough away that Maro and his people could settle here? I would guess it’s too close to the Jatarians. What wasn’t though?

The Jatarians had been spotted in many systems nearer to the Federation. If they had also been the ones who had attacked Maro’s planet, then their reach was far. How powerful were the Jatarians? How vast was their controlled space? They were obviously expanding. What was their goal? Galaxy domination? Where would they stop? Better yet, who could stop them?

I was beginning to realize that the Jatarians were a much bigger threat than I had initially thought. I had assumed they were an aggressive race, similar to the Morag. The Morag’s area of space was quite large. Was the Jatarians’ larger? I shuddered at the thought. If the Jatarians’ military was larger than the Morag’s, who could stop them?

The information I had gathered to date pointed to the Jatarians and the Morag having clashes here and there, but nothing massive. Perhaps the Jatarians were testing their boundaries and seeing where the Morag and other races were weaker. Maybe determining their borders so the Jatarians could avoid conflict with the Morag, while the Jatarians grew their empire. Either way it didn’t bode well for the Human Federation.

Where was the Jatarians’ homeworld? Maybe once our new stealthed strikers were finished, we could come out here and figure out where the Jatarian homeworld was and how vast of an empire they had. I felt a cold chill run down my spine. It’s something we needed to get to the bottom of. We couldn’t keep putting our heads in the sand. A war was coming, and we needed to be prepared.

“Is everything okay, Captain?” Bryce asked.

I looked over at Bryce and smiled. “Sorry. I got lost in my own thoughts.” I needed to focus on the task at hand. I couldn’t worry about the Jatarians right now. Nothing I could do about it currently anyway. “Graham, keep checking with Star One periodically to see how their repairs are progressing,” I ordered.

“Yes, Captain.”

I sat back in my command chair and relaxed. Well, I tried to anyway. I watched the viewscreen, while the system’s planets grew slowly closer. What would we find?

An hour passed, and I decided our hyperdrive had charged enough that we could do a microjump closer to the area we really wanted to explore. I gave the order, and we made our short jump.

Now the planet was much more prominent on the viewscreens. I could barely contain my excitement. “Connor, run the more detailed scans, and let’s see what we’ve got here.”

I scooted forward in my chair in anticipation. The planet looked very favorable for supporting life. It looked remarkably similar to Dove Two. Landmasses and bodies of water were visible. It was daylight on this side of the planet. Not much else was visible with the naked eye. “Let’s orbit the planet, while we study it. We have plenty of time yet,” I said.

“Scans are coming in, Captain. I see signs of intelligent life down below, such as large cities and roads that connect them,” Connor reported.

Well, it wasn’t an uninhabited planet, but it would be interesting to see these inhabitants and how they lived. “Are they advanced or more primitive?” I asked.

“It appears more advanced. I’m getting indications of flying craft on the surface,” Connor replied.

“Let’s get a little closer and get a better view,” I said. We moved in closer and positioned our viewscreens to see the surface. Aircars and airtrains took the inhabitants to their destinations. I watched closely, trying to get a view of one of the inhabitants.

There was silence in the Command Center, while we looked to get a better view of the inhabitants.

“Captain, these are Humans,” Connor said.

“What?” I asked.

One of the aircars stopped, and two inhabitants got out. I could barely believe my eyes. This planet was inhabited by Humans. How was this possible? Where did they come from?

“Captain, we are receiving a communication from the surface,” Graham said slowly.

I looked over at him, wide-eyed. I cleared my throat and stood up. “Put it up on the screen.”

Soon a Human man appeared on the viewscreen. He looked a little shocked to see me.

“Greetings. My name is Jordan Linden. We have sensed your ship in orbit above our planet. We do not want any trouble.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Linden. My name is Slade Erickson. We had to drop from hyperspace to make a repair. We will be on our way as soon as the repair is made.”

“What brings you to our area of space?” Linden asked.

“We are headed to a system farther out to rescue some survivors from a planet that was attacked by Jatarians.” I didn’t want to reveal too much information. Were these Humans friend or foe?

“Who are these Jatarians, and why was this planet attacked?” Linden asked, in alarm.

“The Jatarians are a very aggressive race that we’ve recently come across. They seem to have a large warfleet that they use to destroy their enemies with. They’ve attacked one of our colonies multiple times. Fortunately, so far, we’ve fought them off.

“However, in our explorations a few years ago, we met our friend, Maro, whose civilization was recently attacked by the Jatarians. Maro had told us that his race was a peaceful race and traded with other races and that they didn’t have any warships. I’m not sure what happened. I’m hoping we will find out when we arrive. Maro contacted us for help in evacuating the survivors. That’s where we are headed,” I said.

“Is Maro a Human?” Linden asked.

“No, he’s a Gormanian.”

Linden looked thoughtful. “I believe a ship of theirs has come here in the past, looking to trade. We refrained. Where are you from?” Linden asked.

“I’m from a Human planet that is very far from here. In my travels I’ve come across many Human planets. I was not expecting to find one here. How do you keep yourselves safe from the Jatarians?” I asked.

“We have our ways,” Linden replied.

“Good. I’m relieved to hear it. Maro’s planet is still a good distance from here. Hopefully the Jatarians will not find your planet. It may help that you have no ships in the system to alert them of your presence,” I commented.

“Well, right now we have yours in the system,” Linden stated.

“Yes, that’s true. We intend to leave as soon as we are able.”

“How long do you think that will be?”

“I’m not sure. Perhaps another couple hours. Then we will be on our way,” I replied.

“Is your group of Humans trying to expand their area of space?” Linden asked.

“That depends on how you look at it. In a way I represent three different groups of Humans. Two of these groups are trying to expand their areas of space. The third is not. If what you’re asking me is if we will report our discovery of this planet inhabited by Humans, the answer is both yes and no. It will not be reported to either of the groups focused on expanding their territories. It will only be reported to the group not looking to expand our territories. We are more of a group who likes to stay hidden from view and from interference. I’m not sure that makes much sense.”

“A group of refugees who just want to live a better life,“ Linden said.

I stopped in my tracks. Was this man from the Empire? My heartbeat sped up, and my adrenaline began to flow. I smiled at him. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.” How could I get him to tell me if he’s from the Empire? What if Phoebe’s parents are here?

“Where are you originally from, young man?” Linden asked.

“A place far away. Were you born here on this planet?” I asked.

“Yes, I was.”

“I was born on a planet we called Golan Four. I left there when I was fifteen and ended up on a Human planet called Falton Two. Are either of these familiar to you?” I asked.

A look of recognition crossed Linden’s face briefly. He nodded his head. “We have had many Humans from that area of space come here.”

“You have? One of my best friends was separated from her family. We’ve been searching for them. Is it possible they could be here?” I asked hopefully.

“It is possible. Do you have a name?”

“James was the last name. They were from Golan Four too. They came on the same ship I did.”

“I will do some checking and be in contact with you before you leave the system.”

“Thank you, Mr. Linden.”

“Tell me more of this group of refugees who you know,” Linden said.

“It is mostly a group of people who were not happy with how they were treated. They wanted to leave their home and live someplace where they would be treated fairly.”

“They left this Falton Two, as you mentioned?”

“Some. Others came from other places. Some even as far as Golan Four.”

“Interesting. And now you are on a mission to rescue others who need your help? People who are not Humans?”

“Yes, that is correct.”

“I will look for the James family and get back to you soon. Will they know you?” Linden asked.

“It’s been many years. I think so, but I’m not sure.”

“Okay. Good luck with your repairs.”

The screen switched back to a view of the planet. “I want to know everything we can about the people on this planet. See what communications we can intercept. Are these Humans really peaceful, or are we missing something? If they have people here from the Empire, how did they get here? They must have ships. We need to look closer to see if they have defenses. It might not be obvious. Look more carefully than just the obvious places. How would you hide a defense system?”

Bryce nodded. “They obviously knew we were here. At what point was that? Plus they were able to communicate with us,” Bryce said.

“Connor, see if you can scan the moons and see if anything is on them. Maybe a secret military base or defensive system or anything,” I said.

I needed to let Hadassah know what was going on. Could these Humans intercept our ship-to-ship communications? Did they know we had three ships and not just one?

“Graham, try not to transmit any messages. Let’s assume the Humans on this planet are listening. I will use my gift to alert Hadassah of the situation.”

I closed my eyes and focused on my gift and on Hadassah.

Did you find anything interesting out there? Hadassah asked.

Yes. First off, stop using traditional communications and switch to telepathic only between our ships.

Okay. Let me tell my crew.

I waited for a few minutes for Hadassah to inform her crew and Star One’s.

So what did you find? Are we in danger? Hadassah asked.

I’m not sure. We found a planet with a Human settlement on it. Not a primitive one either. This one has aircars and airtrains. They were able to communicate with us. Which means, they sensed our ship. I’m not sure at what point they sensed us. I did my best to stick close to the truth but also to not reveal my ship wasn’t alone.

Wow. Where did these Humans come from?

I’m not sure. The man I spoke with mentioned a group of refugees who just wanted to live a better life, which made me think some may be from the Empire. I inquired about the James family. He’s checking now.

Okay. Be careful not to reveal where our worlds are specifically.

I won’t. I’m trying to be vague in my answers. I’m having my crew look for any sign of weapons technology or defensive technology.

Good idea. We need to know if we are in danger.

We’re working on that. I’ll keep you posted.

Be careful, Slade.

We are. How about Star One? How are their repairs coming along?

They’ve managed to make the repairs. Now they are charging their hyperdrive. I expect they will be ready to exit the system in an hour.

Okay. I’ll be careful not to escalate the situation over here.

They may have a warfleet hidden somewhere on the surface.

I know. We’re looking.

Stay safe.

I opened my eyes again. The viewscreen focused on the surface. “Any idea what the population of this place is?” I asked.

“Around four million. Most of the people live in and around that one main city,” Connor said.

“Are there mountains nearby that could conceal a military base?” I asked.

“A mountain range is here, but it’s over one hundred miles away,” Connor said.

“Do we see anything else that might house a military?” I asked.

“Do you think these people are a threat to us?” Augusta asked.

“I’m not sure yet. I want to know what we’re up against though, if they turn out to be. On the other hand, if they aren’t our enemies, I would like to hope they had a way to protect themselves from the Jatarians, when they eventually show up here,” I replied.

“Maybe that’s the secret,” Connor said. “To keep all ships out of the sky, unless absolutely necessary. This way you never bring the Jatarians to your system. Maro’s people had ships they used for trading. Likely numerous ships were in the system. The Jatarians passed by and saw the ships on their long-range scans. So they decided to check it out.”

“Then, just like the Federation and the Morag do, when they find advanced civilizations capable of hyperspace travel, they eliminate the potential of a future threat,” Bryce said.

I frowned. “So we’re thinking the Jatarians, the Morag, and the Federation are very similar in the way they treat other advanced civilizations? To prevent a future threat to their rule, they limit the advancement of other races? It doesn’t feel very good to be compared to the Jatarians, but I believe you are right. And that doesn’t set well with me,” I replied.

“We’re different though. We won’t report this system. The Federation and the Morag will never find out about this system, unless they happen on it themselves. We will keep it a secret. The Morag would, for sure, destroy them, since they are Humans—unless someone down there has the gift to protect them with,” Bryce said.

“The Federation would want to bring them under their control,” Connor said.

“And the Jatarians would kill them because they are Humans,” I added.

“What if the James family is here?” Augusta asked. “Then what?”

“I’m not sure. They may want to hear about their daughters. Surely they would want to see Phoebe,” I said.

“So they might come with us?” Connor asked.

“I don’t know. No need to jump to conclusions yet. They might not be here,” I said.

I really hoped they were. Phoebe would be so excited. Of course the James family would have a hard time living at Falton Two. I was getting ahead of myself though. What were the chances?

Half an hour later I had my answer.

“Captain, we are receiving another transmission from the surface,” Graham said.

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Then I stood up and nodded to Graham.

The screen switched to a view of Mr. Linden. “How are your repairs coming?”

“Good. The repairs are finished, and now we need only to finish charging our hyperdrives,” I answered.

Linden smiled. “I hope you have a safe journey to rescue your friend.”

“Thank you. I’m hopeful we won’t run into any Jatarian ships.”

“Is your ship armed?” Linden asked.

Dang. I walked myself right into that question. “No, our ship is not armed. It’s a transport vessel, made for transporting goods. If we ran into the Jatarians, we most likely wouldn’t make it out of there alive.”

“Hopefully they’ve left that area of space. Since they have finished their attack, surely there’s no reason to stay,” Linden said.

“I hope so, but then I worry they could be headed this direction. I fear for you and your people. Do you have a way to defend yourselves?” I asked.

Linden paused for a moment. “Yes, we do.”

I breathed an obvious sigh of relief. “That’s a relief. I’m glad to hear that.”

“As for the James family, Gordan and Carol James do live here. Is that the correct family?” Linden asked.

“I think so. I only ever called them Mr. and Mrs. James. Those names do sound right though,” I replied.

“They will be here shortly,” Linden said. “If it is them, then what?”

“I’d like to tell them about their daughters,” I replied.

Linden nodded and then looked to the side and motioned for someone to move toward the screen.

I looked over at Bryce. He would recognize them too.

Two people moved into view of the screen. My face lit up when I saw them. I had no doubt it was them. I glanced at Bryce to confirm. One look was all I needed to confirm it.

“Slade, I can’t believe it’s you,” Mr. James said.

Mrs. James said, “How are Charlotte and Phoebe?”

“They are good,” I replied. “I can’t wait to tell them that I’ve found you. I can’t tell them where, but I will tell them that you are alive and well. You are well, right?”

They both smiled. “Yes, we are. We are happy here. We’ve made a new life. We couldn’t ask for more.”

“I’m so relieved to hear you say that.”

“Would they want to come live here?” Mrs. James asked.

“I’m afraid they can’t. They both have families now.” I wanted to stick close to the truth.

“We are grandparents?” Mrs. James asked.

In a way they were. Charlotte would be passing Mathew off as her own. “Yes, you are.”

Tears began to streak down their faces. “I wish we could see them again, Slade.”

“Maybe someday you will have that chance,” I replied.

“You have given us so much peace, Slade, to know they are safe and happy. I’m glad to see you are living your dream as well. Are you captain of your ship?” Mr. James asked.

“Yes, sir, I am. Bryce is here too,” I replied, as I indicated for Bryce to move over, so he could be seen.

“Hello, Mr. and Mrs. James. It’s an honor to see you well. We’ve spent many hours worried for your safety,” Bryce said.

“We have too. I wish I could give you both a big hug,” Mrs. James said. “You both look well. Thank you for always watching out for our girls.”

“They’re like sisters to us, so it comes naturally,” Bryce replied.

“Do the two of you have families?” Mrs. James asked.

“I do,” Bryce replied. “I have a wife and a son.”

“Oh, congratulations, Bryce. What about you, Slade?”

“I do not have a family myself, but I am happy.”

“That’s wonderful to hear. Maybe, if you are in this area of space again, and you’re not in a hurry, you can come visit us,” Mr. James said.

“We would like that,” I replied. I wasn’t sure what Linden thought of it, as he had stepped off the screen.

“Well, we better let you go. I know you have somewhere to be,” Mr. James said.

“It was so good to see you guys,” I said. “Stay safe.”

“You too, Bryce and Slade,” Mrs. James said. “Please tell Charlotte and Phoebe we love them and miss them terribly. We hope to one day see them again in person.”

“We will.”

I was sad when they moved off the screen. It had been recorded though. I hoped I could show Phoebe one day.

Linden came back onto the screen. “I’m glad you were able to reconnect. I trust you will continue to keep our planet a secret.”

I nodded. “Yes, we will. It’s time for us to head back out, away from your planet. Stay safe.”

“Is there a way that we could get in touch with you, if we ever needed to?” Linden asked.

“Yes. My communications officer will send you the details.”

“Thank you, and good luck on your mission,” Linden stated.

“Thank you.”

The screen changed back to a view of the city down below. “Graham, send the details of how to communicate with us.”

Graham nodded.

“Let’s start heading back toward Rebel One and Star One,” I said. “I’ll check and see how much longer they need to have their hyperdrive fully charged.”

I closed my eyes and reached out to Hadassah. How close is Star One to being ready to go?

Fifteen more minutes, Hadassah replied.

We are headed back to your location.

Good. We plan to stop in a nearby system to charge our hyperdrives once more, before we jump to Maro’s system. That way we have more options, if there are any surprises.

Okay. That will still be risky.

I know. If any ships are in nearby systems, we won’t do that.

We can decide when we get closer. Will Star One make it another five days?

I hope so.

Me too.

I’m sure you have plenty to tell me about what happened at the planet.

Yes, I do.

I look forward to hearing all about it.

As soon as Star One was ready, we made the transition to hyperspace. We were safe for now.


Chapter Twenty-Two

I still couldn’t believe we had found Charlotte and Phoebe’s parents. It was totally by accident too. Or maybe it was meant to be. I spent most of the next five days thinking about the James family. I wished there was some way I could check on Charlotte. I was too far away to use my gift to communicate with her. Perhaps my mother would know if she was doing well. I would try to communicate with my mother the next time I was closer to the Federation. I knew, from where I was now, I wouldn’t have a chance.

Telling Phoebe I had found her parents weighed heavily on my mind. I had decided to wait until we were finished with this mission. Once we were back to Elmania, I would contact her with the good news. I wished I could tell her face-to-face, to see her expression when I told her that we had found her parents alive and well. I could imagine the pure joy that would cross her face. I couldn’t help but smile thinking about it. Telling her in person was not an option. I couldn’t return to Falton Two. It was too dangerous for me.

The more I thought about it, the more surprised I was that Mr. and Mrs. James hadn’t asked to be taken to their daughters. I guess I hadn’t exactly offered either. I didn’t want them to know Charlotte had gone back to the Empire and that I had lost touch with her. Also, if they knew the position Phoebe was in and that someone had tried to kill her husband, that would really worry them.

Maybe Mr. and Mrs. James were not allowed to leave. Perhaps something weird was going on there. I shook my head. I was letting my imagination run wild again.

I also checked in with Jeffery a couple times. According to him, he and Eloise were staying out of trouble and settling into their new home. I took his words with a grain of salt. Of course he wouldn’t tell me if they were up to no good.

To check his story, I checked in with Kami. How are our guests behaving? I asked.

They are doing well. Most people still try to avoid them. I’m not sure if that’ll ever change.

Probably not, and I can’t say that I blame them. His father is responsible for their desire to leave Falton Two. Or, in some instances, he sentenced them to their deaths by sending them to the Lamothians. Jeffery unfortunately looks very similar to his father. He’s a reminder to them of what they left behind.

Well, so far, it’s going just fine.

Good. I’m glad to hear it.

How are things with the mission?

We are almost to Maro’s system. A few more minutes and we will know if any ships are there.

What will you do if ships are in the system? Kami asked.

We will go somewhere nearby and recharge our hyperdrives. Then we will check back in another twelve hours. We will keep doing that until no ships are in the system.

What if the ships are Gormanian ships?

I’m sure the Jatarians destroyed them all, I replied.

They wouldn’t have destroyed the ones that were on their trade routes. Hopefully a large number of their trading vessels were out of the system at the time.

That would be great, but I’m afraid there’s no way for us to tell. If we sent out a message, and Jatarian ships intercepted it, they would know we were nearby. That would put us in extreme danger.

That’s true. You can’t take that risk.

No. We have to play it safe. I’m still hopeful no ships will be in the system, and then we can get there and rescue whoever is still alive.

Have you had any more communication from Maro?

No, I’m afraid not.

Hopefully you will find him and find him soon. Keep me posted, Slade.

I will, Kami. I’ll talk to you again soon.

I focused again on the viewscreen at the front of the room. We were twenty minutes away from Maro’s system. We had decided not to stop again. We couldn’t waste any more time. We had to get to Maro. His life may be hanging in the balance.

As we passed the systems leading up to Maro’s, no ships were present. Either the Jatarians were gone, or they were all still in the one system.

The closer we got to Maro’s system, the more nervous I became. What would we find when we arrived? Would a Jatarian warfleet be orbiting the system? What if there was one? What would we do? We would know one way or another in a few more minutes.

I rubbed my sweaty palms on my pants. What if the Jatarians were gone, and we couldn’t find Maro? Then what? Would his people come with us, without him there to tell them that we are friends?

So many what-ifs. No way I could prepare for them all. Hadassah and I had discussed a few of our options on the voyage, but a lot depended on what we found.

Bryce announced, “We are fifteen minutes from exiting hyperspace.”

“I’ll start running the long-range scans. Maybe it’ll pick up something,” Connor said.

I sat forward in my chair and ran my hands through my hair. I hoped we made it in time to save Maro, if we could even exit hyperspace.

We all waited silently for the scans to come in. It was so quiet in the Command Center, while we waited to hear if any ships were in the system. It would take an extra few minutes, since we weren’t quite close enough when Connor started the scans. I kept looking over at Connor, waiting for something to show up on the tactical display.

What would we find? Hundreds of ships? None? What if there were only a couple? How would we know if they were Jatarian ships? What if they were Gormanian ships, trying to rescue survivors?

“Captain, scans are coming in. The system is clear. No ships showed up on the scans,” Connor reported.

No ships in the system. I breathed a sigh of relief. One less thing to worry about.

I felt Hadassah trying to communicate with me.

Our scans showed no ships. What about yours? Hadassah asked.

Ours showed the same thing.

Good. I just wanted to confirm.

Let’s hope it stays that way. It will take us a considerable amount of time to rescue any survivors.

Yes, it will.

“Exiting hyperspace in five minutes,” Bryce called out.

I was ready to get there and to see Maro. I hoped we were in time to save him and his family.

Soon the familiar feeling in the pit of my stomach confirmed we were exiting hyperspace. My gaze moved to the tactical display now projected on one of the viewscreens at the front of the room. No icons showed on the screen.

The viewscreen zoomed in on a section of the system, where Maro’s planet was. Our ship was already headed in the direction of the planet. Once our hyperdrive had enough time to charge a little, we would do a microjump to get to the planet faster.

“Let’s start sending messages to the planet. Maybe by the time we arrive, we can pinpoint Maro’s location,” I said to Graham.

“What do you want the message to say?” Graham asked.

“We are here to help rescue survivors. We are friends of Maro. We are Human.”

“Sending message now,” Graham confirmed.

We all waited and watched the viewscreen. Were there any survivors? How bad was the surface of the planet? How much damage had the Jatarians done? What type of weapons did they use? Eventually all my questions would be answered, some of which I might have trouble forgetting.

After another half hour we made our microjump. Now the planet filled the screen. Smoke rose to the sky from multiple locations. Fires burned uncontrollably. The destruction on the surface was catastrophic. I wasn’t sure how anyone could survive this.

When had Maro sent his distress call? Was it during the attack or after? Was he even still alive? How could he be?

I sat back in my chair, as the scenes from the planet below made me realize how much of a threat the Jatarians really were. This just made it all more real. This is what the Jatarians would do to a Human planet, if they could.

How would we defend against something like this? The Federation was building their warfleet, but what about our rebel bases and villages? Was it better to try to defend or to hide and to hope the Jatarians would move on?

In the case of Dove Two, they were staying safe by hiding. It had worked well for years now. It seemed to me that was the easiest way to go, as long as it worked. What if a ship was in the system? There were so many what-ifs.

I would lose a lot of sleep, replaying these scenes in my mind. Would we one day face a future such as this? How could we prepare?

I was beginning to feel helpless, as we hadn’t heard anything from the planet below. Did anyone survive? Was Maro alive? Had we come all this way for nothing?

Finally Graham said, “Captain, I’m receiving a message from the surface.”

“What’s it say?” I asked, scooting up in my chair.

“It’s running through the translator now,” Graham responded.

We all looked at Graham, waiting for the message to be translated. Was it Maro? Could it be him? Was he really alive? I tried not to get my hopes up too much. The chances anyone had survived this was pretty slim.

“It’s Maro!” Graham said excitedly. “He’s alive. He has a large group of survivors who need evacuated. He expects the Jatarians to return anytime.”

“Let’s get his coordinates and head down. Tell him we need a headcount. We only have three ships,” I said.

I couldn’t believe it. Maro was alive! My heartbeat sped up, and the necessity to get the survivors off that dying planet burned within me. We had to do this quickly. Those survivors needed fresh air. I also knew many would need medical attention. For that reason, we had brought along our medic, Janet. Maro’s people were not Human, and our medic would have a more challenging time treating them, but it was better than nothing.

Soon, Bryce had the coordinates input into the navigation console. I felt a sense of urgency, since Maro was expecting the Jatarians to return. The tactical display still took up one of the smaller screens in the front of the room. I hoped it stayed empty. I found myself glancing at that screen multiple times a minute, trying to will it to stay clear of any ships.

“Maro’s message says he has about one thousand survivors with him,” Graham reported.

“That’s a lot. We might have to consolidate our rooms. There’s plenty of room in my quarters for more of the crew. Especially since we aren’t usually all on the same shift. Connor, Cole, Graham, Hayes, and Bryce can bunk in there with me. This place will have a ton of people. Maybe all us guys bunk in my quarters, and then we have the girls in another. That leaves the rest of the ship open for Maro’s people,” I said.

Hayes said, “I’ll start moving the stuff.”

Cole, Mariat, and Augusta went with him.

Would we have enough supplies to get us home and feed all those people? Maybe they had some supplies to bring on board. It would definitely be tight quarters with that many on board our three ships.

We were getting close enough to the surface now to see more of the destruction in more detail. It looked like a nightmare down below. The coordinates Maro had given us were farther out from the city. Perhaps this was why they had survived. They were removed from the main attack.

It appeared as if the Jatarians had destroyed all the cities. Smoke billowed up from areas all around. This place must have had a very large population before the attack. Now the population would have to leave their planet and start again somewhere new. Wherever that was, I hoped the Jatarians would never find them again.

On one hand, I couldn’t wait to hear Maro’s story about what had happened. On the other hand, what he had to say would likely cause me many sleepless nights.

“Do you see them?” Bryce asked.

“No. Do you?” I asked.

Suddenly a flare went up, showing us right where they were. “I saw that,” Bryce said, with a laugh.

It took a few more minutes to get all three ships down on the surface. Once we did, we opened the ramps and went out to find Maro.

It didn’t take long to find him. I was so relieved when I saw he was unharmed. He waved to greet us. I had grabbed the translator, as we’d left the ship. “Let’s split everyone between our three ships, Maro. If you have any supplies, bring them.”

Maro spoke to his people, and they all began loading their things and themselves into the ships. The smell of the city burning was overwhelming. I had no doubt it wasn’t healthy to breathe. The faster we could get out of here, the better.

It took about half an hour for everyone to get on the ships. Maro nodded to me and spoke, “That’s everyone.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“We’ve looked for survivors since the attack. This is all we found.”

“What about on the other side of the planet?” I asked.

“Your ships are full. There is no more room.”

“You’re right. We have a long journey. Let’s go,” I said.

The idea of leaving someone behind hung heavily on my shoulders. Maro was right though. We didn’t have any more room. Still it would haunt me for a long time to come. The idea that we may have left survivors behind only to die as this planet did. Nothing would survive here, not for a long time.

I followed Maro onto the ship. He stopped and turned around. I saw a tear slip from his eyes. He said something I couldn’t hear. I wasn’t meant to hear it. It wasn’t for me. He was saying goodbye to his home.

I choked back the tears that threatened to flow from my own eyes. I had to remain strong, for Maro and my crew.

The ship was jam-packed with people. It was a good thing Maro’s people were small. I hoped Summer and Captain Parker could make enough food for everyone.

Captain Parker stepped forward then to greet Maro. “Maro, I never thought I’d see you again, my friend. I wish it was under different circumstances, but I am glad to see you.”

Maro extended his hand to greet Parker. Then he hugged him. “It’s good to see you too, Parker. Thanks for coming to rescue me and my people.”

Maro turned to his people then and instructed them all to prepare to leave the system.

To us, Maro said, “We must leave quickly. The Jatarians could return at any time. This is the last of my people, and we must survive.”

“Maro, would you like to come to the Command Center with us?” I asked.

“Yes, I would.”

Parker came with us too. The rest of the command crew were already at their positions, when we arrived at the Command Center.

“Graham, are Rebel One and Star One ready to go?” I asked.

“Yes, they are, Captain,” Graham replied.

“Let’s go then.”

We began moving off the surface and through the atmosphere. The main viewscreen still showed a view of the planet below. It was such a devastating sight. I hoped Maro would remember his home as it was, not as he saw it now.

Soon after we reached space, our alarms sounded. I stood up and looked at the tactical display. “Connor, what do we have?” I asked.

“Two unidentified ships have just exited hyperspace near the farthest planet,” Connor replied.

“Are they Jatarian ships?” I asked.

“No, they aren’t,” Connor replied.

“Maro, could they be Gormanian ships?”

“May I try to communicate with them?” Maro asked.

“Yes, of course.”

As Maro moved to Graham’s console, I quickly updated Hadassah on what was going on.

Maro spoke something into the communications system. It wasn’t loud enough for me to hear. I hoped these were Gormanian ships. Perhaps they could search for more survivors. I hated the thought that we might be leaving someone behind.

Maybe they were a different type of Jatarian ship that we hadn’t come across yet. The tactical display still showed them as red threat icons. The alarms had been silenced, but the red lights continued to flash.

I imagined all our passengers were fearful of what was going on.

We could jump out of the system anytime now. If those were Jatarian ships, we wouldn’t be sticking around.

Maro turned around and said, “It’s two of our transport ships. They are here to help transport survivors. I’ve instructed them to search in the areas we did not. We’ve agreed to meet at our new colony location.”

“You have a new colony?” I asked, surprised. I had assumed we would take them back to Elmania with us.

“Yes, it’s less than a year old. It’s far from here, hopefully far enough away from the Jatarians that they will not destroy our new home. It’s ten days hyperspace travel from here. I will give you the coordinates. This is where we will start over.”

“I’m glad you already have a place to go, Maro. Are we ready then?” I asked.

Maro nodded.

“Bryce, input the coordinates Maro gave you, and let’s get out of here,” I ordered.

I hoped the two Gormanian ships were able to rescue more survivors, before the Jatarians returned.

Maro sat down. He seemed overwhelmed. “Are you okay, Maro? Do you want to talk about it?”

“No. I’m not ready. I can’t relive what happened right now. I must ensure my people are safe and comfortable,” Maro replied.

“What about your family?” I asked. “Did they survive the attack?” I prayed silently that they had. I couldn’t imagine how Maro would feel if they hadn’t.

“Yes, my family is alive. Soon I will introduce you to them. I have a son. We named him Parker,” Maro said, as he turned to look at Captain Parker.

Tears came to Parker’s eyes, as he said, “You named your son after me?”

Maro nodded. “Yes. You were a true inspiration to me when you guys rescued me from that moon, where I had crashed. Your stories of survival and perseverance have encouraged me many times since I last saw you.”

“I am honored by this, Maro. I truly am,” Captain Parker said.

“I wasn’t sure I would ever see you again. When I sent out that message for help, I had hoped you would come, but I wasn’t sure you would be able,” Maro explained.

“Nothing could have stopped me,” Parker replied.

“Thank you all again for coming to rescue us. No doubt that, without your help, many more of my people would have perished.”

“How big is this new colony?” I asked. I was hoping it was large enough to rebuild their civilization.

“It is very small. Only a couple thousand of my people live there,” Maro replied.

At least they had somewhere to go. “Were those transport ships from your new colony?”

“Yes. Thankfully they were not in our home system when the Jatarians arrived. If they had been, they would have been destroyed with the others.”

I had more questions, but the time to ask them wasn’t now. Maro needed to rest and to tend to the needs of his people.

Once in the safety of hyperspace, I went with Maro and Captain Parker to meet his family. We also needed to organize sleeping and eating arrangements. Summer and Parker would need help in the kitchen, a lot of it.

The smell of smoke hung heavy in the ship. Everyone would want the opportunity to shower and to wash their clothes. The scent clung to them. They needed a fresh start, and getting a nice shower would help to get that started. I thought it would also boost morale.

It was a bit claustrophobic, as we walked through the countless people milling about in the cargo area. Maro eventually lead us to his family.

“Please meet my wife, Aria, and my son, Parker,” Maro said, with pride.

We greeted them and met the rest of Maro’s extended family. I was so relieved they had made it through. Maro had been through so much. I was thankful he had the support of his family to help him get through this.

Shortly after that, I returned to the Command Center. We had a long journey to get to Maro’s new colony. With the ship so full of people, most of the crew would stay in the Command Center or my office and quarters. We had decided to make room for all of us in my quarters and office. Too many Gormanians needed to be rescued. Our comfort was not a high priority.

I took the first shift at command, since I knew, as soon as I laid my head down, the nightmares would come. I wasn’t ready for that, so instead I watched the viewscreens at the front of the Command Center and tried to keep my mind preoccupied with other thoughts, such as thoughts of Charlotte and Phoebe, back when we were all together at our school on Falton Two. Back when we had little to worry about, and our heads were full of dreams.


Chapter Twenty-Three

It took Maro a week before he was ready to talk about what had happened. Most of the command crew was in the Command Center at the time. Other than eating, either we stayed in our quarters or the Command Center. So many people were on the ship.

Captain Parker brought Maro to the Command Center. I knew, when I saw him walk in, that he was ready to talk.

I nodded to Graham, and he activated the translator, so, when Maro spoke, it would automatically translate to our language, so we could understand him.

Maro walked up to me and said, “I am ready to tell you my story. I feel compelled to tell you what happened, so that you can prepare your own people for what will happen, when the Jatarians find your planet.”

“We will prepare the best way that we can, although I’m not sure what the solution is. To fight or to hide?” I replied.

“I’m not sure what the solution is either. My people do not have warships, like the Jatarians. I don’t see how we can fight them. At least not fight them and win. I intend for my people to learn to hide, like you’ve mentioned your people do, whenever an unknown ship enters the system. Now that my people know what can happen if they don’t hide, I believe they will all be willing to do so. With a smaller population, it will also be easier to hide. Will you tell me more about how you hide from the unknown ships?” Maro asked.

“We build our villages in the trees and inside large caves in the mountains. When an unknown ship arrives to the system, everyone goes to the caves to hide. This way, if the surface is scanned, nothing will show up.

“We hide our ships in caves. Once we’ve entered the system, we make our way to the surface as quickly as possible. This keeps our ships in space a shorter length of time, and hopefully, when the Jatarians pass by, they’re less likely to see our ships on their long-range scans.

“We also don’t plant large gardens or fields that look like they’ve obviously been arranged that way. It makes growing food more complicated, but we strive to make the food look wild and natural, than planted in rows by category. We do have small gardens in the trees where we can get enough sun. However, we strive to ensure there’s no obvious signs of a civilization. This helps ensure we will not be discovered,” I explained.

Maro nodded. “These are all good philosophies for us to model our new colony on. Thank you, Slade, for giving me your knowledge. I hope it can save my people from another attack in the future.”

“Me too, Maro.”

Maro sighed heavily. “It was a normal day on our planet. Ships were coming and going. I work at the docks, helping to unload cargo that comes in. After my crash in our experimental ship, I was not deemed competent by the elders to fly another ship. I was devastated, but now that I think about it, that’s probably what helped save my life.

“We had just finished unloading one of the transport vessels. I heard the alarms going off inside the ship. I didn’t think much of it. After a few minutes the crew seemed on edge. I decided I would ask what was going on. One of the crew told me of an unknown group of ships in the system. My thoughts immediately worried that they may be Jatarian ships. When I had been on your ship before, you had warned me about them. So I immediately asked to speak to one of the command crew. I said I had knowledge of an aggressive alien race from my time in space.

“After a few minutes one of the crew members came out and asked me to come on board. I followed him to the Command Center. The captain wanted to know what I knew, and I told him everything you had said. He then showed me a video of the ships that were closing in on our planet. It looked like the Jatarian ships you had shown me on your ship. I remembered your warning. I feared for my planet and my people.

“I told the captain of that ship to get as many people on the ship as possible and get off the planet fast. To go to the new colony. The crew laughed at me and said I was crazy. No one would attack a civilization that was unarmed. So I said to send a ship out there to greet them and to see what happens then.

“The captain looked at me for a few minutes, I guess seeing if I would change my tune. I didn’t. I stuck to my story and kept pleading with him to load the ship and to make a run for it.

“I guess he decided to check my theory. He got on the comms and asked one of the ships in orbit, waiting to unload their cargo, to go intercept the incoming ships and see what they were doing in our system.

“He allowed me to remain in the Command Center to see what would happen. He was confident nothing would, and he would prove me wrong and then humiliate me.

“I watched in fear, as the transport vessel moved in to intercept the unknown ships headed toward our planet. As soon as the ship exited its microjump, the alien ship launched an array of weapons fire at it and destroyed it in one giant explosion. Everyone in the Command Center gasped and then looked around in fear.

“I said, ‘Get your families quick and leave. Go away from those ships. Get out of here and fill this ship up.’

“Then the captain asked if I wanted to get my family and come too. I knew I didn’t have time to get them and return. My family lived out in the country on the farm. I wouldn’t leave without them, and I also couldn’t hold up the ship. If they waited too long, they wouldn’t make it out of the system.

“I stayed in the Command Center while the others sent for their families and rounded up others to get on the ship. The other transport vessels were doing the same. I told the captain they had to leave before those alien ships had time to charge their hyperdrives. If they were followed, they wouldn’t reach the new colony or it would be destroyed too.

“‘You believe they will destroy our planet?’ the captain asked me.

“‘Yes, I do. They will attack the planet,’ I answered.

“The look of fear in his eyes shook me to my core. We both knew he had to leave at the designated time, whether or not his crew had returned. It was finally sinking in with him.

“Then he ordered another crew member to go get more people on the ship. He wanted it full. He realized that everyone he left behind would likely face their deaths soon.

“The captain got on the comm and ordered the other ships to do the same and gave them a time they had to leave. I was relieved he was taking the threat seriously. I hoped the others would too.

“As for the alien ships, they were still a few hours from reaching the planet. They were watching and waiting, waiting to see if we had warships that would come and challenge them. We had nothing. No way to protect our home from these invaders.

“Our leaders tried to contact them to see what they wanted from us. To see if we could trade with them or could meet their demands. They obviously had weapons, and we obviously didn’t. We were at a huge disadvantage.

“The Jatarians never responded. I don’t know if they didn’t know our language or if they didn’t care enough to respond to our inquiries. They only had twenty ships. Twenty. That’s it. It wasn’t even a large warfleet. Twenty ships. If our leaders hadn’t been so naive, then perhaps we could have had some warships to help defend our home against invaders.”

“Maro, even if your people would have had warships, and even if you could have destroyed those twenty ships, the Jatarians would just return with even more ships next time. We have no idea how large their fleet is. We’ve never even found their homeworld,” I said. I hated that Maro had these regrets and felt even a sliver of responsibility for what had happened.

“I know you are right, Slade. I have a hard time accepting that we couldn’t have done anything to save our people.”

“Look what you’ve done though, Maro. You called us for help. We’ve rescued just over one thousand of your people because of you. You did that. Your people now have hope to rebuild and to survive because of you,” I reiterated.

Maro looked down at the floor. “I stayed in that Command Center until the ship was ready to go. The captain asked me several times to come with them, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t leave my family.

“I walked out of the Command Center, knowing we had a few hours left, before they arrived at our planet. I was saddened as I walked out of the transport vessel. So many more could have fit on the ship. No one believed that danger was coming. We had no way to warn the citizens to evacuate the city.

“As I made my way back home, I wanted to scream at everyone I saw to run. To get out of the city. To find a place to hide. I knew they wouldn’t believe me. I might even get arrested for disturbing the peace. So I quickly made my way home to my family in silence.

“I took in my surroundings, knowing they would never be the same again. Then my thoughts wondered to where would I hide my family? Were we far enough out of town to be safe? Did we need to go farther? I didn’t know anything about what types of weapons the Jatarians would have or how far their blast radius would be. In the end I decided we better make our way to the cave system. I would rather be farther out than I needed to be, than not far enough.

“Once I got home, I quickly explained what was going on. My wife contacted all the neighbors, and soon we were packing the things I thought we might need. Water, food, blankets. We moved quickly. I kept looking at the time. I thought we had time to make it, as long as the Jatarians didn’t microjump. Why would they do that? There was nowhere we could go. No real place to hide.

“After loading up, we headed toward the caves. Our ancestors used them centuries ago. They were a heritage site now. I was thankful the roads were not busy. If the leaders had sounded an alarm, the roads would’ve been so congested that we couldn’t have gotten out. I felt guilty for being thankful the roads weren’t busy. My gain was someone else’s loss.

“I noticed our neighbors were packing up and headed out. I was relieved they had heeded my wife’s warning. We drove the two hours to the caves. Every vehicle I saw going toward the city, I wanted to stop and tell them to turn around. The guilt was heavy on my shoulders. It got heavier with each vehicle we passed.

“I kept looking up at the sky, expecting to see weapons fire raining down to the surface. Nothing was there, not yet. According to my estimate we had another hour yet, before the Jatarians would arrive above the planet.

“I hoped those transport vessels got away, but I had no way to know. I looked over at my wife. She had grabbed the communications device you had given me. I had a sliver of hope when I saw it. Maybe I could call for you to come rescue us, after the attack was over.

“Once we arrived at the caves, we pulled our vehicles inside. I went as deep as we could go. I then instructed Aria to stay with little Parker, while I went and guided others inside the cave.

“It was beginning to grow dark. The sun had already set. The light was fading fast. I guided a few more families into the cave. They had informed their friends and family, so we hoped more would arrive.

“Aria brought me the communications device. She thought I’d better make the request for help before the attack. I was still hopeful the attack wouldn’t happen. Perhaps I was overreacting. I decided to wait until the first bombs could be seen falling from the sky. By my calculations, that could be anytime.

“Many of us stayed outside the caves and watched. We waited for the impending end of our lives, as we had known it. Would we survive? Were we far enough out that we would be spared from the immediate aftermath of the attack? None of us had ever experienced anything like this. Our planet, as far as we knew, had never been attacked before. There were no stories passed down from the ancestors of this world.

“It was the middle of the night before I saw the first light falling from the sky. It looked like a star, falling to the surface. Yet it was followed by a massive explosion like I’d never seen or imagined before. A massive cloud erupted into the sky. The sky was lit up from all the other explosions that followed the first.

“I knew that now was the time to use the communications device to let you know what was happening and to please come help us. I hoped we would still be alive when you arrived. I also knew it was a great distance from your area of space to ours. I estimated it would take you at least three to four weeks to arrive—if you even received my plea for help.

“The realization that we were on our own for a month sunk in. I reevaluated all our supplies. I was confident we could last that long, if we were careful.

“The bombs continued to fall from the sky every half hour or so. Explosions lit up the sky. Devastation consumed us all. I shuddered at the thought of what the people in the cities were going through. Should I have done more? I kept telling myself I had done what I could.

“The bombs rained down all night. I knew the same thing was happening on the other side of the planet too. Would we survive the night? Would we ever see the sunrise again?

“Those of us, who sat at the mouth of the cave, sat in silence. We were each lost in our own thoughts.

“The air was getting thick with smoke. I wished the wind would blow it all out to sea, but the next day dawned calm. Only a small amount of light showed through the sky. Smoke, ash, and debris filled the sky. If it was this bad where we were, I couldn’t imagine how bad it must be closer to the city. Despair threatened to overwhelm me. I fought it though. I knew I needed to hold on to hope. I had to. If we were to survive, we had to have hope that a rescue would come.

“Once we started coughing and having trouble breathing, we retreated farther into the cave. The air there was still free of smoke. I wasn’t sure how much longer that would hold true.

“I looked at my family and all the others who had made it to the cave. Over the next few days, there might be survivors headed out of the more populated areas. They would need help, if the Jatarians stopped bombing the surface. I hadn’t heard any explosions in the last hour, but I didn’t know if they had stopped or had merely moved farther away, where I couldn’t hear it anymore.

“Even though the cave was free from smoke, you could still smell the smoke, a horrible burning smell. I could imagine the city flattened by the bomb, and then whatever else was left was consumed by the fires that burned in the aftermath. I was so glad I had gotten out of the city.

“I wondered what had happened to my home and our family farm. The air was too dense to even consider going to check on it. Perhaps in a week or two the smoke would clear. That’s what I had hoped anyway.

“Five days after the initial attack, people starting streaming in from other places. I don’t know what made them think of the caves, but that’s where they headed. Or maybe they were just headed away from the city and happened to pass by the caves.

“We took turns, watching for survivors. When we saw one, we would flag them down and would get them into the safety of the caves. We had food and water and clear air to breathe.

“I was worried we would run out of food and water before help could arrive. I had hoped that, if those transport vessels got away safely and made it to our new colony, they would return and look for survivors. Maybe they thought it wasn’t safe to return, or perhaps they were too scared of what they would find.”

I asked, “Were those two Gormanian ships that arrived as we left the system one of the ones from the initial evacuation?”

“No. They had heard of the attack and had come to look for survivors. They were not any of the ones that left in that initial evacuation. Maybe now that the others have come, they will send for more. I’m afraid that the Jatarians will return soon and destroy them though,” Maro said.

“What makes you think the Jatarians will return?” I asked.

“To finish the job. To ensure we are all dead. My guess is they will come back, after a sufficient time passes for the poisonous gases in the atmosphere to finish off the rest of us, those who didn’t die in the initial attacks.”

“I’m sorry this happened to you and your people, Maro,” I said.

“You tried to warn me.”

“You did what you could, Maro.”

“I know. I keep telling myself that. The survivors kept trickling in for two and a half weeks after the attack. Then they stopped coming. It was a terrible feeling the day we realized no more were coming.

“We debated taking a vehicle out to look for anyone who might be injured or had given up. In the end we decided against it. The roads were hard to see, with all of the smoke and ash filling the air. I was concerned you wouldn’t find us or land the ship with the atmosphere so full of smoke and ash.

“We were careful to keep the communication system off, until we thought you might be near. Then we would turn it on for an hour to see if we heard anything. Then we would turn it back off. We checked every six hours. We were afraid to send out any more messages, for fear the Jatarians were still nearby and might intercept it.

“We lived in fear the Jatarians would discover our hideout and would send a bomb to destroy us. We had no way of knowing whether the Jatarians remained above the planet or had already moved on to another planet.

“A few animals came by, and we got them to come to the cave too. We agreed not to eat them, unless we ran out of food. They had come there seeking refuge, not to be eaten when we got hungry.”

I knew everyone on board was wondering what had become of those animals, but I didn’t have the heart to ask. I didn’t remember seeing any, but they could still be in the caves. I turned my attention back to Maro’s story.

“We waited every day for more survivors. We finally decided we had to venture out in one of the vehicles. Three of us went. We took the largest vehicle we had, along with some water. The first day we headed west. West was toward the city. We found no survivors.

“The next day we headed east. We found a group of fifty survivors at a farmhouse and barn. They agreed to move to the caves in hopes of a rescue coming. It would be easier if we were all together in one location. It took us two days to move everyone and what supplies they had with them.

“We searched to the south after that. We came across various houses that had groups taking refuge together. We brought them to the caves.

“When we headed north we found the most survivors. Some were congregated in a school in a small village. We gathered supplies and brought the people back to the caves.

“Over the four weeks since the first attack, we managed to accumulate over one thousand survivors. Our cave was large enough to hold more. We even had ample supplies of food and water.

“We debated going farther out in our search for survivors. Our best bet was to go north. That’s the direction where we had found the most survivors. We felt the need to return to the cave every night. We sent out rescue parties every day, until we got the message from you, letting us know you had arrived in the system.

“Knowing the Jatarians were gone was a great relief to me. I hope that the other ships are able to find more survivors. The survivors are out there. They just have to be found,” Maro said.

“I’m glad you survived, Maro,” Captain Parker said. “You are the reason these people will live to tell their children and grandchildren about what happened here.”

“We have to figure out a way that this won’t happen again. I don’t want to live in fear. I can’t live like that.”

Parker patted his arm. “Maro, you have survived a lot in your life. You will figure this out. We will figure this out. We have to. If we don’t, it’s only a matter of time before this happens to us and the ones we love,” Parker added.

“When I saw your three ships landing near the cave, I couldn’t help but cry. They were tears of relief that help had arrived. We were getting off the planet that would kill us, if we stayed much longer.

“I worry about those left behind. Their time is running out. That air will kill them eventually. Or they’ll run out of food. Nothing will grow. The animals will die. Such a massive loss of life. I just can’t wrap my mind around it.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t,” I said. “Maybe you should focus on the future and what will need to happen, when you arrive at this new colony. Focusing on the future helps us not to dwell on a past we cannot change.”

Captain Parker added, “I agree, Maro. Enjoy your family and do the best you can to keep your new colony safe.”

“I will,” Maro replied. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come to rescue us. Thank you.”

I nodded. “Maro, we are glad we could come help. We’ve learned a lot from this too. We can’t continue to keep hiding and ignoring the increasing problem of the Jatarians. We had a run-in with some Jatarian ships above your moon not too long ago. It seems to me the Jatarians are expanding their territory. Why they are doing this, I don’t know,” I said.

“Maybe they’re destroying all potential threats. Once they’ve done that, they will go after the Morag and the Human Federation,” Parker suggested.

“Where does that leave us?” I asked.

“Alive,” Parker replied. “We let those who can fight this war—like the Morag and the Federation—fight it. We don’t have the ships to go up against the Jatarians, like they do. So we hide and let the others fight the battle for us. That’s all we can do.”

He was right. Not much we could do. Right now we could help Maro and his people. Eventually it might be us needing the help.

“I hope my people can remain safe and out of the path of the Jatarians,” Maro said. “Has there been any Jatarian activity in that area of space?”

I pulled up the holographic display. Maro’s new colony was not in an area we had explored. “I have no idea. We’ve not explored this area of space. Like I said before, we don’t know where the Jatarian homeworld is. We will keep our long-range scans active, as we pass each system. Hopefully your new colony is far from the Jatarians.”

“Will you stay long at our new colony?” Maro asked.

“We will stay a little while and help do what we can. We can’t stay gone too long from our own people though. We took three ships. We might be needed back home,” I explained.

“I will forever be grateful for your help,” Maro replied.

“We are forever grateful for your friendship, Maro,” Parker replied.

“Will you visit us?” Maro asked.

“If you want us to,” I said.

“I’m sure we can find something to trade. To make our paths cross,” Maro replied.

“I’m sure we can.”

“Do you have any weapons technology that would help us defend ourselves from the Jatarians?” Maro asked.

“I am not a weapons specialist, nor do I know much of anything about it. I will see what we can find out, Maro,” I answered.

“I want to feel safe. I’m not sure what the balance is between hiding and defending ourselves. Like you said before, the Jatarians will return with more ships if they are challenged. I’m at a loss as to what to do,” Maro admitted.

“We are too. It’s a hard balance to find. We don’t have armed ships to challenge even a small task group, like the one that came to your system. So instead we hide,” I said.

“I’m afraid that might be the best solution. If your civilization grows too large, it is so much harder to hide,” Maro observed.

“That is correct. That’s why we have multiple colonies on multiple planets in multiple systems. Our chance of survival is increased because of this,” I said.

“Of course, when we started that, it wasn’t to hide from the Jatarians but from our own kind,” Connor added.

“That’s true,” I replied. “Thank you for telling us your story of survival, Maro. It’s one we can learn from. One we can tell others of.”

“Thank you for listening,” Maro replied. “And thanks for coming to rescue us.”

Parker and Maro left the Command Center then. The rest of us worked in silence, deep in our own thoughts.

The thought consuming my mind was that something had to be done about the Jatarians and soon. The longer we let the threat grow, the more innocent lives were being lost.


Chapter Twenty-Four

As we neared Maro’s new home, we continued to scan all the systems leading up to his. Nothing unusual showed up in any of them. It made me feel much better about this new colony. At least the Jatarians weren’t actively searching this area. How much longer would that hold true?

Maro and Captain Parker came to the Command Center, as we neared his new system. “It’s almost time to run the long-range scans of the system,” I said.

Maro replied, “There may be ships in the system. We have transport vessels, remember?”

“You will need to talk with them about remaining on the surface until they are ready to leave. The Jatarians will scan the systems as they go. If no orbiting ships show up on their scans, the less likely they are to stop. Don’t give them a reason to stop,” I said.

“I may see if we can arrange for you to meet with whichever of our leaders remains. The ideas might come better if they are directly from you. Maybe then they will listen. I don’t think they will listen to me,” Maro said sadly.

“We would be honored to meet with your leaders,” I said.

“Once we exit hyperspace, I will send a communication to the colony. I don’t want them to be afraid of your ships. Many of the transport vessels would likely recognize the Human transport vessels, since a few have traded in the Doegee system. They would have seen Human trading vessels there,” Maro explained.

Graham indicated for Maro to go ahead and to take his seat. We didn’t want to alarm the new colony, especially this soon after losing their homeworld.

“Ten minutes to our exit from hyperspace,” Bryce called out.

“Let’s run the scans,” I ordered.

We all watched one of the viewscreens at the front of the room, waiting to see how many ships showed up on the scans.

“Captain, three ships are on the scans,” Connor reported.

“Maro, see if you can go ahead and communicate with one of those ships. Maybe we can alert them before we exit hyperspace,” I suggested.

Maro began creating his message. “Message sent. I will send another as soon as we exit hyperspace.”

I nodded. I hated the idea of scaring these people, who had already lost so much. We waited to see if Maro got a reply, but he didn’t.

A cold chill ran down my spine. What if those were Jatarian ships that had followed one of the transport vessels from their home system? Then what would we do?

I felt that familiar twinge in my stomach, as we exited hyperspace. It was too late to turn back now. I looked over at Connor, and he was already running scans. Alarms sounded. Red lights flashed. I held my breath, waiting for the confirmation that the ships were Gormanian and not Jatarian.

“Message sent,” Maro said. “Waiting on a reply.”

The viewscreens showed the system. One showed the ships, but they were very far away. Whose were they?

The air in the Command Center was tense, as we waited for a response from the ships. Finally Connor said, “The ships are Gormanian. They have been identified by our systems.”

The alarms stopped, and the red lights on the tactical display turned to green. I breathed a sigh of relief.

Maro said, “I’m getting a message back from one of the ships. They are happy we have arrived with the survivors. We are to proceed to the new colony.”

We all felt the rush of relief then. I knew I wasn’t alone in the thought that I was ready for this ship to have fewer passengers. It was unbelievably crowded. It had been a long ten days.

“Let’s allow our hyperdrive to charge a little, while we use our sublight drive to take us closer. Once we’ve got a good charge, we can do a microjump to get us there faster,” I said.

“I will prepare the survivors. Please let me know if you need anything from me,” Maro said.

After he left, I looked at Connor and said, “Scan the system. What do we have?”

“We have six planets. One is in the inhabited zone, and it has two moons that orbit it,” Connor replied.

“I hope the Jatarians don’t find this place,” I said.

Everyone nodded their agreement. I assumed most of the command crew were thinking the same thing as me. What if the Jatarians found our colonies?

I needed to have a serious talk with both Kami and Colin. Something had to be done about the Jatarians settling near Dove Two. Whether that help came from the Morag or the Federation, something had to be done. I guessed the help would come from the Morag, so the Federation didn’t discover our colony. Yet that wasn’t my decision to make.

Thinking of Dove Two and the Jatarians already there in the same system, I would need to check in with Amelia soon. See if Jeffery had leaked to his father the information I had given him.

“Our hyperdrive is charged enough to do a microjump,” Cole stated, interrupting my thoughts.

“Good, let’s do it. That faster we can get these survivors to their new home, the better,” I said.

When we exited hyperspace after our microjump, the planet was much easier to see. The three ships orbited the planet. That needed to be dealt with quickly. Those ships needed to be on the surface. I hoped that they would listen to Maro or even us. If not, perhaps I could persuade Maro and his family to come live on Elmania. They would be safer there. If the leadership wasn’t willing to listen to Maro, it was only a matter of time before this colony was destroyed too.

“Captain, I’ve received coordinates of where to land the ship,” Graham said.

“Good. Give them to Bryce, and we will make our way there,” I said.

A few minutes later, Bryce said, “It’ll take us three more hours to get there.”

I nodded. “Can we see anything more about the area where the coordinates are? Is it a hidden village or out in the open?”

“Let’s have a look,” Connor said.

We all looked intently at the screens, hoping that the village hadn’t been built out in the open. The entire area was covered in a blanket of white. “Snow,” I said. “It’s winter.” I had a sinking feeling. Winter was hard enough to survive, let alone with an extra influx of unexpected inhabitants.

Suddenly the ships in orbit made a lot more sense. It was more comfortable on the ship than on the surface. Would we convince them to land the ships?

The next few hours went quickly. We did have a couple crates full of supplies. While there were blankets and tarps and a few other supplies, it wasn’t enough for this many. At least it was better than nothing.

Maro came back to the Command Center, as we entered the atmosphere of the planet. “Maro, it’s winter down there.”

“I was afraid of that,” Maro replied.

“We have a couple crates on each ship full of supplies to leave you with, but I’m afraid it’s not enough for this many survivors,” I said.

“Let’s see what the situation is on the ground, before we get too worried,” Maro replied.

I applauded his positive outlook. I just wasn’t sure how this would go. What if some of the survivors refused to leave the ship, due to the conditions down below? Then what would we do?

When we touched down at the designated coordinates, I was hesitant to open the back ramp. I wasn’t ready for that cold air to fill the cargo area. These survivors weren’t prepared for it either.

“Should we exit the side door and see what the situation is out there?” I asked Maro.

“Yes, let’s do that. I will speak to my people on the ship and then join you at the side door.”

“Connor, Bryce, you two are with me.” We made our way out of the Command Center and to the side door. I could tell many of the survivors wanted off the ship. I didn’t blame them. I did too.

I found Maro and said, “Maybe tell them they can exit, but it has to be out the side door. I think, once they realize how cold it is, they’ll stop arguing.”

Maro made the announcement and then met us at the side door. I opened the door, and the cold air hit me. I was thankful I had the ship to return to.

When we walked down the side ramp, a small group of Gormanians met us on the surface. Maro greeted them.

I was handed a fur coat. I gladly accepted it and put it on. I was freezing. The warmth immediately enveloped me. I didn’t want to think about what animal this fur used to be on. I was also surprised that it fit. Maro’s people were much smaller than a Human.

A light snow fell from the sky, adding to the already blanketed ground. It was a beautiful sight to see.

The translator was around my neck. Maro spoke to the leaders quietly, before including us in the conversation.

“They have set up an area for the survivors in this cave just over here. We can begin unloading,” Maro explained.

I nodded back up to the door, where Hayes stood. The survivors began to trickle out. They were led to the mouth of the cave. It took a while, but eventually the last few survivors exited the ships.

Once all the survivors had gone, we quickly opened the back ramp and unloaded our crates. We shut all the ramps and doors as quickly as we could.

Bryce, Connor, and I followed Maro to the caves. I hoped it was a large one and had plenty of room for all these survivors. This first winter would be tough, but, after what they already had been through, at least they were safe.

We followed Maro and the leaders into the cave and down a corridor and then into a smaller room. Had they carved out all these areas?

I set the translator down in the middle, as we all sat on the ground. One of the Gormanians stood up and said, “Thank you for helping my people get off the planet and bringing them safely here. You will always be our friend. If you ever need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

I nodded. “Thank you. I wanted to speak with you about ways to help ensure an attack like what happened at your homeworld doesn’t happen again. A few things that we do to prevent the Jatarians from attacking us are we don’t allow any ships to orbit the planet. As soon as they exit hyperspace, they are to make their way quickly to the surface and land. This way, if a Jatarian ship happens to be going by the system, they will not sense any ships. They’re less likely to stop in the system and investigate that way.

“We also try to have places, like this cave, where we can hide if an unidentified ship exits in our systems. The surface scans won’t detect your people, if they are hidden in the caves. We also try to hide our ships in caves too.

“We build our villages in the trees, so they are not seen from above. We plant our crops randomly, so it doesn’t look like we purposely planted them. This way, from above, it just appears to be an uninhabited planet. Then there’s no need for the Jatarians to search further.”

It seemed like the Gormanian leadership was listening to my advice. I spoke with them for half an hour, before finishing up on ways they could perhaps prevent another attack.

“Thank you for sharing your knowledge. We are thankful for your friendship with Maro. Without it, these survivors would not have made it.”

“Is there anything more we can do for you before we leave?” I asked.

“No, you have done enough. We thank you.”

Maro stood then and shook hands with all the leaders. He walked us out of the cave and said, “I will speak with them some more, and then I will come say my goodbyes, if you can wait for me.”

“Maro, if this place won’t be safe for you and your family, you are more than welcome to come to our village and live. Even if it’s only temporarily,” I said.

“Thank you, Slade. I will return shortly, once I have spoken with the leaders.”

Bryce, Connor, and I got back on the ship. We took off our coats and left them by the door. I needed to ask Maro if he could keep those or if it would be rude to return the gift. I wasn’t sure what their cultural norms were. I didn’t want to offend anyone accidentally.

We waited in the Command Center, while Maro spoke with the leaders. I hoped for their sakes they would heed my warnings and would get those ships out of orbit. Or send them somewhere else.

An hour later Maro returned to the ship. He didn’t look happy.

“What’s wrong, Maro?” I asked.

“My elders are blaming me for not warning them of the Jatarians. My family is not allowed to live here,” Maro replied.

I was angry. Maro had tried to warn them, and they refused to listen. “Maro, this is not your fault. You did your best to warn them, and they did not listen. They are only looking for someone to blame, and they’ve decided it’s you. Please get your things and your family and come live with us at one of our villages. You will be welcomed there. Perhaps one day you can return here,” I said. “Plus you will be safe.”

Maro thought about it for a few minutes. “All my family?” he asked.

“Yes, all your family,” I replied. How many could there be? I looked over at Bryce. Did he think it was odd Maro had asked that. “How many of your family are here?”

“About twenty-two members. I’m not sure they will all be willing to go. The only ones not allowed to live here are my wife, my son, and me. I will speak with them. Please wait for us.”

“We won’t go anywhere without you, Maro,” I said.

Once Maro had left the ship, the crew all began talking about how terrible it was that Maro was being blamed. It seemed Maro and I had more in common than I thought. We both got blamed for things we had nothing to do with.

Captain Parker was brought up to speed. He was very upset. We all knew that Maro would not take this well. He had survived on his own for years on that moon, waiting for rescue. Then when he returned, he was deemed incompetent to fly again, due to the crash of his vessel on that moon. And now he’s being held responsible for an attack that he had nothing to do with.

I felt so much compassion for him. He had worked so hard for his people to be treated like this. I really wanted to have a word with these leaders again. If it weren’t for Maro, none of those one thousand people would be alive.

I guess it could be much worse. At least he wasn’t being executed or put in prison. I should be glad he was being allowed to go with us.

We waited another hour and then Maro and a group walked out of the cave. They carried their belongings. It wasn’t much, but it was theirs.

We quickly opened the back ramp and welcomed them back on the ship. “Thank you all for agreeing to come to our colony,” I said. I didn’t know how much Maro had said to them about why he was leaving.

Aria looked up and smiled at me. “Thank you for inviting us to come live on your planet for a while. I hear the conditions are much better there than they are here.”

I nodded. “Yes, that’s true. We look forward to having you.”

“We will have more room to be comfortable the rest of the way home,” Captain Parker said.

“Perhaps, if you would like to, Maro, we can see if you can help on one of our crews. We can always use good help and people who we trust,” I said. “I’m sure it can be arranged.”

Maro looked up, with hope shining in his eyes. “But I’m not a Human.”

“That makes no difference to us. We want people we trust, whether they are Human or not,” I said.

“I can’t believe it,” Maro said. “I have a chance to get back on a ship.”

“What will the rest of us do?” Aria asked.

“We will find a position for everyone in the village, if you want one,” I explained.

“Will we be accepted by your people?” Aria asked.

“Yes, you will.”

“Are there any others living there in your village that aren’t Human?” Aria asked.

“No, not right now. When we set out to come rescue you, we assumed we would be bringing all the survivors back to our planet. Our people have been preparing for this. They are excited to welcome you to our home,” I explained.

“Thank you, Slade, for all you have done for our family,” Aria said.

“It’s been an honor to know Maro and now to have had the privilege to meet his family. We are truly honored to have you here.”

Captain Parker said, “I will help you find quarters to be more comfortable on the rest of our voyage.”

Maro and his family followed Parker toward the crew’s quarters. The rest of us returned to the Command Center.

“I guess it’s time for us to get out of here,” I said. “Bryce, plot a course for Elmania.”

“Already on it,” Bryce replied.

The ship lifted off from the cold desolate planet. I hoped Maro’s civilization could make it through this dark time, through this harsh winter. I was glad they did have transport ships that could travel to other planets to get more needed supplies. What they had to trade, I didn’t know.

Once we reached space, we didn’t wait long to make our hyperspace jump. I didn’t want to be blamed for leading the Jatarians to the planet. If that happened, and I hoped it didn’t, that would be all on them.

I relaxed a little now that we were safely back in hyperspace. I needed to let Kami know we were bringing guests after all. It could wait a few minutes though. I needed a little time to process what had happened. “Bryce, how far are we from home?”

“About a week,” Bryce replied.

“Okay. I’ll head to my office. I need to contact Elmania and let them know we will have guests after all.”

I walked slowly to my office, enjoying the extra space, now that the survivors were gone. Once I got to my office, I sat in my chair and looked at the viewscreens on the wall. All was well.

I closed my eyes and focused on my gift. Hello, Kami.

Slade, it’s good to hear from you again. How are the survivors? Did you make it to their new colony?

Yes, we did. The elders of the Gormanians are placing the blame for the attack on Maro, since he knew of the Jatarians.

That doesn’t seem fair. Without him, those survivors would still be on their home planet and likely dead by now.

I agree. The good news is, they allowed Maro to come with us. He is bringing his family too. In total we have twenty-two who will need a new home.

We will have something ready for them, Slade. I am excited to meet Maro. I’ve heard so many stories about him.

Thank you, Kami.

How has Star One been? Any more trouble?

No, not since they made that repair on the hyperdrive. How are things going there?

Things are good.

And Jeffery and Eloise? Are they staying out of trouble?

They are, believe it or not. Would you like me to let them know you are on your way back?

No, I’ll talk to him myself. Thanks, Kami.

Okay. We will see you when you get here.

It was hard to believe Jeffery and Eloise were staying out of trouble. Just what were they up to? Were they playing the part, so that we stopped watching them so closely? Were they just biding their time and waiting for the right opportunity? I couldn’t let myself forget who his father was. Everyone who knew Jeffery well said he was just like his father. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. That mantra kept coming to mind. I would have to be careful around them, very careful.

I closed my eyes and reached out to Jeffery.

Slade, it’s good to hear from you. We’ve been worried about you.

Sorry I haven’t communicated. We’ve been busy.

How’d the rescue go? Did you make it in time to save your friend?

Yes, we did. Plus one thousand others.

That’s great news, Slade.

You should have seen it, Jeffery. The Jatarians destroyed every city on that planet. Every single one. And this alien race had no warships or any way to defend themselves or to ward off an attack.

They were sitting ducks.

They are a peaceful race, who traded with other races.

But one day they could develop into more, Jeffery said.

Not anytime soon. Now, however, that may change. Now they know what they have to lose and how vulnerable they are to attack.

Sounds like they may be a threat now.

Not to us. Only to the Jatarians. I think it would be better for us if they were allowed to develop weapons. They would be a first line of defense, before they got anywhere near the Federation.

That is something to think about.

I don’t expect them to develop weapons. They’ve never even tried before. They would be starting from nothing. They won’t be a threat to anyone for hundreds of years, would be my guess.

When will you be back?

We’ve been on our way for a few days now. We should be back by the end of the week. We’re bringing my friend and his family with us.

Why?

That way their entire race isn’t on one planet. If the Jatarians find them again, then at least their race wouldn’t be extinct.

I see. Well, I look forward to meeting your friend. Any friend of yours is a friend of mine.

We will see you in a few days, Jeffery.

I would need to sit down with Maro and his family and warn them about Jeffery and Eloise. They were not to be trusted.


Chapter Twenty-Five

The next few days were uneventful. We got to spend more time with Maro’s family and heard stories from them about growing up and what their lives had been like.

We told Maro stories of our adventures since we’d seen him last. All in all we had a great time on our way back to Elmania.

As we neared Elmania, Connor ran the long-range sensors. “Captain, I detect three ships in the system.”

We all looked around at each other. It was our policy to not leave ships in the system longer than necessary for this exact reason. Passing ships could sense them.

We waited a few more minutes and then ran the scans again. “They’re still there, Captain,” Connor reported.

“I will contact Kami and see what’s going on,” I said. I closed my eyes and focused on my gift. I reached out to Kami. Kami, why are there ships in the system?

They’re Jatarian ships. Do not exit hyperspace here, Slade.

I opened my eyes and said, “We are diverting to Dove One. Those are Jatarian ships.”

I closed my eyes to get more information from Kami. How long have they been in the system?

Not long, a couple hours maybe.

And everyone made it to the caves and bunkers?

Yes, as far as I know.

I will check with Jeffery. Are the Jatarian ships scanning any planets? I asked.

So far they have not. They are sitting on the outskirts of the system.

Let’s hope they don’t head in toward Elmania. Do I need to call in the Morag?

No. We discussed that option, but we feel that it’s better if the Jatarians just move on. If the Morag come and destroy them, the Jatarians may think they are protecting something here. We would rather they lose interest and move on.

That makes since. We will divert and head to Dove One. I will check back with you in an hour to get an update.

Stay safe, Slade.

You too.

When I opened my eyes, everyone was looking at me, with fear in their eyes. “Kami says the Jatarian ships have been there for a couple hours now, but they currently remain on the outskirts of the system. Everyone is in the mountain or the bunkers.”

“Even Jeffery and Eloise?” Connor asked.

“I’m about to check on that,” I replied.

I again focused on my gift and found Jeffery. I hear the alarms went off in the system.

We are in the bunker in our backyard.

It’s three Jatarian ships.

Are we in danger?

Not if you stay in the bunker. So far the Jatarians are sticking to the outskirts of the system. If they head in toward the planet, we will be more concerned. We’re hoping they lose interest and move on. If they scan the planet, then we will be more concerned.

Can you keep us posted on the situation, Slade? Jeffery asked.

Yes, I can. I will check in every hour.

Okay, thanks.

Stay safe and stay in that bunker, until they sound the all clear.

We will.

Good.

I opened my eyes back up and said, “Jeffery and Eloise are in their bunker.”

“That’s a surprise. I didn’t think Eloise would get in the bunker,” Bryce said.

“I had my doubts. That’s why I told him it was Jatarian ships. So he’d realize it was a serious threat,” I said.

“Surely he already tried to reach out and use his gift on them,” Bryce said.

“I’m sure he did.”

“What if the Morag happen to be nearby, and he manages to get them in the system and to Elmania? Do you think he could orchestrate his own rescue?” Bryce asked.

“I’m sure he could. He’s dangerous. There’s no safe place to keep them,” I said.

“Too bad you can’t take them to Colin,” Bryce said.

“Maybe once we have the stealthed ships we can,” I said.

“Moving them periodically wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Connor added.

“How long are we planning to keep them?” Bryce asked.

“I don’t know.” How long would it be for Amelia to ensure she was safe from the Emperor? With his plot to kill her, surely she could do something. Although having the Emperor as the head of the military would be important, until the Jatarians were defeated. He was powerful and could be a great asset in the coming war.

War. That’s what we were headed to. Sooner or later. The longer we let the Jatarians continue without challenging them, the more worlds they would destroy. How many would suffer because of that? How many civilizations were we condemning to death because of our inaction? I shook my head. I couldn’t think of this right now.

What I needed to do was let Anna know we were headed to Dove One. We had a few new citizens to find a place for. I thought Maro and his family would feel more comfortable at Dove One. Plus that was where we lived. My crew and I.

I needed to go inform Maro of the change of plans. They were expecting to exit hyperspace soon. Now it would be a little longer. Another couple days.

It didn’t take me long to find Maro and his family. They were with Captain Parker in the cafeteria.

“Are we almost there?” Parker asked.

“There’s been a change of plans. We are going on to Dove One instead. So it’ll be a couple more days, I’m afraid,” I replied.

“Why the change of plans?” Maro asked. “Did your people not want us there?”

“No, that’s not it. Three Jatarian ships are in that system. They are not moving in toward the planet. They’ve kept to the outskirts,” I explained.

“Jatarians are there?” Maro asked.

“Yes, I’m afraid so. Our people are all hidden in the mountains and bunkers we’ve built. Remember? We keep our villages hidden and ships on the surface. Hopefully the Jatarians will be on their way shortly. Dove One is actually where we all live. So now we will be neighbors. We have houses up in the trees, like the one you made on the moon, Maro.”

“It is quite the sight to see,” Parker said.

“Will there be a place for us?” Maro asked.

“You can use my home, until we’ve built yours. We will get right on it. Graham and Hayes have helped build many of the homes. They know what they’re doing,” I said.

“They will accept us there?” Maro asked Parker.

“Yes, they’ve all heard the stories of you and your moon. You’re like a legend there. They’ll be excited to meet you and your family,” Parker added in.

“Thank you for helping us find a home,” Maro said.

“I’m excited to have you with us, Maro,” I replied. “We all are. I’ve got to get back to the Command Center. I just wanted to let you know what was going on.”

“Thank you, Slade,” Maro said.

I smiled, as I walked back to the Command Center. I really liked having him around.

Once back in my command chair, I contacted Anna on Dove One. Hello, Anna. We are headed to Dove One.

How was your rescue mission?

It went well. We were able to save over one thousand survivors. We dropped off most of the survivors at their new colony they had started. Maro’s family is still with us. The leaders blamed him for not telling them about the Jatarians, which he did, but they just didn’t listen. Anyway he’s taking the blame and is not allowed to live at their new colony.

That’s ridiculous.

I know. So Maro and twenty-two of his family members are coming to live at Dove One. I wanted to give you a heads-up, so perhaps their new homes can start being prepared for.

Do you think they would like to help build them and have a say in their size? Anna asked.

Yes, that would be nice. They’re worried they won’t be welcome, since they are not Humans.

We will certainly make them feel welcome. Maro is like a legend around here, with the stories you’ve told of him.

That’s what we told him. I just thought it would be nice if we could welcome them and make them feel special. They’ve been through a lot.

They don’t speak our language, so we will have some translator devices on hand.

Great. We will be there in a little under two days. I’ll let you know when we get closer.

I decided not to tell Anna that we had passed over Elmania due to the presence of three Jatarian ships in the system. No need for her to worry about it. Not much that could be done.

I checked in periodically with Kami and Jeffery. Unfortunately the Jatarians did head in toward the inhabitable zone of the system. What were they doing there? Would they scan Elmania? What caused them to decide to check these planets?

Most of my time not spent in the Command Center was spent in my office, pacing. I was worried about Elmania. Maybe this was the close call we needed to move us to action. According to reports from Kami, the Jatarians would be near enough to scan the surface in eight hours. They seemed to not be in any hurry to get there.

Maybe they were exploring, while they waited for one of the ships to do some repairs or something. That’s what we had done. That’s how we had found Mr. and Mrs. James. I looked forward to telling Phoebe the good news, but it would have to wait until I got back to Dove One.

I managed to get a little sleep but woke up often from my nightmares. What if the Jatarians found our base and attacked? What if something happened to Jeffery and Eloise? If the base was destroyed, all our research on the stealthed ships would be gone, along with all the people living there.

After a few hours of nightmares and waking up panicked, I decided I might as well get up. I checked all the viewscreens in my office. Things were running smoothly in the Command Center.

I checked back in with Kami. How are things going?

The Jatarians will be within range in another hour.

I was hoping they would have moved on by now.

Us too. We’ve made sure everyone is in their bunkers or safely in the mountain. All ships are in the mountain. All of our preparations that we made for this scenario are active. We’ve disguised the entrances to our base, and we’ve warned the citizens that this is not a drill. We’ve told them that the Jatarians will scan the surface within the hour. If anyone is sensed on the surface, the Jatarians will bomb the surface.

I hope everyone takes it seriously.

Me too. You’ve been talking to Jeffery and Eloise, correct? Kami asked.

Yes. They are in the bunker and know what’s going on. They know the dangers and what’s at stake.

Well, that’s a relief. I figured they would stay in their bunker if only for their own self-preservation.

I agree. I check in with Jeffery every hour.

Good. Keep that up.

I know you have things to attend to. I’ll check back with you in another hour.

I stayed in my office. Augusta was in charge of the Command Center for a couple more hours, before my shift would begin. I could see most of the sensors and important readouts from my office.

I had to do something to take my mind off the Jatarians, so I headed to get something to eat. Surely someone there could distract me from my worries.

Soon after I filled my tray with food, Bryce came in. I was relieved. Bryce was one who I could always count on to distract me from my own mind.

When Bryce filled his tray, he came and sat down beside me.

“Did you get some rest?” Bryce asked.

“A little.”

“You’re worried about Elmania?”

I nodded.

“I’m looking forward to getting back to Dove One for a while. To see my wife and son. I’m sure he’s grown a ton since I saw him last,” Bryce said.

I couldn’t help but smile. I loved it when Bryce talked about his son. He got so happy and excited that it was contagious to me. I couldn’t help but feel better.

Eventually talk turned to Hadassah and me. “Are you and Hadassah ever going to make it official and get married?”

“I don’t know about that. It would be hard, since we are captains of two different ships,” I replied.

“I know, but I’ve always had this idea that our kids could grow up together and be best friends, like us,” Bryce said.

I wasn’t surprised Bryce had thought about this. This also wasn’t the first time he had mentioned it. “It’s a little hard to raise a kid when both parents are captains, Bryce.”

“I’m sure plenty of people would be willing to help, when you two are away,” Bryce said, with a smile.

“Plus any child I have will also be a threat to the Emperor.”

“Not if the Emperor doesn’t know about it,” Bryce said.

“It’s not really something that’s on my radar right now, Bryce.”

“I know. I just like to remind you periodically. We aren’t getting any younger,” Bryce said.

“I bet your parents can’t wait to meet Emily and Owen. I’m sorry they’re still stuck on Dove Two.”

“Me too. At least they’re safe.”

“I still think it’s time to alert the Morag of the Jatarians’ colony,” I said quietly.

“Does the rebel leadership still disagree?” Bryce whispered.

“Yes. Maybe this close call with Elmania will help change their tune.”

“Perhaps. It might be wise to wait though until we have those stealthed strikers, so we can follow one of the Jatarian ships back to their homeworld. That would be nice to know, where their homeworld is,” Bryce said quietly.

“That’s true. I’m glad I have you around to remind me to think logically sometimes. I’m in a hurry to be rid of the Jatarians. But, if we are playing the long-term game, which we should be, we need to know where their homeworld is.”

Bryce nodded.

“So I will wait until we have that information. Then, whether or not the leadership is ready, I’m calling in the Morag,” I said very quietly.

“What if someone finds out you did that without permission?” Bryce asked.

“They won’t. Only you and I will know, and I know you won’t say anything,” I whispered.

Bryce smiled. “You’re right about that. Plus I’m ready to see my parents again.”

“Me too, and I’m ready to let Colin worry about Jeffery and Eloise.”

Summer came and sat down then, so we shifted our conversation away from what we had been discussing. We talked of Dove One and helping get Maro’s family settled into their own homes.

Maro joined us, and we started drawing up plans for his family’s homes. Graham and Hayes joined in and actually sketched them out and made a floor plan.

Graham said, “The more detailed we can be now, the sooner we can start on the process, when we get to Dove One.”

“It’s not winter there, is it?” Maro asked.

“No, it’s not,” Parker said, as he pulled up a seat to see what we were working on.

“When Jatarians appear, how do you mask the smoke during the winter from your fires to keep warm?” Maro asked.

“We don’t. If the alarms sound, we put them out quickly. It would take a couple hours before the Jatarians would be ready to scan the planet,” I said. “By then the smoke is gone.”

“I guess there are probably many things I haven’t thought about,” Maro said.

“Don’t worry. We will teach you what you need to know,” Parker said.

My timer on my watch beeped. It was my turn on duty in the Command Center. Bryce and I both stood and headed to our posts.

Once I settled in my command chair, it was time to check in with Kami. I was slightly hesitant. What if I couldn’t reach her? What if the Jatarians had bombed the planet?

I closed my eyes and reached out to Kami, before I let my imagination get the best of me.

Hello, Slade.

How are things there?

The Jatarians are currently scanning the surface. They have not scanned our area yet.

It is a big moon.

Yes. We still hope they will lose interest and move on before they get to our area.

I hope so too.

Wait. Our alarms are sounding. We’ve got more ships exiting hyperspace in the system.

Is it more Jatarian ships?

Yes, another twenty.

That doesn’t look good.

No, it doesn’t.

I’ll check with Jeffery and confirm they are still in the bunker, and then I’ll check back in with you.

Okay.

I quickly updated Bryce on the situation. Then I focused again on my gift. Jeffery, twenty more Jatarian ships just arrived in the system.

That’s not good.

No, it’s not. Whatever you do, make sure you stay in that bunker, until I tell you it’s clear. Okay?

We will. Please keep us updated.

I will.

I switched back to communicating with Kami. Are the new ships headed toward Elmania?

No, not yet. The three above the planet have stopped their scans.

I’m not sure if that’s good or bad, I said.

We will find out soon enough.

I brought my attention back to my Command Center. Bryce looked at me worriedly. He waited for an update. I told him what I knew; then I began pacing behind my chair.

How would this play out? Had the three Jatarian scout ships found something and then called in reinforcements? Or were the three ships just killing time exploring, while they waited for the rest of their ships to rendezvous with them? I liked the idea of that possibility best.

I waited fifteen agonizing minutes, before I checked back in with Kami. Any updates?

Yes. The three ships are headed away from Elmania in the direction of the others.

That’s a relief.

I’ll be much more relieved once they’ve all left.

I agree. I’m guessing the others will need to recharge their hyperdrives before they can leave. So you’re looking at another hour anyway before they can leave.

Unless they decide to come look at Elmania more closely.

I don’t think they will. Not with the three original ships moving away from Elmania.

I tend to agree with you.

I’ll check back with you in a little while.

I opened my eyes and updated Bryce. We debated for a while what could possibly be going on. Bryce agreed with me that they would leave when they could.

After an hour I checked back with Kami.

They’re still here.

I felt my heart sink. What if they’d been scanning the system, looking for a good place to start another new colony? Then what would we do? What were the chances that the Jatarians would set up new colonies in two of our systems?

I discussed my thoughts with Bryce, since we were the only two in the Command Center at the time.

Bryce suggested, “Maybe one of the first three needed to do a repair, and they needed help. Then these ships came to help.”

“That’s one possibility. The best one, much better than the alternatives going through my mind,” I said.

“You know me, always looking on the bright side,” Bryce said, with a laugh.

“You know how I tend to be the opposite of that.”

“That’s true. Maybe that’s why I try to always think positively. We balance each other out,” Bryce added.

“So, if the newly arrived ships are helping to repair one of the others, it could still be another hour or more before they leave.”

“That’s true.”

I began pacing again. I would check back with Kami in another hour. Bryce helped me pass the time. I was thankful for his friendship. He knew just what to say to distract me.

After a little over an hour, I checked back in with Kami. Any progress?

They’re still here.

Dang.

I know.

Wait. I think they’re beginning to leave.

I held my breath, hoping Kami was right.

Yes, Slade. They’re leaving.

Which direction are they headed?

In the direction of Dove Two. They’re all gone now, Slade.

I’m so relieved, Kami.

Us too. We will wait another hour and then sound the all clear.

I’ll update Jeffery.

I then contacted Jeffery to let him know what was going on.

When I told Bryce, he just smiled and said, “See? I was right. They just needed help with repairs, and then they would be on their way.”

“I’m glad you were right.”

Now all we had to do was relax the rest of the way to Dove One.


Chapter Twenty-Six

As we arrived near the Alena system, I had Connor run the scans. What would we do if ships were in the system? I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. No need to worry, not until the scans came in.

“Captain, scans show no ships in the system,” Connor reported.

I sat back in my chair, relieved. Now I would double-check with Anna to ensure we were clear to enter the system. I closed my eyes and focused on Anna.

Hello, Slade. I guess you are nearing the system?

Yes, we are. Are we clear to land?

You have the all clear. Proceed to the surface as quickly as you can. We will meet you at the landing site inside the cave.

All right. We will see you soon.

“Anna confirmed that we are safe to enter the system and reminded me to quickly make our way to the landing zone inside the cave,” I announced to the command crew.

Soon the familiar feeling in my stomach signaled that we had made it home. Home to Dove One. I couldn’t feel relaxed just yet, as this part was the riskiest part of the return trip—the time it took us to land on the surface, after we exited hyperspace. If another ship exited hyperspace, there would be nowhere for us to go.

Once our hyperdrive had enough time to charge a little, we did a microjump to cut our time in space much shorter. We couldn’t risk exposing Dove One to the Federation or to the Morag or to the Jatarians.

As we neared the planet, Maro and his family came to the Command Center to get a good look at their new home.

It seemed to me they were excited to see their new home from this vantage point. I hadn’t even thought until now that most of them had likely never been on a ship before, let alone seen a planet from space.

When we had made it closer to the village, I pointed out to Maro and his family where it was. “See if you can spot anything from here,” I said.

They all looked closely at the viewscreen that showed the surface. I smiled, when they admitted that there was no sign of a village.

Maro was impressed with how well hidden the cave was, where we landed the ship. He agreed that the Jatarians would never suspect a thing. At least not that this planet was inhabited.

I hoped pointing those things out would help Maro and his family feel safe here. They had been through a lot. I didn’t want them to worry anymore about the Jatarians.

Once we touched down in the cave, I opened the back ramp, and we all walked to the rear of the ship. I was glad to see Anna and the rest of the leaders of Dove One were there to greet our guests.

I greeted Anna and the other leaders and then introduced them to Maro and his family. They really made them feel special. I was so relieved.

Once the introductions were over, we made our way through the tunnel to the village. When we exited the tunnel, I was surprised to see a big sign that said Welcome Home and a welcome party for Maro and his family.

“Thanks, Anna,” I said, once I had a chance to speak to her.

“It’s our pleasure. We want Maro and his family to feel welcomed here and to know we value their presence. We want them to feel like they are a part of this community,” Anna replied.

“I think you succeeded,” I replied, with a big smile.

I looked around the celebration and found Bryce hugging his wife and holding his son. I was glad we were back. We were home, and it felt good.

There was plenty of food and drinks for everyone. With the singing and dancing, it was quite the party.

Maro and his family seemed to be enjoying themselves. I felt a peace in my heart that I hadn’t felt in a while.

Before long Hadassah came and stood beside me and watched the celebration. “You arranged this, didn’t you?”

“No. I suggested we do something to welcome Maro and his family, but this is above and beyond what I had imagined.”

“It’s nice to have a celebration every once in a while. It helps with morale,” Hadassah said.

I put my arm around Hadassah’s shoulder and said, “It feels good to be home.”

-

Later that evening we had found a place for Maro and his family to sleep, until we could get their huts built. Then it was time for me to contact Phoebe. I had good news to share with her that couldn’t wait any longer.

I closed my eyes and focused on Phoebe.

Slade, it’s so good to hear from you. I’ve been worried about you.

I’m safe. I’m back home.

That sounds good. How are things with you?

When we were out on a mission, we stumbled across another planet with a Human civilization on it. And you’ll never guess who lives there.

Who?

Your parents, Phoebe. I spoke with them through a video feed. They look great and seem happy. We recorded the conversation, so hopefully I will have a chance to get it to you.

Oh, Slade. That’s wonderful news! I can’t believe you found them. Is it possible for me to visit them?

I don’t know. We were never invited to the surface. They wanted me to let you know they are happy and healthy and that they send their love.

I wish I could give them a hug, but, at least, I know they are alive and well.

I think it’s best if we keep the existence of this Human planet a secret.

I will. I won’t tell anyone. I can’t wait to see your video. I can’t believe you found them. I know you’ve been looking for years. I truly appreciate it, Slade. What did you tell them about Charlotte?

I didn’t say anything specific. I generalized that both of you were doing well and were happy and healthy. That you both had families.

I’m sure that made my parents feel good to know we were alive and well.

I’m sure it did. It felt so good to see them and to talk to them, Phoebe. I can’t wait for you to see the video.

Me neither.

How are things there at Falton Two? I asked.

It’s crazy here. I guess they’ve found a huge base of Jatarians not far from the Federation. We are preparing for war.

How were they discovered?

I’m not sure. The Emperor was telling the Empress about it one evening at dinner. Ever since then, we’ve been preparing for war. There’s also been word that the Jatarians destroyed a world of a defenseless race. They weren’t even armed, Slade.

Wow. That’s scary. How’d the Emperor hear about that?

I’m not sure. Since then we’ve been preparing a bunker below the palace that we can go to, if we get attacked.

I’m glad you have a place to go, Phoebe. Is the Federation ready for war?

I don’t know. I’m not privy to any of that information. I’m scared though.

As far as we know, the Jatarians don’t even know about Falton Two. The only Federation colony they know of is the one in the Zenyan system. That’s where they’ll attack first. So, until that happens, I wouldn’t worry too much about it, Phoebe.

Are you sure?

Yes, I am.

Are you safe where you are?

Yes. The Jatarians don’t know where we are either. No need to worry about me. How’s Gabriel?

He’s getting better every day. He’s become more positive again now that he has hope to walk again. Gabriel’s working very hard and working with a physical therapist every day.

I’m glad he’s doing better. How’s Amelia?

She’s doing okay. She’s been a little quiet lately. I’m not sure why.

And Emma?

Emma is well. She’s been going with the Emperor to these war meetings. She knows a lot more about it than I do.

Try not to worry too much, Phoebe. I’m sure everything will work out fine.

I’ll try, Slade. There’s something else I want to tell you.

What is it?

I had hoped to tell you in person, but I don’t think that will happen anytime soon.

I don’t think it’s safe for me to come visit.

No, it’s not. I have some good news. Gabriel and I will be parents in a few months.

Wow, Phoebe. That’s amazing. I’m so happy for you. I can’t even imagine how excited you must be.

I am. But I’m also worried about this whole Jatarian threat. When we lived in the Empire, we were constantly concerned with the Confederation and what demands they would require of us next. Now here we must worry about the Jatarians. Will there ever be any peace?

I wouldn’t worry about the Jatarians, Phoebe. They’ll attack the Zenyan system first and remember, they don’t even know we have any other systems inhabited by Humans.

I’ll try not to worry, but I just want this baby to grow up and to have a long, happy, and peaceful life.

You know Bryce is a dad now, right?

Yes, you told me. I wish we could raise our children together. That would be perfect.

Remember, Phoebe. There’s always a place for you here, if you ever want to leave Falton Two.

There’s not a chance of that, as long as Amelia is here. We must remain to help support her. And, with Jeffery and Mathew gone, only Emma and Gabriel are left to inherit the leadership role. I’m afraid we must stay put, at least for now. It is nice to know I have another place to go, if I ever need it.

You will always be welcome here, Phoebe.

Thank you, Slade.

So when should this baby be arriving?

In another six months. I’m sure it will be here before I’m ready.

You’ll be a great mom, Phoebe. That baby will be lucky to have you as his or her mother.

I’m glad you feel that way, Slade.

It’s the truth. Remember. If you need something, just let me know.

I will.

How are you feeling?

Pretty good. A lot better now than I did at first.

Maybe this will give Gabriel more motivation to work on himself and his physical therapy.

I agree.

I will check back with you in a few days, Phoebe. I’m so excited for you. Congratulations.

Thanks, Slade. Stay safe.

You too.

Had Jeffery told his father about the Jatarians and Maro’s planet being attacked? It had to be him. Who else could it be?

I took a deep breath. Now I needed to talk with Amelia. Perhaps she knows how the Emperor found out. It could be that Jeffery told his mom, and she told the Emperor.

Once again, I cleared my mind and focused on Amelia.

Hello, Slade. It’s nice to hear from you.

How are things in the Federation?

We are preparing for war.

Against whom?

The Jatarians. They have a base just outside of Federation space. You know this. You warned me of this years ago. That’s why I’ve been pushing the Emperor not to ignore the Jatarian threat but to prepare for it instead. That’s why we’ve been building up our fleet.

Does the Emperor know about the base?

He does now.

How did he learn about it?

Jeffery, of course.

Did he tell you, or did he tell the Emperor?

He told the Emperor. Then I asked him about it myself.

So he’s been lying to me then. I told him a few things to see if he was lying. Guess he fell right for it. He said he couldn’t communicate with the Emperor.

I guess I didn’t realize how close this Jatarian base is. It’s just outside of the Federation.

I’m not sure it’s a base. They have ships there on a regular basis.

Why didn’t you tell me how close it was?

I warned you that they were close. I couldn’t tell you where. I wasn’t supposed to. It’s supposed to stay a secret, until we are ready.

Ready for what?

To follow one of the Jatarian ships back to its homeworld. That’s something we need to find out. So far, no one has been successful in that endeavor.

And just how will you do that?

I can’t reveal that information. Jatarian ships come through our systems regularly. The Federation has beacons to help warn you. Have none of their scout groups triggered any of your beacons?

Yes, they have. But a few scout ships are a little different than an entire warfleet. And they’re just outside of our doorstep.

Well, I have not seen this warfleet you refer to. They have not attacked, so maybe it’s just them creating a new colony.

We don’t want a colony so close to the Federation.

I don’t either, but not much we can do about it. I gave you warning, so you could push the Emperor to ramp up the military strength of the Federation. I assume the Jatarians have been doing the same thing. I’ve also kept a large Morag task group somewhat near in case things escalate. What more could we do?

I don’t know. What about this planet the Jatarians destroyed? Is that true?

Yes. We just returned from rescuing survivors.

Is it true they were unarmed, and yet the Jatarians still destroyed their planet?

Yes. They are a peaceful people. What I’m about to say, you won’t like. The Jatarians seem to be no different than the Morag and the Federation. In my experience, when the Federation or the Morag come into contact with a race that has the ability to make hyperspace jumps, they are eliminated, so they do not pose a future threat to the Federation or Morag. The Jatarians seem to be behaving in the same way. This is why they destroyed the Gormanians. They had no warships, but their cargo ships still posed a possible future threat to the Jatarians. So they eliminated that threat. If the Federation or Morag would have happened upon this planet, they would have done the same thing. I’ve witnessed it myself in the past. More like the Federation uses the Morag to eliminate the possible future threat.

We are nothing like the Jatarians.

You personally might not be, Amelia, but the Federation as a whole is. When I was on the Explorer, and we dropped out of hyperspace in a system we had not intended, we found a group of aliens that could travel in space. The Morag were called in to eliminate them. I was told it’s standard procedure to do so. That way they do not become a threat to the Federation. So can you explain to me how that is any different than the Jatarians?

What you are saying is very unsettling.

I think there’s a lot about your Federation that you do not know.

I think you are right. What will you do to Jeffery, now that we know he lied to you? Now that we know that he can communicate with the Emperor?

I have plans for him. Especially now that I know he lied to me.

He told us out of concern for the Federation and for his people, so we can’t hold that against him.

No, but he did tell me that he couldn’t communicate with the Emperor. That’s a lie.

I can’t say I blame him too much there either. He probably wasn’t sure what your plans were for him. He was playing it safe.

I’m not sure what I’ll do with him. I’m afraid he will endanger any refugees any place I put him. With the threat of the Jatarians hanging over us all, it’s hard to put them anywhere that I know would be safe. Does that make sense?

Yes, it does. I know you want to keep your people safe, and I appreciate that you have the same concern for Jeffery and Eloise.

As long as they don’t stir up any trouble. My worry is though that Jeffery will cause problems, since he can communicate with his father. Perhaps I should see how far I need to take him to get him out of the Emperor’s range.

I would like to know that myself.

I’ll think about it.

Be safe out there, Slade. Watch out for the Jatarians. If you find out they’re organizing to strike, please give me a heads-up.

I will. Don’t worry, Amelia. If I thought you or Phoebe were in danger, I would warn you immediately.

Thank you. Have you spoken with Phoebe recently?

Yes, I did earlier today.

Did she tell you her good news?

Yes, she did. I’m so happy for her.

I’m going to be a grandma. I can’t believe it.

Will this child be in danger?

Not from anyone here. Maybe Jeffery and Eloise when they eventually return. I hope it’s a very long time before they return.

Me too. I just have to deal with them in the meantime.

Thank you, Slade, for protecting me and for looking out for me. I truly am thankful you got on that ship all those years ago to leave the Empire. Your mother might not agree, but I am so glad you are here.

Thanks. I’m glad I came too.

The Emperor is angry that you didn’t inform us of this threat that is so near the Federation. He, of course, does not know you had told me. He also now knows that Jeffery is with you. He knows you are behind the abduction.

Well, I wouldn’t say I was behind it, but I did carry out my orders. I wanted to make sure Jeffery was unharmed. I wasn’t sure others would care as much as I did.

Thank you, Slade. I’m glad I can depend on you. The Emperor still views you as a threat.

I know. I don’t think that will ever change.

Me neither.

Stay safe. and I’ll talk to you again soon.

You too.

I was more tempted to take Jeffery and Eloise to some random planet farther away and leave them there. A random planet far from the Federation. Farther than they were already. He was a security risk and had to be dealt with. Who knew what else he was telling the Emperor. Would he compromise the location of Elmania somehow? Jeffery had no way to know where he was, but what if he was able to bring in the Morag or something? Then what?

I wondered how far out the Emperor and Jeffery could communicate. How could I test it?

I needed to warn Kami that Jeffery could communicate with the Emperor after all. I once again focused on my gift.

Hi, Slade. I take it you arrived safely at Dove One? Kami asked.

Yes, we did. I’ve just spoken with my aunt. Jeffery has been lying to me and feeding his father information. You cannot trust him. As soon as I’m able, I will come get him and take him somewhere else. He’s a security risk, and he must be removed before he can cause any trouble.

Should I move them into a more confined space?

I don’t know. I assume he will soon realize that I know he lied to me. Keep him where he is, but increase the people watching him. I need to let my crew have a rest, before we return to take him somewhere else.

Why don’t you take him on a striker? That would be a smaller crew.

I’ll think about it. I would rather he not know about our striker ships, if we can avoid it. For now just keep an extra close watch on him.

We will.

I sat here for a long time, trying to decide what to do. I decided to go for a walk to help clear my head. I ended up running into Bryce. I told him about my conversation with Amelia.

“Can you really blame Jeffery for telling his family there was a threat to the Federation from the Jatarians? And then the information about what happen to Maro’s homeworld? That’s an example of what the Jatarians can and are willing to do. Maybe it’s less about betrayal to you and more about him trying to protect his people,” Bryce said.

I thought it over. “You do have a point, Bryce. As usual. Amelia said the same thing. What would I do without you?”

“I guess when Jeffery was stuck in that bunker he had time to think about how the Federation was in danger. So he talked to his dad, who is the military leader of the Federation. I guess that you may have told Jeffery, hoping he would tell his father. That way something could be done about the Jatarians finally. So maybe Jeffery isn’t really the bad guy—or at least not as much as you thought.”

“He did lie to me. Jeffery told me that he couldn’t contact his father. That was a lie.”

“Can you blame him?”

“I guess not, when I look at it like you do,” I said.

“Plus now Jeffery will be worried about what you’ll do now that he knows you know that he told his father,” Bryce said.

“He’s living in fear,” I said. “Good. Maybe I’ll let him worry for a while. I already told Kami to keep a closer watch on Jeffery.”

“I say, leave him there for a while. Make him lose some sleep over it. Every time he hears a ship fly over, he’ll think maybe it’s you, and you’ve come to drop him off on some random planet,” Bryce said.

“That sounds like a good idea. You’re such a smart guy.” I laughed.

“What about the rebel leadership? Will you be in trouble with them, once they realize the Federation knows of the Jatarians’ new colony?”

I sighed. “Perhaps. I won’t lose any sleep over it though. The Jatarians need to be dealt with, before they hurt anyone else.”

“I agree with you. I just hope you don’t get into any trouble.”

I shrugged. “I’m really glad I ran into you, Bryce. What are you doing out here this late at night anyway?” I asked.

“I couldn’t sleep, and I didn’t want to wake Emily or Owen, so I decided to go for a walk.”

“Our sleeping schedules get a little messed up when we’re on the ship. I’m sure after a few days, we’ll be back on track.”

“Any idea what our next mission will be?” Bryce asked.

“I haven’t heard anything. I guess we will have a little break before our next mission.”

“Good. A couple weeks with my feet on the ground, spending time with my little family will be good. But don’t worry. Once we have a mission, I’ll be ready. I can’t keep my feet on the ground too long,” Bryce said.

“I’m right there with you, Bryce.”


Epilogue

I followed my sister, High Princess Layla, to Admiral Marloo’s office. A few minutes later he met us there too. He seemed very wary of me. I couldn’t say I blamed him. I was technically taking his High Princess away with me.

“Admiral Marloo, this is my brother, Soren,” Layla said. “Soren, this is our Fleet Admiral Marloo.”

I sighed. I had been Slade for so long that hearing my given name sounded so strange. I reached to shake his hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, Admiral.”

“You look so much like the portraits of your father,” Marloo said.

“I have been told on numerous occasions that I resemble him. We don’t have a lot of time, but I need to warn you of something.”

“The Human Federation?” Marloo asked.

“No. I understand this will be hard to believe, but please just hear me out.”

“I’m listening,” Marloo said.

“There is a far greater threat to the Human Empire and the Human Federation than the Morag. The Federation used the Morag and their large fleet as sort of our guard dogs to keep threats away. On the other side of the Morag-controlled part of the galaxy is a race known as the Jatarians. They are a far greater threat to Humans than the Morag ever were.

“The Morag served as a buffer between us and them. I’m afraid now that that buffer is gone, the Jatarians will strike.”

“How does that concern us? We are nowhere near the Federation,” Marloo said coldly.

“The Federation knew of this war the Empire was waging against the Confederation and the Morag and did not intervene. We let it play out. If the Federation is destroyed, given that the Empire has already destroyed almost all the other resistance between the Federation and here, it won’t take the Jatarians long to arrive on your doorstep. With your depleted military, your Empire would fall easily. Only the Jatarians would destroy all your planets, so that you would no longer pose a threat to them. So while you did destroy one enemy in the Morag, I’m afraid you’ve likely awakened the giant that the Morag held in check.”

“Why are you telling us this?” Marloo asked.

“You need to prepare, not for war against the Federation but for the inevitable war against the Jatarians. The last time we faced the Jatarians, which was over one thousand years ago, their military technology was similar to what yours is today. So I assume they’ve made some advancements in the last thousand years.”

“How can we prepare?”

“Rebuild your fleet. I’m hoping I can talk Emperor Rowan into giving some advanced weapons technology to your Admiral Cleemorl that he can input whenever he returns.”

“If these Jatarians arrive here, that would mean they’ve already destroyed the Federation then?” Marloo asked.

“Yes, unless they decide to leave us until the last. Who knows what they’ll do. What I do know is that they’ve had over one thousand years to plan it. So rest assured that they’re ready.”

“What do you believe is the best solution?” Marloo asked.

“I’m not sure. We will be sending a reconnaissance mission soon deep into Jatarian space to see what’s happening there. That should tell us a lot.”

“How can we be kept in the loop?”

“I hope your Admiral Cleemorl will do that. For now, rebuild your fleets and continue fortifying your planets.”

“What about Golan Four? Isn’t your Admiral Adali soon to destroy our planet?”

“I will talk him into only sending a few bombs to the less-inhabited areas of your planet. The cities will remain intact. If the Jatarians send scouts to explore this area of space, which they will, then this planet will already look as if it’s been destroyed. They will not mark it as a threat. Now the same cannot be said for your other core worlds. If they do not already have bunkers for all their citizens, then that needs to be of utmost importance.”

Marloo was silent, while he considered what I had told him. “Why are you taking Layla?”

“Emperor Rowan wants to speak with her face-to-face. Consider it a trip to mend things between our civilizations. Plus this way she will not spend the next two years in a bunker. Layla will learn more about the Human Federation and the threat of the Jatarians. Perhaps she will return with better weapons technology that can be retrofitted into your fleet.”

“What about her husband, Derrick? He will miss the first two years of his child’s life.”

“Derrick needs to be here, helping to build the fleet and fortify the worlds. Layla will be allowed to contact him, once we reach Falton Two.”

“I don’t think he’ll like it.”

“One more thing, don’t send your scout ships to the Federation or anywhere near there. If you accidentally stumbled upon the Jatarians or any of their scout ships, this war might come much sooner than we expect.”

“How soon is that?”

“Hopefully not for a few years. We expect the Jatarians to send their scouts out to see what they’re up against. Then they’ll prepare for war. The longer we can keep this from happening, the better.”

“Can they be negotiated with?” Layla asked.

“No. We’ve tried in the past. They want to dominate the galaxy. The Jatarians are an even greater threat and more aggressive than the Morag have ever been.”

“I can’t even imagine that,” Layla said.

“Trust me. I’ve seen it firsthand.”

“How is it that you are still alive?” Marloo asked.

“I’ve spent a considerable amount of time in cryo. I had the choice of execution or cryo. I chose cryo.”

“Why were you to be executed?” Layla asked, concerned.

I smiled. “For betraying the Federation.”

“This is not helping me feel like I can trust you,” Marloo said.

“Sorry.”

“What did you do to betray the Federation?” Layla asked.

“That’s a long story. Perhaps I’ll tell you on our way to Falton Two. A short summary was that I was one of the leaders of a small rebellion against the Emperor at the time.”

“This sounds like an interesting story,” Layla said.

I smiled. “It is. Too long for the time we have now.”

Marloo arched his eyebrows. “It sounds like you have quite the story to tell.”

“Oh, I do. I’ve had a very eventful life. One full of adventure and danger. To get away and go explore the galaxy. It’s what I’d always dreamed of as a kid, while being trapped in that palace up there. I’ve lived my dream, that’s for sure.”

“Well, I look forward to hearing all about it,” Layla said.

“You give me your word that Layla will not be hurt?” Marloo asked, as we stood to leave.

“Yes. She will be safe. No need to worry.”

“Why did they wake you from cryo?” Marloo asked, as we left his office.

“Long ago I discovered the Jatarians and fought them. I know what we are up against. Emperor Rowan had only heard the stories passed down through the generations. I’ve lived it. I’m an invaluable resource,” I explained.

“Well, good luck. Keep Layla safe, and let’s destroy these Jatarians once and for all,” Marloo said.

“Good luck, Marloo.”

Layla and Marloo exchanged a hug, and then Layla walked beside me to the transport vessel that waited to take us up to Admiral Adali’s flagship.

As we walked, I reminded Layla, “Be careful what you say to Admiral Adali. Two factions are taking shape in the Federation over this coming war. One is, we help the Empire, and the other is, we let them burn. Adali is of the second faction.”

Layla looked at me in alarm. “Maybe, by the time we get to Falton Two he will realize we are not that much different than he is.”

“Perhaps. I hope you’re right. He’s aware that I was born here, but that has not persuaded him in the least.”

“Maybe to him you are just a traitor,” Layla stated.

“A traitor who possesses a stronger gift of telepathic ability than his leader.”

Layla looked at me, surprised. “Does Emperor Rowan realize this?”

I shrugged. “Who knows? I’m sure he’s heard the stories.”

“Does he believe you are a threat?” Layla asked.

“I have no desire to lead the Federation or the Empire. I’ve seen firsthand what it’s like to have that position, and I want no part of it. Now or ever.”

“How do I know who I can trust?” Layla asked.

“You can trust me and the people who are coming with you from the Empire.”

Layla looked troubled. “This sounds complicated.”

I smiled. “The politics in the Federation are way more complicated than they’ve ever been here.”

“It sounds like I have a lot to learn.”

“By the time we get to Falton Two, you’ll feel much better about it all. It’s like a big game of chess. You just have to be a few steps ahead of your opponent.”

“And are you a few steps ahead?”

I smiled. “Always.”

The rest of Layla’s entourage waited for us on the transport vessel. They were obviously relieved when we arrived. I would have my work cut out for me to win them over, especially Emira.

“It’s about time you got here. We don’t have all day,” Captain Adali said rudely.

We all sat down and made ourselves comfortable, as Adali moved to the cockpit. Layla, I noticed, watched out the windows. Saying goodbye to her beloved planet, no doubt.

Cleemorl watched, as we approached Adali’s flagship. It dwarfed Cleemorl’s. “I’m guessing you want a tour of the ship,” I commented to Cleemorl.

“Will that be allowed?” Cleemorl asked, surprised.

“I’m sure it can be arranged. I don’t promise you’ll be allowed in the Command Center, but there’s a chance. Maybe once we’re in hyperspace,” I replied.

“I assumed we would be confined to our quarters,” Cleemorl said.

“No, you will be allowed to roam. Although you must remember that most Federation Humans look down on Humans from the Empire.”

“Why?” Cleemorl asked.

“You’re seen as primitive, and your people do not possess the gift.”

“But you do,” Layla commented.

“I’ll explain that once we’re on the ship. It’s best not to remind Adali of that truth.”

“How many ships does the Federation have of this size?” Cleemorl asked.

“I honestly don’t know.”

“Are all the ships capable of being stealthed?”

“Yes. All Federation ships are made that way.”

I felt the ship settle inside the landing bay of the ship. Adali appeared again and said, “Follow me to your quarters. Once we are in hyperspace, I will give you a tour of the ship.”

“You’re not going to let us watch while you destroy our homeworld?” Layla asked.

Adali paused. “Do you want to watch?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Soren will come and watch and can report on it to you, once we’ve left,” Adali remarked.

We followed him to our guests’ quarters, and then I walked with him to the Command Center.

“Remember. Only the amount of bombs necessary to get the job done. And in the rural areas,” I said.

“I know. We are also leaving a ship here to continue jamming all communications until we are ready,” Adali said. “We don’t want them warning their fleet in the Confederation about what’s happened here today.”

“No, we wouldn’t want that,” I agreed. “That might cause more trouble than we’re ready for. Maybe we should leave them a message, for when the Empire fleet returns. The leader of that fleet is the High Princess’s husband, after all.”

“Good idea. Johnson, arrange for our guests to record a video. We don’t want Admiral Masters to think we’ve harmed his wife.”

Half an hour later, the recording had been made. All that was left now was to launch the weapons. I felt a little sick to my stomach, just thinking about what was about to happen. I kept my face neutral though. I had to remind myself that everyone on the planet was safely inside their bunkers. As for the animals and the plants, that would be a loss. The gardens of the palace wouldn’t survive long without the warmth of the sun. Soon the smoke and debris would fill the sky.

Admiral Adali said, “Prepare to target rural areas with our weapons. We will do enough to fill the atmosphere with smoke and ash, and then we will stop.”

I was relieved that Adali had agreed to my plan. It would make it much easier for the planet to recover.

I watched as the weapons were fired and made their way to the place I was born. I had spent my childhood here. I no longer thought of this place as my home though.

The first missiles reached the surface, detonating and releasing their deadly force on the planet. The blast radius rumbled outward, leveling any structures in the area. Then the cloud of destruction billowed up to the sky.

Explosion after explosion riddled the uninhabited places of the planet. More and more dark clouds and ash filled the sky. Soon the surface would be completely invisible from our vantage point.

I continued to watch as the clear sky was filled with darkness. I kept my face neutral through it all. I would remember this day. I hoped that, by the time we returned here to Golan Four in a couple years, this place would be mostly recovered. The Empire had the technology to help planets recover from attacks, such as this. A sad thing to need, but I was relieved they had this technology nonetheless.

Admiral Adali turned to me and said, “It is done. You may go back to our guests now.”

“I’m sure Admiral Cleemorl would like a tour of your flagship when you get a few minutes.” Adali would relish giving Cleemorl a tour of his far superior ship.

“Once we’re in hyperspace, I will consider it,” Adali replied.

I smiled to myself. He would do it. Of that, I had no doubt.

As I made my way to my sister’s quarters, I thought about how I would start my story. From the beginning? I wasn’t sure. I knew they had questions—some of which Emira could answer, most of which only I had the answer to.

I had to prepare them for what was coming. And the best way to do that was by telling them about the past.
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