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“The entire
fleet’s gone?” Ranik asked. He peered over Lathiel’s shoulder and focused his slit,
copper eyes on the small screen.


     “Every last ship was destroyed,” Lathiel replied.
He discerned distant pieces of burning wreckage floating through space. The
debris was all that remained of their Ferine fleet. Lathiel thought of all his
friends, even family, who had just given their lives in one last effort to
defend their home world.


     “They didn’t last fifteen minutes!” Ranik exclaimed.


     “We’re not soldiers and our fleet was
outnumbered fifty to one.”


     “I had friends on those ships,” Ranik said.
A look of grief wrinkled his aging features.


     “So did I. We don’t have any options left.
We have to use our ancestors’ weapon.”


     “The recoil is still a major problem. We’re
going to lose a lot of people here.”


     “All of our defensive lines have been
breached, Ranik. This is all we have left.”


     “I used to look up into the night sky on
our home world before you were even born. Every evening I’d see a big crater on
that giant rock of Helas so far up in the sky and know that it was this
station. I never thought we’d ever come here.”


     The two Ferine watched the monitor showing the
enemy fleet closing in on their home world while they watched from their safe
vantage point on Helas. Others rushed around behind them in the small
command post located at the top of the cannon’s wide maw. They hurried to ready
the relic for a task it was supposed to have undertaken a millennium ago.


     “The Nevargh fleet is nearly in range of
the weapon. Bring the generators to maximum power,” Lathiel  commanded.


     Ranik shook his head and headed to a nearby
console from a bygone era. The moment he arrived at the console he flipped
several switches and a distant rumble was heard from deep within the planet.


     “They’re nearly within optimum position,”
Lathiel said. “There are millions of the dead from across the Old League who
would cheer right now if they could.”


     “I still can’t believe they betrayed us. We
trusted them. The entire League trusted them.”


     “And we paid for it. They’re in optimum
range. It’s now or never.”


     “Do you want me to do this? You’re young,
Lathiel. I don’t want you to be responsible for something this destructive,”
Ranik asked. 


     His finger hovered over the button that
would activate the antiquated cannon. Lathiel imagined he could see the
shadows of his ancestors walking across the room in agitation. He consoled
himself with the thought that at the very least, they weren’t going to use it
against their own species, as was the original intent a millennium ago. “I
volunteered to lead this mission. This is my responsibility and I will pay for
what I do here.”


     “Not alone,” Ranik said.


     Lathiel pressed the button. A moment later
the floor jumped from the jolt of the cannon’s waking. Lathiel lost his balance
as the ceiling began to cave in.


     A deep crater marring the mother—world of
Helas began to glow. The Nevargh armada passing Helas didn’t notice the massive
emerald circle on the barren planet’s surface as they closed in on its orbiting
moon of Cartise. The bare rock around the impossibly wide chasm began to
tremble. As the quake intensified, great cracks in the surface formed around
the circular mouth of the weapon. Without further warning, it belched a great
firestorm of emerald energy at the enemy armada. The deepest night turned into
blinding starlight. The fleet dissolved in the apocalyptic weapon’s brilliance.
Not satiated and far from spent, the blast continued into the void and tore
through the space—time continuum.


     The bright comet of destructive energy vanished
from that part of the galaxy.



 


 


 

     The space—time continuum erupted into chaos
outside Earth’s Solar System. It writhed from an enormous power eager to
manifest itself. Nearby, the Coalition’s sensor platforms sparked as an intense
tidal wave  of gravity radiated out from
the distortion.







     The argument of stagnancy in the century long cold war
between the Alliance
and the Coalition has been heavily debated within historical venues. What the
detractors don't understand is that we don't refer to the incredible advances
due to the arms race, but due to the lack of advances in the economic and
social structures of both sides.


     I therefore submit that it
was due to these factors that the Council was intent on altering the balance of
power. What happened afterwards was serendipity not of their making. How could
it have been?



 

Analysis of the One Hundred and One Year Cold War


 by Margaret
   Strait
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The Alliance
Nine O’clock Shuttle arrived at Space Station Alpha orbiting Earth from which a
sea of navy blue and polished rank pins flowed onto the pressurized deck. A
single officer shifted away from the migrating group, and took an elevator to
a deck five floors from the peak of the station’s summit.


     Three gold stars adorned each side of the
raised collar on the man’s uniform, indicating the rank of Vice Admiral. Elliot
Fredericks carried a suitcase filled with paper thin electronic documents
intended for his superiors. The links held every last detail of the
project that he had headed for the last ten years.


     Elliot accepted the project a few months
after his last command of the Norfolk
had expired. He vowed never to command another ship again after that day. Elliot’s
desk job had earned him his last three promotions and a place of respect within
the Alliance
forces.


     He exited the elevator and took the
familiar path to Maria Peterson’s office down the wide, curving corridor. Reaching
the double—door entryway to Maria’s office, Elliot took a moment to ensure his dark
hair was straight and strode across the threshold just before the doors moved
out of the way upon detecting his approach. A young adjutant sat at a desk in
the small waiting room.


     “Hey Lieutenant,” Elliot said. The lean man
looked up from his work.


     “Hello Sir,” the man said with a warm smile.
“Admiral Peterson had something unexpected come up and asked you to wait a few
minutes.”


     “No problem,” Elliot replied. He took a
seat on a tan couch on one side of the room.



 


 


 

     “What kind of game are you playing now?” the
Coalition General demanded. He was dressed in an olive tunic adorned with three
gold stars on each side of his collar.


     “General, I don’t even know what you’re
talking about. All I know is what I was told. You wanted to discuss the Hades
Three Sector and I accepted your signal. So, what’s the problem?” Maria asked.


     She tried to avoid the Coalition General whenever
possible. He had stared at her chest whenever they both had attended an event.
Maria was surprised that he was actually looking her in the eye across the
monitor’s live feed.


     “You know damn well. Why would you damage
our sensor buoys?”


     “Well, it’s quite simple,” Maria replied.


     “Yes?”


     “We didn’t damage your sensor buoys,” Maria
said.


     “Then who did? There isn’t an Easter Island
Agreements to blame everything on anymore, so who else could have fired on
them?”


     “It wasn’t us. We don’t have any ships in
that area of space and it has no tactical value to us,” Maria replied.


     “If you say so.”


     “What do you want, General?”


     “An apology for starters.”


     “I won’t apologize for something we didn’t
do.” Maria paused and put a hand to her brow. “How many sensor arrays are we
talking about anyway?”


     “You know damn well how many.”


     “Humor me.”


     “Two.”


     “That only covers a few thousand cubic
kilometers  of empty space outside the
solar system. If you’re so insistent about explanations, I’ll send a ship to
investigate,” Maria placated.


     “We’re already sending warships to find out
what you’re up to.”


     “Then you won’t mind if we confirm it,”
Maria said.


     “Fine. I’ll be happy to have one of your
ships there when we expose your sabotage. INN
will hear about this.”


     Maria rolled her eyes at the reference to
the Interplanetary News Network. “Then my government will sue for libel. It’s
been nice talking to you and I’m glad that you’ve finally noticed what color my
eyes are.”


     “What?”


     “Goodbye, General,” Maria said, and
deactivated the link. She pressed a small button on her obsidian desk.


     “O’Toole?”


     “Yes, Admiral,” a voice replied
immediately.


     “Send in Admiral Fredericks. Tell him I
want good news.”


     “I’ll try to deliver,” Elliot said as he
walked into her office.


     “Have a seat,” Maria said with a gesture to
one of the two chairs in front of her desk. She had chosen their pale blue
color to accentuate the deep, obsidian glass of her desk. Elliot sat down on
one and pulled a short stack of paper—thin links from his suitcase.


     “Construction is right on schedule.”


     “That’s great.” Her brow furrowed under a
mane of long dark hair. She leaned over her desk. “Eli, I just had the strangest
conversation with a Coalition General."


     “And?”


     “He’s convinced we damaged a
couple of their sensor arrays.”


     “Where?”


     “Somewhere in the backwoods of
space outside of the solar system. He even threatened to go to the networks,”
Maria replied.


     “What did you say?”


     “What do you think? We have
nothing to do with it, but I’m sending a ship out there just to be sure. The
truth is that he got me curious enough to find out what caused it,” Maria
replied.


     “Could they have
malfunctioned?”


     “The Coalition may be behind
us in technology, but it’s still pretty dependable,” Maria said and stared for
a moment into empty space. “Anyway, you have reports for me.”


     “Right here,” Elliot said,
placing the electronic papers in front of her.


     “So give me the details. Are
the ships still in pieces all over the system?”


     “Not as many. The engines are
still being constructed on Ganymede, but should be completed in eight weeks.
The shield generators on Titan are finished and will be integrated with the
hulls on Mars in two weeks,” Elliot reported.


     “And the hulls? How far along
are they?”


     “The shipyard’s master tells
me that they’re about ninety percent complete with about sixty percent of their
equipment installed,” Elliot replied.


     “What about the weapon systems
on Luna?”


     “They’ll be finished tomorrow.
We’re getting ready to ship the first hundred in a few hours,” Elliot replied.


     “Good. They’re not much good
to us as warships if they don’t have any weapons.”


     “I guess not, Ma’am.”


     “I’ll just sign off on these
and we’ll have you on your way,” Maria said. 


     She grabbed the pile of links
that he had deposited on her desk. True to her word, Maria took the next half
hour asking questions about the various links in her hands and once she was
satisfied with the answers, signed off on them.


     Elliot took the links off her
desk and stuffed them back into his suitcase. He thanked her and left for the
return shuttle to Saturn in order to get the shield generators ready for
shipping. It was then that Elliot remembered that he still had business to take
care of. It had been too long since he had stopped in on Joshua and Madison.
The thought of seeing them again brought the usual coiling in the pit of his
stomach.


     They were his wife’s friends
from ten years ago and, yes, they were his as well, but the death of Lillian
had soured the relationship. They were two friendly couples, and then one of
the couples became a widower. Elliot had gained command of the Suffolk
after the Norfolk’s
loss and was glad to have both Madison and Joshua serving aboard the same
ship at first. To his surprise, there was little to talk about once the
mourning period was over and sitting in silence around a table in the officers’
mess showed that the dynamic of the group had been irrevocably damaged. Elliot had
asked for reassignment to groundside duties within a month. 


     He paused outside the entrance
to Maria's office, unsure about visiting them. An expression of indignant
indecision appeared on his face. No, it would have to be this time. The last
time was well over a year ago. Madison
would be furious with him.


     Elliot found himself walking
on autopilot. He was already halfway to the elevator that would take him back
to the outbound shuttle for Saturn. With an abrupt about face he turned and
stalked toward the elevator that would take him to the Alliance's Third Battle Group.


     Once again he found himself
embarking on a sleek, grey shuttle bound for somewhere other than home. Sitting
down in the mildly claustrophobic passenger shuttle, Elliot thought of excuses
to offer the couple after his long absence.


     "You can always find the
time when you want to,” Madison
would probably say.


     He didn’t really have an
excuse other than his reluctance to take part in a long expired friendship with
people that reminded him of his deceased wife. 


     Elliot looked up from musing
to discover that he had already exhausted the short trip to the Allied Warship Endeavour.


     He rose from his seat with
care to avoid the low ceiling and made his way to the exit for Joshua's ship. The
half a mile long Victory Class Cruiser had wide, thick wings with a
central tapering neck. The warship looked like a massive grey metal eagle ready
to pounce.


     Elliot disembarked and worked
his way through corridors and lifts until he was at the threshold of the
bridge. He gathered a deep breath and walked through the parting doors to the
command center.


     The large rectangular bridge
had a series of consoles with embedded displays. A large weapons station was
next to him. The station existed as a claustrophobic gathering of displays and
monitors that faced the large screen on the other side of the bridge. The
weapons officer looked up from his work.


     "Admiral on Deck!"


     Some thirty officers,
including his friends, rose to attention. Joshua was at his customary position
in the command chair, located in front of the weapons station. Madison stood to his right
as first officer. Three silver bars adorned each side of her collar. 


     “At ease,” Elliot said. The
officers and enlisted men immediately went back to their work.


     "Sir?” Joshua asked.


     "Josh, it's okay. This
isn't an official visit. You can call me Eli."


     "Haven’t seen you in a
while, Eli,” Joshua said in his Southern drawl.


     "I’ve been a little busy
with the Horizon Project. I’m sorry I didn't drop by sooner."


     “You haven’t dropped by in
almost a year,” Joshua mumbled.


     “Josh,” Madison said from his right. She stared
directly into his blue eyes.


     “Yes?”


     “Shut up,” she said, tousling
his blond hair. “He’s here now.”


     "It is good to see both
of you again.”


     “You felt obligated to come
and meet some old friends,” Madison
said. “Come here.”


     She embraced him in a warm hug
and then pulled back.


     "We’re almost done our
shifts. Would the handsome Admiral care to see our new officers’ mess? It was
renovated six months ago and I think you’ll like it.”


     Elliot inwardly balked at a
half—hearted conversation over drinks but accepted in spite of his misgivings.
Joshua stood up from his seat and looked to an officer at a nearby station.


     “When does Lieutenant—Commander
Scott arrive for his shift?”


     “In five minutes, Sir.”


     “Can you handle the bridge for
five minutes Sub—Lieutenant?” Joshua demanded of the frightened man.


     “I,” he hesitated before
remembering his training. “Yes, Sir.”


     Joshua gave him a quick nod
and led the party off the bridge. The couple led him through several arched
hallways painted in matching colours of cream and light grey until they found
themselves in a lift, which took them from the centrally located command deck
to the very top of the ship.


     Elliot was impressed by the sight
that awaited him. The newly renovated officers’ mess was spacious and comfortable.
The large room was about two hundred feet long and half that wide. The warm
burgundy walls were a good twenty feet high, affording the far wall's tall
windows a panoramic view of the full length of Endeavour’s hull. Distant
stars glittered beyond the ship’s dorsal armour.


     The trio found a plush, three—sided
booth on a middle rise, facing the spectacular view and sat down. A head waiter
saw the small group of high ranking officers and immediately went over to take
their orders.


     “What’s good?” Elliot asked
his hosts.


     “The house draft is pretty
good,” Joshua replied.


     “They have a pretty good
chardonnay, too,” Madison
said. 


     “House draft,” Elliot said to
the attendant. Joshua ordered the same and Madison ordered a dry, white wine. The order
arrived shortly thereafter.


     "So Eli, what have you
been doing for the last year?” Joshua asked before lifting a tall glass of
golden ale to his lips.


     "Finishing what I signed
on to."


     “I thought you’d have moved on
to something else by now, like command of a battle group,” Madison said.


     “No, not for me. I’m thinking
of moving to HQ once this is over.”


     “You mean to a desk job?”
Joshua inquired.


     “Is there something wrong with
a desk job?”


     “There isn’t if you’re an old
man,” Joshua replied.


     Elliot looked at him with a
stern face before breaking into a heartfelt laugh for the first time in what
felt like years.


     “You’re a smartass,” Elliot
said.


     “That’s what Madi tells me.”


     “It’s true. I really do,” Madison said and drank
from her glass.


     “I’d hate to admit it, but I
really missed you two.”


     “Likewise,” Madison said and raised a glass for a toast.
All three of them clinked their beverages and took a sip of their beverages before
returning them to the table. “So when does my husband get a battleship to
command? Hell, when do I finally get a command?”


     “In three months they’ll be
ready for trial runs. The rest of the fleet will be phased out over the next
twenty years after that,” Elliot replied.


     “I’d hate to say goodbye to
this ship,” Joshua said and looked around the large bar.


     “Don’t worry Josh,” Elliot
said. “She was last off the line and will be the last to exit the stage.
Besides by then you’ll be what, fifty—five, and probably an Admiral?”


     “Not if I can help it.”


     “Eli,” Madison began before Elliot heard a beep from
the small, dark piece of technology that clung to his earlobe.


     “Sorry,” Elliot interrupted
and activated the earpiece. He listened for a moment, nodded, and then acknowledged
the order. “I’ve got to go.”


     “You just got here. You
haven’t even finished your drink!”


     “I’ll see if I can get back,”
Elliot replied, and left the officer’s lounge. 



 


 


 

     On the dark side of Earth,
Nadine Hanover stood in a damp holding cell deep beneath the Headquarters of
the Modern Enterprise Religious Aggregate. She had not bothered to wear her
contact lenses, since the prisoner was aware of her true nature. The woman
cowering in the corner of the room futilely thumped at her head with clenched
fists. She couldn’t bear to look into Nadine’s all white eyes and instead
stared at the floor while her mind was raped for information.


     As the woman began to sob
uncontrollably, Nadine withdrew her consciousness from the wretched lump on the
floor. Now that Nadine had what she needed, she turned away and left the room,
closing the heavy door behind her.


     She walked through several
dim, depressing corridors before reaching the lift that would take her into the
main portion of the building. Nadine thought briefly of her father as the lift
passed Detention Level E.


     MERA's central complex was an
impressive construction of distinctly Gothic buildings sitting on the east
coast of what was once known as Russia. Great arches
and towers surrounded a central stone building with a unique twelve—sided dome
sitting at the top of the structure.


     The elevator deposited Nadine
on the top floor. She passed through grand corridors adorned with wooden
fittings and low, wrought iron benches. Finally, she stopped at a relatively
small set of dark mahogany doors closely guarded by two sentries armed with
particle rifles. 


     Nadine nodded to them and
confidently strode through the entrance to the inner chamber of the Council of
Twelve. A group of a dozen elderly men and women were dressed in long, dark
robes. They sat in high—backed mahogany chairs within the twelve sided stone
room.


     “I take it your interrogation
is finished?” Prime Counsel Catherine asked. She had once been beautiful, but
that was decades ago. High cheek bones now sagged next to a hawkish nose and a
small wrinkled mouth sat over a wizened chin. In contrast to her aged, white
skin, her silver—white hair glistened from careful attention.


     "May I present my
findings?" Nadine asked.


     The wrinkled old female speaker
of the group smiled through her pristine teeth.


     "Go ahead."


     "The agent Lisa was sending
intelligence to the Alliance,
as you suspected. We would be best advised to tell the Coalition's Encoding Branch
that Code Four Seventy One has been leaked to the Alliance,” she stated.


     "Is that all?” Councillor
Alexander asked.


     "Yes. We caught her
before she had the opportunity to do any real damage."


     “And what of Lisa?” Catherine asked.


     “I had to cause some minor
brain damage to ensure that she wouldn’t remember me.”


     “What would you recommend we
do with her now?” Catherine asked in a rare act of consultation.


     “She won’t remember anything.
I’d recommend letting the Alliance
have her back. They’ll think twice after trying this again once they’ve seen
the results of planting spies at MERA Headquarters.”


     "A practical
suggestion," Catherine said.


     “If you feel it’s unwise, she
can be sequestered here indefinitely.”


     “No,” Catherine said, “you
misunderstood me. The suggestion was a good one. The Alliance will not try this again after seeing
one of their spies lobotomized. I would enjoy seeing their faces once she’s
found wandering the streets of New
  York.”


     “If there is nothing else, my
alter ego should have finished her report to you by now. I should return to my
command of Battle Group Alpha Two.”


     “We need to speak with you on
a few points before you go,” Catherine said. “We have new orders for you.”


     “Of course, my Teacher.”


     "I saw a coming calamity
last night as I wandered in the future,” Alexander said. “At a crucial point a
member of the military will be called on to take part in some very sensitive
negotiations. They won’t assign you to that position.”


     “No they won’t, but we aren’t
going to give them a choice. We are elevating you to the rank of Lieutenant General
in the Diplomatic Branch of the Coalition's fleet. The current General will be
removed."


     “Thank—you, my Teacher.” 


     “Be careful, Nadine. You will
meet a dangerous man in these negotiations,” Catherine said.


     “May I ask who he is?”


     “Vice Admiral Elliot
Fredericks.”


     “Is he a Defensive?” Nadine
asked.


     “Very astute, my student. Yes,
he is a Defensive and he studied under Michael DePietro, among others. I’ve
never known any Aggressive who has been able to pierce his mind,” Catherine
replied.


     “I’ll be careful.”


     “He has concealed his identity
from the rest of the Alliance
military, the same as you have from ours. You won’t be able to point him out by
black irises,” Catherine said.


     “I understand.”


     “In the meantime, something
near the borders of the Solar System has attracted our attention. We thought
the Alliance
had destroyed some of our sensor platforms, but as it turns out, there is an
anomaly out there of unknown origin,” Catherine said.


     “That’s incredible.”


     “Isn’t it? We have the
possibility of first contact with another intelligent species. Even if this
isn’t the case, we need someone out there we can trust.”


     “When should I leave?” Nadine
asked.


     “Immediately,” Catherine replied
as a guard gave her a link with coordinates. “Take a shuttle back to the battle
group and depart for the coordinates indicated on that link. Return and report
to us once you have done a proper analysis.” 


     Nadine nodded and left the
room at a motivated pace. Once the doors closed, Catherine focused her
attention on Alexander.


     “I wish you could have been
more specific. That one is incredibly valuable to us. One day, she will replace
me as Prime Counsel.”


     “I believe I interpreted the
symbols correctly,” Alexander said.


     “And Nadine must be there when
the, what did you say they were, Alexander?”


     “Cats. They were docile cats,”
Alexander replied.


     “When these “cats” come to
Earth.”


     “What are these cats supposed
to be, Alexander?” Napoleon asked from his left.


     “They could be a play on the
idea of pets. Perhaps servants of some kind that arrive here and cause
upheaval,” Alexander said.


     “Well, this will ensure we are
well prepared,” Catherine said. “Now, it’s time we returned to our schedule.”


     The Twelve returned to their
regular activities, deciding on legislation and policy for the Coalition.







     MERA, the Modern Enterprise
Religious Aggregate, and the Cooperative can trace their roots back to several
different religions of the twentieth century that eventually found it necessary
to amalgamate into their current form. MERA was an agreed upon unification of
the old Catholic, Protestant, and Islamic faiths and became the dominant
eastern religion. The Cooperative came from the old Buddhist, Native and Hindu
religions and formed the dominant western religion.


     No one knows exactly why so
many major religions decided on this action but it has been speculated that
internal monetary problems forced the mergers.



 

A Retrospective on Twenty—Third
Century Religion


By Crassus Bixby
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This was a problem that Lathiel was unsure he could overcome. A large,
heavy alloy beam had fallen across his chest, pinning him to the floor of the demolished
command center.


     “Ranik?” Lathiel called out in
a hoarse voice. He realized how dehydrated he was and wondered how long he had
been unconscious. He craned his neck to look around him and saw a few flashes
of flame flickering against the far wall where the main monitor was. As best as
he could see, a long crack ran down the center of the screen. He looked over to
his console and noticed that it had been battered by something heavy. The
likely perpetrator had him pinned to the floor.


     “Ranik?” Lathiel called out
again. The rest of the room was a post—apocalyptic battle scene from the old
legends of his race. The walls were warped from quakes and blackened by fire.
He wished that he had listened to his family now and had continued the work his
grandfather had begun. His family studied Null Space in an attempt to learn its
secrets from afar.


     He would have happily spent
more time analysing data with his father and brother but the war had
intervened. He had taken up the defence of his people by leading the expedition
to repair and reactivate the doomsday weapon that their ancestors had abandoned
a millennium ago.


     Lathiel knew that this
immense, ancient weapon wouldn’t fire again. Never would their ancestors come
to rescue them again in their time of need. Presently, he heard the sound of
movement from somewhere to his left.


     “Ranik? I hope it’s you,”
Lathiel said to the sound of moving debris nearby.


     “Cousin,” Ranik replied. His
head became visible once a piece of melted plastic fell out of the way.


     “Are you alright?”


     “I’m better than the rest of
this place,” Ranik rasped through a dry throat. “I could use a drink.”


     “Can you move?”


     “Yes,” Ranik replied and
struggled up off the floor. He walked to where the young Ferine’s voice originated.
He took a look at the beam across his chest for a moment before shaking his
head. “Youth never manage to stay out of trouble.”


     “Just move the beam, please.”


     Ranik let out a brief chuckle and
then placed both hands on one end of the severed support. He huffed with effort,
realizing just how heavy the beam really was.


     “Maybe you should go and get
some help,” Lathiel said.


     “You don’t want to know what’s
left of the rest of this place. I don’t think there’s anyone else alive in here
to help.”


     Lathiel fell silent at the
news and watched as Ranik wrapped both of his arms around the beam and pulled
upwards. To his relief, the beam moved off his chest with barely a scrape to
his spotted skin. Ranik hefted the collapsed support in the safest direction,
which was unfortunately Lathiel’s station. The beam’s added weight was more
than it could handle and the console crumpled to the floor.


     “Thanks,” Lathiel said. The yellow
eyed Ferine lent him a hand to help him up. “Is anything still working in
here?”


     Ranik looked around the room
before responding. “I don’t think so.” 


     “We need to get to a working
station and assess the damage.”


     Ranik took a scanner from his
belt. He was gratified to see that it still functioned and moved it around in a
semicircle to gather data. “There’s some power readings in that direction,”
Ranik said, pointing toward a wall.


     “The medical bay is there.
Let’s go,” Lathiel said. It was then that he realized that the fire he saw
flickering on the wall wasn’t coming from the doorway but from the lift
entrance beyond it. Tongues of flame licked the cracked doors of the elevator.


     “It is coming from the med—bay,”
Ranik confirmed from the information displayed on his scanner. “Five decks
below us.”


     “It’s the stairs whether we
like it or not,” Lathiel said, nodding towards the burning elevator shaft. They
wrenched open a pair of doors next to the lift and saw a stairway coiling down
into the dark.


     They felt their way to the
floor ten flights of stairs below them. Both of them were too concerned with
falling down the concrete steps to indulge in conversation. Lathiel finally
heard the sound of success from Ranik’s lips and shortly afterwards a ray of
light pierced the darkness.


     His slit irises immediately
tightened in the sterile white light of the medical bay. As his vision adjusted,
a doctor came to greet them. She looked them up and down for any obvious lacerations
or broken bones.


     “Are you two in need of
medical attention?”


     “No, we’re fine. You seem to
have the only power in the entire complex,” Lathiel replied.


     “Emergency generators,” the
doctor said.


     “Do you have a transmitter?”


     “Yes, down the hall, third
door on the left,” the doctor instructed, pointing to a corridor to her right.
Lathiel followed the doctor’s directions at a brisk pace.


     “I won’t keep you, doctor,”
Ranik said and followed Lathiel to the room she had indicated. He stopped
outside the door and listened to the crackle of static as a communications
console was turned on.


     “This is Helas Base
broadcasting on the emergency bandwidth,” he heard Lathiel say. “We have taken
heavy damage and require assistance.”     



 


 


 

     “She’ll see you right away,”
O’Toole said the moment Elliot walked into the lobby of Admiral Peterson’s
office.


     “Did you miss me?” Elliot
asked once the doors to her office had closed behind him.


     “Very funny, Eli,” Maria
replied, narrowing her green eyes. “We’ve had something come up relating to
those Coalition sensor arrays.”


     “I thought it might be something
important.”


     “One of our ships is out there
right now. It was in the area so I told them to take a look. It’s a science
vessel: the ASV Amazon. They’ve detected a distortion out there. It’s
not natural and no, as far as we know the Coalition isn’t behind it and neither
are we.”


     “So what’s the plan?” Elliot
asked.


     “Fleet Admiral Nelson has
already contacted me. He wants to dispatch the Third Battle Group. I need an
admiral to command it.”   


     “Isn’t there an admiral already
commanding the battle group?”


     “He’s on leave and
unreachable.”


     “I see.”


     “And you are free at the
moment,” Maria said.


     “Oh no.”


     “Oh yes. I’ve got no one else
available,” Maria said.


     “I can’t.”


     “You will. That’s an order.
Choose a cruiser to command and leave. The Coalition already has a head start
on us and I don’t want the Amazon confronting an entire battle group
alone.”


     Elliot stood up to leave the
room. “Would you like anything while I’m out? Some coffee? Maybe some
compassion?”


     Maria chuckled and looked back
to a fan of links in front of her. “I ran out of compassion a long time ago.
Good luck, soldier.”


     Elliot lumbered to the nearest
shuttle and thought of a cruiser to command the fleet from. It would have to be
a newer ship with a good crew. A mischievous smile crossed his face. Elliot
turned on one heel and began walking towards the shuttle that would take him
back to the Endeavour.



 


 


 

     "Was it something I said
to Eli?" Joshua asked after spending nearly a half hour in silence with
his wife.


     “You weren’t much help in
making him feel welcome,” Madison
replied, “but he was called away.”


     “What did I do?”


     “Does cold shoulder mean
anything to you?”


     “He deserved it,” Joshua
replied.


     “You know how hard it is for
him. Lily’s death changed all of us.”


     “You would bring that up,”
Joshua said. “Why do you think he was called away so fast?”


     “Probably something to do with
the Horizon Project.”


     “Do you have any idea where
that’s going?”


     “Let me see,” Madison said and pulled a
link out of her pocket. She accessed the information in just a few seconds.
“Three months, five days until completion according to the latest update.”


     “That was fast.”


     “I’ve been keeping tabs.”


     “You’re checking up on Eli?”
he asked in surprise.


     “He’s a friend! It’s my way of
seeing how he’s doing.”


     “How long have you been up to
that?” Joshua asked.


     “Since he left the Suffolk.”


     “Wow. You’d have to be an
expert by now. What’s the new fleet like?” Joshua asked, leaning back in their
booth.


     “I have some information. Most
of it’s classified.”


     “Tell me what you know.”


     “It’s much more decentralized like
Eli said.”


     “What about those new weapons
I heard rumours about?” Joshua asked.


     “I’ve never heard the term
before. I think it’s called an anti—proton grid?”


     “Well, what is it?”


     “That’s a little complicated,”
Elliot interjected as he rejoined the conversation.


     “Well, hello stranger,”
Madison said with a smile. Elliot took a seat across from her in the booth.


     “Where did my drink go?”


     “I’ll get you another one. We
didn’t think you’d be back,” Joshua replied and signalled a waiter.


     "Short meeting with the
brass?" Madison
asked. Another draft appeared on the table from an attendant’s quick and
steady hand.


     "That’s another story."


     "So do you have some time
to visit with old friends?"


     "Well, more time than you
think."


     Joshua frowned and asked:
“What do you mean?"


     "I've taken a few
liberties with your ship.”    


     "Are you going to call
her in the morning?"


     "Smartass."


     “You need the ship?” Madison asked.


     “I’m now the temporary
commander of the Third Battle Group, but don’t worry, this is a short assignment.
I won’t be in command for very long and you’ll still have the captain’s chair.”


     “Where are we going?” Joshua
asked. He got ready to use the small black bit of technology attached to his
ear.


     “I have already instructed the
helm on where to go. It’s just outside of the solar system. The entire battle
group is leaving orbit to check on some sort of distortion out there.”


     “You need the entire group for
that? Why not just send a science ship?” Joshua asked.


     “We did. The Amazon is
surrounded by a group of Coalition warships. We’re going out to even the odds. But
that isn’t the interesting part: the distortion may be of alien origin.”


     The couple looked at each
other with wide eyes. “We know what that means.”


     “You know the way to the
bridge,” Elliot said, and gulped back the last of his draft.


     Joshua and Madison led the
admiral to the command center of the ship. The commanding officer on duty
immediately vacated his position at the high end of the bridge and took his
place at the horseshoe—shaped helm at the front. Joshua took sat down in the
command chair. Elliot, knowing Joshua's possessiveness of his ship, took a
place at his left.


     "Are we ready to
go?"


     "Yes, Sir," the helmsmen
said and gripped the navigation control stick. It resembled the joysticks from
console games of the distant past.


     "The Admiral tells me the
coordinates are already laid in,” Joshua said to the helmsman.


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “Take us to maximum FTL.”


     “Aye.”


     The stars on the monitor jumped
to tiny dashes as the ship went to one thousand times the speed of light. The
other thirty—nine ships of the Third Battle Group, including destroyers,
frigates, and a wide carrier, followed behind.


     They spent a few minutes
waiting in the rectangular command centre, shining with blinking lights and
glittering consoles before the helm officer spoke again.


     “Arriving at specified
coordinates.”


     “Drop into normal space,”
Joshua said.


     The forty ships jumped out of
faster—than—light speeds and took up positions around the blocky science vessel
to protect her from the olive coloured warships of the Coalition battle group.


     "What is that?" Madison asked, staring out
at what looked like a flushing toilet bowl in space. The screen showed the
whole spectrum of light as well as the influence of gravity from the hole in
space, allowing them to perceive the strange event.


     “Science, what are you
reading?” Joshua inquired.


     “The entity is graviton based,”
reported the science officer, stunned by the information he was seeing. Ahead
of them in the blackness were the ships of the Coalition battle group. “It appears
to be accumulating energy.”


     “What is it doing?” Elliot
asked


     “I believe the anomaly is
actualizing. From what I can tell it’s almost at one hundred percent!” the
science officer exclaimed.


     Joshua looked briefly to
Elliot, who nodded to him in confirmation of the silent question.


     "Get the battle group to
a safe distance," Joshua ordered. The Alliance ships began pulling away from the
disturbance. Seconds later the anomaly flashed and then smoothed itself into a
blinding white light. The writhing force that had spent its time entertaining
them with magical displays had become a shining emerald beam of destruction
over a thousand miles in diameter.


     The great beast swallowed up
the Coalition ships that had strayed too close to it and continued unabated through
space. Elliot was staggered by the event and found it difficult to speak for a
moment.


     “Where is that thing going?”


     The science officer shook his
head and looked up from the data on his screen. “It's going to hit the Moon.”



 


 


 

     "What was that?"
Nadine demanded. She picked herself up from the floor of the bridge. The deck
plates of the Daedalus had stopped rattling now that the weapon had
rushed past. Sparks
flew from surrounding consoles and one of her officers lay dead a few feet
away. An enlisted officer occupying a rear station of the bridge replied to the
question.


     "A massive burst of
energy from the wormhole. I can put it up on the main monitor."


     “Do it.”


     Nadine looked in awe at the
spectacular spear of bright green energy. It flew away from the collapsing sky—blue
aperture at light speed.


     "What's our status?"


     "Our sensor palettes are
damaged, shields are at one quarter power, but all other systems are
functioning normally,” the enlisted man replied.


     A damage control team rushed
onto the bridge to attend to the fractured displays. A medical team followed on
their heels to tend to the injured. Nadine realized the peril of her forces
closer to the anomaly. "What’s the status of the rest of the battle
group?"


     "Three frigates and two
destroyers were lost."


     She cursed under her breath
and looked over to another manned console. “What about that thing? Where is it
going?”


     The officer's face looked pale
in the dim lighting. “The beam is on a heading that will intersect the Moon's
orbit.”


     “Wonderful. Communications, I
need a direct link to the Council."


     “Yes, Ma’am.”


     “I need all information
regarding that energy burst downloaded to my link now.”


     He nodded and quickly carried
out her order. Nadine turned to the rest of her staff.


     "Clear the bridge."


     The damage crew stopped their
repairs to cracked consoles. The medical team placed the injured crew members on
stretchers and left with the rest of the bridge crew.


     The communications station
emitted a faint beep. She gave a quick skim of the material on her link as she
crossed over to the station and pressed the required button. The large main
screen switched from the image of the retreating beam to Catherine’s wrinkled
face.


     “You have broken with
tradition.”


     “Prime Counsel,” Nadine nodded
in respect to her mentor. “It was necessary. You told me to contact you immediately
in case of an emergency.”


     “Proceed,” Catherine allowed
after a pause.


     “The artificial worm hole
transmitted an energy discharge of incredibly destructive power. It is on a direct
heading for Earth's moon.”


     The matriarch started and
Nadine heard murmuring from the periphery of the screen. The ruling member gave
several curt nods to the off—screen voices and continued.


     “So this is the shining
dagger!”


     “Teacher?”


     “None of your concern, child.
How long will it be until it arrives at its destination?” the Prime Counsel
asked.


     “Fifty—three hours.”


     “Then we have to move quickly.
We need to conduct a short meeting. I will contact you when we are finished,”
the Prime Counsel said.


     “Yes, My Teacher.”


     “Following that, Nadine, we
will speak of the importance of adhering to tradition.”


     The screen returned to the
midnight of space, with the beam now a bright emerald star at its center.
Nadine collapsed into her command chair. 



 


 


 

     A large screen on one of
several walls went dark in the council chambers. A beam of sunlight streamed from
a window in each of the twelve stone walls creating a shaft of light on each
occupied chair.


     “The shining dagger?”
Catherine asked a silver haired man to her left.


     “Yes. I should have known from
the image of the dagger driving its edge into the heart of the moon,” Alexander
said in a soothing introspective voice. The inlaid golden coat of arms of the
Council sat on his breast.


     Catherine sighed in
frustration. “You should have known? Your interpretation of the symbols could
use some polishing, Alexander. The results of this incident directly affect
everything that is to come. Nadine's role now has new meaning,” she said.


     “Clearly the forthcoming
negotiations are going to be of a different nature than what Alexander had
believed,” Victoria
said.


     “We still need her to subvert
Admiral Fredericks and be ready for whatever this dagger is going to bring,”
Catherine responded.


     “There is the subject of how
Nadine is to subdue him,” Cleopatra said.


     “She is a woman; he is a man,”
said Catherine.


     “Seduction?” Alexander
inquired.


     “Opportunity.”


     “How so?” he asked, narrowing
his eyes.


     “Why, conception of course,”
Catherine said. “You are not so old as to forget those impulses.”


     The entire group, Catherine
exempted, erupted into an uproar. Catherine allowed them a few moments to voice
their outrage before she silenced them with a raised hand. Alexander refused to
stay silent.


     “Another bastard abomination!
Why stop there, Catherine? Why not breed a Coalition jackal to become its
mother?”


     “I do admit our previous
experiments were failures,” Catherine began.


     “They were disasters! The last
half—breed crushed both of his parents’ genitals and then their hearts!”


     Catherine settled back into
her plush dark chair before fixing her gaze on her adversary. “You do not need
to remind me. I have firsthand experience in these matters.”


     “Apparently I do, Prime
Counsel. Everyone here knew my predecessor and witnessed the sacrifice he made
for you. Everyone knew what Seth was capable of and what it took to stop him. I
cannot believe that you would suggest further attempts at,” he paused at the
bile he tasted in his mouth, "mixing species.”


     “All of those experiments were
the result of forced copulation or forced donation. All of the Defensives were
given mind altering drugs to ensure their cooperation.” Catherine paused to look
at the platinum ring she had taken from Aristotle’s body as a reminder of her
compatriot’s words spoken only minutes before his death. “Aristotle believed it
had an effect on the results. What if it was the prime cause for their
insanity?”


     “What if there is no solution?
Will we get another monster?” Alexander demanded.


     “We have prime material.
Nadine is the best student we have seen in generations and she can still have
pregnancies for another decade. Elliot Fredericks is the favoured acolyte of
the Cooperative. We have a genuine opportunity to see the results.”


     “Based on orders from the
Council. Nadine would have no choice in this,” Alexander said.


     “Nadine is a loyal member of
MERA. She will follow our orders, as is her duty. We have an opportunity here
that may never present itself again. We can gain spiritual and political
control over the entire Colonized Sphere, and have an invulnerable soldier to
guard it.”


     “What if the experiment fails,
Catherine? It took all twelve council members to overcome the last debacle.
This one, this new crossbreed, what if he becomes a psychopath like the last
one?” Alexander asked.


     “We succeeded against Seth.
This one will meet the same end if he is of the same breed. Believe me
Alexander, it was not easy for us to create a massive heart attack in a twelve
year old child.”


     Catherine regarded the shame
on her colleagues’ faces. It was an expression she did not share. 


     “Look at your Council,
Catherine: There is no unanimous victory here. We need to vote on this.” Alexander
looked in triumph at the faces around him. The Council usually deferred to
Catherine’s seniority. It was rare for them to hold a traditional vote. He knew
this was just such a time to incite tradition and put the first nail into
Catherine’s coffin. He would take her place with patience and careful planning.
He had already spoken with the other members of the Twelve behind her back.


     “Of course, Alexander. We will
vote on the proposal of reopening the hybrid experiments. All of those in
favour?”


     Six of the council members
raised their hands to Alexander's disappointment.


     “All those opposed?”


     Six more hands appeared.


     “Then we have a hung vote. As
tradition dictates, the deciding vote will be cast by the Prime Counsel.” Catherine
stood from her seat and continued. “I vote in favour. Motion carried.”


     Alexander huddled in his seat.
Catherine smiled at her government in victory. With a smile, she crossed the
faceted circle and leaned over to Alexander’s ear with the appearance of
delivering a short conciliatory message.


     “It has been too long since we
had a traditional vote Alexander. Thank you for the nostalgic trip.”


     She turned on her gnarled heel
and walked back to her seat.


     “Send a signal to Nadine.”



 


 


 

     People were gathered in small
groups across the large bridge of the Endeavour. They hurried to
accomplish the list of orders Elliot had given them. Two men rushed back from
their individual groups and arrived at the same time to deliver reports to
their superior officer. Elliot chose to take the communications officer’s
report first.


     “Fleet Admiral Nelson has been
apprised of the situation, he requests your immediate report,” the young Ensign
said.


     “Acknowledged, Ensign.
Lieutenant, your report?” Fredericks
had not taken Joshua’s center seat, opting for a more observatory position from
the north—west corner of the rectangular bridge.


     “The beam is confirmed at five
billion megatons. The science staff has estimated an eighty percent chance the
moon will be destroyed by the blast. We cannot confirm that the moon will
completely dissipate the beam.”


     “Will it miss Earth if the
Moon doesn’t stop it?”


     “No.”


     “Where would it make
landfall?” Elliot asked.


     “It would hit the western
portion of South
   Dakota.”


     “Captain Hubbard, I need a
place to confer with the Admiralty.”


     “Yes, Admiral. You can use my
office.”


     Elliot exited the bridge and
took his first left into Joshua’s private office. He crossed to an L—shaped
desk in the teal room and sat down at the small monitor that would link him to
command.


     The screen came alive with his
presence.


     “Connect to Fleet Admiral
Nelson’s office.”


     “Level Ten clearance
required,” an artificial voice said.


     “Clearance Fredericks, Elliot, Vice Admiral,” he
responded. Hidden instruments in the ceiling scanned him and confirmed his
genetic identity. The screen beeped for several seconds before the transmission
was allowed. An image of an older man lit up the screen. Short brown hair
streaked with grey framed a face seamed by responsibilities.


     “Admiral.”


     “The readings are confirmed.
There is a high chance that the weapon will hit the moon. There is also a
chance that the beam will subsequently hit Earth,” Elliot said.


     “I’ll start the evacuation of
every civilian from the Moon and from the potentially affected areas as soon as
possible. Eli, we’ve got another problem.” 


     “Project Horizon,” Elliot said.


     “Yes. The weapons systems are
still on the Moon. I don’t think we can lift them off of there in time.”


     Elliot sighed. “What are your
orders, Sir?”


     “We are doing the best we can.
Projections are that nine hundred of the weapons emplacements will still be on
Luna at zero hour. We will do what we can. Eli, I’ve been given a request from
your priest to call him.”


     Elliot couldn’t hide his
surprise. The Cooperative rarely called through an official channel, allowing him
to maintain his cover.


     “I know how you feel about
them, but I told them I would give you the message.”


     “Well, given the
circumstances, I’ll contact them as soon as I can.”


     “Eli, the Horizon Project may
no longer be viable. I’m ordering you to use our contingency plan.”


     “The Phoenix Project?”


     “If that beam vaporizes ninety
percent of our weapons systems then the vast majority of our new fleet will
have nothing to defend themselves with. What other choice do we have?” the
Fleet Admiral said.


     “So we abandon the Horizon
Project?”


     “Eli, we’ve been over this. Phoenix was always a
modification of Horizon, not its abandonment. I need someone to begin quiet
preparations for Phoenix.
With your past work on Horizon, you are the best person for the job,” Nelson
said.


     “Sir, only an O—9 officer can
administer a project of this level.”


     “I know that, Eli.
Congratulations. I just wish your promotion was under better circumstances.”


     “Yes Sir.”


     “Keep me updated,” the
Admiral’s hand was halfway to the button to deactivate the live feed before he
added: “Oh, and choose a staff. You’ll want people you can trust on this.”


     Full Admiral Elliot Fredericks
watched the screen go blank. He then opened a new signal to an area of Stockholm, Sweden
and waited as the tone beeped its progress towards contacting the party. Elliot
took the time to remove the contacts from his eyes and placed them in a small
case he carried in his back pocket.  His
eyes were now liquid black instead of brown. The screen came to life again a
minute later.


     “Elliot. I need to talk to
you.” Michael DePietro’s wizened face did not resolve itself into his characteristic
smile as it usually did.


     “I can tell,” Elliot said.
Michael had been the teacher who had trained him to be a Defensive before
letting him go into the world, as all mentors eventually do.


     “We sensed something,” Michael’s
face distorted as he concentrated on the memory, “awakening in the dark.”


     “An extra—terrestrial beam of
energy has exited the anomaly we detected and is headed for Earth.”


     Michael’s eyebrows rose
underneath his dark hair. “What’s this weapon going to do?”


     “The most recent information
we have says that it will probably hit the moon,” Elliot paused as he considered
what he had to tell his friend, “and it may also hit Earth.”


     “What about the lives at
stake?”


     “We’re beginning evacuations
immediately. We’re pretty sure we can get everyone out in time.”


     “We have that much to be
thankful for,” Michael said. “I trust you to do what is best for us.”


     “Thank—you,” Elliot replied.


     “I’ll tell you this much Eli: there
is something very wrong here. I’ve talked to others and we all agree. The
Coalition is planning something.”


     “They’re always planning
something,” Elliot said.


     “This is worse than usual. I
wish I could tell you more, but that’s all I know.”


     “I’ll keep it in mind.”


     Michael smiled and turned off
the link.


     Elliot rose from the seat in
Joshua’s office with the thought of whom to choose for his staff. The answer
came readily a moment later. A mischievous smile was on his face when he
launched himself onto the bridge. He forced the smile away once he reached the
Captain and first officer of the AWS Endeavour.


     “Joshua, Madison, I need to see both of you in private,”
Elliot requested with a solemn expression.


     Joshua vacated his position at
the captain’s chair and Madison,
the place to its right. The couple converged behind the Admiral on his way from
the command center to Joshua’s office. Once the doors closed on the small teal
setting, Elliot sat on the sectional couch opposite to Joshua’s workstation.


     “The Horizon Project has been
shelved.”


     “Why?” Madison asked.


     “We no longer have the
resources to build the new fleet. Once the moon is destroyed most of the weapon
systems will be destroyed as well.”


     “So what do we do now?” Joshua
asked. He took a seat on one end of the sectional couch.


     “We always had a sort of a
Plan B in case something occurred to render Horizon unworkable. It’s called Phoenix and I need people
and resources to make it work.”


     “What kind of people?” Joshua
asked, suspiciously.


     “To start off, I need an
adjutant or two.”


     “You don’t mean,” Joshua said.


     “I do.”


     “I didn’t sign up to be an
errand boy Eli,” Joshua said.


     “You won’t be. You will keep
your command and still be attached to the Third Battle Group. You’ll just have
a little more work. Fair enough?”


     “I guess so,” Joshua replied.


     “This is a big project and I
need people I can trust. You two are a good start.”


     “Okay Eli, but what does the
project do?” Madison
inquired.


     “No one would willingly tell
you this within the admiralty, but Horizon is already being widely regarded as
a failure.”


     “Eli, we’ve been in a cold war
for eighty years,” Joshua said.


     “Not after their fleet
launches. All analyses indicate the Coalition would declare war on us within
six months after that date at the most. We can’t win under those
circumstances.”


     “So this is what Phoenix is for?” Madison asked.


     “It’s basically an escape
plan. We take the ships we have and as many civilians we can take with us, then
we leave for a new home.”


     “The Coalition will be
distracted by the old fleet,” Madison
speculated.


     “Yes,” Elliot said, nodding to
acknowledge her astute observation.


     “That can’t be all of it. The
Coalition won’t just stand by and watch us leave,” Joshua said.


     “No, they won’t. We’ll also
build a Particle Warhead.”


     “I see,” Madison said. She broke eye—contact with
Elliot and stared at her lap.


     “It won’t ever be used, but
the Coalition will think twice before attacking us with that in our
possession.”


     “Elliot, won’t that weapon
level much of the Earth’s surface?” Madison
asked.


     “It could.” Elliot released a
long exhalation of breath. “We won’t use it, but this weapon would give us the
time we need to get away. The warhead will be purposefully sabotaged in the
event that it is captured by enemy forces.”


     “That’s Phoenix?” Joshua asked.


     “In a nutshell. I need people
I can trust on this one. I don’t want to force you on this, Josh. It’s your
choice. If you say no, I’ll respect that. Will you sign on?” Elliot regarded
his two friends, noting they had a mixture of dismay and contempt on their
faces.


     “Eli.” Madison got up and sat next to him, taking
his hands into hers. “it isn’t for you. I just can’t believe that we would
resort to using scorched Earth tactics.”   


     “Madi, I fought this when it
was proposed, believe me I did. I lost and now I have my orders.”


     “In that case,” Madison said and winked,
“I’m in.”


     “Well, if Madi’s in then I
don’t have many choices, do I? What do you need?” Joshua asked.


     Elliot found his shoulders
relaxing at the sign of renewed loyalty from the two. “First we have some
people we need to talk to.”







     A record fourteen hundred and seventy—three ships evacuated the
populations of the Moon and the Central States.
Of this grand number, the Coalition provided a mere thirty—seven. The common
belief is that they were indeed doing everything within their power to sabotage
Alliance
efforts to finish their new fleet. Contrary to that opinion is the evidence
discovered by Frederick Grant which shows a deeper conspiracy by the Twelve to
undermine the Alliance
itself. The evidence is incomplete, however, and doesn’t lend any clue as to
what this higher conspiracy was.
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Less than a hundred Ferine left Helas. The survivors were piled into a
few shuttles by their rescuers and lifted into the dark sky. They looked
through the windows of the small departing vessels and stared at the massive
blackened maw of the ancient weapon. Lathiel knew that great titan would never
hurl another spear at their enemy. Helas was, once again, a lifeless world.


     The great chasm on Helas was
visible in the night sky above his childhood home on Cartise. As a youth, he had
spent many nights looking up in wonder at the artificially constructed station
on that orange planet. The shadowed world had always sported that dark eye,
scaring him as a boy. It frightened him more once his parents told him what its
original purpose was.


     Now the night sky would
forever be altered by that cracked face. The people of Helas had always found a
sombre reminder of their ancient and bloody past in the presence of that
monster. Hopefully in the future, it would remind them that they still had hope
for survival. 


     Lathiel had spent the last day
recuperating from a few cracked ribs caused by the collapsed support beam. The
realization of the possible consequences to his actions had forced him out of
bed to call Elik. Lathiel was invited over at once for an evening of relaxation
at his house. 


     He strode up the walkway
cutting through the lime coloured lawn to the entrance. The bright entry button
sparkled next to a set of elegant stone—grey doors. Lathiel pressed the button
and Elik answered the door shortly thereafter.


     “Good to see you again.” A
face of grey skin said. Lathiel accepted the invitation with the palm up
welcome and entered into the warm glow of his home.


     “The same to you.”


     “Come on in to the game room.
I’ve already set the pieces up,” Elik said, referring to the game of Scholars.
They both had affection for the complex game played by their society’s elite.


     Lathiel kept stride with Elik
into the game room. The Scholars
table sat in the middle of the many curious pieces of entertainment in the
room. Two glasses of Ruby Brandy glowed on each side of the square table. The
two sat opposite to each other and began the game.


     As the visitor party, Lathiel
made the first move.


     He moved his piece through the
north side of a square and into the adjacent place. The Student Piece stood out
in the empty area between the two armies of academia.


     “I heard what happened.”


     “Everyone did,” Lathiel said,
while Elik contemplated his first move. The soft light of the study gave
Lathiel’s feral gold features a more bronzed look accentuated by the small
spots of obsidian.


     “You and your group prevented
the Nevargh from annexing our world and our last colonies as planned.”


     “I don’t think I’ll ever be
the same after this.”


     “No, you won’t,” Elik
confirmed as he moved a piece. “I have to ask, Lathiel: will the cannon fire
again?”


     “You knew the answer to that a
long time ago,” Lathiel replied. 


     He launched an attack on a
Professor.


     “I hoped that you would find something
that would allow you to preserve the cannon for a second firing should the
Nevargh return.” 


     Elik moved his Doctor.


     “There are no more miracles.
If the Nevargh return, we’re on our own.”


     “Our defence is limited to a
few science ships. There are reinforcements that are supposed to arrive from
the other colonies next week. Only half of them have the upgraded weapons,”
Elik said.


     “What are you going to do?”


     “Up against the one hundred
and twenty thousand warships the Nevargh still have? We will consolidate the
remains of our fleet and make our stand here.”


     Elik took a long drink from
his glass.


     “Do you think that will make
any difference if they return?”


     “They have to protect their
overextended empire now.”


     Elik moved his Department
Head.


     “You hoped this would cripple
the Nevargh fleet?”


     “This gives the other races
who were part of the Old League the ability to rebel. This might give us some
allies.”


     Another piece exited the
table.


     “I wish I was there when the
Wallick confronted the Nevargh fleet,” Lathiel said, thinking of recent history.


     “I thought you believed the
Wallick were too militaristic.”


     “Past experiences have
enlightened me. Can you imagine the Wallick’s Leviathan Class warships
confronting the Nevargh fleet?”


     Lathiel moved another piece. 


     “What was it? One thousand
against five thousand?”


     “And they still destroyed
their advance force before reinforcements arrived.”


     “It was the best battle we
had,” Elik said.


     “Until now.” Lathiel moved his
Doctor in for the kill. “Elik, there was something else I wanted to talk to you
about.” 


     “Yes?” Elik asked, while
concentrating on the game board.


     “The discharge from the
cannon: I want to track it.” 


     “With what?” Elik asked.


     “My ship. Anything else you
can give me would be appreciated.”


     Lathiel moved his Director to
avoid a confrontation.


     “It wouldn’t be easy to
convince others.” Elik  moved another
piece into a confrontation. “Impeachment.”


     “Elik, if we lose our moral
judgment in all this, we become as ruthless as the Nevargh.”


     Lathiel countered with his
Director piece.


     “Some would say that’s
necessary for survival.”


     “But you know better than
that,” Lathiel replied.


     “How many ships would you
need?”


     “My ship, possibly an escort.”


     “I can probably get you two,”
Elik said and moved another piece.


     “You’re in danger of
dismissal,” Lathiel said.


     He examined the board and
moved his Professor. Elik removed his trapped Director from the board.


     “Dismissed,” Elik said. 


     He removed the patriarchal
piece from the checkered board. With the game over, Lathiel arranged the
pieces back in order.


     “Another game?” Elik asked
over two empty glasses. “I’ll break out the special vintage brandy.”


     “Which one?”


     “The Forty—First Edition,”
Elik replied.


     “I’m in.”


     Elik got up, opened a large
liquor cabinet, and retrieved a dusty bottle of the glowing liquid. He smiled
as he opened it and poured Lathiel and himself half a glass.


     “I haven’t opened it until
tonight. I hear it’s one of the best ever made,” Elik said.


     “One more game.”


     “Two. This is the best Ruby
Brandy you’ve ever had.”


     “It’d better be,” Lathiel said
and allowed Elik the first move.


     Lathiel enjoyed the old
vintage as the pieces moved around the board in the candlelit room.



 


 


 

Fifty—seven ships appeared in
the darkness surrounding Earth to join a growing evacuation force. Ships
resembling birds of prey, long faceted cigars, and all other make and colour of
vessels were rising and falling from the United States of America.



     The largest evacuation in
Earth’s history was underway.


     Maria had been put in command
of the evacuation by Fleet Admiral Nelson and had the displeasure of
confronting a large group of hyperactive reporters.


     “Will all of the people in the
affected zone be evacuated before this weapon arrives?” one reporter demanded.


     “We have near completion of
the evacuation of the Moon and are one quarter through the evacuation of the
possibly affected areas of the United States.”


     “Is there any possibility that
you won’t be able to complete the evacuation in time as some experts in the
media have suggested?” the same reporter asked.


     Maria balked. “I have
personally seen the numbers and we do believe the citizens of the United States
will be in safe havens within the time allotted. Those who cannot find other
places on Earth to find refuge are being taken to other colonies. There are
hundreds of evacuation vehicles that have already arrived and more are on their
way.”


     “Some scientists have said the
Moon’s destruction will lead to Earth’s destruction. Their opinion is that
large portions of the Moon will impact our planet. Do you have any comment on
this?” a reporter demanded.


     “There is some truth to that
statement,” Maria said and had to pause when a dissonance of noise answered her.
“Please let me finish. A large portion of the moon will be vaporized on impact.
The rest of it will be fractured into smaller pieces. Some of these pieces will
be no larger than the size of your fist. Some of these pieces could be up to
five miles in diameter.”


     “Won’t debris that large be a
threat to Earth?”


     “Normally, yes it would. That
is why the Coalition and the Alliance
have agreed to pool their military resources on this occasion. All ten of their
battle groups and all six of ours will be around Earth after the Moon is hit.
That is over six hundred heavily armed warships and thousands more fighters
that will take care of this threat if it happens. Keep in mind that it will
take hours, even days for this debris to hit our atmosphere.”


     “How much longer will the
evacuation take?” the same reporter asked.


     “We are expecting to finish
the evacuation a full two hours before the weapon arrives.”


     “What of this weapon? Is it an
attack? Where did it come from?”


     “We cannot be sure of anything
so early on. What we do know is that the origin of the weapon is over ten
thousand light years away. Our most advanced ship would take nearly eleven
years to cross that distance. At this time we do not believe that this was a
deliberate attack.”


     “There are rumours suggesting
that this may tip the scales in the Coalition’s favour. Is there any truth to
that?” the first reporter asked.


     “I will not speculate on that
matter. I’m sorry, that’s all the time I have.”


     The reporters shouted after
Maria as she left the glass dais atop the small platform. She left them to harass
a civilian who got up from his chair on the stage and crossed to the podium.
The monotone of the small, bald man receded into the distance while she walked
down a bright corridor to her ship. 


     After hearing of Elliot’s
promotion and his move to the Phoenix Project Maria was relegated to take
control of the massive evacuation. Horizon had been put on indefinite hold while
the brass reassessed their position.


     She had stopped at the main
port in Colorado
to see the progress of the evacuation before continuing on to New York.
Tens of thousands of people in a state of mass hysteria were crowded in and
around the large interplanetary space port. Every entryway was clogged with
panicked people trying to board the next ship, and more were arriving every
minute. Ships filled past capacity took on more people and lifted off into the
sky towards other countries and even to other planets within the Colonized
Sphere.


     Outside of the port, ground
cars streamed in long lines all the way past the city limits. The only life off
the major highways was the Allied military, going from house to house, and
building to building, ensuring that no one was left behind.


     Maria returned to her shuttle
for the trip back to her fleet. The view from her small window changed from the
tarmac to the blue of the sky. New York quickly shrank to a
large assembly of toothpicks standing on end. The entire outline of the United States
came into view. Maria couldn’t help but think of how vastly changed that vista
might be in just a few short hours.



 


 


 

     Nadine felt her gorge rise at the
news. She had spent her entire life learning how to combat Defensives, trick
them, confuse them, and even kill them if necessary. But to try and seduce one?


     Nadine found herself vomiting in
the latrine. She grabbed a cool, blue towel from the nearby rack in the
reflective obsidian tiled bathroom and wiped her mouth. Her close—cropped black
hair shone with sweat from her exertions.


     Slowly, she came out of her
thoughts and went back into the living area of her quarters. Nadine collapsed
onto a burgundy sofa in the dim room. She slid her hands between her legs to
warm them and then wrenched them back suddenly at the thought of an alien
presence exiting from that area in nine months.


     Her task force had handed off
the tracking of the beam to a flotilla of science ships. Her battle group had headed
for Earth to aid in the evacuation of the Coalition’s people on the Moon, but
that was not her destination. She would take a shuttle bound for Earth.


     The Council of Twelve required
her presence.


     She stared into empty space
for what felt like hours in the dim light until she heard a beep. She sat up
and activated the small grey earpiece attached to her lobe.


     “Yes?”


     “Informing you as requested,
General. We are entering into lunar orbit,” a crisp male voice said.


     “Thank—you,” Nadine said and thumbed
the earpiece off. She dragged her feet into the bedroom and changed into a
fresh uniform. Nadine took cautious steps toward the nearest lift and paused
briefly before the doors parted for her.


     She thought of the man that
she was to mate with while the elevator took her to her destination. He was
forty—eight, good looking, and charming according to the initial report she
saw. The photo of him sent to her afterwards disappointed her. This Elliot
Fredericks looked stuck—up, arrogant, and God knew what else. Nadine thought of
other disparaging qualities her newly assigned mate was bound to have as she
boarded her small, biplane—sized shuttle and guided it sluggishly out of the
bay.


     Earth grew larger in front of
her tiny personal shuttle. The surface eventually resolved itself into the east
coast of Russia.



     Maria saluted the MERA guard
when she stepped from her duckling ship and walked into a large and lush
courtyard framed with tall hedges. A small woman rushed to greet her. The mouse
of a girl with thinning blond hair had a rank of  acolyte.


     “The Council is not here,
Veteran,” she said, saluting her superior.


     “They’re not here? I don’t
understand.”


     “Yes, Veteran. They left
instructions requesting that you go to Communications Lounge B. The Prime Counsel
said she would contact you there,” she replied in a tiny voice.


     “Thank—you, Attendant.”


     She rushed through the
entrance and down the ornate corridors. Nadine ascended mahogany steps to the
second floor and hurried into a small, secluded, but comfortable chamber with a
screen on one side. A brown studded leather couch occupied the other side of
the narrow room. Nadine sat down and pumped her code into the pad fastened to
the arm. The screen immediately sparked to life in front of her and the aged
face of Catherine came into being.


     “My student.”


     “My Teacher,” Nadine replied.


     “It is time to give you a new
lesson. First, do you know where we are?”


     Nadine extended her senses.
They had played this fox and hound game before as part of her lessons. She
could feel the Council somewhere on the planet no further out than the solar
system.


     “Find me.” 


     Nadine sensed them somewhere
on a nearby continent.


     It was Eastern Europe. Latvia.
Riga. They were
at the Coalition Headquarters.


     Catherine saw the concern
radiating from her pupil. “No need to worry, my student. We are in our private
apartments.”


     Nadine sighed in relief. Many
assassination attempts had been carried out there. That was why the Council had
moved their office to MERA Headquarters, citing the presence of other
Aggressives to keep them safe. Their private apartments were a set of rooms
known to themselves and few others. They 
moved about by way of a maze of secret passages within the predominately
military complex.


     “Teacher, what lesson would
you teach me within our HQ?” Nadine asked.


     “Your stumbling block is here.
We are here to remove him.”


     “General Nadir?” Nadine asked,
remembering the name of the head of diplomatic relations.


     “Yes.”


     “Forgive me, my teacher, but I
don’t understand. Why do you need me for this?”


     “We are going to teach you
something new,” Catherine replied.


     Nadine’s curiosity was piqued.
“What do you have to teach me?”


     “You require a lesson in
manipulation, specifically body manipulation,” Catherine replied.


     “Yes, my teacher.”


     “Keep your focus: follow me. I
will have my attention on our subject. I can not focus you in this action. If
you wander, I can’t bring you back into it.”


     “I understand,” Nadine
replied.


     “Good. I will end
transmission. Be as a bird on my shoulder.” 


     Nadine’s consciousness
followed Catherine’s. She saw the old, black cloaked woman wind her way through
ancient corridors hidden within the Headquarters of the Coalition.



 


 


 

     General Harcourt Nadir was an
incredibly meticulous person. That attention to detail had provided him the way
into his superior’s heart. Though a little pretentious, he did make an
excellent diplomat. He sat now, straightening his curly ginger hair, which
never obeyed the correction.


     His office was a large, well
lit, and airy affair. It had a nearly tropical flavour out of place for the
country it was situated in. Harcourt, or “Law” as he was informally known,
knew he was on the list. It was the only list that mattered in the Coalition.
He was finally on his way to becoming part of an inner group of senior officers
that made the real decisions. Law reclined in his chair and closed his eyes
with a satisfied smile on his face. As he relaxed, a small recess parted silently
in the adjacent room he had converted into a private bar and lounge.


     A silver haired hag exited
from the recess and took small steps into the interior office.


     Law opened his eyes to a withered,
old witch staring at him.


     “What?”


     Nadine, in her alcove at MERA,
gasped at the look of terror on his face. Law stared at this knot of an old
woman who regarded him with a horrifying grin.


     Before he could say anything
more, he began to feel a tightening in his chest. He gasped and began to
hyperventilate. Law could feel something in his chest contracting in
excruciating pain.


     Law tried to scream, but found
that he couldn’t; something was stopping him. He convulsed in his seat, a
contorted look of agony was on his face.


     Nadine began to cry in pain. A
first tear started from her left, nearly white, eye and streamed soon after.


     “Goodbye, Law,” Catherine
said, emphasizing his nickname. Harcourt felt an excruciating squish as his
left ventricle was crushed. His vision faded to black and his body slumped in his
chair.


     Nadine passed out.


     “Now you know,” she heard an
old voice say as her consciousness faded.



 


 


 

     Maria couldn’t remember the
last time she was this irritated. A throbbing headache stretched from her
temples to the back of her head. She kept trying to massage it out but the damn
thing was persistent. She opened her eyes to the sight of her office aboard the
First Space Station.


     The last nineteen hours had
featured press appearance after appearance after appearance. Even with a good
night’s sleep, she still found the need for another cup of coffee.


     Her duties for the press were
finally completed. Any relevant information was being broadcast by the INN now. The pretty little
International News anchor could lob the manure to keep the public happy. Maria
was about to get up from her seat for another cup of creamy coffee when her
earpiece beeped and startled her from her reverie.


     “Ma’am?” a male voice asked.


     “Yes, Lieutenant,” she
responded, massaging her left temple.


     “Ma’am, Admiral Nelson is here
to see you.”


     “Nelson? Send him in.”


     Fleet Admiral Nelson came
through the doors of her office with a broad grin on his face until he saw her
fatigue. His smile was wrenched into a frown as he became concerned with her
appearance. He waved her salute away.


     “I know this had been hard on
you. Media relations have never been your strong suit,” Nelson said as he took
a seat.


     “You hit the nail on the head,
Admiral,” she said, sitting down with her latest cup of coffee. She’d be wired
in an hour but at this point, who cared?


     “You know that Horizon has
been shelved now that the evacuation is underway. I’m afraid we don’t have much
for you to do.”


     “I won’t complain, Ronnie,”
Maria said.


     “No, I suppose you wouldn’t,
but I do have something available for you.”


     “Oh really?” Maria asked, half—heartedly.


     “Admiral Riddick is retiring
this month and the Second Battle Group needs a new commander. It’s yours if you
want it.”


     “Command of a battle group?” Maria’s
ears perked up and the headache began to vanish.


     “Choose any flagship you
want.”


     “You know, I served on the Excalibur when I was a Lieutenant—Commander,”
Maria said and leaned back in her seat. “I remember that ship as being the
best.”


     “She is a little older now.
The cruiser Delphi is the latest off the line.”


     “It’s my command. I choose the
ship I want.”


     “That it is. What do you say?”


     “When do I start?”


     “Right away. I relieved
Admiral Riddick an hour ago.”


     “Thank—you, Sir,” Maria said.


     “I’ll check in on you later
and see how you’re holding up.”


     Maria stood as did he and
waited for him to leave the room. She then grabbed a briefcase and began to
pack. 



 


 


 

     Lathiel stood on the bridge of
his ship absent a captain’s chair. Ferine had always believed in a
decentralized command for their organizational structure. If Lathiel needed to sit
down, there was a couch available on either side of the round bridge. The
command center’s walls glowed with a sea blue that was nearly organic in its
texture. The front of the center was comprised of one large screen with an image
of a tiny dying star at its center.


     “That’s the wormhole?” Lathiel
inquired, turning his cat—like eyes to his cousin at a nearby station. Each of
its panels looked like the surface of a cloud of intersecting amber bubbles. 


     One of those surfaces changed
to an image of incomprehensible data. Ranik looked back at Lathiel once he
finished examining it.


     “Definitely. In the last
twenty—two hours it has collapsed to that size.”


     “Could we send a probe
through?” Lathiel asked.


     Ranik checked through the
advanced sensor data. “We can do it.”


     “Then launch the probe.”


     Ranik turned back to Lathiel
again. He knew he wasn’t going to like what he was about to hear by the lowered
eyebrow above Ranik’s slit yellow eyes.


     “Lathiel, I’m worried about
what’s on the other side of that.” He motioned with his head to the glimmer of
light on the view screen.


     “What do you mean?”


     “Have you ever thought of what
or who might be out there?” Ranik asked.


     “A fin probe is small enough
to be equipped with stealth.”


     Ranik’s eyes worked at the
possibility.


     “Yes, yes! But we’re assuming
whoever may be out there is not advanced enough to detect it.”


     “It’s worth the risk to find
out what damage our weapon might have done. Let’s get started.”



 


 


 

    “I can’t see this happening in
time,” Madison
said.


     “Why not?” Joshua demanded.


     “In three months? The
engineering branch said three months Josh.”


     The large table Madison and
Joshua were bent over was a bright island in a dim shadow of a room.


     Elliot half listened to the
exchange while he watched the news on INN.
With only a day to go, ten million people were still left in the red zone of
the United
   States.


     “We don’t have six months to
finish the particle warhead. The project has to start in a month,” Madison said.


     “Madi, I have talked to the
Engineering Division three times. Two months is the absolute minimum to build a
facility of that size.”


     “Maybe not,” Elliot said. He switched
off the monitor and sat up on the leather couch.


     “What?” Madison asked.


     “How big would an installation
need to be in order to house and defend the particle warhead?”


     “Massive,” Madison replied. She handed a detailed link
to Elliot.


     “We’ve got something that big
in storage,” Elliot said to their bewildered expressions. “Earth and every
colony have base components available in case the need should arise. It’s not
common knowledge but they are there.”


     “Where would they store it? It
would be way too big to store anywhere on Earth, even in pieces,” Madison asked.


     “Well, you’re right,” he said
to their satisfied smiles. “It’s stored in orbit, in the shipyards to be exact.
We could have it up in about a month, maybe less.”


     “That solves one problem. On
to the next one,” Joshua replied.


     “Okay, if the plan is to leave
the Colonized Sphere, where do we put all those people? Naval Analysis has told
us that there is no way to take more than a few thousand civilians with us
onboard our battleships,” Madison
said.


     “What about the other nine
hundred ships? They won’t have any weapons, but aren’t they still capable of
high FTL speeds?” Elliot asked.


     “Would they do?” Madison asked Joshua. 


     “We were going to take a
wrecking ball to them. Let me see.” Joshua examined the pile of links on the
table in front of him. Eventually he found the required link and looked up with
a triumphant smile on his face. “It could work. The other nine hundred ships
could serve as civilian transports: they have the speed we want.”


     “How many can they carry?”
Elliot inquired.


     “I’ll send a request to the
Science Council. I’m betting that it’ll be a good number. Each of those ships
is almost two miles long.”


     “What else do we need?” Madison asked and looked
at Elliot.


     “A destination.”


     “What has the brass
recommended?” Madison
asked.


     “Not much more than pick a
star and go.”


     “Can we get a little more
specific?” Joshua inquired.


     “Let’s take a look at the star
charts and see what’s out there,” she replied.


     They both bent to their tasks.
Elliot relaxed back onto his couch in the dark and turned the INN back on.



 


 


 

     Lathiel impatiently waited for
some word of the probe they had dispatched hours ago. He found it difficult to
keep his mind from wandering as time passed. Lathiel fiddled a while with his
index fingers imbedded with thick nails, before giving in to his thoughts.


     The remaining Ferine colonies
needed every last ship to defend their home world. Of all the other conquered
species in the Old League, only a few of their warships wandered here and there
looking for allies to retake their home worlds. None had bothered to look for
help within the Ferine’s borders. Perhaps now, after their unlikely attack,
they might come. 


     He heard a beep from his cousin’s
console. Lathiel jumped up from his couch.


     “The probe’s arrived. It’s
transmitting data,” Ranik reported.


     “I was starting to worry something
had happened.”


     “I was beginning to think the
other end of the wormhole had collapsed.”


     “So, what is it reporting?”


     “The exit from the wormhole is
nearly ten thousand light years away.”


     “That far? How could that have
happened?”


     “A wormhole can go as far as
it wants to. I’d say we were lucky it didn't end on the other side of the
galaxy,” Ranik said.


     “We’re lucky if it didn’t hit
anything.”


     “You're right there,” Ranik
said. He lifted a slightly wrinkled index finger to his lips as he perused the
data. “There is one star system nearby. The beam exited the other end
approximately forty hours ago. The system is inhabited.”


     “Can they detect the probe?”


     Ranik bent back to his amber
instruments for a moment. “No, they haven’t detected the probe. It’s difficult
to categorize their level of technology. They're more advanced than us is some
ways, less in others.”


     “Could you be a little more
specific?”


     “They appear to be very
aggressive,” Ranik replied.


     “Great. We’ve found the
perfect people to antagonize. Where is the weapon?”


     “It’s approaching the star
system.”


     “What?”


     Ranik regarded his distant
cousin in dismay. “It’s headed directly in there.”


     “Will it pass through
unobstructed?”


     “No.”


     “Where is it going?” Lathiel
inquired.


     “It will hit the satellite
orbiting the third planet.”


     “Will it destroy it?”


     “Yes.”


     “Is the moon inhabited?”


     “Not anymore, but there are
structures there.”


     “Then maybe we can salvage
something from this mess.”


     “Not necessarily,” Ranik said,
sheepishly.


     “What is it, cousin?”


     “The probe’s data indicates a
high probability that  it will also
strike the planet,” Ranik replied.


     “God Above, another war.”


     “You know what we have to do
now.”


     “Do you think that they’ll
understand why we did this?” Lathiel asked.


     “In every civilization there's
always someone who is willing to listen.”


     “I hope that it’s someone
important.” 


     Ranik snorted. “Maybe. Come on
Lathiel, we did this before the war. Let’s set a course for the stars. For old
time’s sake?”


     “It’s a three and a half day trip.”


     “Do you have any cards?” Ranik asked.


     “I think I have a deck somewhere. It is a little dusty.”


     “We can start the bet at two Sterling,”
Ranik said.


     “A little high to start.”


     “Are you in or out?” Ranik asked.


     “I’m in,” Lathiel replied and addressed the navigational officer.


     “Would you be up for a trip, Bisby?”


     The great, striped Ferine
towered over his console at the center of the bridge. “Coordinates?”


     “Where the other end of that wormhole is.”


     “Already have it, Lathiel,” he said.


     “Execute.”


     The organic blue ship with its
connected set of wings began to glow from the emitters attached at either end
of its appendages. They flashed before the entire ship became a tiny bright
star and disappeared from that part of the galaxy.







     The Easter
 Island Agreements’ last battle was fought to overthrow what they
perceived as the real threat to their continued survival. The Coalition. To
achieve  this, they sent all of their
reserve forces against an Alliance
weakened by a decade of war. With the Alliance
occupied by a full scale attack, they could send only thirty—seven warships to
reinforce the Coalition lines at the climatic battle at Phobos. The number
become a motto for many Coalition soldiers afterwards and is still believed to
have originated the long standing schism between the two surviving powers.



 

     A Great Downfall: The Last Days of the Easter
 Island Agreements


      by Ronald Emmerich
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“I don’t know about this,” Fleet Admiral Nelson said. He sat at the head
of a table with the twenty most senior admirals in the fleet. They resided
within a room of concrete deep below the streets of New York.


     “I think there is an issue
here of putting all of our eggs in one basket,” one of the many admirals said.
“If the Phoenix Project is a failure, then we would have no other recourse but
to surrender to Coalition forces.”


     “And you’re telling me we need
more options?”


     “I’m suggesting that we need
to ensure the Alliance
survives this.”  


     “I hear what you’re saying,”
Nelson said. He brought a glass of water to his brown lips. “I hear what you’re
all saying, but the military hasn’t drafted a general order in fifty years.”


     The other general leaned
forward in his seat and rested his elbows on the thick conference table. “We
need to ensure our survival, Ronnie.”


     “Signing this seems like an
early notice of surrender to me.”


     “It broadens our options.”


     “I will sign this only with
your full backing and I mean everyone’s.”


     “You’ve got it,” said the
first admiral, her hands outspread in a placating gesture.


     “What about you, Eli?” Nelson
looked down the table to the admiral facing him from the distant end of its oak
surface.


     “I have the same reservations
as you do Admiral,” Elliot replied.


     “And?”


     “I hate to admit it, but under
the circumstances, it’s the best decision for all concerned.”


     “Fine.” Nelson took an
electronic pen to the document and scratched his signature into the link.


     “Thank—you, Admiral.”


     “Don’t thank me, Clair. I may
have just ensured that a large part of our population becomes future bohemians.
Now, if that’s all then I suggest we adjourn.”


     The gathering of brass got up
from the table and slowly filtered out of the room. Fleet Admiral Ronnie Nelson
caught up with Elliot before he could return to the Endeavour.


     “Thanks for coming, Eli.” Nelson
extended his right hand.


     “No problem.” Elliot said, returning
the handshake. “Why did you need me here? All of the other admirals here have
been around a lot longer than I have.”


     “You’re head of Phoenix now, Eli. I
needed some firsthand input.”


     “Thanks for the call.”


     “Do you really agree with the
new general order?”


     “Honestly?” Elliot asked.


     “You can speak freely here.”


     “I don’t know. It seems like a
good idea on paper. I would just like to know if this sort of thing will be
good for everyone left behind,” Elliot said.


     “I know what you mean, but I
assure you, I will only give this order if there’s no other option.” 


     “Is there anything else? I’ve
got to get back to finalizing the initial plans for the project.”


     “How is everything going? I
heard you found a few adjutants to help you out,” Nelson asked.


     “Things are going pretty well.
The only thing we’re having a problem with is building the warhead.” 


     “I’ll make sure you have every
resource you need,” Nelson said while they walked down a fluorescent lit
corridor. Elliot stopped him by placing a hand on his arm.


     “It’s not that. We can build
the warhead and have it ready within a few months.”


     “So what’s the problem?”
Nelson inquired as the last of the other admirals passed between them.


     “Is it necessary to have the
warhead? We’ll have what we need with the new ships and the transports for the
civilians.”


     “Now Eli, this won’t work
without it,” Nelson said in frustration, “you know that. The only way the Coalition
will let our ships leave is with the threat of that warhead hanging over their
head and that’s that. Without it, they’ll corner us in less than an hour.”


     “I guess so, Sir.”


     “Good. Is everything else
alright?” Nelson asked.


     “Yes, the rest of the project
is proceeding apace.”


     “Then I won’t keep you,”
Nelson said.


     Elliot nodded and began the
walk towards the lift that would return him to the surface.


     “Eli,” Nelson said to his
retreating back. Elliot stopped and turned to face the Fleet Admiral.


     “You’re not the only one who
had reservations. I protested too. The Prime Ministers overrode me despite my
objections. I wish it was a different story. Why did you suggest the name Phoenix, anyway?”


     “It’s from a poem my wife
loved. It seemed appropriate.”


     Nelson smiled politely with a
brief look to the ground in memory of Lillian before saying: “Dismissed.”



 


 


 

     Ranik placed a number three
card to his total on the square, black table.


     “I’ve got twenty—five.”


     Lathiel pulled another card
from the deck and placed a four in front of his cards, bringing his hand to a
total of twenty—seven.


     “I’m over, you win,” Lathiel said.


     Ranik took the chips from the
center of the table and got up to pour himself another drink. He opened a small
coral blue cabinet on one wall and pulled out a bottle of Ruby Brandy.


     “Would you like another?”
Ranik asked while he poured himself a glass.


     “Anything to pass the time.”


     “I don’t know what’s worse,”
Ranik said, as he sat down with two glasses of glowing liquor, “the waiting or
your poor playing.”


     “I’ve got another twenty
sterling that says you’re wrong.”


     “Done,” Ranik said. He watched
Lathiel shuffle the cards. “I wonder: what do you think they’ll be like?”


     “Who?” Lathiel asked as he
dealt the first two cards.


     “This new species. I’m a
little worried about what kind of people they are,” he said. Ranik looked at
his card lying face up on the table. “Another card.”


     “I just hope they’re
friendly.” He gave Ranik a second card. Lathiel put one in front of himself as
well.


     “That’s what has me worried.
You saw the sensor data. Their Faster Than Light drives are inferior to ours.
We can get to their system in a few days and it would take them how long?”


     “About a decade.”


     “A decade,” Ranik repeated and
looked at the two cards in front of him. “I’ll take an alternate.”


     Lathiel nodded and removed the
second card from Ranik’s hand only to replace it with another from the deck. He
took a look at his hand and decided to keep what he had.


     “What’s your point?”


     “That’s how far behind us they
are in propulsion. But did you look at the sensor data on their weapons
systems?”


     “It has to be at least fifty
years beyond ours.”


     “Closer to a hundred and I’m
concerned about that. Next card.”


     “They may have a lot to teach
us,” Lathiel said. He took another card from the deck and placed it with
Ranik’s hand. Ranik looked at his cards and pondered his next move.


     “Do you think they can teach
us about war?”


     “If they could outfit our
ships with their weapons,” Lathiel began.


     “Then we would have a
considerable advantage over the Nevargh. Yes, I’ve thought about that.”


     “It would strengthen us
considerably.”


     “I’ll hold with this,” Ranik
said. Lathiel took another card for his hand. “What if they don’t want to part
with their technology? What if they don’t want to part with us?”


     “I’ll keep these. I take it
you mean that we’re going into a trial, right?”


     “Next card. Yes, we do have
something to answer for. No matter how unintentional our actions, we’ve still
put them in danger.”


     Lathiel placed a third card in
front of him.


     “I’ll take an alternate.”


     “Two is the maximum.”


     “I know.” Ranik received a
different card. “I’ll stay with this.”


     He had twenty—four. Lathiel
took another card from the deck and placed a ten with his other cards, for a
total of twenty.


     “There isn’t just that, Lathiel.
Advanced weaponry can mean advanced hostility. Do you have any idea what their
reaction to us will be?”


     “We still need to make
amends,” Lathiel said, and took another card from the deck. He placed a six on
top of his cards. “I’m over.”


     “You should have alternated
with that first ten.”


     “I thought I could handle it.”


     “You’re too cautious.”


     “Another game?”


     “Do you have any money left?”
Ranik asked with a feline smile.


     “Some.”


     “It’s my turn to deal the
cards,” Ranik said. Lathiel handed him the deck and he began to shuffle the
cards for another round. 



 


 


 

     “No Ma’am,” a soldier repeated
as a small woman attempted to enter into a hatchway on the bottom deck of the
AWS Endeavour. Now even the warships of the orbiting battle groups had
been ordered into transport duty as more and more people became desperate to
leave the prairie states. “You can take one suitcase with you, not two.”


     “I’ve got everything in my
life in these two bags!” the woman exclaimed. 


     “I’m just following the rules,
Ma’am.”


     “I’ll pay the baggage fee,”
the woman said, nonchalantly. Maria stifled a laugh while she watched from a
terrace overlooking their boarding guests.


     “This isn’t a Space—Liner,
Ma’am. Please leave the bag behind or leave the line.”


     The woman looked at the
officer, incredulous at the perceived lower class treatment of her presence.
She huffed at the stern response and threw one of the bags to the metal deck
with a loud smack.


     “Thank—you, Ma’am. Welcome
aboard,” the soldier said. He motioned for her to advance into an interior room
as more clamoured to board the ship behind her.


     “I’ll write to my Senator,”
she shouted over her shoulder. “My tax dollars pay your wages, you know.”


     Maria admired the Petty
Officer’s patience as he ignored the remark and moved on to the next person in
front of him. Long lines of people entered the ship which sat on a large
farmer’s field in the state of Nebraska.
The central prairie states were nearly abandoned. The government had
subsequently turned all of its focus on the outer states. The other ships of
the Second Battle Group were spread out across some hundred square miles of
land. Frantic people were rushing in from the nearby city of Omaha to board the makeshift transports.


     Maria left the scene and
travelled to the top of the ship by elevator. She didn’t go to the Officer’s
Lounge, which had become a temporary hostel, but instead found an outer hatch
to the sunshine outside. She walked out onto the hull and looked out around
her. To the east and west, Maria saw the silhouettes of the Trafalgar and the Destiny. She discerned rising smoke in the Omaha skyline where protests to the
evacuation had become riots. The decision to let the fires burn seemed to have
sobered the resisting population’s belief that this was some sort of conspiracy.


     The protests began the night of
the announcement for the mass evacuation. Mobs grabbed large three foot square
links and stuck them to what ever stick or post they could find and marched
across every city and town hall in the Midwest.
The angry crowds turned to rioting once the ships arrived to take them away
from their homes. Police and the Military clashed with the protestors while the
sensible half of the population grabbed what they could and boarded the
evacuation craft.


     Some of the dissenters decided
to leave once the fires continued to burn and more ships took off with their
friends and neighbours aboard. However, of the ten or so thousand that gave up
and left, several hundred thousand stayed despite the threat of what was
coming. Politicians were dumbfounded when decades of telling their supporters
that their rivals had an “agenda” backfired. Many of their most ardent
believers actually dug in expecting a secret army to come in and take their
homes away from them.


     All of the local stations went
dark, one by one, until only the Interplanetary News Network remained on the
airwaves. At first they were convinced that the mass evacuations and panic
across the states of Montana, Wyoming, and Colorado
were deliberate fakes to scare them. Once the power was shut down and the last municipal
employees left, there was a sudden outcry for help. Fear gripped the remaining
populations as reality began to sink in. Frantic calls went out by wireless
devices to the government for a rescue.


     With the civilian vehicles now
on their way out of the system, the government realized all that was left were
the fleet ships to evacuate them. Maria had to break orbit and land under the scrutiny
of Coalition destroyers tracking their every move and twitch. Now she watched these
refugees boarding her ship with the same resistance as before. They wanted to
survive but resented being taken from their homes and saw the military as being
somehow responsible.


     Maria couldn’t blame them,
though. If she was ordered from her childhood home or any other place she
cherished she would probably have put up a fight as well.


     “Quite a pretty sight isn’t
it?” Benjamin Phelps asked from behind her.


     “Except for the smoke. How did
you know where to find me?”


     Her new first officer smiled
at the question as he joined her in looking out on the horizon. The thirty
decks of the ship only partially obscured the crowds waiting to board the Excalibur.


     “I’m a good first officer and
your earpiece is still on.”


     “Oh,” Maria said and thumbed
the device at her ear off. “What’s the situation?”


     “We should be able to take off
in another four hours.”


     “Have you ever been there?”
Maria said while she looked at the distant city of Omaha.


     “I was stationed there when I
was a Lieutenant for a few years.”


     “What is it like?” Maria
inquired.


     “A little smaller than a few
of the cities I’ve been to. Have you ever had a Reuben Sandwich?”


     “A what?” Maria asked.


     “They’re good, so are the
people. I didn’t think I’d ever get around to visiting the city again just
because of life. I never thought that I wouldn’t go back because it wasn’t
there anymore.”


     “There may be more than a few
cities that end up like that in a few hours.”


     “Ma’am, may I speak off the
record?”


     “Yes,” Maria replied.


     “You’re an admiral. Have you
heard anything more about this alien weapon? Is it really going to hit Earth?”


     “Our scientists have revised
their data. They’re saying that the amount of energy the Moon can absorb is
beyond their ability to calculate,” Maria replied.


     “What does that mean?”


     “It means that they don’t
know.”


     “I think half the population
is thinking that,” Phelps said. He took his hat off in the strong breeze and
briefly checked his dark curly hair to ensure that it wasn’t tousled.


     “What about the other half?”


     “They’re probably pissing
themselves right about now,” Phelps replied.


     “I don’t blame them.”


     “Just as long as you don’t
join them, Ma’am.”


     Maria smiled at the remark and
turned to the middle—aged officer. “I think we just might get along,
Commander.”


     “Thank—you, Ma’am.”


     “Why aren’t you a Captain by
now, Phelps? You should be.”


     “Who ever said that I wanted
the job?”


     “Well, I guess it’s not for
everyone,” Maria said.


     “That doesn’t mean that I
couldn’t do it, Ma’am. I just never wanted to.”  


     “Now that’s an interesting
statement,” Maria said.


     “I just don’t know why anyone
would want to make decisions that end people’s lives on a scale like you do. It
just doesn’t hold any interest for me.”


     “I guess I can see that. Would
anything convince you to take a promotion?” Maria asked.


     “The end of the world.”


     “The Moon’s not enough?” 



 


 


 

     “Orbital Base Two has
signalled and said that they have the components of a new planet—side base
ready to move whenever you give the signal,” Madison reported. She handed a link to Elliot.


     “How soon can they get it up
and working?”


     “They said about a month,” Madison replied.


     “What about the particle
warhead, Josh?”


     “They’re already building it
off world,” Joshua replied.


     “Where?”


     “At the science station in
orbit around Venus. Once the different components are ready, they’ll ship it to
wherever on Earth you need it to go,” Joshua replied.


     “Good.”


     “That brings me to another
question, Eli. If Phoenix
goes ahead, where will we ship the warhead?”


     “We’ll decide on that only if Phoenix goes ahead,”
Elliot replied.


     “Is that it?” Madison asked.


     “That’s the last of it. Phoenix is as ready as we
can make it.”


     “You mean before the weapon
hits us.”


     “The evacuation is as far as
it can go as well. Every ship is working overtime and it looks like things will
get done in time,” Elliot said.


     With the groundwork for their
project finished, Elliot let out a long breath on the bridge of Joshua’s
ship. They had been aboard for many hours now making the final preparations for
Phoenix while
junior officers had done their best to forward reports. With the last of their
work done, they were able to monitor the evacuation.


     The Moon was now as lifeless
as it had been a few centuries ago. The Central States were much the same with
the exception of a few stubborn elderly people refusing to leave. As far as
those last holdouts were concerned the government was trying to convince them
that the sky was falling. Even now several choppers were stationed near their
farms and houses. Representatives of the military were trying to remove them,
by force if necessary, but they had barricaded themselves in their homes.


     The rest of the populations
across the eighteen colonies seemed to be on the edge of one collective
inhalation as the weapon closed in on the moon.


     Elliot left the couple at the
captain’s chair and took up his accustomed position in the northwest corner of
the battle—grey coloured bridge. Madison
retained her place standing at Joshua’s left hand position as his first
officer.


     “Sir,” a male officer said from
the science station.


     “Yes Ensign,” Joshua replied.


     “The particle beam is now passing
Mars. I estimate four minutes until it reaches the Moon.”


     Every person on the bridge
stiffened at the statement. The entire atmosphere of the bridge had been tense for
nearly fifty—two hours, but now the stress seemed to have become tangible.


     “Put it on the main monitor.”


     The large primary screen on
the front wall of the bridge switched from a view of a star field interrupted
by the distant sight of the moon to one with a long, thin emerald streak.


     “Magnify to maximum,” Madison commanded.


     The line of green became a
blast of energy against the night sky of space. If not for the emerald hue, the
weapon would’ve looked like a comet speeding into the solar system.


     “Four minutes,” Elliot said.
Joshua turned his seat around to address the Admiral.


     “We got everyone out?”


     “There’s no one left on the Moon. The prairies are another story.”


     “We haven’t finished the evacuation?” Madison asked.


     “A few people are still in the target zone. They refuse to leave.”


     “Are they drunk?” Joshua asked.


     “No, they believe the angel of death will pass them over,” Elliot replied.


     “You mean the hard headed, stubborn kind of people.”


     “Those would be the ones,” Elliot said.


     “I should have asked if their parents were brother and sister.”


     “Helm,” Elliot said.


     “Yes Sir?”


     “Move the Endeavour and the rest of the Third Battle Group to a
safe distance from the Moon and the target zone.”


     “Aye Sir.”


     The Third Battle Group moved
to a higher orbit above Earth and farther away from Luna. The last dozen
transports lifted off the surface to take their families to new homes in the
solar system.



 


 


 

     Billions watched as a long and
wide beam sped towards Earth’s satellite. Nadine heard the INN
anchor’s voice rise in pitch as the weapon became a large round spot on the
starlit monitor.


     “As you can see from our
camera the weapon is now showing up quite large in the lunar sky. We estimate
two minutes until impact.”


     Nadine could nearly feel the
collective tension from colonies, ships, and stations across a thousand light
years. She felt as though she was staring into an abyss as the beam grew larger
on the screen.



 


 


 

     On a small farm near the Colorado border, a white—haired
man objected as two soldiers escorted him off of his land. Charles Edward II
had lived there since his father had died. No one was going to take him from
those long green fields. At one hundred and twenty—seven he remembered his
grandfather caring for these fields when he was just a boy.


     None of that mattered to the bastard
communist soldiers pulling him through tall fields of wheat. He didn’t care if
he damaged some of his perfect stalks as long as it prevented the men from
kidnapping him.


     “You stupid bastards!” Charlie
yelled and wrenched himself from the arms of people ninety years his junior. He
turned back towards his barricaded house with a triumphant stride. They had
managed to get him out of his home only after a full day of waiting outside
with promises of food and water.


     “Mister Williams, we have
orders to evacuate all Alliance
citizens from the target zone. We have to get out of here, Sir. You’ve seen the
news. You know what’s coming,” one of the officers said, rushing to catch up
with him. He stopped in consternation and pleaded to the old man’s retreating
back. “Please!”


     “I’ve been on this land since
I was born. No one is taking me from it.”


     “Sir, Sir! This weapon is
going to hit us any minute now. We’ve got to go!”


     “God damn you! Go save
yourselves from your alien ray gun,” he said over his
shoulder. 


     Charlie thought up a better
insult and turned around to confront his would be captors. He was startled to
see that his fields were glowing green. The wheat stalks had gone from the
slight browning prior to harvest to a nearly incandescent emerald. He raised a
hand over his eyes to shield them from the setting sun and saw the same odd
glow in the sky. To confirm what he thought he was seeing, he turned his attention
to the soldiers who were also looking up into the sky.


     A long comet of energy was
responsible for the change from a normal early evening sky to a strange sort of
otherworldly twilight. It moved at incredible speeds and then became partially
eclipsed by the Moon. They could hear what sounded like sonic booms from the
disturbances caused by the weapon’s proximity to Earth as the beam crashed into
the satellite’s surface.


     Charlie and the small cadre of
soldiers stood in a hypnotic trance while they watched the dazzling
performance. The beam continued to plough into the moon and the sonic booms
dissipated into a still silence while all of the wildlife in the area stopped
and listened.


     Charlie and the soldiers
waited for a moment with their eyes fixed on the round giant in the sky. After
a moment, they exhaled a long breath in relief. They were about to look away
when they saw the Moon shatter. The weapon had vaporized much of the far side
of the satellite but the resulting explosion from within forced the once great
and whole satellite into billions of pieces. The remains of Luna glowed briefly
as the weapon passed through its remnants. A strange daylight fell across the
fields. It took only a second for the beam to travel the distance from the
former location of the moon to Earth’s surface.


     Charlie and the remaining troops
stood paralyzed in shock. Their terror mounted once they saw something bright
and impossible strike the ground in the Black Hills
lining the horizon.


     In that short moment they
heard a great roar and the soil beneath them began to split. One of the younger
soldiers no more than nineteen years of age ran in the opposite direction to a
waiting helicopter. The rest of them felt the strong beat of warning in their
hearts as they witnessed a great wave approaching them. The tall tsunami was
not made of water but was composed of an emerald shock wave heading towards
them at a phenomenal speed.


     Before Charlie or anyone else
around him could recover, the blast wave hit his house with the force of a nuclear
detonation. Charlie stood in awe of what annihilated him a moment later.


     The wave continued across America in an
ever expanding circle. First, it shredded corn and wheat fields. Then it began
to swallow entire towns. They disappeared in an instant while the shockwave
gorged itself on the communities. 


     Old cities were nearly blown
down by great winds of hurricane force before the weapon even arrived. The very
force it exerted on tectonic plates created massive earthquakes that felled
many of the older buildings in dozens of metropolitan areas. Blowing debris
smashed windows and pounded into the sides of buildings. Abandoned vehicles
were picked up and tossed across great distances.


     After plenty of advance
warning and only once it was at the apex of its fury, the blast was finally
seen. The wave’s effect resembled old footage of nuclear testing. Cities simply
disappeared; they were blown away by a great wind as if some Titan had exhaled
a breath onto each city and town. Buildings collapsed or exploded as the wave met them. Highways saw
lamppost after lamppost consumed while the weapon progressed across them.


     It was only after plowing through a diameter
of one thousand miles of the Americas
that the wave began to dissipate. It started out with a roar but lost energy
and ended in a whisper five hundred miles from its center.


     The land was torn from the borders of Idaho to the edge of Lake Superior and from southern Saskatchewan to Northern Oklahoma.
The entire surface of the Earth within its range had fallen below sea level. A
great crater with a span of over one thousand miles had just become a reality
within the heart of the United
  States. Small pieces of rocky land jutted
out across the wide depression. Waterfalls from rivers that had once flowed
through majestic valleys and across wide plains began to pour into the great
depression in the earth. It would take many days for it to fill. 







     The effect the energy weapon would have on Earth was
debated from the moment it was discovered. Scientists quickly came to the
conclusion that the effects of an energy weapon of this magnitude would not
have the same impact as a meteor or comet strike. The effects of an impact from
an object with mass would have been devastating to both the Moon and Earth.


     Scholars and experts came to
a conclusion within hours that the weapon would leave an impact crater on the
surface of the Earth. However, it would not create a nuclear winter or any
other widely catastrophic side effects. They calculated that it would vaporize
massive volumes of land rather than expel it into the atmosphere.


     The greater concern was for
the possibility of lunar debris destroying the Earth. Due to the distance from
Earth and the debris’ speed, the Coalition/Alliance forces were able to either
destroy or fracture any threatening meteors with time to spare.
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Elliot vented
his frustration with a hard click to the remote in his right hand. The INN’s news anchor disappeared from the screen as did his
supposedly objective views. They had reported the loss of the Central States
with a great deal of sympathy for a full day before starting reports of the Alliance’s vulnerability
to outside attacks from aliens.


     They seemed to be looking for sensationalized
headlines to boost their ratings and it had worked. Their viewership remained
as high as it was during the Moon Crisis. Now words like “Alien Attack” and
“Impending Threat from Extra—Terrestrials!” had become bolded words across the
bottom of the screen.


     Millions of refugees had been deposited on
Earth, Mars and the outer colonies stretching the local government’s resources
to absorb them. Somehow the INN had gotten
hold of classified documents and reported the Alliance Fleet’s shortcomings in
the near future.


     A destroyed satellite and a big crater
seemed reason enough to remove the Alliance
and allow the Coalition to reign unopposed. Of course those opinions came from INN reporters and critics well paid by “anonymous”
donors.


     From what the news had reported as a
footnote to their daily political attacks on the Alliance, the crater had begun to fill with
water from rivers that had once flowed through the area. They had come up with
three finalists for a name for the emerging body of water. The “American Sea” was by far the most popular in
public opinion and was likely to be the moniker for the new geological feature.


     He heard a signal beep from his screen.
Elliot acknowledged it with a vocal command. The view of the giant crater in
the Earth changed to Joshua’s face on the bridge of his ship.


     “Josh,” Elliot said, thinking of the
captain’s location two decks away. “Why didn’t you just come down?”


     “Sorry Eli, we’re a little busy up here
with the cleanup efforts. We’re still blowing up Moon garbage.”


     “What’s your progress?” Elliot asked.


     “Most of it’s gone now. I’ve got to admit
that it’s been a little easier than I thought it’d be. That blast blew the Moon
to tiny pieces.”


     “Tiny?”


     “Relatively speaking, I guess,” Joshua said.
“Most of what we had to do was just make big pieces into little pieces. The
rest is starting to settle into orbit.” 


     “That still must be a bit of a problem with
pieces of the moon everywhere.”


     “We’re taking care of that with the Grav
beams. Earth is going to have a ring around it.”


     “And all this time, I thought Grav beams
were used to tow ships around. A ring sounds nice though,” Elliot said.


     “Considering what we lost getting it, I
want the Moon back.”


     “So why the call, Josh?”


     “I’ve got orders from HQ for you and your
underlings.”


     “I’m glad the slaves are doing their job,”
Elliot said.


     “Just doing my best for my master. I’ll
read it to you, hold on,” Joshua paused for a second as he brought up the
correct page on his link. “To Admiral Elliot Fredericks and his staff: The
Horizon Project has been shelved indefinitely. Admiral Maria Peterson has been
reassigned to command of the Second Battle Group. Admiral Elliot Fredericks is
ordered to continue the Phoenix Project to its full conclusion. Engineering
crews are ready to assemble the required base within one standard month with
the completion of said project within three. Choose base site ASAP. End of
orders.”


     “Wow.”


     “I know.”


     “Yeah, you sounded like a professional when
you read that,” Elliot said.


     “Thanks, Admiral. They installed my cement
pond yesterday.”


     “And your indoor plumbing?”


     “I’ll talk to you later,” Joshua paused
with a smile on his face. “Elitist.”


     Elliot snorted and turned off the screen.
He got up from the couch in his quarters and crossed to the dispenser. Elliot
ordered a cup of coffee. The machine churned as it assembled his order, popping
it out a few seconds later. He sipped at the coffee and thought of where a base
to house the particle warhead should go. It would have to be in a secluded
location in case of any major incidents.


     He sat down and accessed maps of Earth.
Outer colonies would not be an issue. The only way that this doomsday device
would be taken seriously was if it was located on their home planet. It would
act as proof that others could be constructed on every planet in the Colonized
Sphere much as nuclear weapons had acted as a deterrent to war in the twentieth
century. An involuntary shiver went through his shoulders as he realized how
logically he was thinking for the placement of a super—weapon that was potentially
devastating. For several hours he studied chart after chart. He was on his
third cup of coffee when he began to realize just how much of a chore finding a
remote area on Earth really was. Even with a reduced population of four
billion, the planet still seemed crowded. How humanity ever coped with its
record high of ten billion was a mystery to him.


     Elliot zoomed out of the worldwide map in
frustration and looked at the representation of the Earth in its entirety. He
then looked to the one place that he had assumed would be out of the question.
The United States
had just had a hole blown in it. Elliot’s eyes widened once he realized that
the map hadn’t been updated yet.


     Utah, Colorado, Wyoming,
were all still there on the map despite recent events. Elliot called up the
latest satellite images and saw an opportunity that he hadn’t considered
before. There was a large projection of land at the center of the crater, well
above sea level and habitable. Although the parcel of land was barren,
radiation levels were low and the surface area was in the range of fifty square
miles. It had more than enough square footage to accommodate the base. There
was even room for a landing area for shuttles. A cross—grid he imposed over the
area confirmed his theory.


     He immediately opened a comm—link to his
superiors. Fleet Admiral Nelson would have a fit when he heard Elliot’s
proposal but knew that he had no other choice but to accept. 



 


 


 

     Nadine had never realized the advantage of
being a mind reader until she became a diplomat. The advantage had secured her
a place of respect within the Machiavellian order. The ambassadors had expected
a green and stuffy general. Her abilities gave her a razor edge that shocked
them into silence. They seemed afraid to make eye contact with her now to her
gratification.


     Her government issued communications
machine hummed to life from one corner of the room. It printed off direct
orders from the military chief of staff. Nadine digested the news and accessed
her communications program to talk with her counterpart in the Alliance.


     A gracious woman answered. “This is the
Alliance Diplomatic Office. How may I help you?”


     “I need to speak with Ambassador Mary
Bourgeois,” Nadine said.


     “Thank—you, please wait while I connect
you.”


     The face of a member of the diplomatic
elite appeared on the screen a moment later. The woman had the nearly elfin,
well spoken look of a French descendant from North America.
Nadine saw a veneer of concrete, but under it, she sensed fear.


     “General Nadine Hanover. I have heard of
your courageous conquests in your new position. What can I do for you?”


     Nadine could feel fear exuding from every
pore of the diplomat. “Thank—you, Ambassador. I need to speak with you
regarding your military defenses.”


     She saw that she had the upper hand as
Mary’s fears for what subject would be discussed became a reality.


     “Cut to the chase? Thank—you, Nadine. Far
too many diplomats spew pretentious compliments before they bother to get to
the subject. Please, call me Mary.”


     “Thank—you, Mary. Please, call me General.”


     Mary’s face fell for a moment. “Of course General,
you are after all due some respect.”


     “Thank—you. My concerns are not my own. You
understand the mistake of killing the messenger?” Nadine inquired.


     “Yes. What do you need to discuss,
General?”


     “The Coalition has concerns about your
ability to protect yourselves against alien attacks.”


     “Alien attacks? General, in spite of the
recent crisis, there is no reason to believe we are under imminent threat of
attack from an extraterrestrial source. We have no ultimatums for surrender or
even a call to say who they are,” Mary said.


     “Exactly. We don’t know what to expect and
we need to be prepared.”


     “If an alien force were to invade, this
would be a poor way of doing it. That amount of power used intentionally would
mean this was only the first in a series of assaults to exterminate our race.
They would be a force that we wouldn’t be able to stop,” Mary said.


     “Again Mary, I am only the messenger. My
superiors would want to see some evidence that we have nothing to be concerned
about.”


     “Nothing that can be guaranteed under these
circumstances,” Mary said.


     “Exactly.”


     “But there is such a thing as an
overreaction.”


     “Someone destroyed an entire celestial
body. How could we possibly overreact to that?” Nadine asked.


     “Overreaction can be defined as preparing
for an enemy that you have no information on.”


     “And sitting by and doing nothing is
inviting further disaster,” Nadine said.


     “I’m not advocating that we do nothing. The
Prime Ministers are sitting in conjunction with the Senate to determine what
should be done regarding these events.”


     “Good. In the meantime I do have my
original orders.” 


     “What do you need from the Alliance?” Mary asked.


     “My superiors have requested the
acquisition of Outpost Fourteen,” Nadine replied.


     “Outpost Fourteen,” Mary repeated with
incredulity. “You want control of the key to the Alliance’s outer solar defense grid? You have
got to be kidding.” 


     “I am only the messenger.”


     “Yes, I understand. Please, tell your
superiors that they will have a response within a few hours.”


     “Thank—you, Mary.”


     “You’re welcome, General.”


     Mary Bourgeois realized now why the
nickname of piranha had been quickly dispensed upon the surprising Nadine
Hanover.



 


 


 

     The military grey hull of the Endeavour shone
in the sunrise of a new day within the United States of America. The small
island prevented the landing of a cruiser. Instead, the vessel floated in the
water a ways out from the barren beach that had begun to show some life in the
form of a seagull or two floating in its shallow waters. As Elliot had
expected, the new name for the body of water had been the most popular on the INN: The America Sea.


     The Endeavour’s wings jutted out from the aft
half of the ship and were only partially submerged along with the rest of the
hull. One could almost perceive it as a massive metal bird cooling itself after
a long flight. The nearby gulls seemed to think that it was a large mother and had
gathered around it.


     Madison, Joshua, and Elliot were standing
inland on the flattened island top examining the skeleton of a new base
surrounded by all makes and models of construction machines.


     “The primary one housing the warhead is
where?” Madison
asked in the cool, frost—covered morning. She noticed a wisp of visible breath
from her mouth leak out into the air.


     “The closest of the three domes,” Joshua
replied.


     “Why do we need three boobs for this
thing?” Madison
asked using the nickname she preferred for the generic bases that dotted the
Colonized Sphere.


     “More to appreciate,” Joshua said with a
smile.


     “You and your cleavage fixation.”


     “The Senate felt we need three base
structures. One for the warhead, one for tactical operations, and one for crew
quarters,” Elliot said.


     “Looks good,” Joshua said.


     “Shut up!” Madison replied with elongated vowels. “When
do we take off?” she directed at Elliot.


     “We’re nearly finished off—loading from Endeavour,” Elliot replied. “We’ll be
back up in orbit in about two hours.”


     “Good. I need a cup of coffee,” Madison said with repulsion
for the vista and turned to their waiting shuttle.


     Joshua stood with his arms crossed in the
cool morning air. “When will it be ready?”


     “Less than a month,” Elliot said with a
coil of visible breath, “then we’re really in deep.”


     “Come on, I’m cold. The coffee’s on me,”
Joshua said and headed back for the shuttle to join Madison in its heated compartment.



 


 


 

     “When I told you we would have a response
for you in a matter of hours General, I didn’t mean two.” Mary’s skin showed
the glistening of sweat even through the old monitor’s limited resolution.


     “I am aware of that, Mary.”


     “Call me Ambassador,” Mary said, retracting
her friendly nature.


     “Ambassador, my superiors have modified
their demands in answer to your slow response. With the threat of a possible
impending attack, they have demanded an immediate reply.”


     “The matter is up for debate in the Senate
within a few minutes. You may have a further three hour wait at most.”


     “That’s not good enough. You may need this
to be brought to the attention of your Prime Ministers instead,” Nadine said.


     “We only circumvent the Senate in times of
emergency.”


     “Then I’ll give you a reason: My superiors
have advocated that, in the absence of an immediate response, they will
transmit orders to take Outpost Fourteen by force.”


     Mary pursed her lips before responding.
“You realize General, that such an act would be a declaration of war.”


     Nadine saw and felt the honest concern of
Mary Bourgeois. With a thoughtful glance to the floor, she responded. “I know.
Believe me, this wasn’t my idea. I’m only voicing the orders of the Council.”


     “I should have known it came directly from
them. I will tell the Senate of the state of affairs and reply as soon as I
can.”


     “Thank—you, Missus Bourgeois.”


     “I think that maybe you should call me Mary
after all.”


     “Maybe you should call me Nadine under the
circumstances. I’d rather this be done in a more friendly manner than for any
personal problems impede our ability to resolve this peacefully,” Nadine said.


     “Do you think that the Council wants this
to be resolved peacefully?”


     “If you know anything about the Council,
then you know that I can’t answer that,” Nadine replied, “but I will tell you
this: You really do have to act quickly here. The Council is dead serious about
this.”


     “I’ll take care of it immediately, Nadine.
Thank—you for being honest with me.”


     “It’s the least I could do,” Nadine said
before Mary deactivated the communications link and hurried to her difficult
task.



 


 


 

     Maria sat in a black chair at the center of
the Excalibur’s bridge. 


     “Admiral Peterson, I’ve got new orders from
the Brass,” a Lieutenant—Commander at the communications station said. Maria
straightened herself in her chair and nodded.


     The main screen occupying the front wall
changed from the view of Earth and its materializing silver ring to a view of
Admiral Nelson’s furrowed brow. The Fleet Admiral’s coffee colored skin showed
even greater wear than usual.


     “Admiral,” Ronald Nelson said.


     “What do you have for me Ronnie?”


     “How are your space legs?”


     “I found them a few hours ago. Where do you
need me?”


     “I need you to relocate the battle group to
the outer defense grid.”


     “Are we expecting an attack out there?”
Maria asked.


     “The Coalition is demanding the possession
of Outpost Fourteen.”


     “Really?” she asked. “I’m sure you told
them to go to hell in your own charming way.”


     “Not yet. The official word is that the
Senate and the Prime Ministers are still debating the request.”


     “What if the Coalition decides to start
pushing?” Maria asked.


     “Then you push back.”


     “How hard?” Maria inquired.


     “Only to the limits of peacetime policy.
Understood?”


     “That leaves me in a bad position, Ronnie.
You’re asking me to do nothing more than yell really loud at the enemy.”


     “You yell pretty well, Maria. I’m sure you’ll
think of something. Just make sure our task force looks intimidating out
there.”


     “Thanks. I’ll do my best to scowl.”


     “I’ll follow up with more information as
soon as I can,” Nelson said.


     “I’ll talk to you then.”


     Nelson nodded and deactivated the communications
link. Maria let out a long breath and stared at the back of the helmsman’s
head. 


     “Sub—lieutenant, can you spare the time to
set a course?”


     “Yes, Ma’am. I think I can manage it,” he
said.


     “Good, Lieutenant. Take us to Outpost
Fourteen and ensure the rest of the battle group follows us.”


     Forty warships exited the orbit of Earth.
They resembled a large flock of grey birds ranging in sizes from eight hundred
to over three thousand feet in length. Their sub—light engines glowed a bright
blue as they accelerated towards the edges of the solar system.



 


 


 

     Chaos erupted on the floor of the Senate
building in London
as Mary Bourgeois announced the Council’s demands. The gibbering of a thousand
senators housed within the two century old building increased as Mary concluded
the official announcement from the Council. The lower portion of the palatial
room was adorned with mahogany fittings and benches. All of the senators wore
robes of black and grey with the occasional splotch of deep red or blue at the
collars where personal dress showed through. The speaker had the one unique
costume out of the thousand. His black robe with dark grey hem had a flare of
gold leaf piping from the collar, down the shoulders and to the end of the
cuffs. A unique platinum broach hung at his left breast bearing the Alliance coat of arms depicting
two lions guarding a shield. 


     The Senators stared up at Mary’s bright
image on one of the great screens embedded in the curved ceiling over the
Senate Chambers.


     “And!” she exclaimed and raised her voice
over the discourse. “And as such, we the governing Council of Twelve have no
choice but to resort to extraordinary measures.”


     “Are you saying that this is an immediate
threat, Ambassador?”


     “Yes.”


     The Senate began to murmur and soon became
a roar before the Speaker quieted them with an electronic buzzer he used far
too often.


     “Ambassador Bourgeois, does the Senate have
the time to address this issue?”


     “My counterpart indicated that this was an
issue to be addressed immediately. She specifically told me the Prime Ministers
should be involved and I don’t doubt her urgency on this issue.”


     The Senate fell silent and all of their
eyes fell on the Speaker.


     “Do you believe such a measure is
warranted?” his thin face seemed to retract even further into his skull at the
idea of circumventing the Senate.


     “The message I got was one that required
haste. I believe that the Council wants direct communication with the Prime
Ministers or they will settle things on their own. As you know, their way of
resolving issues with us has not been pleasant in the past.”


     “Thank—you for your report, Ambassador,”
the Speaker of the House said. Mary nodded as her image faded from the screen.


     “Senators, I propose a vote to raise this
issue for a Prime Minister’s Bill to be received and voted on by our elected
leaders.”


     The majority of the Senate applauded in
agreement, and all sat down in silence for the Speaker to continue.


     “I designate this Prime Minister’s Bill
Zero One for the ninety—ninth year of the twenty—third century. The bill in
question is for the Prime Ministers’ to hold an immediate emergency session
with the Coalition governing body, the Council of Twelve. All in favor?”


     The senators in favor stood one at a time
to indicate their support around the chamber. The process took several minutes
to complete.


     “All opposed?” the individuals each stood
in opposition, taking slightly less time than the first round. The speaker gave
the official numbers once the vote had finished.


     “At a vote of five hundred and thirty—two
to four hundred and fifty—nine, the motion is passed.”


     A number of Senators emitted a few low
murmurs of discontent before moving on to the next issue.



 


 


 

     All five Prime Ministers sat in the same
room for their daily meetings. They were discussing an adjustment to military
funding when word of the vote reached them by way of an out of breath courier
from the Senate. He wordlessly gave the link to one of the Prime Ministers and
left the small room which smelled of well kept antique wood. In the warm light
of ornate lamps, Mathis Laurier accessed the link. His dark eyes took a quick
look at the title and then he read the bill for his four equals. They listened
intently, the military budget forgotten, as the depth of what was read sank into
their aristocratic bodies.


     Mathis finished his recital to the
engrossed gazes of his counterparts. As Prime Ministers, the two women and
three men had all dressed in professional, yet simple, attire as befitted their
positions.


     “When was the last time a Prime Minister
actually spoke to a Council member?” Prime Minister Linda Simon asked. Her
pearl earrings complimented her necklace of the same make and reflected some of
the soft yellow light. They stood out on a black blouse and the jaw length hair
she had kept in the same style since the last election as confirmation of her
true and steady election slogan.


     “About ten years ago,” another Prime
Minister, Desmond Green said in a British accent. His rough textured clothes
always seemed ill fitting on the friendly old man. As always, he fiddled with a
small wood pipe for Tobaccette. “And only then because of what happened with
the Norfolk.”


     “Mathis, you have a Doctorate in history.
Do they want our attention because of the lunar crisis?” Linda asked.


     “I don’t think so,” Mathis replied in his
Parisian accent. “They would have called on us earlier.” 


     “Do we talk to them? I say yes,” Ahmed
said.


     “Me as well,” Mathis said.


     “I agree,” Desmond said.


     “I as well,” Kim stated.


     Linda sat for a moment in thought. A
unanimous vote was never required, only a majority, but it did help.


     “I agree,” she said.



 


 


 

     “Are you sure?” Catherine asked.


     “I’ve been doing this for ten years,”
Alexander replied.


     “I still say you need to refine your
interpretations,” Catherine said. “Perhaps all of us should begin attempts at
foresight.”


     “That requires experience.” Alexander
straightened in his chair at the perceived assault on his territory. Only one
councilmember saw and interpreted the symbols from the future. There were generations
of precedent to protect him.


     “Nonetheless, you are unclear in the
meaning of these crises at a crucial time. All of us will assist you from now
on.” Alexander shrank back in his seat once he saw the agreeing nods from the
rest of the council. 


     “There will be that many deaths?” Catherine
asked. Alexander looked around abashedly before he answered.


     “I will tell you what I saw but remember
that these symbols often figurative rather than literal. I must caution all of
you that we need more information,” he said in a small act of contrition. “The
first symbol I saw was the Earth on fire, then the Coalition’s flag in tatters,
limp on its pole. The final symbol I saw was the Alliance flag glowing in gold.”


     “Tell us your interpretation of this.”


     “The Earth was ravaged by fire. My
interpretation is that this is what the particle warhead can do. I believe that
they will use it. The Coalition’s flag on fire is our own assured destruction
if this occurs. If these events occur then this will lead to a golden age for
the Alliance,”
Alexander said.


     “We won’t let that happen,” Victoria said from her
chair. She had chosen the name to reflect her own characteristics of the long
dead queen.


     “Yes Victoria,
a world under the Alliance
must be aborted. I understand your interpretation, Alexander, but again, is it
accurate?”


     “Do you have another interpretation?”


     “No.”


     “Then do you propose that we ignore this
because of my supposed incompetence in these matters?”


     “Of course not, Alexander. I just recommend
caution. Starting wars brings uncertain outcomes.”


     “Should we attack?” Napoleon asked from
Catherine’s immediate right.


     “No. Alexander had said he needs to see
more, so we will talk to the head of the snake as dictated by our Prophet,” she
directed towards Alexander, who smiled with the recognition of his status.
“Council, shall we talk to the Prime Ministers?”


     They bowed their heads in acknowledgement,
followed by Catherine depressing a key on the arm of her richly carved, high
backed mahogany chair. A round, black piece of instrumentation descended from
the ceiling until it was eye level with its viewers. The monitor was last used
ten years before as a direct line to the Ministers. The viewer immediately
brightened to the pedestrian look of five heads of state.


     “Prime Ministers, what do you have for us
in response to our proposal?” Catherine asked in interest.


     “We have reservations, Prime Counsel,”
Desmond said. Thin wisps of grey hair fell across his brow.


     “Then you are forcing us into war,”
Catherine said.


     “Is that your opinion? What does the rest
of the Council have to say?” Desmond asked. The faces of the five ministers
slowly revolved across the circular monitor. Her eyes locked onto his moving
image as she replied.


     “I speak for the Council. Prime Minister,
why do you avoid a rapid response for our benefit?”


     “Let me be candid,” Linda responded. “We
are speaking with you to gauge just how serious you are about a war.”


     “Thank—you, Minister. In answer to your
question, we believe that Earth is best left to those most able to defend her.
We have knowledge of your future shortcomings and are understandably
concerned.”


     “Your concerns are unwarranted,” Linda said.


     “So you say.”


     “Regardless of our future abilities Prime
Counsel, our current abilities are beyond dispute. We can and will defend
ourselves.”


     “I am aware of that.”


     “Then understand that we will not be budged
on this. Understand that you will take Outpost Fourteen only by force.”


     “I do understand, Prime Minister. In light
of your stance, which I assume is unmoving—”


     “It is,” Ahmed said for Linda.


     “Then we will give you a forty—eight hour
reprieve. You will have time to reflect on this situation as will we.”


     “Thank—you Prime Counsel, however it is
unlikely that this extension will change our minds,” Linda said.


     “We will see.”


     “My compatriots and I will contact you in
forty—eight hours, Prime Counsel.”


     “Yes. Consider your position, Minister.”


     The circular screen darkened and receded
back into the ceiling.



 


 


 

     Elliot stood by Joshua’s chair on the large
rectangular bridge. They handed reports to each other, all involving the
construction of their new home on Earth’s surface. Madison had fled to her quarters with her
shift done for a moment’s peace after a hectic day. The two remaining senior
officers still had a few more minutes before the end of their shift. Joshua
gave Elliot the last report for the day. Elliot barely registered the words
before taking his electronic pen to the link and slashing his signature across
the bottom. He handed it back to Joshua who witnessed the signature with his
own and gave it to one of the many adjutants that had become a cloud of work
around them that afternoon.


     Elliot put his hand out for another one on
reflex.


     “You just got the last one.”


     “That’s it?”


     “Yeah,” Joshua replied with an amused
smirk.


     “With three minutes to spare,” Elliot said,
looking at his watch. “Thank God.”


     “You looked about ready to split in two.”


     “I still am.”


     “I thought so. It’ll be good to get you off
my ship and back on a base.”


     “I’m such a pain in the ass you want me off
your bridge and off your ship?”


     “Nah, Madi wasn’t peeing on your leg.
You’re always welcome here.”


     “So what’s the problem?” Elliot asked.


     “You know.”


     “What?”


     “You’ve never spent more than a couple of
hours on a ship since,” Joshua stopped at the stifling sensation of having his
foot caught in his mouth. “Since ten years ago. Sorry, Eli.”


     “Don’t worry about it,” Elliot said through
stiff lips.


     “I didn’t mean it that way.”


     “I said don’t worry about it,” he said giving
Joshua’s shoulder a friendly push with his left fist. “My shift’s over. It’s
time to turn in.”


     “It’s only five in the afternoon. Why don’t
you come and join Madi and me for dinner?”


     “I’m a little more tired than I thought. I
think that I’ll just head in for the night. Some other time?”


     “Sure.”


     Elliot turned away and headed towards the
rear exit of the buzzing bridge. Once he was out of Joshua’s sight, he exhaled
a long breath of air.


     “I’m a horse’s ass,” Joshua said to
himself. 


     Elliot dragged his feet through several
corridors, pausing on the way to enter a lift which took him to his temporary
quarters aboard the Endeavour. Lily’s
face flashed across his mind’s eye. Elliot quickened his pace towards his
quarters in spite of his fatigue. Joshua was right. He never spent more that a
couple of hours on a ship now whether it was a warship or a liner. All at once,
he realized what had been draining his energy these last few days.


     He opened the doors to the dark interior of
his quarters and stumbled to the bedroom in the dark. He touched the mattress
to ensure it was where he believed it to be and collapsed onto it. He half—heartedly
made a brief struggle to find comfort before finally stopping in the best
position on the dark sheets.


     Her face flashed across his mind again. In
an effort to prevent the memory from further intruding on a good night’s sleep,
Elliot threw a pillow over his eyes and tried to relax.


     Then his memory flashed to Lillian’s smile
and the whole experience flooded back on him. 


     He crossed his arms over the pillow and tried
to sleep.



 


 


 

     Nadine awoke in her quarters covered in
sweat. She grabbed a clock which displayed  7:04 AM. She was on duty in less than an hour.
She fell back into her wet bed in relief. The damp sheets confirmed reality in
contrast to the nightmare she had just endured.


     In her dream, Nadine had confided her misgivings
to Catherine. She was talking to the Prime Counsel of her discomfort with
getting involved with a Defensive. Catherine regarded her with a frighteningly
intense stare, but Nadine just kept babbling out her confession. Once she had
finished, Catherine lunged at her. Nadine narrowly avoided her attack and fled
from her office. She looked over her shoulder to see that Catherine had claws
gleaming on her wrinkled hands. Her skin had turned white and her eyes had
taken on the cloudy blue hue of death.


     As she reached the door to her quarters,
Catherine leaped on top of her and tore at her clothes. Nadine had screamed in
terror as Catherine’s rank breath blew across her face. Her razor claws tore at
Nadine’s skin, removing it with every graze. Nadine’s terror climaxed as she
lay in a pool of blood marked by the increasing bits of skin collecting in it.


     In desperation, she grasped the door knob
with bloody hands and managed to open it. She pulled herself away from the
Monster Catherine and slammed the door.  Pain contorted a face that was now nothing
more than a blood soaked mess. Nadine slipped on her wet, red feet and left
prints across drawers and closet doors. All of her clothes were gone.


     She saw a Coalition flag on her wall and
grabbed it as a growling came from beyond the locked doors of her quarters.
Nadine wrapped herself in the white, red, and gray striped flag.  Nadine lay weeping on the floor while she
heard the sound of paws marching back and forth outside the door.


     Nadine cringed when she heard the cry of a
baby from beneath the flag. She lifted the flag to see a mewling baby by her
side. In empathy for the whimpering child she lifted it to her breast and kept
it close to her to protect it from padded feet outside the door.


     To her surprise, the baby stopped its
wailing at her comfort and looked into her eyes.


     “What have you done?” it said in the deep
rumble of a demon’s voice.


     It was then that she had had woken up in
her bed. The words the demonic child had said to her repeated themselves over
and over again in her mind.


     “Only a dream,” was what she said to
herself to remove the horror of that vivid nightmare. Nadine couldn’t get the
image of that baby with a disturbing distortion of its features mouthing those
words to her. 


     With a trembling hand, she grabbed her
bathrobe off the floor and headed for the shower.







     The military balance of
2299 was preserved through decades of cold war. The populace of both nations
had become comfortable with the guarantee of mutually assured destruction
should any war begin. Families watched the Interplanetary News Network while
eighty battle groups watched over the Alliance’s
interests. One hundred and twenty battle groups comprised the Coalition fleet.
Each group had forty ships while the Alliance
had eighty. As one can see, simple math would lead one to believe that there
was no balance here: the Alliance
was outnumbered.


     What is the real answer to
the equation?


     The Alliance was a generation ahead in
technology.
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Forty warships
slowed to a tiny fraction of the speed of light as they neared Outpost
Fourteen. A wide, thousand yard long box of a carrier occupied the center of
the battle group. Maria’s flagship, the Excalibur, led the sphere of
ships in standard formation.


     “Outpost Fourteen is intact and signaling,”
her communications officer said.


     “Acknowledge the signal, Mister Hennessy.”


     “Yes Ma’am. We have audio only; no video.”


     “Excalibur, this is Outpost Fourteen,” an
anxious voice said over the bridge’s speakers. “We suggest you redirect your
sensors to the local coordinates of seventeen, four hundred twenty—one, by
three hundred nineteen.”


     “Acknowledged Fourteen. Do as he said,” she
directed to her officer at the science station.


     The viewer changed from the image of
Outpost Fourteen’s silhouette of a flashlight with attached sails to one of
space with a small cloud of green specks occupying it.


     “Zoom in.”


     The ship’s computer magnified the image and
revealed the cloud to be a fleet of ships resembling hers but with a deep olive
color. The Coalition carriers contrasted theirs, resembling tall upright boxes.
The older designs of the Coalition warships had sharp edges and elongated necks.


     “Coalition warships,” she exhaled on her breath.
“There’s more than one battle group out there. How many warships does the
science officer record?” 


     “One hundred and twenty.”


     “Three battle groups?”


     “Yes, Ma’am. There are three carriers at
the center, nineteen cruisers, thirty—eight destroyers, and sixty frigates.
They’re sitting just beyond the outpost’s weapons range.”


     “Get me Fleet Admiral Nelson,” Maria
directed to her communications officer. Admiral Nelson appeared on the primary
monitor a moment later.


     “Maria, what’s your report?”


     “Three battle groups, just beyond weapons
range.”


     “What’s their status?”


     “Their shields are up and they have armed
weapons.”


     “I see,” Nelson said, putting a finger to
his lips while he considered his options. “Proceed to a set of coordinates
that will place you between their fleet and the outpost. Allow a distance of
one million clicks between your battle group and their fleet.”


     “That is within weapons range, Ronnie.”


     “I am aware of that. Await further orders
from me while I consult with the Senate. Maria, do not fire a single shot
before they do.”


     “Yes, Sir,” she said. He nodded and ended
the conversation with a press of a button on his desk.


     “You heard him men. Take us a million
clicks from the enemy and hold position.”


     The fleet changed its heading and moved out
towards their destinations.


     “Orders?” her helmsman asked once they
arrived.


     “Hold position and maintain status.” Maria
regarded the view of one hundred and twenty dark boxy ships. “I’ll just sit
here with my thumb up my ass,” she whispered to herself.



 


 


 

     “We have need of you.”


     “Do tell,” Peter said. 


     “I swear we should have had you garroted
when you were young,” Alexander said, chewing on his bottom lip, “or
disemboweled. I would take a certain level of personal satisfaction from your
screams for mercy.”


     “I’d never do anything to give you pleasure,
Councilor.”


     “Just because you’re her son doesn’t give
you this amount of leeway. You are a failed sensitive unlike the others. I
remember your file said you were too sociopathic to be psychic.” 


     “So my mother told me. Do you want to read
me Mother Goose now?”


     “I can’t see you enjoying something like
that. Dante’s Inferno would be more appropriate. Catherine must have been drunk
when she expelled you from her womb.”


     “A demon begot from another demon. Give her
my love. Now what do you want?”


     “The particle warhead is a definite threat
to us. Since you are fortuitously on the Excalibur, you are in a prime
position to affect change,” Alexander said.


     “Is this what the oracle has seen?”


     “Despite your personal behavior, you do
have the experience we need to be in a crucial place at a crucial time.”


     “We are out on the edge of the solar
system, in case you didn’t know.”


     “Yes, but after this the Second Battle
Group is the force assigned to protect the warhead once it is operational.”


     “And what am I supposed to do then?” Peter
asked.


     “If I interpreted what I saw correctly then
you will be the lever that moves a mountain. Does that interest you?”


     “Why would you tell me something like that?
It’s out of character for you.”


     “I have plans for myself and if they help
you, well every silver lining has a cloud.”


     “This will displease Catherine in the end?”
Peter asked.


     “Oh, it will.”


     “Then I’m in,” Peter replied.


     Alexander gave him a wry smirk and
deactivated the channel.



 


 


 

     “The deadline has passed,” Napoleon said, glancing
at the timepiece strapped to his wrist.


     “There is no further communication from the
Prime Ministers?” Catherine asked a nearby acolyte standing near her chair. The
woman shook her head in answer.


     “What will we do then?” Victoria asked from her seat opposite
Catherine.


     “How long would it take for our ships to be
in position for the assault?”


     “They can be ready to start their assault
in less than an hour,” Napoleon said from his chair.


     “Instruct General Henderson to consolidate
his fleet and prepare to take Outpost Fourteen.”



 


 


 

     Three ships flashed into existence outside
the solar system. Alliance
and repaired Coalition sensor platforms transmitted their new data.


     A transmission was received aboard the Endeavour
within a minute of the event. Elliot broke onto the bridge out of breath.


     “Commander?” he gasped at the on duty
communications officer.


     “Admiral Nelson for you.”


     “Put it on the main monitor.”


     Elliot regarded the larger than life
representation of Fleet Admiral Nelson on the main screen.


     “Eli,” Nelson said. “I’ll get to the point
since this is an emergency situation. We have detected three ships near the
position of the collapsed wormhole. We have no other battle groups available to
look into this. We need you to investigate immediately.”


     “Do you think it’s alien, Ronnie?”


     “Keep that to yourself, Eli. Reserve your
judgments until you get there.”


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “Oh and Eli, the Coalition has these sensor
readings as well. They’re sure to send their own ships to investigate.”


     “Understood.”


     “I don’t want a confrontation and I don’t
want anyone firing on Coalition ships. We’ve got enough trouble right now, as
it is.”


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “Good luck,” Nelson said and closed the
channel.


     The Third Battle Group left orbit jumping
to a speed one hundred times that of light and headed for the area near the
collapsed wormhole.


     Joshua and Madison burst onto the bridge,
their navy blue uniforms having been hastily thrown on.


     “Eli, we heard about Fleet Admiral Nelson
calling.”


     “I’m taking temporary command of the battle
group.”


     “You are?” Joshua asked.


     “Nothing personal, Josh. Orders from the
brass. Something has appeared in the vicinity of the collapsed wormhole.”


     “Like what?”


     “Three ships.”


     “Alien?”


     “We don’t know. That’s why we’re going.”


     “When do we arrive?” Madison asked.


     “We’ll be there in thirty seconds.”


     The ship exited to sub—light with the rest
of the warships of the Third Battle Group close behind. Three small blue
starships of gentle curvature with two sets of wings joined at their tips
glided across the star field.


     “Identify,” Elliot ordered from his corner.


     “The computer can’t identify the ship
profiles,” the science officer said.


     “Send a signal.”


     The tactical officer behind him
interrupted. “Captain, a Coalition battle group is approaching.”


     “Where?” Joshua demanded.


     “Directly behind us, Sir. A General Nadine
Hanover wishes to speak with you.”



 


 


 

     Nadine had received only a stunningly quick
order from her communications line instructing her to depart immediately with
the Alpha Two Battle Group. Two officers were already waiting at the door of
her office and nearly manhandled her to a shuttle. They rushed her to the
Coalition Warship Yamato in orbit. The aging flagship’s olive colored
hull enlarged in the window at a frightening rate. She barely had time to stand
before the officers grabbed her again in haste for the bridge.


     The doors barely got out of her way once
surprise began to turn to anger at her sudden abduction. The commander of the group,
a relatively young Brigadier General named Ronald Park turned around from his
center chair on the compact bridge. The area was reasonably well lit but did
not dispel the claustrophobia of a cluttered command center of consoles and
impeding support posts. 


     Park stood up from his command chair. 


     “General, welcome to the Yamato,” he
began before she cut him off.


     “Why was I taken from my office without any
information?”


     “I’m sorry, General. I did not give the
command to transport you here. The orders came directly from the General of the
Air Force and were marked as urgent.”


     “I want to see those orders.”


     “Yes Sir,” he replied and handed a link to
her. She perused the document and then looked up to the now superfluous one—star
General.


     “I’m taking command,” she said to Park and
walked away. She folded the link and put it into the right pocket of her dark
navy trousers. “Helm, set a course for the coordinates of the collapsed
wormhole.”


     “Set,” the helmsman answered after tapping
a few buttons.


     “Execute, push the engines to one hundred
and ten percent.”


     The ship and its surrounding group jumped
to many times the speed of light.


     “What is our ETA?”


     “Arrival in forty—four seconds.”


     Nadine turned and walked to the command
chair of the Yamato at the center of the stuffy bridge. She thumbed the
intercom on and set it to broadcast across the ship.


     “This is Lieutenant General Nadine Hanover.
We are proceeding to the coordinates of the defunct wormhole. I am your
commander for this mission. What appears to be alien craft have been detected.
All hands are ordered to battle stations.”


     A klaxon immediately followed the
broadcast.  Only moments later as the
shouting and running began to die down, the main monitor showed a view of forty
Alliance ships
blocking their way. Nadine inhaled a breath at the speed of their approach. The
ships transmuted from tiny specs to a cloud of warships obscuring the view of
the three alien craft in the background.


     “Report!” Nadine directed to the science
officer.


     “It’s the Third Alliance Battle Group.”


     “Is there a signal between the Alliance warships and the
other vessels?”


     “No Ma’am,” he responded.


     “Contact the Alliance flagship. Tell them General Nadine
Hanover requests to confer with them.”


     “Aye Sir,” the communications officer
replied from the opposite side of the bridge. “Captain Hubbard is responding.”


     “Put him on.”


     The screen showed a nonchalant officer in
his late thirties.


     “General Hanover, how are you?” Joshua Hubbard
asked.


     She attempted to probe deeper into the
man’s consciousness before answering. She was surprised to find herself blocked
by a field of nondisclosure.  The captain
was within the bubble of influence created by a Defensive. Elliot Fredericks
stood behind the Captain but kept his focus entirely on her.


     “Captain, are you in command of this
mission?”


     “No Ma’am. You need to speak to my commander.”
Captain Hubbard motioned to the intense man behind him. “General, this is
Admiral Elliot Fredericks.”


     “Thank—you, Captain,” she said and turned
her attention to the Defensive. “Admiral, how are you?” 


     “I’m fine. Are you well rested?” Nadine
caught the reference. The others there would perceive a challenge. Underneath,
Nadine knew he was referring to her true identity.


     “I am.”


     “General, why do you approach our aft
quarter in an aggressive stance?” Elliot asked.


     “It’s a prudent measure given your presence
here.”


     “You will note that we have not gone to
battle stations. This is more of a diplomatic mission that we have embarked on.
If you intend to fire on those ships out there, then we will have no choice but
to respond,” he said.


     Nadine felt uncertain of herself now that
her edge was nullified. “Certainly not. We are more concerned with your
intentions in these circumstances. You have approached these ships with a full
battle group. Our interests involve the protection of those ships from your
advances.”


     “Then our interests coincide here.”


     “Perhaps. What would you propose?”


     “A joint venture: We will communicate a
simple text message to meet in person along with a language packet for
translation. Each of us will send a delegation to greet this new species,”
Elliot replied.


     “What if they refuse?”


     “We’ll fall off that bridge when we come to
it.  Would you care to send the text
message? You do have more experience in these situations.” 


     “Thank—you Admiral, I’d be delighted. In
response to your gracious gesture, we can take an Alliance shuttle of your choice to the ship
if your request is accepted.”


     “Agreed.”



 


 


 

     Lathiel was horrified to see a fleet of
heavily armed ships confronting them. After one group arrived and scanned them,
another swarm arrived a moment later. A language packet was transmitted minutes
later. They downloaded it into their translator and responded with a broadcast
to all of the Earth ships.



 


 


 

     “Admiral, the alien ship is signaling,” a
surprised communications officer said to Elliot.


     “Let’s have it.”


     The message crackled across the speakers
and a voice that sounded Human except for a slight rolling of consonants was
heard.


     “We accept your request. You may approach
our lead ship and dock at our starboard hatch. Two of our people with greet two
of yours.”


     “Transmission ended,” the communications station
reported.    Joshua looked up to his
friend. “It was in English!”


     “The language packet worked,” Elliot said. “Signal
the Coalition General.”


     Joshua nodded to the officer in charge of
communications. Nadine appeared a moment later on the main screen.


     “You heard the transmission?”


     “Yes, I will depart for a shuttle
immediately. Which of your ships shall I dock with?”


     “The Excalibur, I will
accompany you to the alien ship.” 


     “I look forward to it,” she said and showed
a crocodile smile.


     “I’ll see you there. Portside hatch, level
twenty—one,” Elliot said. She gave him a curt nod and ended the transmission.


     Elliot turned to Joshua and Madison.


     “Take command of the fleet. Open fire only if
the Coalition forces try to destroy you or the alien ships. Contact HQ
immediately to advise them of recent developments.”


     Joshua nodded and Elliot turned for the
left hand exit at the back of the tech—heavy bridge. He walked past Joshua’s and
into a lift. The elevator’s fast descent down the shaft didn’t account for the
sinking feeling he had in the pit of his stomach.


     The lift stopped with a soft chime. Elliot
left the elevator with a sense of reprehension in his gut and walked at a fast
stride despite his misgivings. The docking port looked cold and unwelcoming as
he waited for his nemesis to arrive. Finally he heard the mechanical clang of
metal hitting metal. After several slow seconds, the hatch slid open.


     A woman of average height and a thin but
solid build appeared at the docking bay’s exit. She stared at him with a mix of
apprehension and anticipation of their meeting. She was very beautiful to
Elliot’s aesthetic appreciation, and also incredibly dangerous. Nadine stepped
down to the deck from the raised hatch and extended a hand as a show of
cooperation for the passing crew.


     “Admiral Fredericks, it is good to meet you
in person.”


     “Likewise,” he said accepting the
handshake. “Please accompany me to the shuttle bay.”


     She walked with him in silence to the
primary shuttle launch located on that deck. Nadine ignored his hand presented
to help her onto the fifteen foot long ship and seated herself into the place
next to the pilot’s chair. It was only once the shuttle’s doors were closed
that she spoke.


     “I didn’t know the Alliance planted people in the military.”


     “We have only done so in defense of our
nation. The Alliance
isn’t in the habit of planting spies within their own fleet.”


     “I am not a spy,” she hissed. “We only do
so because we would never be accepted into the fleet if our abilities were
common knowledge.”


     Elliot opted not to respond and instead concentrated
on the specifics of launching the ship from the bay. They pulled along side the
Ferine ship towards the indicated docking hatch. When they heard the thump of
the port meeting their ship, they both got up and walked to the hatch. 



 


 


 

     Lathiel and Ranik stood at the vibrant blue
hatch of their ship awaiting unknown guests.


     “What do they look like?” Ranik asked.


     “I have no idea.”


     “Do you think that they’ll look anything
like us?”


     “Probably not. You’ve seen the Nevargh,” Lathiel
replied.


     “More reptiles?”


     “Who knows? They may have ten arms.”


     “What do we do then?” Ranik asked.


     “Greet every one of them.”


     “I hope they at least have skin.”


     The hatch opened to reveal two humanoid
figures without markings, high ears or enlarged fangs.


     “It’s a male and a female,” Lathiel
remarked in a Ferine whisper too low for most races to hear.


     “Is your translator working?”


     “I think so,” Lathiel replied, fingering a
small two by one inch gray ribbed box attached to the breast of his cloak.


     “Good.”


     The two alien creatures stepped into the
corridor after a brief look at an environmental analysis to confirm their
ship’s readings. The female stepped ahead of the male and extended her arm.


     “I am pleased to meet you. My name is
General Nadine Hanover, head of diplomatic relations for the Coalition.”


     The two Ferine looked quizzically at the
extended arm. The male took the opportunity to interject.


     “It is a gesture of friendship. We grasp
hands to show that we have no weapons,” the male supplied.


     “An interesting gesture,” Lathiel said.
There was a hint of a growl to their misunderstanding ears as he grasped her
hand.


     “Are you angry?” Nadine asked.


     “Certainly not,” Lathiel responded.


     “We are not used to your ways, Sir. In our
culture a growl is an aggressive stance.”


     “Oh, I see,” Lathiel said. “With our
culture it is a gesture of respect.”


     “Well then, thank—you Sir.” Nadine said.


     “My name is Lathiel, skipper of this ship.
My associate here is Ranik.” 


     Both of the Humans realized the grace and
majesty of the beings in front of them. They both had vertically slit eyes and
both had nearly cat—like markings to their skin. The two Ferine stood at
approximately six feet, four inches tall and had elongated teeth. Nadine
couldn’t help but think of them as handsome cat—men.


     “What is your name?” Lathiel asked of the
male.


     “I’m Elliot Fredericks, Sir.”


     “Call me Lathiel.”


     “Lathiel, are you the beings responsible
for the wormhole?”


     Both of the Ferine took on a guilty countenance.


     “We are here because of that unfortunate
event. A great war is raging in our space and the weapon was meant for others.
We did not know that it would open a wormhole, much less have any impact on
your civilization,” Lathiel said.


     “You admit to your role in this?” Nadine
asked.


     “Of course. We did not know it would strike
your system.” 


     “So you acknowledge your complicity in
this?”


     “General,” Elliot said.


     “They admit they caused this destruction,”
she said.


     “They had no idea that this would be the
result. You heard them yourself,” Elliot said.


     “We are sorry. We never intended for this
to happen,” Lathiel said.


     “But it did,” Nadine retorted.


     “The impact on us was far greater than the
impact on your nation,” Elliot said.


     “And? This attack is,” she began.


     “An accident,” Elliot finished. “The Alliance believed this
was the case from the beginning.”


     “The Alliance
believed?” Nadine repeated.


     “Thank—you,” Lathiel said to Elliot.


     “There are nonetheless concerns of your
intentions towards our culture,” Nadine said.


     “Yes, we wish to apologize. Our act against
our enemies was never meant to have any effect on you or your people.”


     “Will you join us for a meal in celebration
of this fortunate meeting?”


     “We’d be happy to,” Lathiel said.


     “If you’ll give us a moment, we have to
make our shuttle ready for departure,” Elliot said.



 


 


 

     “We need to extend the deadline,” Nadine
said within the confines of the shuttle.


     “Agreed.”


     “I wouldn’t say that under normal circumstances,
but those upright cats out there are definitely not normal.”


     “Then postpone the deadline,” Elliot said.


     “I can try. My superiors may have different
objectives.”


     “Same with me, we can agree on that at the
very least,” he said as he primped a flight seat. Nadine gave him a withering
look and continued to ready the tan interior of the shuttle. “Ready?”


     “As much as possible for aliens.”


     “I’ll communicate our dinner invitation to
my ship. Please bring in our passengers,” he said.


     “Your ship?”


     “Yes. Would you prefer yours?” 


     “If you want the cats onboard your ship,
fine have them,” she said and turned towards the hatch.



 


 


 

     “We would be pleased to have you join us,”
Nadine said with a compulsory smile.


     “Thank—you General,” Lathiel said.


     “Please, call me Nadine.”


     “Thank—you, Nadine,” Lathiel said and
crossed into the shuttle’s interior. 


     Ranik placed an ostentatious smile on his
face.  “Thank—you, Nadine.”


     She looked back at his smile of bright
fangs and responded with ingratiating warmth. “You’re welcome.”


     Nadine and Elliot sat in the pair of chairs
at the front of the shuttle while Ranik and Lathiel took the seats behind them.
Once they were underway, Lathiel looked to the looming warship in the forward
window. He leaned forward in his seat to speak with Elliot.


     “Is that your ship?”


     “Only for the moment. I’ve taken temporary
command of this battle group,” Elliot replied.


     “As have I. The ships you see further in
the background are my command for this mission. My normal posting is on our
home planet as head of our diplomatic corps. That is why I was chosen for this
first contact situation,” Nadine said.


     The tiny shuttle wove under a gargantuan
wing and flew behind the ship. Nadine activated her earpiece and whispered to
someone for a moment. Elliot fired a small burst from a directional jet and
spun the shuttle around to face a hangar located at the back of the ship. With
practiced ease, he guided it in to the bright bay. The foursome rose from their
seats and moved to the shuttle’s exit at the side.


     “Please,” Elliot gestured towards the
opening door.


     “Please what?” Lathiel asked. His bright
slit eyes regarded Elliot in confusion. Elliot smiled at one of the many
idiosyncrasies of Human culture.


     “I’m sorry Lathiel, what I meant was please
exit the shuttle first. It’s a way of showing consideration in our culture.”


     “Thank—you,” Lathiel said and stepped onto
the hangar deck. Every man and woman stopped to take notice of the two tall
Ferine standing in the open area. 


     “This way, please,” Elliot said, gesturing to
the hangar’s exit.


     They nodded and began walking along the
suggested course. Both Lathiel and Ranik glanced nervously about them at the
drawn out stares.


     “You must forgive them gentlemen. They have
never seen a non—Human before,” Elliot said.


     “We can understand their reactions. Our
race had the same response when we met the Nevargh,” he said. 


     “The Nevargh? Who are they?” Nadine asked.


     “The species we’re at war with.” Ranik replied.
“They have annexed close to three hundred systems in the past year.”


     They exited the shuttle bay and moved into
a narrow hallway.


     “They’re that aggressive?”


     “Their species are dark scaly bastards,”
Ranik said. “They have two legs and two arms as you and I, but their eyes and
skin are cold. We stared at them in shock when our people met them a century
ago.”


     “You are a fair sight better,” Lathiel said,
changing the subject.


     “So are your people,” Elliot said. He
turned to his left and walked through a wide door parting at forty—five degree
angles. The other three members of the group followed him into a small but
elegant dining room. Here the walls were a bright burgundy with a slightly
higher ceiling and wood flooring. A long table of cherry and six high backed
chairs sat in the center of the cozy room. Joshua and Madison were already in
attendance standing behind the chairs on the far side of the table. 


     “Gentlepeople, these are my friends: Joshua
and Madison Hubbard. Josh, Madi, this is Ranik and Lathiel,” he said indicating
the Ferine. “And this is Lieutenant General Nadine Hanover of the Diplomatic
Corps for the Coalition.”


     Elliot strode towards the head of the
table. Ranik and Lathiel took the opposite side facing the couple. Nadine took
the remaining position behind the chair facing Elliot. Once everyone was in
place, the dinner party took their seats. Nadine was the first to speak.


     “I have to admit that we would not greet
you with such luxury on any of our ships. We have no need of this level of extravagance.”


     “We only keep one or two such rooms on our
ship for VIP occasions such as this one. Some diplomats can be very demanding.
With your past experiences in such matters you undoubtedly agree, General.”


     She offered only a thin smile in response.


     “Yes,” Lathiel agreed as a half dozen
attendants came in with the first course. Six bowls of French Onion soup were
placed in front of them. “We have had similar experiences but don’t worry; we won’t
complain. I can only speak for myself but I appreciate my surroundings and
your hospitality.”


     “Thank—you, Lathiel,” Elliot said.


     “Incidentally, what is this? It smells
wonderful.” 


     “It’s a soup made with onions, cheese, and
bread. I hope you enjoy it,” Elliot replied.


     Lathiel and Ranik inhaled a deep breath of
the soup’s aroma and lifted their spoons to dig in. Ranik stopped for a moment.


     “This is the correct utensil?”


     “Yes,” Nadine replied. 


     Both of the Ferine put their spoons through
the topping and into to the soup. They brought a spoonful of soup their mouths.
They ruminated on the food for a moment and then nodded appreciatively.


     “I take that you like it?” Elliot asked his
two Ferine guests.


     “It has an interesting taste to it. Is this
the cheese?” Ranik asked, indicating a bit of Gruyere on his spoon.


     “Yes it is.”


     “It’s very good, we have something like it
but yours is much,” he paused for a moment as he sought the correct word,
“creamier. It is a nice compliment to the soup.”


     “Does it meet with your expectations,
General?” 


     “Yes,” she said, quietly. Before she could
continue, her earpiece chirped. “Excuse me for a moment. I imagine this is in
regards to certain extensions for a deadline.” 


     Nadine got up from her chair and took a
corner of the room. She conducted a hushed conversation with her communications
device while dividing her attention between it and the conversation going on at
the table.


     “I hope you like the next course as much as
this one. It’s called lasagna. It has more cheeses in it,” Elliot said to his
two guests.


     “I’m starting to like you Elliot,” Ranik
said.


     “Admiral, I appreciate your hospitality,
given what we have done, however unintentional it was,” Lathiel said.


     “We can speak on that later. In the
meantime we have more local concerns. Lathiel our two nations are under a great
deal of stress right now. We,” he was cut off by his, Joshua, and Madison’s earpieces going
off. All three stopped eating and thumbed them on. They listened for a moment
while Ranik and Lathiel waited patiently. They acknowledged the officer on the
other end and turned the devices off.


     “Joshua, you know what to do,” Elliot said.


     “I’m on it,” he said and turned to the
aliens. “It was good to meet you.”


     Lathiel and Ranik smiled at Joshua in
thanks as he exited.


     “Do you need any help here?” Madison asked Elliot.


     “No, go with Joshua. Convince them to send
the recall order.”


     Madison
nodded and got up to leave. She walked to a place that put her between the two aliens
and placed an arm on each of their shoulders.


     “Thank—you,” she said.


     “For?” Lathiel inquired.


     “For giving me hope,” Madison responded and left the room. The two Ferine
looked at each other in confusion. Before they could ask Elliot what she
meant, Nadine returned to the dining table.


     “Excuse me, gentlemen. I have urgent
business to attend to. Admiral Fredericks, I need a shuttle immediately.”


     “An officer will escort you to the nearest
one.”


     “Thank—you,” Nadine said with a somber
disposition. “It was a pleasure to meet you Lathiel and you as well Ranik.
Please accept my apologies for my departure.”


     “Accepted,” the two Ferine replied.


     “Admiral, I would have liked to have stayed
but circumstances have changed. I’m sure you understand.”


     “All too well,” he nodded to her with an
empathetic smile. She turned and left the room.


     “Fast dinner we had,” Ranik observed.


     “I’m sorry, Ranik. There are things going
on here that you are unaware of. If you like, I will continue as your host and
fill you in on some of them.”


     Three attendants entered with large dishes
of lasagna, filling the room with its inviting smell.


     “We’d like that,” Lathiel said.



 


 


 

     Nadine fell into the seat next to her
escort as he activated the shuttle for launch. She relaxed in the humming ship
as it rose from the deck and exited the shuttle bay. It followed its course out
into the night and towards the center of the cloud of Coalition warships.


     Elliot was a formidable person. He had cut
through her barriers and barbs to the heart of the situation. Now she would
have to contact MERA in order to extend a fixed deadline. The Alliance shuttle sped through numerous
obstacles and arrived to her flagship. She thanked her courier and disembarked
from the shuttle.


     Nadine marched through corridors to General Park’s private office. She sat down at
his small desk, surrounded by claustrophobic walls. She punched in her private
code to the Twelve. Catherine’s face of surprise and disapproval met hers.


     “Again you break with tradition, Nadine. Do
I need to reduce you to the rank of student again?”


     “Catherine, you need to rescind the
deadline. Our suspicions are true. I have met the aliens. They are called
Ferine and they are definitely extraterrestrial.”


     “You’re serious?”


     “That is why I broke our traditions. This
is an emergency.”


     “Then circumstances have changed. The order
has been given, but the battle may have already begun.”




     The Battle at Outpost Fourteen reflects the hard
stance adopted by both nations against any form of retreat. The Alliance and the
Coalition solidly believed that the first to blink was the weaker opponent.
This juvenile philosophy can be traced back to the three way conflict that
existed with the Easter Island Agreements.
Some have pointed to the E.I.A.’s strategy of prodding both enemy nations into
standoffs so as to place them in a position where pride would result in heavy
losses as the origin of this long adopted stance. 



 

Order From Chaos: A Look Into The Politics of 2299 


by Chris Leacock



 

[bookmark: _Toc345330698]Chapter VII



 

Maria sat in her
command chair and watched one of the Coalition’s boxy olive carriers disgorge a
dozen  fighters, each sixty feet in
length, from one of its many narrow hangars.


     “Prepare for combat,” she ordered. “All
ships proceed in standard formation and await further orders.”


     Maria’s second in command joined her at the
left side of the captain’s chair. Phelps fingered his thick brown mustache
while he studied the situation.


     “Odd, isn’t it?”


     “Yes, why would they launch so few
fighters? Between their three carriers they have fifteen hundred. Bring up
tactical,” she said to the weapons officer at the station behind her.


     The main screen view receded to the top of
the large screen and became one of half a dozen smaller squares lining its top.
A three dimensional view of local space rotated on it axis showing her ships in
blue confronting the group of Coalition ships in red. The red group’s shape was
transforming.


     “How long until they’re in attack range?”


     “In less than three minutes,” Ben Phelps
replied.


     “No change of orders or word of
reinforcements?”


     “None that I know of, Sir. The last time I
inquired they said no other warships were available.”


     “They’re switching to a different formation.”


     The warships represented by small red
computer models moved and shifted position to a three dimensional inverted
crescent. The three enemy carriers moved back to the rear of the formation.


     “It looks like a minor variation on a
normal assault tactic.”


     “I know, but there are subtle differences.
It’s odd like you’ve said.”


     “They’ll be in optimum attack range in two
minutes,” her weapons master said.


     “Who’s the commander of their fleet?” she asked.
Phelps pulled a link from his pant pocket and brought the information up in seconds.


     “Major General Henderson.”


     “It must be my birthday. He’s a notoriously
overconfident strategist,” she said.


     “That helps us?”


     “I recognize this now. A victorious
commander used a similar tactic over two millennia ago. He probably believes
that no one else reads history. Look there,” she said, indicating the dense
center of the enemy’s formation. “No more than twelve fighters launched and
what appears to be a weakness to flanking on the outskirts of their fleet.”


     “They want us to outflank them.”


     “Yes, but as we attempt to do so their
ships will begin to move out in what would appear to be a counter to that
flank.”


     “They’ll run out of ships and expose their
carriers.”


     “Not if they launch all of their fighters
at that moment,” Maria said, indicating the tall box shapes of the carriers.


     “We’d be surrounded. They wouldn’t even
need all of their fighters to get the job done.”


     “An ancient strategy,” she said. “He’s
already over a barrel. Henderson
just doesn’t know it yet. When will the Coalition force be in attack range?” 


     “In thirty seconds.”


     “All ships are to maintain present
formation. Helm, bring the Excalibur to the front of our lines.”


     “Aye, Sir,” the helmsman replied. The ship
began to move immediately, passing the many winged silver frigates towards the
edge of the sphere.


     Maria’s first officer took his place at her
side. She whispered a series of commands into his ear. He nodded and looked to
the main screen in a state of disbelief. The ship’s movement stopped with over
a hundred Coalition ships filling the screen in their ancient formation.


     “All available power to the forward
shields!” Phelps ordered.


     “The enemy is approaching optimum attack
range,” her weapon’s officer reported.


     “Don’t fire,” she ordered to the officers
across the group, listening through her earpiece. “All particle beam cannons
may fire at will after their fleet has the first shot. Hold all torpedo fire
until I give the command.”


     The Coalition frigates of the forward line
grew larger on the screen. Bright stars of light formed across their bows.


     “Their weapons are hot.”


     “Prepare to fire,” Maria said.


     Emerald pulses of energy and orange
torpedoes emerged from the hulls of over thirty war ships. They detonated
across the Alliance
ship’s shields.


     “Forward ships open fire,” Maria commanded.


     “Fire all PBCs,” Phelps echoed to the Excalibur’s
crew.


     Green lances of energy shot out and
burdened the Coalition warship’s glowing shields.


     “Advance at five hundred miles per hour.
Keep our carriers covered and launch all fighters,” Maria said.


     Every engine port of the Alliance battle group flared to blue
starlight. The silver warships crowded into the fray and met with fire from the
olive hulls of the enemy ships. Five hundred grey Alliance fighters poured from the wide maw of
their carrier and took up protective positions within the fleet.


     “All fighter squadrons move to the forward
lines at center.”


     Outside the reinforced hull of the Excalibur,
a legion of small fighters, resembling twenty-first century drones, moved at
high speeds to take up positions within the nose of the battle group protruding
into the enemy fleet.


     “Fighters, support the warships with your
guns but do not use your ordinance.”


     The powerful fighters’ small cannons joined
the chorus of the larger cannons from the warships. The fifty foot long fighters
nimbly evaded fire while scored hits brightened the shields of the heavier
fleet vessels.


     “They are presenting a weakness at their
flanks,” one of the analysts at a large tactical situation station reported.


     “Let’s appear to take advantage of it.
Instruct the frigates Avenger and Raptor to attempt to flank
them.” 


     Her orders were relayed to the warships
which maneuvered their eight hundred foot bulks towards the edges of the
Coalition fleet. In response the crescent expanded slightly.


     “The Coalition fleet has expanded their
lines,” the analyst reported.


     “Henderson’s
ego has probably inflated to the size of his ship by now,” Maria said to Phelps.
“It’s time for a needle.”


     Phelps smiled at the expression. Maria
leaned forward and brought up the tactical display on the two by two foot
console in front of her command chair. She indicated a series of coordinates to
Phelps. The coordinates covered a corridor through the enemy fleet.


     “Tell our ships to target these areas with
their torpedoes. Have them set all their warheads for a proximity detonation.”
Maria said.


     “They won’t do much damage with a proximity
fuse.”


     “They don’t have to. I only need to confuse
their sensors for a few seconds. All of our ships will follow up by discharging
their primary plasma cannons. They can target whomever they choose. I want them
confused, Phelps.”


     “I’ll take care of it,” he turned halfway
from her and relayed orders to the rest of the group via his earpiece.


     “Helmsman, what is the safest maximum speed
you can navigate with enemy obstacles of equal speed and maneuverability?”


     “About a thousand clicks per hour,” he
replied.


     “Be ready to bring the ship to that speed
when I give the command.”


     “Stand by to fire torpedoes,” Maria said
into her earpiece. The battling ships exchanged storms of particle bursts.
Every ship had a glowing ghost image around its hull absorbing fire. The fleet
advanced at its set speed and met the edge of the enemy formation.


     “Now!”


     Over a hundred orange globes of flame
catapulted into the enemy formation. All of them converged on the coordinates
that Maria had indicated and burst into a firestorm. The flames formed the
outer edges of a corridor through which a ship could pass.


     “Helm, one thousand kph through that
corridor,” she said.


     “Aye!”


     The Excalibur charged the enemy
lines to the shock of the Coalition commander. Its great long bulk flew down a
passage surrounded by explosions provided by the Excalibur’s allies.


     “All fleet ships but the Excalibur:
fire primaries now!” she barked. Nearly sixty beams of blond star fire spewed
from the bows of the Alliance
fleet. Only the Excalibur and the carriers remained silent. The comets
of searing plasma slammed into the Coalition’s first line. Nearly twenty of
their frigates suffered internal explosions from shield overloads. Bulkheads
collapsed and rooms were shredded by generators’ booming death rattles. The
enemy’s first line faltered in the wake of the blinding onslaught from the
recharging heavy batteries.


     “Fire all PBCs at will,” Maria said to her
weapons officer. The speeding cruiser discharged emerald star light at the enemy
ships in its range, further bewildering the Coalition fleet. Inner line
destroyers slowly turned on their axes to confront the interloper.


     “We’ve confused the second line but the
third line’s weapons are hot,” her port tactical analyst said.


     “We still have the time we need.”


     Ahead of them three tall carriers were in
the distance and growing larger by the second. A group of sharp edged
destroyers and long—necked frigates began to glow from their weapon ports.


     “Ready all of our plasma cannons,” Maria
commanded. The voice of the weapons officer answered from behind her.


     “Standing by, which target?”


     “Target the three enemy carriers.”


     “I’ve got them.”


     Maria watched as the ship broke right of an
intercepting cruiser on the screen. The shields absorbed a pulsed broadside to
its forward shields. Maria felt the ship tremble in response. She spotted a
frigate on the main monitor flying at a desperate speed to intercept the Excalibur.


     “Shields are holding,” her weapons master
reported.


     Maria regarded the carriers in the
distance, now nearer and unobstructed, but a group of frigates had detached
from their positions and were moving to stop the Excalibur.


     “Fire primaries.”


     Two great comets of bright yellow fire
roared from the center sections of each of the Excalibur’s thick wings. A third blossomed from the nose of the
elongated metal bow.


     The wing section’s emissions sped through
empty space and cut through both carriers’ shields, hitting them midway up the bow.
The star fire screamed through bulkheads and hull—bearing struts. The center
line of the long olive carriers exploded in flame sequentially from their bows
to their sterns.


     Scorched generators exploded, vaporizing attack
craft, resembling green twentieth century jet fighters, in burning hangars.
Debris shot through walls and doors, holing the ships inside their thick hulls.
The sub—light furnaces leaked flame before tearing themselves to pieces. Their
fury blew each of the carriers into fragments.


     The third comet from Excalibur’s bow
reached through space to the lead carrier. As the beam neared its target, a great
olive streak eight hundred feet long blurred across the weapon’s path.


     The plasma beam struck the Coalition
frigate amidships causing its port shield to fail under the onslaught. The
frigate’s military green hull buckled under the weapon’s power. The stern and
bow of the ship turned to meet each other as the explosive force halved the
ship. Maria slammed a fist on her square console.


     “Damn!” 


     “Admiral we have eliminated two of their
carriers. We can turn back now,” Phelps said.


     “They can still surround us with the five
hundred fighters they have left.”


     “What can we do?”


     Maria regarded their headstrong flight
towards the carrier for a moment. More ships had come in to protect the last
carrier presenting more obstacles. She felt the ship shudder as they began to
voice their dissatisfaction with her advance.


     “How long until the plasma cannons are
recharged?”


     “Four minutes,” her weapon’s officer
replied.


     Maria buried her chin into her fist.


     “There is no other way.”


     “What?” Phelps asked. 


     Maria stood up from her seat. “Weapons
station, divert all remaining power to the shields. Set weapons to automatic
and program the computer to concentrate forward fire on the intercepting ships.”


     “Yes, Ma’am.”


     Maria waited a moment for her instructions
to be carried out before she spoke again.


     “Abandon ship!” she exclaimed and slapped a
button on the arm of her chair. The ship’s intercom emitted a continuing series
of klaxons. People rushed for the doors of the bridge. Phelps walked calmly
towards the exit and then stopped once he saw Maria striding towards the empty
helm console. He rushed back for her.


     “Ma’am!”


     “Go Phelps, I have a few things left to
do,” she said.


     “I won’t allow it.”


     “Yes, you will. It’s the only way to
destroy that carrier and ensure our victory,” Maria replied.


     “You need a backup. You might be injured or
incapacitated.”


     “I won’t risk anyone else. Go.”


     “You need me,” he said.


     “Go, or I’ll have someone back to escort
you.”


     “Yes, Ma’am.”


     “Good soldier, now get out of here.”


     “Admiral?”


     “What Phelps?”


     “It has been an honor serving with you.”


     “I have no intention of dying here.” Maria
nodded towards the command chair. “I’ll use the command pod.”


     “Good idea,” he said and smiled.


     “Yeah I think so, too. Now get out of here.”


     Phelps rushed off the bridge. 


     A swarm of tiny boxes exited the ship from
all decks and poured into space. They emitted tiny bright lights once they
cleared the Excalibur and entered superluminal speeds for just a few
seconds to clear the area. 


     Maria bent over the helm console and
grabbed the protruding joystick to guide her cruiser through the enemy ships
vying to stop her. As the Excalibur closed in on the carrier, she input
the commands to auto—navigate towards the carrier.


     “UNABLE TO LOCK,” blinked across the screen
on the right side of the console’s display.


     “Come on!”


     The cruiser took more hits to its
overloaded shields. Mechanics on the last Coalition carrier rushed to launch  sixty foot long fighters ahead of time.


     Again, Maria ordered the computer to auto—navigate
to its destination.


     “UNABLE TO LOCK.”


     She slammed her palm against the console
next to the stick. The intrepid ship’s shields collapsed under the continued
assault. Spots on the hull flashed white as its armor was vaporized.


     Armors failed and the multiple torpedoes
and particle pulses began to penetrate the hull. She heard the sound of
explosions within the ship. They were followed by the clamor of crumpling
metal.


     Maria slipped past the last intervening
destroyer and saw clear space towards the carrier. Again she pounded the
buttons for automatic navigation towards the target.


     “COURSE LOCKED.”


     She smiled and returned to her command chair.
The press of a button on her armrest would activate a modular capsule which
would encompass Maria and propel her to safety.


     The Excalibur entered its death throws.
A cruiser of enemy origin unleashed a great swelling of energy towards the
cruiser in a bid to stop its final ascent.


     A storm of green pulses and bright
torpedoes found their mark against the forward hull. Excalibur howled at
the release of energy. A great hole in the ship emitted coiling smoke as she
dived towards her target.


     Maria felt the deck shift. Her escape
capsule began to envelope her as a bright light emitted from the monitors on
the right side of the bridge. In the next moment, they exploded and collapsed
the entire port side of the command center. Fragments of metal and plastic flew
at fantastic speeds across the command center.


     The capsule was nearly closed when traces
of superheated plasma flew into it. The bridge’s groans of weakness competed
with Maria’s screams of agony. The pod closed and sped through a shaft in the
ceiling of the bridge to the exterior of the ship. It flashed a bright light
and sped outside the area to a safe distance.


     The AWS Excalibur was a spear of
smoke and flame when it crashed into the Coalition carrier. The warship
instantly lost shields as the Excalibur smashed into its hull. Conduits
and piping stretched and snapped in short order as the valiant ship sacrificed
itself for a greater purpose. Excalibur’s
forward hull came to a stop now that it had impaled the enemy vessel. It
presented an image of a broadly—winged bird sticking its head into a feeder.


     As secondary explosions rocked both
vessels, the carrier’s superluminal engines exploded. The white flash created a
shockwave dangerous to anything within several thousand miles. Two approaching
Coalition frigates dissolved once the blast wave hit them. A more distant
cruiser’s shields failed and became marked by a blackened hull along its port
side.



 


 


 

     The next highest ranking officer of the
Second Battle Group, Commodore Stokes sat on the bridge of the cruiser AWS Iroquois.
He watched the distant flash in the rear line of the enemy Coalition fleet.


     “Are there any survivors?”


     “Yes, I’m reading dozens of lifeboats
outside the battlefield. It looks like they made it Sir,” the officer replied.


     Stokes lifted his bulbous body from his
chair. “I’m taking command of the battle group.”


     “Sir, I have a text message from Commander
Phelps detailing the rest of Admiral Peterson’s orders,” his communications
officer reported.


     “Maria’s first officer? Does the message
have the correct recognition codes?” 


     “Yes Sir,” the officer said after a moment.


     “Download them to my link.” 


     The officer nodded and sent the data to
him. Stokes took a link from a breast pocket and brought up the orders.


     “Excellent,” he said after a careful review
of the document. “The enemy is off—balance. We need to take advantage of their
confusion. Order all fighters to break from their positions and run for the
enemy’s flanks.”


     His tactical analysis personnel nodded and
relayed the order. To the Coalition’s surprise, the light grey fighters
abruptly turned and raced across the enemy ships’ bows. They then poured over
the edges of the Coalition front line.


     “All fighters proceed to the rear of the
Coalition’s formation.”


     The fighters complied and moved to surround
the aft arc of the Coalition fleet.


     “Target the enemy ship’s sub—light engines
and unload all ordinances.” 


     Six thousand tiny torpedoes gushed from the
fleet of Alliance
fighters. The massive armada of tiny orange stars crashed into the Coalition’s
ranks. They exploded against the sterns of every ship. Many of them lost their
ability to maneuver and became sitting ducks open to attack.


     “Move the group to surround the fleet. What
is the enemy status?” the Commodore inquired.


     “Ten ships have been destroyed. Ninety
seven have lost their sub—light engines,” his tactical analysis officer replied.


     “Order all ships to fire at will.”


     The Second Battle Group was now completely
unfettered and began to fire every weapon in their arsenals. The emerald of
particle beam cannons was joined by the orange flame of torpedoes occasionally
lit up by the bright discharge from a primary plasma array. 


     “What is the status of the enemy?”


     “Thirty—seven ships destroyed. Nearly all
of the rest of the enemy fleet has suffered moderate to heavy damage.”


     “Have the fleet concentrate their fire on
any remaining undamaged Coalition ships.” 


     With their fighter support a ghost and Alliance ships in every
direction, the Coalition lines collapsed. Their warships attempted to face
every direction to deal with the enemy ships but with no concentrated fire,
they were ineffective. 


     The Iroquois’ communications officer
addressed Stokes in her high piping voice.


     “Orders from command, Sir.” 


     “Yes, what are they?”


     “We are ordered to disengage and fall back
to the outpost. The Coalition has ordered their fleet to stand down and
retreat.”


     “A little late for that,” Stokes said.
“Order our forces to stop firing and disengage. We’ll fall back to the outpost.
Have the Yorktown and the Indefatigable
pick up the Excalibur survivors.”


     “Yes Sir.”


     Beams of energy and orange torpedoes ceased
their journeys across space. The bulk of the fleet turned away from battle and
moved back towards the distant outpost. Two Alliance frigates stayed behind to search the
battlefield for survivors of the Excalibur.


     The Coalition did its best to consolidate
their fleet and return to their space. Many of the ships burned from spots
along their olive hulls as they limped home.



 


 


 

     Two lifeboats were pulled into an empty bay
of the rescue ship Indefatigable. A battered pod came in shortly
afterwards and took a different route than the two escape vehicles on the main
hangar deck.


     The Admiral’s escape vehicle continued a
slow course over the lifeboats. Excalibur crewmembers looked up in
concern at the large, nearly coffin like pod being carefully and slowly
maneuvered into a smaller open deck above their heads. 


     Two technicians and an equal number of paramedics
nervously shifted their weight from foot to foot as the tomb hovered over the
upper deck and came to a quiet landing on the titanium floor.


     The white clothed paramedics surged forward
with an anti—gravity gurney only to have the technicians stop them.


     “Stop. You need the pod open first. Wait
here while we do our job,” one of the techs said.


     “Just be quick. We were told the life sign
was unstable.”


     The technician nodded with a somber
expression and yelled to his partner.


     “Come on buddy. Act like your girlfriend’s
daddy was on your heels.”


     The other tech raced to the pod with him.
He bent down to the melted alloy on the pod.


     “Jesus,” he said to a smashed lock. He
looked at the large duffel bag his standing companion had hanging from his
hand.


     “Gimme the welder, Mark. Quick!”


     The bag dropped to the floor with a heavy
thud. His partner slashed the bag from end to end with the zipper. Mark dug for
the welder, producing it a second later. The other technician grabbed the faded
gray colored pistol from his hand the moment he saw it appear from the bag.


     “No offense, Mark.”


     “None taken, Ralph.”


     Ralph aimed and pulled the trigger. The
welder emitted a bright discharge from its muzzle and began to cut through the
damaged seal of the pod. A tiny sputter of sparks flew from a growing hot line.


     “Hurry up,” Ralph muttered to himself.


     The line grew to three feet. Ralph relaxed
his hold on the welder’s trigger. He put both palms on the rounded side of the
door and lifted it upwards a foot. The light from the bay cut into a dark
capsule. Ralph shivered at the thought of being confined within its black
space.


     He jumped back when the light uncovered a
white hand splattered with blood. Ralph’s whipped his head around to face the
paramedics several feet away.


     “God almighty! Get over here!”


     They ran to the pod with the anti—gravity
gurney between them. The head medic stuck his head into the capsule.


     “I need a light!”


     Ralph grabbed a large flashlight from his
belt and shoved it at the paramedic.


     “Thanks.”


     The illuminating instrument shone into the
capsule. Maria lay on her back in her chair. One hand rested on an armrest, the
other on the protective hull. Tiny droplets of blood had sprayed across the
capsule. A bright red smear had pooled across the right side of her uniform.


     The paramedic forced himself to look at her
face.


     He couldn’t help but pause at the sight. He
had never seen anything like it. The paramedic found his steadiness and brought
up a palm sized scanner. He raised it to the slim figure knowing the sure truth
printed across the stone of his face.


     And then he gasped.


     “She’s alive! Get the gurney over here. I
need oxygen and a coagulant kit!” 


     The other paramedic hurried to the edge of
the capsule and produced the needed items from a drawer in the bed. The medic
grabbed the medical devices and sprayed the effected area with the coagulant.
He then placed a small device over her mouth and nose producing oxygen.


     They placed the gurney next to the open
side of the pod. One of them placed his hand on the inside of the ceiling of
the escape vehicle. He felt for the button he knew was there. A few drying
drops of blood caused his finger to slip before he depressed it.


     Maria’s chair disengaged from its place
with a grinding of damaged metal gears and moved to the edge of the life pod.
Both arms of the chair folded down parallel to the deck. The two medics carefully
moved her from the chair and onto the gurney.


     “Let’s go, Medical Bay One.”



 


 


 

     Elliot Fredericks sat back after finishing
a well prepared plate of lasagna. He saw Ranik and Lathiel spoon the rest of
their food into their mouths and nod to each other in appreciation.


     “It seems we arrived at an inopportune
time,” Lathiel said.


     “I hope not. You may be what we need to
establish a lasting peace.”


     “Why do you believe that?” Ranik asked.


     “The knowledge that we are no longer the
only intelligent species in the universe may be enough to force everyone to lay
down their arms and forge an agreement.”


     Ranik and Lathiel quietly looked at each
other.


     “You disagree?” Elliot asked.


     Lathiel swallowed and leaned towards the
table while avoiding Elliot’s eyes.


     “That has not always been our experience.”


     “How many first contact situations has your
species been involved in?”


     “Well over a hundred by now,” Ranik replied.


     “And?”


     “Some of them went badly,” Lathiel said.


     “Some went very badly. The more violent
species we encountered actually started civil wars as a result of contacting
another civilization,” Ranik interjected.


     “Hopefully, that won’t happen here.”


     Joshua and Madison came back into the room
and sat down at their seats. Elliot saw the despondent looks on their faces.


     “I take it things didn’t go well.”


     Joshua threw a cautious glance at the
Ferine guests.


     “It’s alright Josh. I’ve filled them in on
current events.”


     “The Fleet Admiral disagreed with our
recommendations.”


     “How so?” Elliot asked.


     “His head got stuck in his butt,” Madison said. “Sorry,”
she said to the Ferine.


     “Butt?” Lathiel asked.


     “A different way of saying rectum,” Joshua
supplied.


     “Your people are capable of that?” Ranik
asked in disbelief. The comment made Elliot clamp a hand across the smile on
his face despite his shaking shoulders. Madison
laughed outright to relieve her frustration. Both Lathiel and Ranik’s eyes
searched the situation in confusion.


     “Some are,” Joshua said.


     “We’re sorry. Madison was referring to an expression we
use. It’s a metaphor for someone who is being irrationally stubborn.”


     The meaning sank into the two Ferine and
they soon joined in the laughter at the table. Elliot found their amused roars
cut through his reserve and he gave in to the spontaneity.


     Lathiel stopped heaving for a moment to
interject his own metaphor. “We would say he’s too busy tripping over his
scrotum!”


     The revelation of the alien saying brought
a second series of guffaws to the table.


     “I am so glad you’re here,” Madison said to the
Ferine once the laughter had died down.


     “So are we. Why does the Admiral have this
problem?” Lathiel asked.


     “Politics, Lathiel, politics. Neither side
wants to lose face in this confrontation.”


     “Nelson won’t back down unless the
Coalition does,” Joshua said.


     “I see some things are universal,” Ranik
grumbled.


     “Is there anything we can do to help?”
Lathiel inquired.


     “I wish there was, but no. The situation is
out of our hands for the moment.” Elliot’s earpiece beeped. “If you could wait
for a moment, Lathiel.”


     Lathiel fell silent and nodded. Elliot
thumbed the communications device at his ear. A hushed conversation occurred
before Elliot thanked the person and deactivated the earpiece. “There is a
truce in effect but it came too late. Several Coalition ships were destroyed as
well as one Alliance
ship. One of my friends was badly wounded.”


     “Maria?” Madison asked.


     “She’s in critical condition. I need to
leave immediately.”



 


 


 

     Elliot arrived at Outpost Fourteen an hour
after he departed from the Endeavour. The outpost allowed him clearance
with little protest. The large station pulsed with piping and conduit, snaking
across its walls.


     The hospital was easy to find. The layout
of the station was clearly marked on large accessible monitors embedded in the
walls on every level.


     Elliot asked the nurse for Maria’s room
number at the information desk in the hospital’s lobby. She graciously gave the
admiral the room and floor number which he accepted with a thank—you. His
stomach twisted in the elevator as it stopped.


     Upon locating Maria’s room, he cautiously
tapped the entry pad and the door parted into the walls. A doctor stood at the
bed in the private room. He regarded the visitor.


     “Friend or family?”


     “Friend.”


     “This is past visiting hours. Please re—”
he began.


     “I’m also an admiral,” Elliot interrupted.


     “Alright. You can stay, Sir.”


     “How is she?” asked Elliot.


     “She just crossed the line,” he replied and
realized he should clarify his statement, “for the better. She’ll make it.”


     Elliot looked at Maria resting on a large
hospital bed. She was unconscious and had a large technological prosthetic
covering nearly half of her face.


     “Would it be alright if I stayed for a
while?”


     “Alright,” the doctor said cautiously, “but
only for a while. When I say to go, you go, Admiral.”


     “No problem.”


     The doctor turned from his patient and
exited the room. Elliot sat on the chair next to her bed. He took her right
hand into both of his. He stayed through much of the evening worrying that she
might take a turn for the worse but his friend did not leave him.







     The battle at Outpost
Fourteen is the strongest evidence of what might have occurred if First
Contact had not happened. The common view indicates that with a strong,
decisive strategy, the Alliance
would have prevailed in an all out war.


     In this battle, post—tactical
estimates involved counts of forty—seven Coalition warships destroyed and sixty—one
more suffering moderate to heavy damage. If the war had not been called off, it
is very likely that the entire fleet of one hundred and twenty ships would have
been slaughtered.


     Did First Contact save the Alliance or condemn it?
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“I see it!” Elizabeth exclaimed.


     “Calm your emotions,” Catherine said
softly. The group of twelve elderly people kept their eyes closed while they wandered
in the future.


     “It’s beautiful,” Elizabeth said.


     “Careful. Don’t let the images escape,”
Catherine said.


     “Yes, I see them,” Victoria said.


     A strange ethereal mist existed in the
center of the group, much to Alexander’s dismay. The mist seemed to fluctuate
and change as dim images appeared within it.


“Excellent.” The abilities of Catherine’s council
created a deeper vision than any one of them was capable of alone.


     “What do we see?” Catherine asked her
comrades.


     “An empty cradle,” Elizabeth replied.


     “And a burning Coalition flag,” Napoleon
finished.


     “Yes,” Catherine said. “Everyone return to
the present.”


     All of the Twelve opened their eyes and the
cloud of ethereal fog disappeared from wherever it had come from.


     “Your interpretation?” Catherine directed
to Alexander.


     “We need a child because our nation is in
distress.”


     “I agree. Perhaps you’re not an entirely wasted
intellect.”


     “I agree as well,” Victoria said.


     “And I,” Napoleon said.


     “Good. Then it is done. Are we all speaking
of Nadine?” Catherine asked. Ten of them nodded in agreement. “Well then. We
need her.”


     “Yes,” many of them said in unison.


     “How will we get her to a room of
seduction?”


     “First Contact,” Napoleon supplied.


     “What would you propose?” 


     “She’s now a diplomat. We have our first
contact with an alien species. She is the prime choice as an ambassador.”


     “How does that bring us closer?” Henry
asked.


     “Nadine will be personally responsible for
our welfare within their walls. Elliot Fredericks will only be a few doors down
the hallway.”


     “What is to guarantee that Admiral
Fredericks will remain there now that his initial mission in completed?”
Alexander inquired.


     “That will be one of our many demands. The Alliance will believe
that it is out of a desire to keep a more experienced diplomat out of the way.
We will know better.”


     “I agree,” Victoria said.


     “I’ll add it to the contract immediately.”



 


 


 

     Nadine waited in an anteroom outside of the
Council chambers.


     She regarded her surroundings while she
waited to be called. Nadine looked to the wall—mounted dark iron fixtures
lighting the room. She had admired them many times while sitting in this room.
Nadine looked to them now as a way to pass the time. The Twelve had purposefully
kept her waiting for twenty minutes. They had done that as a passive way to
voice their displeasure with her. It ensured that transgressors knew their
place.


     Nadine heard the tick of a door unlatching.
A thin man dressed in the traditional black uniform of MERA opened the outer
door to the chambers.


     “The Council will see you know.”


     “Thank—you,” Nadine said and got up from
her chair, calming herself with a deep breath, she clasped the copper door knob
and opened the heavy mahogany door into the twelve sided room.


     Unlike the large arched set of main doors
to her right, this one was small and rectangular. Knowing her role of
subservience in this meeting, she crossed the floor and stood in the center of
the circle of high backed chairs as all submissive students do.


     “Some respect for our position. I see you
remember your lessons now.”


     “Yes, Catherine. I admit I may have been
hasty in my desire to contact you previously.”


     “Admit your mistakes or don’t. Never make
your stand in gray areas. You are not a diplomat here,” Catherine said.


     “I crossed a line in contacting you by
wireless rather then coming to the Council personally. I apologize.”


     “Better. This diplomatic post is softening
you too much. I hope we didn’t make a mistake by posting you there.”


     “It will not happen again,” Nadine said.


     “Concise and direct; this is what I expect
from my students. It is good to see you are still in there.”


     “I never left.”


     “Your skills will be needed in the future.
You will be tried to a greater degree than before.”


     “I’m ready.”


     “Nadine, we are not going to demand our own
Ferine representatives.”


     “I doubt they would be willing to issue
another pair or split up the ones they have already sent.”


     “I didn’t think so either. What we will do
is accept the situation and ask that an ambassador be sent to ensure we have a
voice.”


     “Yes, Catherine,” she said before the
realization of what they implied hit her. “Me?”


     “You would be a prime choice. You are head
of diplomatic relations and First Contact is unique to you. The Ferine already
know you and it means you will be in close contact with Admiral Fredericks.”   


     “The Alliance
wouldn’t dare to protest this,” Nadine said.


     “It is perfect, my child. The Alliance would not
protest a move which appears to benefit them. Even if they did, their whole
government would look foolish to sacrifice physical possession of the aliens.
They would be open to greater demands.”


     “They can oppose a liaison,” Alexander
said.


     “The Prime Ministers know we would then
demand our own Ferine representatives. That is something they can’t monitor. Be
my best student, Nadine. We will make our statement shortly. We require you to
return to the AWS Endeavour as our ambassador.”


     “Yes, Catherine,” she replied. She proceeded
to exit through the side doors.  


     “Go through the main doors, Nadine. Your
penance is finished.”


     Nadine obeyed and exited through the arched
way. The Twelve faced each other again in commons.


     “Now, as to the loss of Outpost Fourteen,”
Catherine said.


     “We lost forty—seven ships,” Napoleon said.


     “As we expected.”


     “We attempt to secure our future through
such losses. I don’t like it,” Elizabeth
commented.


     “Neither do I, but, we did see the number
forty—seven surrounded in bright light. Our consensus seems to be accurate in
hindsight,” Catherine said.


     The Twelve nodded in agreement of the
situation and continued on to the next subject.



 


 


 

     Elliot returned to the Maria’s hospital
room during regular visiting hours. She already looked better from the previous
night. Her skin had a more lively color and dark locks of shoulder length hair
had been properly cared for. If not for the great regenerative device across
half of her face, she would have looked much like someone asleep in their own
bedroom. Elliot took a seat by her bed as he had the night before. He united
his hands around her right hand.


     Elliot waited.


     And waited.


     Elliot wiped his eyes and covered his
friend’s hand again.


     He felt her hand clasp his.


     Elliot jerked his head up to look at
Maria’s face. She let out a mild breath and moved her head. Her features
twisted in confusion as she regained consciousness.


     “Maria?”


     In response to her name being called, she
moved her legs slightly and then turned to the sound of the voice to her right.
A single blue eye opened.


     “Elliot, you should be on the Endeavour.”


     “Yes, Ma’am.”


     “I think I was on my flagship. I’ve been
meaning to tell you how incredible it is.”


     “Oh?”


     “It’s pretty sturdy. I knew it would do the
job when I decided,” she paused once recent memories flashed across her mind’s
eye. “Oh God.”


     “You’re okay now.”


     “The last thing I remember is getting in
that blasted capsule.”


     “You got off the ship.”


     “Thank God!” she exclaimed in relief.
“There was something else.”


     “Something else?”


     “Right before that big coffin closed.”


     “It can’t be important. You should get some
rest,” Elliot said.


     “No, I remember seeing something.”


     “You can think about it later. I wanted to
tell you that the Coalition backed off.”


     “Just before it closed, I saw something
from the starboard side of the bridge. It was so bright.”


     “Maria.”


     “The monitors, I think. They went white.
All of the stations exploded. I felt,”


     “Maria, just rest.”


     “I felt,” she fought for the memory.


     “Please rest.”


     “Burning! My face was burning! The whole
right side of my face felt like it was on fire. I couldn’t see.”


     “It’s alright now.”


     “What happened? Why can’t I see out of my
right eye?” 


     “You were hurt.”


     “Hurt? What the hell is that supposed to
mean?” Maria’s hands flew up to her face. Her left hand met skin, but the right
one met the obstruction of metal. 


     “What is this?” she demanded in a panicked
voice. Her left hand joined the right to feel the prosthetic. Trembling fingers
explored the smooth surface of steel.


     “What happened to my face?”


     “Stop! Maria stop!”


     “Take it off!” she screamed. Maria began to
dig her fingers into the edges of her mask. Elliot slapped the quick response
button on her bed.


     “Nurse to Room One Twelve!”


     “Take this fucking thing off me!” she
screamed at Elliot. The mask began to come loose now that her fingers had found
purchase. Elliot grabbed for her hands. She tried to beat him away as she
fought the terror of what had happened to her. Two nurses broke into the room.
One teamed with Elliot to pin her arms to the bed while the other nurse slammed
a shot into her arm. Within seconds, the fighting stopped and Maria slid into unconsciousness.



 


 


 

     Elliot disembarked from his shuttle having
returned to the Endeavour. He left the outpost and Maria once the
Admiralty issued him news orders.


     “How’s Maria?” Madison asked, once Elliot stepped onto the
ship.


     “I wish I could say that she’s alright.”


     “What happened to her?”


     “Head trauma. No brain damage, luckily. She
reacted badly when she woke up,” he said.


     “How badly?” Lathiel asked.


     “Bad enough. The nurses had to sedate her.”


     “She will recover?” Lathiel asked.


     “Yes I believe so, but not easily.”


     “Can we do anything to help?” Madison asked.


     “I don’t think so. I’ve received orders to
return to Earth tomorrow. Can I assume our new Ferine friends will accompany
us?”


     “Yes, we were wondering when you wanted to
get underway,” Lathiel said.


     “Right away,” Elliot replied.


     “What about your Coalition friends?”
Lathiel said.


     “Good question. We will plot a course and
turn our ships towards Earth, if they have a problem with it, I’m sure we’ll
hear from them,” Elliot replied.


     “We already have,” Joshua said.


     “What did they have to say?”


     Joshua eyed the Ferine. Elliot caught the
need for a more private meeting.


     “Lathiel, will you be able to inform your
ships of the time for departure?” 


     “Definitely, I will see to it now,” he
walked away with both hands clasped behind his long back. Once he was out of
earshot, Joshua continued.


     “They’re sending an envoy.”


     “Who do they want to send?”


     “That bitch, General Hanover.”


     “So let her come aboard.”


     “I don’t like spies,” Joshua said.


     “Josh, calm down,” Madison said.


     “She’s a Coalition General! Are we just
going to just let her walk around here?”


     “Of course not,” Elliot said.


     “I want some guarantees.”


     “You’ve got them. What do you need?” Elliot
asked.


     “The bitch gets restricted access.”


     “Done, and stop calling her a bitch,”
Elliot said.


     “No access to the bridge whatsoever and I
want a guard on her at all times.” 


     “Anything else?”


     “No, we’d better get going. She’s going to
arrive soon.”


     “Have someone tell Joshua and Ranik to meet
us at the airlock. I’m sure they’ll want to be there,” Elliot said.


     Madison
nodded and relayed his orders. The two groups of people met up at an airlock
two decks away from their previous position. Joshua thumbed a chirping device
at his ear, replied a confirmation to an inaudible voice and turned it off. He
motioned to a guard nearby who took up a protective position near the hatch.


     “She’ll be here in two minutes.”


     All five of them waited in silence for a
shuttle to dock with their ship. Just as Elliot looked to his watch, the
familiar muffled clang of a docking ship was heard. Seconds later, the airlock
door parted and a blue eyed woman stepped into the corridor.


     “Lathiel, Ranik, it is good to see you
again,” Nadine said, ignoring the rest of the party.


     “Likewise, General,” Lathiel said.


     “As I have said before, call me Nadine.”


     “Yes, I understand you will be spending
more time with us.”


     “My government requested an envoy to be
dispatched to improve our relations with you and your people. I hope that there
isn’t any problem with this arrangement?” Nadine asked.  


     “Not at all. I believe we’re getting
underway for your home world soon.”


     “We are?” Nadine asked.


     “I was going to inform you as soon as I
could and see if that would suit your needs,” Elliot said.


     “I believe it would be alright. Just allow
me to consult with the commander of the battle group,” she said. Nadine turned
to her side to speak into her earpiece.


     “My ships are ready to depart whenever
yours are.”


     “Good, Joshua, tell the helmsman and the
battle group to set a course for Earth at ten c. We’re leaving immediately,”
Elliot ordered.


     “Aye, Sir,” Joshua said and spoke to his
earpiece.


     “Lathiel, are your ships ready?” Nadine
asked.


     “My ship will join us but my associates
onboard the other two ships would prefer to remain in the immediate area,”
Lathiel replied.


     “Can I leave my battle group with them for
protection?” Nadine asked, seizing an opportunity.


     “Yes, that would be fine,” Lathiel said.


     “Would you mind if some of our ships stayed
as well?” Elliot asked.


     “Admiral, surely an entire battle group is
sufficient to protect the Ferine. Others are in the area if there is a need for
more,” Nadine said, before Lathiel could reply.


     Elliot decided to let the matter rest, even
though a battle was just lost. “You’re right, Ambassador. May I show you to
your quarters?”


     “That would be nice of you,” Nadine
responded. “Gentlemen,” she said to Lathiel and Ranik.


     Elliot left the group, with Nadine and the
guard at a short distance behind them. He showed her to a lift, which began its
descent several decks down into the ship and away from primary systems. The
guard joined them in the lift, too close to be excluded from their
conversation. Nadine chose to become more formal in her speech.


     “I take it that I will always have an
escort?”


     “At the Captain’s request. But you can
understand the need for security. I do support his order.”


     “What other orders are there for me to
observe? I wouldn’t want to be shot,” she said, nodding towards the armed
guard.


     “The guard of course.”


     “Of course.”


     “You will have limited access to the ship,
and no bridge access,” Elliot said.


     “That is exactly what I would have done in
his place. I may have attempted to be more subtle, though.”


     “Point taken,” Elliot said. 


     The lift came to the end of its short
journey and the three stepped off. Elliot indicated a right and they continued
their walk. The guard now took his position at a further distance away.


     “I also hope you will keep in mind that I
will block you from invading the minds of anyone on this ship,” Elliot said.


     “Fair enough.”


     “Here are your quarters,” he said, and
indicated a door to his left.


     “Does the guard stay outside, or will he be
watching me shower?”


     “The guard stays outside out of respect for
your privacy.”


     “Good,” she said and walked through the parting
doors to her quarters. They heard the small beep of the lock being activated
from the other side.



 


 


 

     Maria sat alone on a doctor’s examination
bed clothed in a blue hospital gown. The damn things were always uncomfortable
in their loose confines and embarrassing in their tailoring. She looked at the
white walls of the small room and examined items on the counter with her eye in
an attempt to ignore the growing bowling ball sitting in the pit of her
stomach. One side of her face remained partially hidden by the mask protecting
the damaged flesh of her face.


     The door opened and a grey haired
specialist in the field of reconstructive surgery entered. He held a link in
his hands, examining the details of her results. He looked up at her with a
stony stare. The doctor looked back to the link, all the while avoiding her
questioning gaze.


     “Admiral Peterson, we have the results of
your tests.”


     “I thought so.”


     “We are able to do a fair amount of
reconstruction,” he said.


     “How much of it can you restore?” she asked,
looking up to his face.


     “We can grow the destroyed bone of your
skull. We can also encourage growth of new muscle and skin.”


     “That’s good news.”


     “Yes,” he said and nodded, “but we do have
less encouraging news.”


     “What is it?”


     “We can only partially grow the muscle at
this point.”


     “Oh,” she said and fought back threatening wetness
from her eye.


     “Most of the muscle is gone. It appears
that what hit you was superheated. Much of that part of your face was vaporized
when it did. We think it may have been a minute amount of plasma.”


     She remained mute at his comments.


     “At any rate, it will take multiple surgeries.”


     “I understand,” she said, looking down at
her lap.


     “Realize Admiral Peterson, that there are
alternatives and we will be diligent in returning you to your original
appearance.”


     She listened to him with only half of her
attention. Her gaze shifted to a spot on the opposite wall.


     “In the meantime, the protective prosthesis
will be necessary at all times.”


     “Even when I’m bathing?” she asked.


     “Yes, we will give you a crystalline
implant. It will see just the same as a regular eye. The procedure is short and
non—invasive.”


     “That’s good.”


     “Through future surgeries we will be able
to show you just how much can be accomplished,” he said and attempted a
reassuring smile.


     “Thank—you Doctor.”


     He looked once at her and walked from the
room, only briefly regarding the metal plate hiding her face from his sight. For
the first time Maria was thankful for the metal being there. The doctor never
saw the tears on the other side of her face.



 


 


 

     “The Ferine delegates are holding a
diplomatic function tonight and would be delighted if you attended,” Joshua
read from a link in disgust.


     “Why are you reading this to me?” Nadine
asked, regarding Joshua’s pained expression.


     “Probably because Elliot knew I wouldn’t
want to.”


     She smiled at the accusation. “He is incorrigible,
isn’t he?”


     “More than I realized.”


     “Tell the Admiral and the cats that I would
be delighted to attend. Where is it?” she asked.


     “Their quarters.”


     “Their quarters? Why not a more public
area?” she asked.


     “They said it has something to do with
their traditions.”


     “Is there anything else?”


     “It’s formal, like non—military formal. No
uniforms,” Joshua replied.


     “I believe I’m prepared for that.”


     Joshua left with the metal doors closing
behind him. She turned around and regarded the empty room. “I’m glad I packed a
dress.” 



 


 


 

     Nadine made sure to arrive early for the
party. She was pleasantly surprised to find herself as the first guest.


     “Nadine, welcome,” Ranik said after the
doors parted. “Please wait outside,” he said to the guard.


     “I have my orders,” the guard replied.


     “This is considered Ferine soil, isn’t it?”


     “I guess so, Sir.” 


     “Then wait outside,” Ranik said. The guard
issued the aliens an obedient nod and took up a position outside the entrance.


     “Thank—you, Ranik,” Nadine whispered in
gratitude.


     “You look wonderful,” Lathiel interjected.


     She was glad of the compliment. Nadine had
only one evening gown packed with the other things that had been brought to her
quarters. The vibrant silky blue gown accentuated her curves and hung down past
her knees in one line. It came over her shoulders without a low back to
guarantee she would not feel exposed in it.


     Lathiel handed her a glass of red liquid
which seemed to reflect the light giving the drink the appearance of a warm
glow. Nadine cautiously inhaled its scent to find the drink had a strangely
sweet and inviting aroma.


     “What is this?”


     “It’s called Ruby Brandy. It’s the favored
drink of our race.”


     She took a small sip of the brandy and
found its warmth spreading outward from her mouth. A bittersweet flavor filled
her taste buds.


     “How is it?” Ranik asked.


     “It’s delicious!” she exclaimed with a
surprised expression.


     “I’m glad you like it. Now come and sit
with me, Nadine. Tell me of your Coalition,” Ranik said. He led her to a soft couch
of burgundy against one chocolate wall of the Ferine’s living room.


     “Ah,” Nadine responded with slight
hesitation, “alright.”


     Ranik slyly indicated one side of a
loveseat and took the other end once she had seated herself.


     “To be honest with you Ranik, I’m curious
about the structure of your organization. I noticed Lathiel refer to his crew
more as friends than subordinates.”


     “That’s because they’re not subordinates,”
Ranik said. She noticed for the first time a slight cloudiness indicative of
age over his slit eyes.


     “How can the crew function without a
leader?”


     “We are more of a cooperative,” the word
sent a momentary shiver down her spine. “There is no single leader so much as
something like a department head.”


     “And that’s you?”


     “No,” Ranik said, shaking his high—eared
head, “that’s Lathiel. He’s the captain of the ship.”


     “That’s fascinating. Tell me,” Nadine began
before Ranik raised a thickly nailed hand.


     “Enough of us, I would like to hear more
about you.”


     Nadine suppressed a brief hint of
embarrassment at the attention with an uncomfortable laugh.


     “Is that a problem?” Lathiel asked as he
sat down on a corner of the couch nearest to hers.


     “No, of course not. What would you like to
know?”


     “Start with your entrance into this
intrepid organization of yours,” Ranik advised in interest.


     “Well, yes I suppose that is a good story,”
she said. As surprised as she was, Nadine felt comfortable in the cozy room,
aided by the warm brandy and soothing company. Before she realized it, she had
already spent twenty minutes speaking of her entrance into the Coalition military
after a record three years in the academy followed by her quick rise through
the lower ranks. She didn’t realize that after fifteen minutes, she had slipped
off her uncomfortable shoes and brought her legs up in a more comfortable
position underneath her.


     Nadine was part way into a rousing story of
how she attained the rank of Captain when Lathiel excused himself from the
conversation. Nadine nodded to him briefly and continued to speak to Ranik’s
engrossed expression.


     Lathiel rose from the couch and crossed to
answer the beep at the door, which Nadine hadn’t heard. He smiled to the three
senior Alliance
officers aboard the Endeavour.


     “Hello Lathiel,” Elliot said to Lathiel’s
broad grin. A small black bag hung from his hand.


     “Come in. The rest of our guests are
already here,” Lathiel said.


     “Are we late?” Madison asked from her place in the hallway.


     “She was early.”


     “Early bird gets the worm, I guess,” Joshua
said.


     “We don’t mind. It gave us a chance to get
to know her better,” Lathiel said.


     “I brought something for the party,” Elliot
said once the trio crossed the threshold. He produced a bottle from the small
bag he carried and handed it to Lathiel.


     “That’s very generous of you. We only have
one case of Ruby Brandy on the ship and we were worried we might run out,”
Lathiel said.


     “I think I’m starting to like these guys,”
Joshua said. A broad grin crossed his face. “We just need a poker table.”


     Elliot ignored the comment and continued.
“I hope you like it.”


     “Rye Whiskey,” Lathiel said, reading the
label on the bottle. To their surprise, he twisted off the cap and took a good
swig of the spirit. He eyed the bottle in appreciation. “Brilliant taste! Can
we trade?”


     “Trade?” Madison asked in confusion.


     “Yes, I will give Elliot something in
exchange for his Rye Whiskey,” Lathiel said.


     “Well, I meant it as a gift,” Elliot said.


     “Oh no, I insist. I do have Ruby Brandy,”
Lathiel said.


     “It’s really not necessary.”


     “He’ll take it,” Madison said and shrugged to his disapproving
look. “It’s Ferine tradition.”


     “You just want some,” Elliot said.


     Lathiel roared his cat laugh. “There’s
plenty for everyone. As I have said, Nadine is already here. Would you like to
join the conversation?”


     “That’s why we’re here,” Madison said.


     They looked over to the open—ended square
of couches and saw their Coalition representative.


     “My God!” Madison exclaimed when she saw the elegant
lady, comfortably sitting on the farthest couch enthralled in conversation with
Ranik.


     “She does look quite lovely tonight,
doesn’t she?” Lathiel said.


     “Oh!” Nadine exclaimed as she reentered Human
reality. She put her feet back onto the floor and began fiddling with her shoes
in an effort to put them back on.


     “I am sorry, I,” she began.


     “No, no, no,” Elliot said, wide eyed at the
entirely different woman before him. He raised his hands in a placating
gesture. “It’s alright, it is a party. We were just surprised. You look really
good, General. Please, relax and enjoy yourself.”


     “Thank—you Admiral,” she said, raising an
eyebrow. “I suppose I should relax if our guests wish better relations among
all of us.”


     “Yes,” Ranik said to the intrusion. “Nadine
was telling me of a great experience she had. I’d like to hear the end of the
story.”


     “Another time,” Nadine said.


     “I understand,” Ranik replied in sympathy.
“Does anyone else have a good story?” he asked, as the rest of the group seated
themselves. Madison and Joshua occupied one couch in silence. Elliot and
Lathiel also said nothing from the other couch. 


     “How about cards?” Ranik asked.


     “They don’t know our games Ranik, and I
doubt they’d like them. I’ll get the three of you some drinks,” he directed to
the new arrivals and left for the kitchen.


     “Joshua can play only the games involving a
poker table anyway,” Madison
said.


     “Poker?” Ranik asked.


     “It’s a game some Humans play. It involves
a set of fifty—two cards that you bet money on,” Elliot explained.


     “You bet money in this game?” Ranik asked.


     “Most people don’t understand the reason
why. I can see why you wouldn’t get it either,” Elliot replied.


     “Your people gamble?”


     “I’m sure it seems primitive to you,”
Elliot said.


     “Do you play?” Ranik asked.


     “Well, ah,” Elliot sputtered, “sometimes.”


     “Can you teach me this game?”


     Elliot was muted by the surprising question.


     “I can!” Josh exclaimed.


     “Oh God, what are we doing to these
people?” Madison
mumbled to herself.


     “Great!” Ranik exclaimed. He stood up and
consumed his drink in one gulp. “Show me.”


     “You asked for it.”


     Ranik and Joshua walked towards the table
in the eating area next to the kitchenette. Lathiel emerged with a small tray
with three glasses of Ruby Brandy sitting on it, emitting a soft glow.


     “You’re just in time Lathiel,” Ranik said,
and removed two of the glasses. He handed one to Joshua.


     “To your health,” Joshua said, with a brief
gesture of the brandy. Both of them inhaled the glass of liquor in one drink.
“We need cards.” 


     “I saw something like that in a drawer of
the kitchen,” Ranik said and put an arm across Joshua’s shoulder. The two
entered the kitchen with one final audible comment from the Ferine. “You remind
me of a friend of mine.”


     Lathiel regarded the remaining drink on his
tray and looked to Elliot and Madison’s empty hands. “I’ll be right back,” he
said and returned to the occupied kitchen.


     “I’d better go in there to make sure Josh
doesn’t swindle Ranik and cause a diplomatic incident,” Elliot said, and left
the couch.


     “Well, I guess I should make myself
comfortable,” Madison
said. She got up from the couch and sat next to Nadine. Lathiel reappeared and
gave a drink to Madison.
“Thanks,” she said to the offered brandy.


     “I’d better make sure Ranik doesn’t take
all of his money,” Lathiel whispered to the two, and turned to the eating area
housing an obsidian table and four chairs. Ranik and Joshua went back into the
eating area with a deck of cards and a tray of poker chips. They both sat down
and were joined by Elliot and Lathiel.


     “Come on, Madi,” Joshua said, waving her to
the table.


     “Not for me, thanks,” Madison replied.


     “Nadine, join us for a game. You’ll bring
me luck,” Ranik said.


     “No, me neither. Maybe later,” Nadine said
and readied herself for a quiet evening by herself.


     “So how is the Coalition doing?” Madison asked as a buzz
of conversation came from the poker game.


     “Excuse me?”


     “I’m just kidding, General,” she said with
a warm grin. “Breaking the ice?”


     “This is really good,” they heard Elliot
say of the Ruby Brandy.


     “Ah,” Nadine said and took a sip from her
glass. Madison
took a sip from hers and issued a sound of approval.


     “I think Eli’s right about that. Whatever’s
in this stuff, it is good. Have you noticed how it seems to shine?”


     “Yes,” Nadine said quietly and looked into
the glass, “it’s pretty.”


     “Pretty?”


     “You don’t think so?” Nadine asked with a
harder edge to her voice.


     “No, it is. You just don’t seem the type of
person to use the word pretty.”


     “Now the gloves are off,” Joshua said,
having just lost twenty dollars to Ranik.


     “Will that make you play any better?” Ranik
returned.


     “I guess your husband isn’t doing so well,”
Nadine said.


     “Oh Honey, he never does well in poker. Why
do you think we’re both senior officers and don’t have any money?” The comment
brought a small smile to Nadine’s lips. “I was hoping I could wrestle a smile
out of you. I wanted an actual laugh more though.”


     “Well, it’s not easy being here.”


     “A nice hearty, belly laugh would have been
nice,” Madison
said with a light hearted chuckle.


     “I don’t know if that’s going to happen.”


     “I know and I know it’s not easy for you
here. There are a lot of Alliance officers,
commissioned or not, who have hatred for anyone in the Coalition,” Madison said.


     “The feeling is mutual.”


     “Not for me. I hope those two over there
will bring us peace,” Madison
said, “finally.”


     Nadine raised an eyebrow.


     “The Ferine delegates, not Josh and Eli.”


     “I know,” Nadine said with a sigh. “Yeah, I
know.”


     “Can we start here?”


     “What?” Nadine asked.


     “Peace or at least a truce?”


     “I suppose so.”


     “Good enough for me. Cheers to that,” Madison said, raising her
glass. Nadine revealed teeth in a warmer smile and clinked her glass with Madison’s. “Now, how much
do you think my husband’s lost by now?”


     “I think he’s the one being swindled.”


     “Want to see an Alliance officer lose his shirt?” Madison asked.


     “That doesn’t sound too bad,” Nadine said.
She left the couch with Madison
and entered the dining area.







     Having ambassadors assigned to a fleet vessel in the Alliance was, at first, a
temporary measure of necessity to transport them to Earth. However, the
changing political landscape planet side warranted the need to have a mobile
platform for the off—world delegates. Given the requirement to attend hearings
and the need for security against any civilian who may take their own measures
to punish the defendants, it was necessary to have a hostel in space. The most
prudent measure was to house them on a military vessel full of human beings
trained to obey orders.


     Many have debated the wisdom
of keeping them on an Alliance
vessel rather than a Coalition ship.
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The Alliance officers retired
late at night and allowed themselves the luxury of an extra hour’s sleep. Ranik
and Lathiel, they learned, required only a few hours of rest a night. Joshua,
Madison, and Elliot had stayed until midnight and left knowing they could sleep
until eight am at the latest. Joshua was smiling despite his loss of nearly one
hundred dollars which Ranik accepted, although he could think of little use for
their money.


     The two alien hosts retained Nadine as
their charge with the guard continuing his assignment outside the door. She
continued her conversation with them for a couple more hours having moved from
the temporary poker table and back into the living room. Nadine sipped the
warmth of the Ruby Brandy as Ranik regaled her with tales of the unique beauty
of their home world and the ferocity of their approaching enemy. With a genuine
sadness, Nadine excused herself from the room at two in the morning shaking
both her host’s hands. She slipped her uncomfortable shoes back on and exited
their quarters to find a new guard ready to follow her back to her quarters,
having changed shifts with his predecessor.


     Nadine greeted him with a smile from the
warm buzz of the Ferine’s liquor and sauntered back to her quarters a ways down
the hallway. For the first time in years she had felt truly at ease with
someone. Both Ranik and Lathiel were gentlemen, “Gentlecats” she thought
as a correction. The new moniker made her release a slight giggle as she
approached her quarters. The guard’s eyebrows were raised as she walked through
the doorway.


     “Night Ma’am,” the armed guard said with an
appreciative smile of her formfitting dress.


     “Goodnight, Major,” she replied as the
doors closed behind her.


     She slipped off her dress and lay in bed. Nadine
closed her eyes and fell into a deep sleep, unmarred by nightmares for the
first time in years. She was torn from her long awaited, sound sleep two
hours early by the chirping of her communications console. The one embedded in
the wall was dark, and as silent as it had been since the moment she had
arrived. It was far too likely it may have some hidden device that would allow
the bridge to monitor her communications with the Coalition. A mobile console provided
by her nation glowed on the kitchen table as it beeped an incoming signal. She
lazily got out of bed and walked to the machine. She punched in her
confirmation code and waited as a blue light in the top corner of the breadbox
sized module lit up and scanned her. The light disappeared and written
instructions popped out of its top on a programmable link to be destroyed as
soon as she read it.


     She pulled the link from the slot of the
black machine once it finished programming the paper thin technology. She read
the orders carefully and felt her shoulders balk from the weight of the
instructions.


     And things were going so well.


     Within a short time Elliot would receive
the same information and see the whole of last night’s experience in their
quarters as a ruse to lull them into complacency. She erased the link, crumpled
it up, and threw it to the ground.


     Without bothering with a shower, as her
time was short, Nadine pulled on a uniform from the closet in her bedroom. She
hurried in the dark to make herself ready. Nadine briefly fixed her hair and
strode towards the imposing exit of her quarters.    


     The guard hurried to keep up with her as
she flew towards the Ferine’s quarters. Her walk to and from their quarters had
taken only a few minutes the previous evening, but today she made it in less
than sixty seconds. She pressed the bell with her thumb and waited a few
moments before pressing the button again under added pressure. After a minute,
Lathiel stood behind a sliding door. A look of interrupted sleep was on his
face.


     “Yes?” he asked, his eyes squinting in the
light. He was tying the belt to a bathrobe supplied by the Alliance which was too small for him, having
been made for Humans. The robe came down to a position six inches above his
knees. She repressed a momentary shock at the lithe, spotted body that he
quickly covered with the robe.


     “Lathiel.”


     “Nadine? It’s a little early for
refreshments.” 


     “I’m not here for that.”


     “No?” Ranik inquired from behind his cousin.
He hefted a thick bathrobe onto his striped shoulders.


     “No Ranik, I’ve received new orders and I
think you should be aware of them. I wanted to tell you immediately,” she
said.


     “Your nation has made Ruby Brandy illegal?”
Ranik joked.


     “It should be, but I am serious about this.
The Coalition, my nation, is demanding an inquiry.”


     “An inquiry?” Lathiel asked. 


     “It is a request by my superiors to
determine the extent of the Ferine government’s involvement in the events that
culminated in the loss of the Moon and the affected region on Earth.”


     “As I understand, the consequences to your
government were minimal. Shouldn’t the Alliance
be doing this?” Ranik asked.


     “Probably, but we did lose resources on the
Moon. I didn’t recommend this, but these are my orders.”


     “I thought something like this would
happen,” Lathiel said.


     “I am sorry.”


     “It’s okay,” Lathiel said to reassure her.


     “It will take at least three weeks to put the
trial together so you do have time to prepare,” Nadine said.


     “It’s alright. Do your duty,” Ranik said
taking her hand in his. She held his hand for a moment before releasing it.


     “Delegates of the Ferine,” she said casting
her gaze to the floor, “you are requested to attend a formal hearing to
determine the extent of your involvement  in the events leading to the destruction of
Earth’s satellite as well as the destruction of approximately eight hundred
thousand square miles of Earth’s soil.”


     “We accept,” Lathiel said, shoulder to
shoulder with his family.


     “Thank—you,” Nadine said.


     A figure of a man emerged into the hallway
and hurried towards the trio at a frenzied pace. Ranik covered her hand with
both of his as Elliot approached them at a furious pace.


     “How dare you!”


     “It is the right of the Coalition to demand
an inquiry, Admiral,” she said to his fury, “even if I don’t agree with their
decision.”


     “Bullshit! You did this, all of this, on
purpose.”


     “I assure you, I have not.”


     “Treat them like friends and then stab them
in the back, just like a Coalition officer.”


     “I was unaware of this. I only got the link
a few minutes ago,” she said.


     “It was our loss, Nadine. Where do you get
off accusing them of these crimes? This incident affected us, not you.”


     “There is no policy regarding legislation
against extraterrestrials,” she said.


     “A perfect loophole for you to exploit!”


     “This will be a fair hearing where I am
sure the Ferine will be exonerated.”


     “Elliot, we accepted the request for a
hearing. It is judicious considering the circumstances,” Lathiel said.


     “I assure you, you will keep both your
current lodgings and freedom,” Nadine said to the Ferine.


     “Until you dispense more demands,” Elliot said.


     “You are so pigheaded!”


     Ranik interrupted the two officers before
they could continue sparring. 


     “Both of you, get a bed!” Ranik said to a
look of repulsion from both of them. “Lathiel and I have agreed to the inquiry,
Elliot. If you have a problem with it, get your government to have a
representative appointed.”


     “I’ll do better than that,” Elliot said to
Nadine’s flustered look. “There may be no mutual agreements regarding
extraterrestrials but there are regarding extraordinary events. The hearing
will have a member of the Alliance
on the board.”


     “There will be twelve members on the board
of inquiry,” Nadine said, crossing her arms.


     “Six of them will be Alliance dignitaries.”


     “Three.”


     “Six,” Elliot reiterated.


     “It won’t happen with six. My government
would resort to a war first.”


     “Then what?” he demanded.


     “I can probably pull off five.”


     “Five is not even enough to hang the vote.”


     “I am aware of that Admiral, but at least
it will happen that way,” she said. “I am open to other suggestions.”


     “Full media coverage. The public will
see this.”


     “All citizens in the Coalition will see
it.”


     “On both sides. You can’t have your cake
and eat it, too.”


     “Fine,” she conceded.


     “The Ferine delegates will stay with us
during the proceedings.”


     “And I will stay on as an envoy,” Nadine stated.


     “Fine.”


     She nodded towards him and looked back to
her friends. “I am sorry about this, I didn’t want it.”


     “I know, Nadine,” Lathiel said.


     “Please accept my apologies.”


     “We already have,” Ranik said.


     Nadine nodded politely to her friends and
gave a momentary glance to Elliot before plodding back to her quarters.


     “You were very generous with her, more than
I would have been,” Elliot said to the two.


     “Perhaps we understand her predicament in
all of this. We don’t believe she was lying to us just now or last night,”
Lathiel said.


     “Maybe, but she is a Coalition officer.”


     “And you are an Alliance officer. Should we have reason to
trust one more than the other?” Ranik asked in defense of Nadine.


     “I guess you have a point. My experience
would say otherwise, though.”


     “You have spent years in rivalry with this
nation. Are you sure you’re not blinded by your past experiences?” Lathiel
asked.


     “I guess I never really thought of it that
way.”


     “To someone on the field of battle, victory
can overcome the greater scope of the war,” Lathiel said.


     “I thought your species was passive?”


     “We are,” Lathiel said.


     “So where does that come from?”


     “An old axiom of ours from over a
millennium ago when we were a much more aggressive race. It’s one of the few
remaining relics from that time,” Lathiel said.


     “And still has meaning today,” Ranik said
with a slow shake of his head.


     “There is wisdom to it, though,” Elliot
said. “Who were you at war with a thousand years ago?” 


     “Each other,” Ranik replied and walked back
into their dark quarters.


     “Excuse us, we do need another hour or so
of sleep,” Lathiel said.


     “Yes, I was going to suggest you get some
rest.”


     Lathiel gave him an appreciative, but
fatigued smile before closing the door. 



 


 


 

     Maria looked at the door with a forkful of
food halfway to her mouth. The chime was not entirely unwelcome but surprising
considering she had no reason to expect any visitors. Maria had never served on
Outpost Fourteen and knew of no one from her past serving there now.


     “Come in,” she said just before the fork
entered her mouth. She was chewing on a piece of chicken breast from her dinner
tray when the door slid open. Fleet Admiral Nelson stood at the threshold. His
coal colored eyes seemed to absorb the light of the overhead lamp lighting her
meal. She nearly upended the tray as she scrambled out of bed to stand at
attention.


     “At ease,” Nelson said. “Sit down Maria. It’s
alright.”


     “Yes, Sir,” she relaxed onto the raised
backrest of the bed.


     “How’s the food?”


     “Not bad for hospital food, Sir,” she
replied.


     “There’s no need to stand on formality,
Maria. This is just a friendly visit.”


     “A friendly visit all the way to Outpost
Fourteen?” Maria asked.


     “It was on my way.”


     “To where? Antares?” she asked, doubtfully.


     “Okay, this isn’t entirely a friendly
visit.”


     “What are you really here for?”


     “I wanted to give you the informal version
of this before you received the official one.”


     “The Fleet Admiral has come all this way to
hold my hand.”


     “Do you have the crystalline implant yet?”


     “Don’t change the subject,” she replied.


     “I’m getting to it. Do you have the eye
yet?”


     “Yes. I have depth perception again. Now
get to the point.”


     “Same old Maria,” he said and sighed.
“We’ve called for a court martial.”


     “For what?” she asked.


     “You know better than to ask that question.
A ship was lost under your command. It is standard procedure.”


     “Sacrificing that ship won the battle,” she
said.


     “I know that and I agree with your
decision.”


     “Then call it off,” she said.


     “Even I can’t do that. It would violate
military law.”


     “Fine.”


     “This is just a formality. I’ve got half a
dozen Admirals that want to pin a medal on your chest for God’s sake.”


     “I said fine.”


     “Why are you acting like this?”


     “Is there anything else, Admiral?”


     “It’s not happening for a couple of weeks. You
will have time to recover,” he said.


     “When am I expected?”


     “In three weeks. Will you be well enough to
attend?”


     “Yes, Admiral. Where is it being held?”


     “Honolulu,
 Hawaii,” he replied.


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “No bikini or beach jokes?” Nelson asked.
Maria regarded him with a cold stare and said nothing. “Good—bye, Maria.”


     “Fleet Admiral,” she said and gave him an
official salute. A disappointed Nelson turned away from her and left the
hospital room.



 


 


 

     Peter traveled by ground car to Phoenix
Base. The great body of water was showing signs of life, thanks to the many
rivers entering and exiting from it. Peter had been one of the supporters for
physically connecting the island to the mainland. The idea gathered more
momentum when it was discovered the growing sea had a large collection of tiny
islands dotting its surface. The process of using them to link the base with
the rest of civilization was difficult but rewarding. Nearly twenty islands
were connected by a series of bridges that began near Minnesota
and ended at Black Hills
 Island. Peter was on the
last one in an open ground car speeding towards the islet on a foot of air. He
had called in a favor from one of his ex—Excalibur crewmates in order to
ensure he would have it all to himself.


     He breathed deeply of the natural, non—manufactured
air. Three gleaming white domes some five hundred yards in diameter at their
foundations appeared on the horizon. As he closed the distance to the pristine
complex, the large multi—tiered connecting structures rose into view.


     With the completion of the base, the Excalibur
crews had been kept on with the promise of a permanent assignment in the near
future. The brass had been elusive as to exactly what this new posting was
despite numerous polite inquiries as to what had been planned. Peter had
carefully manipulated the Alliance
network in an effort to uncover the information. After hours of effort he had
discovered their secret. 


     A prototype.


     That was all he could uncover without
further investigation into the files. They were of such a high level of
classification that only the admiralty had full knowledge of it. Any attempt by
him to access those files would bring a slew of security forces on him. It took
him far less effort to manipulate the system into a posting that would allow
him to remain at the base. Peter was now one of the officers that would handle
incoming and outgoing communications once the base was completed.


     He looked up into the sky as he neared the
massive installation. The last debris of the Moon had been forced into a ring
around Earth now visible as a silver band across the sky.


     The INN
had spent weeks reporting on the changes to Earth as a result of the now absent
lunar tides. 


     He shifted the car to a lower gear and
entered the Phoenix Base through a large garage door. The concrete tunnel led
him into the underground area of one of the three domes. The vast area beneath
this portion of the base housed parking for the fleet of assorted vehicles
stationed at the base. The other dome had a large engineering complex beneath
it, and the final one had the four story command center.


     Peter felt invigorated as he shut off the
engine and walked towards an elevator that would be the first step toward his
quarters. His first assignment was to finalize last preparations for Admiral
Frederick’s inspection tomorrow. He thought of the many chores to complete as
he whistled to himself in the empty parking garage.



 


 


 

     Elliot exited the shuttle that had taken
him and Joshua to the completed Phoenix Base. He squinted in the bright light
of the afternoon sun. An officer greeted him on one of several tarmacs for
visiting craft. Joshua came out of the shuttle behind Elliot and stood beside
him as the officer approached the two.


     “Admiral,” The officer said and saluted
them. “I am Lieutenant—Commander Peter Stuart, formerly of the Excalibur.”


     “Commander, I take it you served with Maria
Peterson,” Elliot said, extending his hand.


     “Yes, I had the pleasure of serving with
Admiral Peterson,” he said, shaking Elliot’s hand. “We are all very proud of
what she did to win the battle against the Coalition. Shall I show you the
base? I think you’ll be very proud of what we have accomplished in the short
time given to us.”


     “Please show us the way,” Elliot said to
his new acquaintance.


     Peter brought them through a small access
way into the innards of the nearest white dome. The corridors were bright and
smelled of fresh paint. He took an abrupt left into a small elevator. Joshua
gave Peter a questioning look as he pressed a button for one of the underground
levels of the base. 


     “I know it seems odd to start in the
basement, Captain, but I think you’ll want to see the command center first.
It’s definitely the most impressive part of the complex.”


     “Lead on,” Elliot said. The elevator
stopped its downward movement and chimed arrival to a subbasement level.


     Peter led them down a long corridor with
several doors which led into the many corners and crevices of the large
structure. After several minutes of walking down the corridor with Joshua taking
note of the many small signs indicating barracks, lavatories, generator rooms
and a plethora of other locations the trip ended with a large double door at
the end of the hallway.


     Peter tapped a code into a small panel on
the wall next to the doors. They parted to reveal a four storey open area three
hundred feet long and eighty feet wide. Every level had a wide surrounding deck
lined by a railing and each deck had a row of stations on every wall. The head
station of each floor looked out on the large space and rose no higher than the
railing so as to not obstruct the commanding officer’s view.


     The bottom floor was covered in horseshoe
shaped consoles. A raised platform was at the far end of the room. A grey,
cushioned chair sat on the platform and was surrounded by four wedge shaped
consoles.


     “That is the command chair,” Peter said,
following his gaze. He led them through the many stations on the main floor of
the command area and finally, to the center seat. For the first time, Elliot
noticed a railing around the edge of the platform. Peter swung open a small
section of it, allowing the two to pass onto the platform, and closed it behind
the three of them.


     “I like this part the best, Sir,” Peter
said and tapped a small button on the armrest of the chair. A surprised gasp
escaped Elliot’s lips as he felt himself accelerated upwards. He looked around
to discover the platform was hovering next to the top floor of the command
center.


     “Does it fly around the room or what?”
Joshua asked.


     “Just directly up and down,” Peter said.
“It will give you quick access to the other decks if there is anything that you
need to personally view.”


     “And I don’t have to take the stairs.”


     “This place is big enough to command the
whole fleet,” Joshua said.


     “If necessary,” Peter said in a calm,
steady voice. “The brass decided that Phoenix
should be a backup to command operations if necessary.”


     “All the better for you,” Joshua said to
Elliot.


     “Thanks. Peter, when will the center be up
and running?”


     “It is now.”


     “I thought the deadline for full
operational capability was tomorrow. I was willing to extend the deadline if
necessary.”


     “We were able to finish ahead of time,” he
replied.


     “Very good, Commander.”


     “Are you going to get off my ship now?”
Joshua asked Elliot.


     “No.”


     “You are supposed to take command,” Joshua
said.


     “I am, but I’m still the lead diplomatic
envoy to the Ferine and I have to accompany them to the hearing. So, I guess I
have double duty,” Elliot sighed.


     “Keeping you busy?” Joshua asked with a
smile.


     “Want some of the workload?”


     “I’ll be quiet now.”


     “I thought so. Thank—you for the tour,
Peter.”


     “Sir, we just started.”


     “I’ll get to it later. I’ll leave the rest
in your capable hands.”


     “I’m just your tour guide, Admiral,” Peter
said.


     “Not anymore. I’m sure you can take care of
things here until the rest of the senior staff arrives.”


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “I’ll see you in a couple of days.”


     “Yes, Sir,” Peter said.


     Joshua and Elliot walked from the platform
and towards the nearest exit. Peter took the command chair with ease and began
issuing orders.


     “Do you really want to leave everything up
to him?” Joshua asked once they were out of earshot.


     “He seems capable enough.”


     “I don’t know. He is only a Commander.”


     “You were too, once,” Elliot said.


     “Yeah, but I was better looking.”


     “You still are baby,” Elliot said with a
grin.


     “Shut up.”


     “Give me a kiss, you sweet southerner,”
Elliot said in an improvised accent.


     “I’ll call Madi and tell her you’re
sexually harassing me.” 


     “I’m scared!”


     “Trust me, you don’t want to see her mad,”
he said and smirked, “or jealous.”


     “Enough said,” Elliot replied as they
exited the command center. “Come on, we’ll go get a drink with Lathiel.”


     “I don’t think I can handle another night
of that.”


     “A cup of coffee instead?” Elliot asked.


     “Alright, I’ll tell Madi to meet us.”


     “And let her come between us?”


     “You wish,” Joshua replied. Elliot guffawed
in response as they entered the lift.



 


 


 

     A large, empty court of oak fittings
greeted the Ferine as they headed uncertainly down the center isle towards an
unknown future.


     “Where do we go?” Lathiel whispered to
Elliot.


     “Down to the front and sit at the desk to
your right.”


     “Will you come with us?” Lathiel asked.


     “We both will. We are still your liaisons,”
Nadine said from their other side.


     “Thank—you,” Ranik said at her shoulder and
grasped her hand. Nadine squeezed it back. “Look confident.”


     The foursome proceeded down the center isle
of the courtroom. They walked past the gallery and found themselves at a large
desk with four chairs behind it. The Ferine took the two central seats. Elliot
took the chair to their right. Nadine took the one closest to the aisle.


     Once they had seated themselves, a column
of the judiciary emerged onto a raised platform complete with a long desk for
the dozen officials of Alliance
and Coalition allegiance. The colors of their nations adorned the hearts of
their black gowns in regal colors to indicate their disparate loyalties. They
sat only after the rest of the audience had taken their seats. With the loud
bang of a single gavel the lead representative, an Alliance citizen despite their minority
status in the proceedings, called the hearing to order.


     “On this day, September Thirty—First,
Twenty—Two Ninety—Nine, I call to order a public hearing into the events
surrounding the loss of Earth’s moon, Luna, as well as hundreds of thousands of
square miles of Earth’s soil,” the speaker stated. He passed the floor to a Coalition
board member next to him.


     “The defendant in this case is the Ferine
Assembly, represented here by delegates Ranik and Lathiel. For the beginning of
this hearing, we would like to establish some background regarding the culture
and history of our guests. The questions will be fielded by the panel. Do you
understand what I have said, Delegates?” the speaker asked. He narrowed his pale
blue eyes as he studied the Ferine.


     Elliot and Nadine took the lead by slowly
getting to their feet. The lost Ferine caught on to their body language and
stood with them. Nadine whispered up to Ranik’s high placed ear.


     “Both of you need to say “yes”.”


     “Yes, we do.”


     “Excellent,” the salt and pepper haired
speaker responded. “Please be seated.”


     All four of them sat down and the board
member to his right leaned forward.


     “I would like to hear from the delegate
Lathiel, first,” A grey suited aid from a corner of the room walked to the
Ferine’s table and placed two earpieces on the table in front of them. Each of
the Ferine took an earpiece and clipped it to a small triangular ear near the
top of their heads.


     “Delegate Lathiel, may I call you Lathiel?”
the Coalition member asked.


     “Yes, of course.”


     “Tell me, how far back does your recorded
history go?”


     “Much of our history is lost, Sir. It is
reliable until approximately one thousand ago. Prior to that our records are
much more fragmented,” Lathiel replied.


     “Why are they fragmented past that point?”
an Alliance
panel member interrupted.


     “That time marked the end of the Great War.”


     “What was this war?” the Coalition board
member asked, reasserting himself.


     “It was a great interplanetary war between
three of our nations. Our weapons of the time weren’t as advanced as yours, but
still issued a great deal of damage. Many of our records were destroyed in the
conflict.”


     “I see. After this you gained the weapons
technology to destroy a planet,” the Coalition inquirer stated. The Ferine
looked to each other and then back to the panel.


     “No Sir, you misunderstand. The weapon was
a remnant from that time,” Lathiel said.


     “Remnant?” the Coalition member repeated in
angry disbelief.


     “Yes,” Lathiel responded in honest
confusion. The Alliance
member, who had earlier intervened, did so again.


     “I apologize for my colleague, Lathiel.
It’s just difficult to believe that a weapon of such destructive power is, in
actuality, a relic from a millennium old war.”


     “It was the last one and in disrepair when
we chose to reactivate it,” Lathiel said.


     “There were more?” the Coalition panel
member asked.


     “Mister Bell, please, this is best left for
a later discussion. I would suggest we return to the subject,” the Alliance member said.


     “At what point did you achieve our level of
advancement?”


     “Our best estimate places that event at
fourteen hundred years ago,” Lathiel replied. The board members began
whispering to each other before Bell
spoke again.


     “In fourteen hundred years, how much farther
have you advanced?” 


     “We’re less advanced than your race,” Ranik
replied.


     “Excuse me, Sir?” Bell inquired, having momentarily given up
the familiar.


     “Our weapons technology is less advanced,”
Lathiel replied. “Our propulsion and sensory technology are more advanced by,
perhaps fifty years.”


     “Forgive me, Lathiel, but how can you
expect this panel to believe that after fourteen hundred years, you are only perhaps
slightly more advanced than us?” Bell
demanded.


     “The Great War.”


     “Yes, your “Great War”. Just how does that event
explain this?”


     “It was a lasting conflict,” Lathiel replied.


     “It was more than that,” Ranik said, taking
the hot seat. “The war lasted for a century just as your own cold war has, but
it was devastating to our colonies and our home world.”


     He left his chair and stood so everyone
could clearly see him. “Thousands of warships were involved. Entire cities were
the subject of spatial bombardment and fully four of our worlds no longer exist
in a void beyond our current borders. At the end of that war we did not
surrender to each other.”


     Bell
took the bait to the hanging story. “If you did not surrender in your Great
War, what did you do? Did one nation crush the others?”


     “No, Mister Bell.”


     “Then what happened?”


     “We had nothing left to fight with,” Ranik
replied.


     “You had exhausted your resources.”


     “We no longer had the capability to fight.
Cities, towns, and villages had been blasted back to a primitive state. Every
station and warship had been destroyed. We no longer had the ability to reach
into space and punish our brothers. We had been leveled to a barbaric
civilization barely able to speak,” Ranik said. He sat down quietly and stayed
mute.


     Silent in reflection, the room waited for
an awed panel to regain it composure. Lathiel stood to replace his emotionally
stricken comrade.


     “So you see, Mister Bell, it has taken a
thousand years to return to this level of civilization and we have always
looked back to remind us of our violent past and be better for it. We repaired
and reactivated the cannon in desperation.”


     Bell
regained his composure and meshed the fingers of his hands. “The cannon you
reactivated, can it be repaired again?”


     “No, Mister Bell,” Lathiel replied.


     “Why can’t a repair be accomplished?”


     “These were doomsday weapons. We can not
reactivate them any more than you can detonate a bomb twice.”


     “This apparatus was also responsible for
the destruction of the four colonies your colleague mentioned?”


     “Yes,” Lathiel replied.


     “The one that struck our only natural
satellite as well as our world; what exactly was its original purpose?”


     “It was intended for the destruction of our
home world.”


     “So why were they not all used? How many
were there?” Mary Bourgeois asked.


     “Five in total, more were under construction,
but never finished,” Lathiel replied.


     “Your ancestors never chose to use the last
one?”


     “The three nations of the time had equal
populations on our home world. The nation, we believe they were called the
United Front, never thought to use it until it was too late.”


     “Too late?” Bourgeois asked in confusion.


     “The weapon’s personnel were massacred in a
massive onslaught in response to the destruction of the other four colonies, so
was the population of the nation planet side,” Lathiel said.


     “All of them?” Mary asked.


     “The other two nations went into a killing
frenzy when they heard news that four entire planets had been destroyed by the
United Front. They went so far as to try to strike every reference of the
nation from history which is why we aren’t sure of their name.”


     “And they killed everyone who belonged to that nation?”


     “There were rumors of survivors who hid
among the other two nations’ populations, but nothing was ever proven,” Lathiel
replied.


     “So it was this war that led to your limited
technology today?” Bourgeois asked.


     “Yes.”


     “Your weapons should still surpass ours in
destructive capability given your species’ past experience,” Bell interjected.


     “After the violence of the past, our people
swore to never be so lethal or bloodthirsty ever again. All standing armies
were dissolved. Over the following centuries we became pacifists consumed by a
hunger for knowledge rather than war. Today our people are scientists,
artisans, and explorers. We deliberately left weapons research out of our
government. The PBCs aboard our ships are designed for use against navigational
and environmental hazards.”


     “But my understanding is that you are at
war again Lathiel,” Bell
said.


     “Not by choice.”


     “How so?” Bell asked.


     “A race called the Nevargh has forced us to
defend ourselves.”


     “The Nevargh,” Bell said and paused while he quickly
consulted one of his links. “Yes, there is very little information concerning
them. Who are they?”


     “They were once a member race of an
organization called the League that we also belonged to.”


     “I was under the impression that you
represented the Ferine Assembly,” Bell
said.


     “The League is gone,” Lathiel said.


     “I see. Why was it dissolved?” Bell asked while he
looked at one of his links.


     “It was annexed by the Nevargh over the
past year.”


     “Why didn’t the League mount a defense?”
Mary asked.


     “The League was an economic union only.
There was no mutual defense pact or common fleet to confront the enemy.”


     “Please educate us on the events of the past
year,” Mary said.


     Lathiel exhaled a long breath and launched
into the story. “The League comprised over three hundred inhabited worlds and
ninety—eight member races at its height. Over the last several years, the
Nevargh became dissatisfied with the League and secretly constructed an armada
of three hundred thousand warships over a period of ten years.”


     “And a year ago they began their invasion,”
Bell interjected.


     “They left only a tiny fraction of their
fleet to defend the twenty—seven planets already under their control. The
Prinax we were able to speak with said the fleet resembled a massive cloud of
stars in the sky. The planet fell to the Nevargh in less than an hour,” Lathiel
said and looked to the ground in remembrance of lost souls.


     “That was the first planet invaded?” Bell asked while Mary
continued to look at the two Ferine with a sympathetic gaze.


     “Yes. Within one week a dozen planets were
taken,” Ranik interrupted him to continue the tale. “They moved from system to
system with that terrible armada. Many friends among those species fought
despite insurmountable odds.”


     “You have my condolences, Ranik. If you
need a recess,” Mary said.


     “No,” Ranik said after a pause, “I can
continue.”


     “Please,” Mary said, softly.


     “That fleet was a wave crashing through planets,
systems, and civilizations. We watched for a year while they murdered our
allies,” Ranik said and found his voice choked.


     “You stood by while they destroyed allied
nations?” Bell
demanded.


     “Yes,” Ranik said and dizzily got to his
feet, “and you would have too, because the Nevargh always promised to stop with
every system they conquered. We were too scared to defend our allies and be
named accomplices. We were too frightened to watch the slaughter. So we turned
away and did nothing.” He finished, feeling tired and sat down.


     “We are a passive culture, Mister Bell, as
I have said. To revert to our previously violent ways would invite the same
destruction we have already faced. We no longer even have the capability to
wage war because we are not able to conceive of it now,” Lathiel said to
supplement Ranik’s speech.


     “But you decided to conceive of it once you
were directly threatened by it,” Bell
said.


     “We are scientists. We can repair an
ancient device. Six of our colonies are already occupied,” Lathiel said.


     “They’re occupied by the Nevargh?” Bell asked.


     “They are. One point seven billion Ferine
are under the rule of the Nevargh Empire.” 


     Another murmur of disquiet filled the
gallery and began to escalate. The bang of a gavel silenced them. “Quiet
please. Lathiel, won’t your species even try to defend itself?”


     “Each colony had one thousand explorer
ships to defend it.”


     “They weren’t viable against this fleet of
three hundred thousand warships?” Bell
asked.


     “The Nevargh fleet left behind a minimum
force of ships at each annexed plant to protect their interests. They also
suffered loses to the individual Old League planets. There were one hundred and
twenty thousand by that time.”


     “The Ferine fleets were outgunned one
hundred and twenty to one?” Mary asked in horror.


     “Each fleet had only low level PBCs to
defend themselves with. They were no more effective than to provide target
practice,” Lathiel said.


     “Why didn’t you better arm them?” Bell asked.


     “With what, Mister Bell? We have only Level
Three Particles Pulse Cannons. The Nevargh have far superior weapon
capabilities compared to us,” Ranik replied for Lathiel.


     “This led to the invasion of your home
world, Cartise?” Mary Bourgeois asked.


     “We were the next target on their list,
simply due to our location. This last leg of their campaign was to be more of a
celebration and nothing more. We gathered together two thousand of our ships to
defend our home world, but knew it would never be enough.”


     “So why bother?” Bell asked.


     “To buy time.” 


     “For?”


     “To bring the cannon online,” Lathiel replied.


     “These soldiers bought you time to reactivate
the weapon?” Mary asked.


     “They weren’t soldiers, Ma’am. They were
explorers who sacrificed themselves for all our kind. So were many in the
cannon complex that died.”


     “Forgive me for the misnomer. Our culture
does tend to make militaristic assumptions. Why did people, Ferine, die in the
complex?”


     “We were able to reactivate the weapon in
time, but it was still unstable. The recoil couldn’t be avoided. If we had more
time to fully repair it,” he paused at the decision he had made, “but we
didn’t. It resulted in the loss of hundreds of my colleagues.”


     “You knew them personally?” Mary asked.


     “I led the expedition to reactivate the
weapon,” Lathiel said.


     The gallery erupted in a cacophony of
discourse at the realization that the director of Luna’s destruction was in the
room.


     “Quiet! Quiet, please!” Bell yelled. The sound continued to escalate
into clamorous hatred. Many spectators began to stand and yell from their
places in the room. “The inquiry is adjourned for the day. Bailiffs, clear the
room.”


     The bailiffs hesitantly looked back and
forth between Bell
and the crowd, fearing for their safety.


     “Now!” Bell roared.


     The bailiffs moved to the imperative and
were relieved to have a dozen UN soldiers join them to escort the rebelling
crowd to the door.


     “Good first day,” Elliot said while he
craned his neck to view the emptying room behind him. 


     “Admiral,” Nadine said as Elliot rose to
escort the Ferine from the room. “could I have a word with you?”


     “Certainly,” Elliot said and motioned to
two guards. The pair of sentries escorted the Ferine from the room.


     “It occurs to me that the two of us will be
working together for the next few months.”


     “Are you going to blame me for that?” 


     “No, I just wanted to,” Nadine said and
found herself tripping over her tongue, “I mean, I would like to invite you
over tonight so that we can get better acquainted.”


     “Do you mean a date?”


     “Not necessarily, but let’s make this a
casual meeting. We don’t have to like each other to work well together, but it
does help.”


     “I don’t know about that,” Elliot said.


     “For the Ferine’s sake, then?”


     “This isn’t some sort of trick is it?”


     “What am I going to do on an Alliance warship,
Admiral?” Nadine asked.


     “I suppose so. When would be a good time?”


     “Nineteen hundred hours?”


     “I’ll see you at my quarters at seven.”


     “Let’s make it my quarters,” Nadine said.


     “Is there something wrong with mine?”


     “No, I just don’t get to entertain very
often. You can choose what to have for dinner.”


     “Fine.”


     “I’ll see you then, Elliot.”


     Elliot stopped at the use of his first name
before heading out of the court as quickly as his legs could take him.







     The Easter Island Agreements’ leveling of the UN
office at Geneva
was their last act of defiance.  They had
only a few battered cruisers left after the climatic battle at Phobos had
obliterated their fleet. Even as they gathered the remnants of their forces
over Geneva, a
combined Alliance-Coalition fleet closed in on their capital. The EIA knew that
it wouldn’t accomplish any military objective; they attacked the UN complex for
one reason only: it was the site where the last peace treaty between their
nation and the others had been signed over fifty years previously.


     The symbolic attack is
remembered to this day. The Coalition and Alliance
obeyed their mutual defense pact to the end of the war, but the damage of 2151
had been done. They were never allies again.
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Elik sat in his
favorite chair in the game room where he had played Scholars with Lathiel weeks
before. He missed playing Lathiel. He had no other worthy opponents to play the
game with now. Elik looked at the dusty pieces for a moment while he considered
the fate of his friend thousands of light years away. He returned his attention
back to his itinerary for the next day. His grey, slit eyes involuntarily
blurred after the long hours he had spent staring at requests and reports. He
placed the electric paper on a dark wooden end table at his right and placed
both hands over his eyes in an attempt to rub the fatigue out of them.


     He stopped at the sound of a faint beeping emanating
from the main lobby. He groaned as he lifted his carriage out of his seat and then
crossed to the wooden doors. A brief exertion turned the latch. Elik squinted
in the brighter light of the main lobby and found his suspicions confirmed by
the flashing light under a small monitor which sat on the wall next to one
sporting three tall main rectangular windows opposite the ornate main door. He
pressed the receive button on one corner of the device and found himself
looking at the distinctly angular features and gray skin of a member of the
Wallick race.


     “Elik,” the sharp face said.


     “Ambassador Cahn.”


     “Not Ambassador anymore, Elik. You have to
have  a nation to be an ambassador.”


     “Yes, I’m sorry. I had forgotten.”


     “There are always apologies with your kind
Elik, and never any promises.”


     “I’m not going to apologize for what
happened to your people. The Nevargh were the invaders, not us.”


     “It’s absolutely true that it was the
Nevargh who annexed our planets. It’s absolutely true that they slaughtered
millions of our people. It’s absolutely true that you stood by and did
nothing.”


     “What would you have had us do Cahn? We had
no weapons, no soldiers, and no capabilities defensive or otherwise. Would you
see us slaughtered as well?”


     “Cowards suffer worse fates.” 


     “We are pacifists. There is a difference,”
Elik said.


     “Semantics. At least we faced them with
fire in our eyes on the field of battle.”


     “We know. We heard of your glorious victory
in the face of overwhelming numbers,” Elik said.


     “At least you can admit that.”


     “You also lost when the subsequent waves
arrived, Cahn. Your Leviathan Class warships were ultimately outnumbered
by the scores of vessels that overwhelmed your defenses. Your people were
valiant to the last, though.”


     “We were.” Cahn raised his angular chin in
respect for lost lives.


     “I do wish we could have helped. We can
give your people and any remaining ships you have sanctuary if you like.”


     “To offer a mild defense when the fleet
arrives. Pardon me if I refuse on behalf of my race,” Cahn said.


     “Then why have you contacted me?”


     “Out of reverence for the old days, I feel
I should warn you.”


     “Warn me of what?” Elik asked.


     “The Nevargh are stripping their fleets
across their imperium and assembling a force.”


     “How large? Where?”


     “We’re not certain of the exact number, but
it is in the thousands. They have been heading towards your space,” Cahn
replied.


     “We would have seen them by now.”


     “I believe their rendezvous is at a staging
area just outside your sensor range.”


     “We knew this was coming. We just didn’t
know when,” Elik said.


     “They are still assembling their fleet from
across a very large empire. Don’t expect to see them soon. This will be,
probably a month or two in the future.”


     “Thank—you for the intelligence, Cahn.”


     “I didn’t do this for your gratitude. I
want you to know that barbarians are at your doorstep. I want you to feel the
rage we did.”


     “Not today,” Elik replied. “We may fall
before them Cahn but don’t doubt we will meet our deaths with equal courage.”


     “We’ll see about that,” Cahn said and
deactivated the monitor. Elik immediately pressed the buttons that would
connect him to the Ferine Assembly.



 


 


 

     Nadine wore the same dress as she did to
her evening with the Ferine. It was the only formalwear she had aside from her
uniform, but this was not an evening for fleet uniforms. She was still
uncomfortable with Elliot but needed to shed some of that discomfort in order
to seduce him. It had taken a great deal of effort to invite him to dinner, and
seemed to have taken Elliot just as much to accept. It was made all the harder
by the fact that they may sense each others emotions in such quiet and personal
circumstances. She lit two cool blue colored candles on her small, circular
dinner table of glass. The Defensive was already ten minutes late. Now Nadine
wondered if it was his intention not to show up for their dangerous date.


     The lights throughout her quarters were
dimmed, and shining dinnerware sat on the clear top of the table. She didn’t
want him uncomfortable and the warm atmosphere might be misinterpreted for more
than it was. It would be wonderful to get a liaison over with sooner rather
than later, but she needed to build up a sense of trust with him first.


     Where the hell was he?


     Nadine crossed her arms and stood a moment staring
at the living room in reverie while she thought of all of the odd circumstances
that had led her to a guest room on an Alliance
cruiser. She jumped at the sound of the doorbell and then answered its call.


     The door slid open, parting as they all did
on Alliance
ships into four before disappearing into the wall. Elliot stood in the corridor
with a bottle in his hand. He wore casual clothes of earth brown and forest
green, but nothing as fine as what she wore. His reaction to her mode of dress
bordered on shock. She nervously stood in the doorway waiting for him to say
something.


     “Hi.”


     “Hi,” she said.


     “I knew this would be informal but I didn’t
think this would require such elegant dress.”


     “I don’t have much in the way of civilian
clothes, Admiral. I hope you don’t think I’m overdressed.” She caught him taking
a quick glance at her cleavage. “Or underdressed.”


     “No, it’s fine. You did have little time to
prepare for this assignment,” Elliot said. Nadine moved to one side of the
doorway, allowing him access to the living room.


     “Please, come in.”


     He crossed into the living room and stood
near the couch looking around uncertainly at the inviting atmosphere. Nadine
could see his indecision and decided to begin the conversation.


     “What’s that you have with you?”


     “Oh!” Elliot exclaimed and brought up a
short boxy bottle of red liquid. “It’s—”


     “Ruby Brandy. I’d recognize it anywhere
now.”


     “Hard to miss, isn’t it?”


     “It always seems to glow with a warm light,
doesn’t it?” she asked, admiring the bottle.


     “Yes. It’s an incredible thing.”


     “So you went and asked Lathiel for a
bottle?” Nadine asked.


     “Oh. yes. You didn’t hear that
conversation. When you were talking with Ranik I brought a gift of rye whiskey
for the party. Lathiel insisted on trading a bottle of Ruby Brandy for it.”


     “Aren’t you worried it will lower your defenses
against me?”


     “Ah,” Elliot said, fingering the bottle.


     “I’m just kidding, Elliot.”


     “I didn’t realize that we were on a first
name basis.”


     “Is that a problem?” Nadine asked.


     “It’s fine, I guess.”


     “Good, let’s get some glasses,” she said
and headed for the kitchen. As she opened a cupboard in the kitchen and looked
for the items in question, Elliot leaned against an opposite counter.


     “You’re being very nice to me tonight.”


     “Do you sense any deception from me?” she
asked.


     “No.”


     “Then relax. What am I going to do in the
center of an Alliance
cruiser?” she asked.


     “That’s something I couldn’t really answer
in a courtroom, but I’ve heard of Defensives disappearing in meetings with
Aggressives.”


     “Did the elite of the Cooperative tell you
that?” she asked, turning an eye towards him.


     “Maybe. I know you’re an adept Aggressive.
I’ve never seen anyone as strong as you, except for one.”


     “Like who?” Nadine asked. She turned to
face him, with two glasses in her hand.


     “A member of the Council of Twelve. She was
the strongest Aggressive I have ever laid eyes on.”


     “Who was she? What was her name?”


     “Her name was Catherine. Catherine the
Second I think.”


     “How long ago was this?” Nadine asked.


     “About twenty years ago. I was an acolyte
at the time and I was escorting an Elder. He met with her at a neutral site to
discuss a truce to end a conflict between us. She was ruthless and clever.”


     “I know her,” she said.


     “I thought you might, but I’m surprised you
would admit it.”


     “I’m willing to divulge a few secrets if it
will make our situation better.”


     “What secrets am I supposed to divulge?”
Elliot asked.


     “You don’t have to say anything. I’m just
trying to make an effort here. Didn’t commanders on opposite sides sit down to
have a drink with each other after a war was over?”


     “Is there a war now?” Elliot asked.


     “There was quite a battle, one I admit we
lost. You really turned the tables on us there.”


     “Are you angry about that?”


     “We’re commanders after the end of a war,
Elliot. We are allowed a drink to talk about it,” she said. Nadine placed the
glasses on a set table. 


     “Okay, how angry is the Coalition over
their loss?”


     Nadine let the remark meant to barb her pass.
“Well, we are annoyed we lost. It has certainly given us pause.”


     “Good.”


     “I heard the intrepid commander of that
battle group was injured.”


     “Yes, she was,” he responded softly.


     “How is she?” 


     “She’s almost fully recovered. There is
some permanent damage though,” he replied.


     “I’m sorry to hear that. She should feel
proud. Admiral Peterson gave us a run for our money. Most of our forces were
damaged or destroyed by the time the armistice was called. It saved face for
both sides.”


     They both took their seats and Elliot
opened the bottle of Ruby Brandy.


     “We both saved face?”


     “In a manner of speaking. Neither of us
wanted a war. First Contact gave both of us an excuse to forgo hostilities.
Lathiel and Ranik are a godsend.”


     “So that’s why you’re subjecting them to a
hearing?”


     “I told you it wasn’t my idea,” Nadine said.


     “Yes, you said so. If it wasn’t, why didn’t
you do anything to stop it?”


     “It was a done deal. I received my orders
and they weren’t negotiable.”


     “Never even tried, huh?”


     “Do you argue over your orders?” she asked.


     “No, I guess not,” he grudgingly admitted.


     “So what did you expect me to do?”


     “Alright, alright,” he conceded and sighed.
“Why did you invite me here, Nadine?”


     “To lay some of this to rest. You and I are
supposed to be on the same side to defend the Ferine, right?”


     “Sure. What’s for dinner?” he asked.


     “I can make a roast or a steak. What do you
prefer?”


     “Steak sounds good,” he replied.


     “Okay, but let’s have that drink first.”


     Elliot gave her a weak smile and opened the
brandy, pouring each of them half a glass. She picked up the tumbler and
mirrored one of Madison’s
toasts.


     “To the Ferine.”


     He raised his glass and both took a sip of
the alien liquor.


     “The Alliance
has a file on you,” he said while he admired the glow of the alcohol.


     “And what does it say?”


     “It says that you were an interrogator.
Since the Alliance
navy doesn’t know who you truly are, I’d say they assumed that meant one of the
more conventional kind. I think you conducted mind probes.”


     Elliot began extending his abilities
outward now that he perceived a possible enemy and a target for revenge. Nadine
held her glass to her lips and paused a moment before taking a gulp of brandy. “Oh?”


     “You seemed uncomfortable for a second.”


     “It’s not something I’m proud of.”


     “But it needed to be done, right?”


     “It was my duty,” Nadine said, “for the good
of the nation.”


     “How long have you been at it?”


     “Almost twenty years,” she said taking
another drink of the warming alcohol.


     “That good at it, were you?”


     “Yes, I was that good. I’m a monster. Is
that what you wanted to hear?”


     “Close enough. How many Defensives did you
interrogate?”


     “Only a few,” she lied.


     “How many of them were vegetables after you
were done with them, before they were executed, that is?” Elliot read her
growing emotions and adapted his strategy to put her off—balance.


     “Most of them. I didn’t like it Elliot.
They were only doing their duty and obeying their orders when they were caught.
I found it distasteful to have to break down their minds to obtain the information
I was ordered to retrieve.”


     “Distasteful? That’s all?” Elliot demanded,
fastening onto her growing guilt.


     “You want the truth?” she demanded in a
raised voice.


     “Yes! What’s the truth?” Elliot asked. He
could sense her emotions were becoming more chaotic at the line of questioning.


     “I had to tear through their minds! It was
agonizing for both of us! They began as people just like me. By the end they
were weeping, pathetic creatures worthy of anyone’s pity.”


     “And?”


     “And they deserved pity! They deserved all
my pity, but I wasn’t allowed to experience that. To do my job, I had none to
give.”


     She stood up abruptly and went to a window
looking out on the serenity of space.


     “Do you really feel anything for them or
are you just putting on a play for me?” he asked from his seat.


     “You pig—headed bastard!” Nadine turned
back from the window.


     “Now I see the real Nadine.” Elliot felt
the possibility of her mental shields dropping.


     “Real? You think this is the real me? I’m
darker Elliot. Do you want to see just how black I am inside? Do you want to
know what that job has done to me?”


     “What?” he demanded. The emotional baggage
she carried was in danger of toppling over. To prod her further, a smug smile appeared
on his face.


     “Look,” she said and slammed her hands
against the silver arms of his chair. 


     It was in that moment that Elliot realized
that he may have pushed her too far. She brought her face inches from his
paralyzed features and began to project images and emotions into his mind. She
showed him the hundreds of interrogations she remembered. All began with
defiance. They looked at her with bright eyes as arrogant and defiant as his
until they began to break. Then she would see traces of fear, turning to terror
as they felt their defenses wearing down accompanied by the first feelings of
her tearing into their minds. He felt her repulsion at the invasion of all
their fantasies and hidden secrets as she was duty—bound to rip them to pieces
inside their own heads. He felt her inward terror reflecting theirs as they
lost their very souls having being reduced to what they feared most: existing
as empty, soulless bodies devoid of feeling or intelligence. They begged for
death as the last of their minds vanished. It was the only release they had
from the living hell they were condemned to. 


     In that moment he realized how many times
she had witnessed everyone’s true worst nightmare. The images continued and he
felt torrents of tears rush down his cheeks. He miserably tumbled to the floor
to escape. As he lay on the deck, Nadine stumbled from where he was, fell against
a wall, and crumpled to the floor.


     He struggled for a while to regain some
composure before he managed to bring himself to a sitting position on the
carpeted deck. Elliot was still overwhelmed by the fact that Nadine had spent
every night for nearly twenty years crying herself to sleep. He realized that
her loss occurred on a daily basis. Sometimes as many as three or four times in
one day, she felt herself die a little.


     Elliot saw her huddled against the bulkhead.
He didn’t look at her in contempt and he didn’t feel any anger towards her. 


     He felt pity. 


     Elliot stood up on shaking legs and walked
to her position next to the wall. He sat down next to her huddled body.


     “It’s okay Nadine. I understand now.”


     “Go away,” she whimpered.


     “Come here,” he said and took her by the
waist.


     “Just get out.”


     “No. Come here,” he said and brought her
body next to his. She rested her head against his chest and wept. He held her,
both of them sitting on the light cream colored carpet in a small nook of the
dining area. He closed his eyes as Nadine leaned against him in grief.


     “How can you live like this?”


     “Had the Everlasting not fixed His canon
‘gainst self—slaughter,” she quoted.


     “It’s more than that,” he said and wiped
tears from her cheek, “or do your defend ancient deities?”


     “I thought of dying many times, but it
wouldn’t help any of them, and it would be the easy way out for me.”


     “So you live on in misery?”


     “There are many rooms in a sub—basement of
MERA. They are filled with people who do nothing but stare at the walls. Many
of them are my victims. If they have to live life that way, so will I.”


     “As an empty shell?” Elliot asked.


     “That’s all I deserve.”


     “You did what you had to, what you were ordered
to do.”


     “Couldn’t I have done something more? I
should have told them to go to hell. Why didn’t I?” she asked and looked for
the answers in his face.


     “You knew they would’ve found someone else
to replace you.”


     “Maybe, I just wish I could have done more.
They never deserved what I did to them.”


     “No, but you grieved because you never
wanted that. I can see that now,” he said.


     “That’s not enough.”


     “Then live for them and improve other’s
lives.”


     “In penance?” she asked. Nadine smiled up
to his forgiving face.


     “Make up for what you’ve done then.”


     “I can never accomplish that,” she said.


     “You can try.”


     “Stop trying to make me feel better.”


     “Yes Ma’am,” he said, and glanced at the
table. “Do you still want to have dinner?”


     She let out a small laugh and looked down
to his lap. “I am sorry, Elliot. I didn’t mean to do that. You just got me so
angry.”


     “Yeah, I do that to a lot of people. Come
on, let’s have some steak.”


     “I actually like roast more,” she said.


     “Okay, let’s have some roast.”


     “And mashed potatoes?”


     “With gravy,” he said and pulled her to her
feet.


     They righted Elliot’s chair and he went to
the kitchen to order the meal. Nadine walked to the bathroom, off the bedroom,
and fixed her puffy face. She heard him rummaging through the kitchen,
gathering together the meal from the dispenser, and smiled despite the reality
of her situation. She felt like a boyfriend was making a peace offering after a
fight. Nadine allowed herself the fantasy and finished applying her make—up. She
then returned to the dining area.


     Elliot set down a beef roast with a hefty
bowl of mashed potatoes covered in gravy as she sat down at the table.


     “Feel better?”


     “A little,” she replied. Elliot took the
serving spoon from the bowl and put a small spoonful onto her plate. “Don’t
hold back!” 


     Elliot grinned and doubled the portion on
her plate.


     “You know you remind me of,” he said and
stopped his divulgence.


     “Of who?”


     “Lily used to love mashed potatoes,” he
said.


     “Well she’s in good company. Who is she,
anyway?”


     “She was my wife.”


     “Are you divorced?”


     “No, she passed away.”


     “I’m sorry.”


     “It was ten years ago. It’s okay. Would you
like some roast beef with your potatoes?”


     “Yeah, I suppose I should,” she said and
realized there was a peak of mashed potatoes on her plate. He smiled and placed
a cut of roast beef on her plate. “Thanks.”


     “You’re welcome,” he said and served
himself, placing a few rather large cuts of beef on his own plate.


     “Would you like some potatoes with your
beef?” 


     “Is there any left?”


     “Shut up,” she said with a smile and
spooned a few dollops onto his plate.


     “Yes Ma’am.”


     “You are charming, Elliot.”


     “Even for a Defensive?”


     “Even for a Defensive. Am I such an evil
Aggressive?”


     “No, you’re far more human than I would’ve
ever believed.”


     “More Alliance
propaganda.” Nadine took another forkful of gravy laden mashed potatoes and
brought it to her mouth.


     “I bet you thought all Defensives were just
as evil.”


     “Oh yeah, they tell us you’re all wolves in
sheep’s clothing.”


     “Really? They tell us you’re all demonic
hunters out to destroy us,” he said.


     “Are my eyes glowing red?”


     “They’re really white aren’t they?”


     “Yes, our biggest giveaway,” she admitted
and gorged herself with more of the creamy mashed potatoes. “Aren’t yours
completely black?”


     “The irises, yes.”


     “Why is that?”


     “Why are your irises white?”


     “Can I see them?” Nadine asked, fiddling
with her fork.


     “Why?”


     “I’ve never seen how you really look. Don’t
worry, I’m not going to shove you out into the hallway,” she said.


     “Alright, do you have any contact cases?”


     “I always keep a few. If you show me yours,
I’ll show you mine,” she said with a smile and swallowed a piece of roast beef.


     “Get them,” he said and refilled their
brandies.


     She exited the dining area and returned a minute
later with two contact lens cases and a bottle of lens fluid.


     “Ready?”


     “To Aggressives,” he said and emptied his
glass.


     “To Defensives,” she replied and emptied
hers.


     They both removed the lenses from their
eyes and set them in the cases. Elliot and Nadine looked at each other’s uncovered
eyes. Nadine’s short dark hair only accentuated the white irises that nearly
blended with the rest of her eyes. Elliot’s liquid black irises gave him an
other—worldly elegance.


     “Holy!”


     “Same to you,” he said, wide eyed.


     “You look so different!”


     “So do you!”


     “I know I look disconcerting,” she said.


     “I bet I do too.”


     “No, you look handsome.”


     “You look so alien,” he replied.


     “Like a Ferine?”


     “No, exotic.”


     “Well, thank—you,” she said with a hint of
modesty.


     “How do you conceal yourself in the fleet?”
he asked while he chewed on a piece of roast beef.


     “Probably the same as you do. Some of my
history was manufactured and I wear the contacts.”


     “But you would have a great deal of contact
with MERA. Wouldn’t that arouse suspicion?” he asked.


     “I started at the academy and had little
contact with MERA officially. I conveniently became an adjutant to a MERA
government official when I graduated. After that, my frequent communication
with them was easily understandable to everyone. You?” 


     “Pretty different for me. I had the same
experience with the academy, but was supposedly very “religious”. So I was in
contact with them twice or even three times a week as part of the congregation
and received my lessons then. To distance myself and give my independence more
credence, I “left” the congregation over a decade ago. The Cooperative contacts
me occasionally in repeated attempts to repatriate me.”


     “That’s when they give you orders?” she
asked.


     “We’re more decentralized than that. I’m
updated with current news. Occasionally, they’ll request that I look into
something.”


     “What if you refuse a request? What do they
do then?” Nadine asked.


     “Everything they have ever requested has
been reasonable. I’m usually curious enough about the situation that I’d look
into it anyway.”


     “Even if they hadn’t asked?”


     “Not always. If I were to refuse, I imagine
they’d make a lot less requests of me. I want to do it though, why? Can you
refuse an order from MERA?”


     “I could.”


     “But?”


     “I wouldn’t go over well,” Nadine replied.


     “How so?”


     “It just wouldn’t. Let’s change the
subject,” she said.


     “Okay. How do you feel showing your real appearance
to a Defensive?” he asked and sipped at his brandy.


     “Oddly at ease, I feel like I’m not hiding
myself from the enemy,” she said and sputtered at her slip of the tongue. “I
didn’t mean—”


     “No,” Elliot chuckled, “we have been
enemies for a long time. You were just speaking the truth.”


     “I hope that we can change that,” she said
while she ate the last bite of her meal.


     “I hope to see you more often. More
brandy?”


     “Sure,” she said and pushed her empty glass
towards the bottle.



 


 


 

     Maria sat on the witness stand, boiling
from the heat of the day and cross—examination. After two days of establishing
events leading up to the trial, they had finally put her on the stand this
morning. Her single eye glowered at the prosecution attorney.


     “You did give the order to take your ship
into enemy lines?”


     “Yes,” she replied as the courtroom lights
glittered off of her face plate.


     “Could you have won the battle by means
other than to plunge the aforementioned Excalibur into danger?”


     “I doubt it.”


     “Please answer the question: Yes or no? Was
it possible?”


     “Yes, but,”


     “Thank—you. Now your plan of action was to
charge enemy lines and destroy the three Coalition carriers before they could
launch their full compliments of fighters, correct?” he asked. His short dirty
blond hair looked as though it had been plastered to his head.


     “That’s correct.”


     “Tell me, did you think of escape for your
ship and crew? Was that part of you plan?”


     “Of course, all carriers have weaker
shields that can be penetrated from a moderate distance with our primary
cannons. Once that was accomplished, we would turn and head back to our lines.”


     “Couldn’t you have fired from behind our
lines?”


     “Yes but,”


     “Thank—you. Now,”


     “Objection: Calls for speculation!” her
attorney interrupted. “Commander Myers is well aware of a plasma cannon’s
maximum effective range.”


     “Sustained,” the judge said.


     “Fine. Admiral Peterson, how confident were
you that you would make it back to our lines if your plan succeeded?”


     “Very confident.”


     “You were one hundred percent sure?”


     “Of course not, there aren’t any guarantees
in matters like this,” she replied.


     “Then why take your ship in?”


     “Nothing can be certain, Commander, as you
would know if you were ever on the field of battle. There is always some risk
involved,” she replied.


     “Clearly more than you realized.”


     “Objection: Argumentative!” her lawyer
said.


     “Withdrawn. Admiral Peterson, once you
engaged the fleet, you used a torpedo spread from supporting ships to mask your
approach?”


     “That’s correct,” she replied.


     “Why not use them again to cover you on the
way back?”


     “By then, I was beyond their range.”


     “Yes, why did you go beyond their range?” the
prosecution asked.


     “We were unable to destroy the third
target,” she replied.


     “And why is that?”


     “A frigate managed to intercept the shot.”


     “What exactly was your order at that time?”


     “I ordered my weapon’s officer to divert
all remaining power to the shields and set weapons to automatic.”


     “And then?”


     “I gave the order to abandon ship,” she replied.


     “Because you knew that the ship would not
make it back to our lines.”


     “Yes, I would not sacrifice my crew,” Maria
said.


     “Very courageous.”


     “Objection: Badgering!” her lawyer
exclaimed.


     “Sustained. Commander Myers, please keep to
the facts,” the white haired judge ruled.


     “Yes, Sir. Once your crew left the ship,
what did you do?”


     “I took the helm.”


     “You set a course for where?” Myers asked.


     “I set a course for the carrier but the
course would not lock. I had to guide her in manually.”


     “You had already decided to ram the ship?”


     “Yes.”


     “Why?”


     “As I said before, there was no other way,”
Maria replied.


     “What about the primaries?”


     “They had another four minutes before they
recharged.”


     “Why not wait?”


     “The rest of their fleet was already
closing in to block our target.”


     “You could have taken your ship in and used
secondary weapons. Simulations have shown the last carrier’s shields would have
failed in less than two minutes,” Myers said.


     “Too long. The Excalibur was already
taking heavy damage.”


     “Of course. What did you do next?” Myers
asked.


     “Once the computer could auto—navigate, I
took the emergency escape pod in the command chair.”


     “Doesn’t the captain go down with the
ship?”


     “That axiom hasn’t been observed in
centuries,” she said.


     “Not a traditionalist, Admiral?”


     “That depends on your terminology,” she
replied.


     “Your plan was, forgive me, untraditional.”


     “That’s why it worked.”


     “Why wouldn’t a more conventional battle
strategy have worked?”


     “They planned to surround us using a very
old battle plan,” she replied.


     “Why not just take the bait?”


     “I wanted to win the battle, not lose it.”


     “Oh? Holding back and not falling for the
ruse you so easily saw would have lost you the battle?”


     “Not necessarily, but knowing their trap,”


     “Thank—you Admiral,” he said and crossed
back to his table.


     “I’m not finished.”


     “Yes, you are.” He fiddled with a few links
lying there before he continued. “Did you consider other ways of approaching
this conflict?”


     “No. Any other decision would have lost the
battle,” she replied.


     “One hundred percent sure?”


     “No, of course not.”


     “Admiral, you used the command capsule to
escape. There was a small chance the automatic navigation may have failed,” Myers
said.


     “A miniscule chance,” Maria admitted.


     “But there was a chance. Nothing is one
hundred percent sure, you have said so yourself.”


     “I believed the chances were negligible.”


     “So you abandoned the ship with your crew?”


     “Yes,” Maria replied.


     “Why not be a martyr? By prematurely
abandoning your ship, you ensured you could bask in everyone’s adulation.”


     “Objection: Argumentative!” her lawyer
exclaimed.


     “I did not prematurely abandon my ship!”
Maria replied. “I have the scars to prove it.”


     “All the better. You have the battle trophies
to show your colleagues.”


     “Objection: Badgering!”


     “That’s enough, Commander,” the judge said.


     Commander Myers smiled briefly at Maria and
returned to his seat. “I have no further questions for this witness, but I
would like to reserve the right to recall her.”


     “Granted.”


     “Redirect, Your Honor?” her lawyer asked, rising
from his chair.


     “Objection!” the prosecutor exclaimed.


     “It is permitted.”


     “I decide whether or not it’s permitted,”
the judge said.


     “Yes, Your Honor.”


     “Go ahead Commander Dixon, but remember that
you have your limits.”


     “Would you say you were desperate to win
the battle when the enemy frigate intercepted the shot?” Dixon asked Maria.


     “No, I wanted to ensure the safety of our
forces.”


     “When you made the decision to cross into
enemy lines, was that a snap decision?”


     “No,” she replied.


     “There was little time.”


     “Yes, but my experience allowed me to make
that decision.”


     “You graduated from the academy at twenty—one?”
Ben Dixon asked.


     “Yes.”


     “And how many years have you been a member
of the fleet?”


     “Twenty—seven.”


     “Did your ego have anything to do with this
situation?”


     “Absolutely not,” she replied.


     “How can you be sure?”


     “My thoughts when I made the decision were
for the safety of my entire battle group. Any other decision could have cost
lives,” she said.


     “Was this part of your strategy?”


     “It came down to numbers. Zero lives and
one ship lost verses many lives and many ships lost,” Maria replied.


     “Thank—you, Admiral. We did win the battle,
didn’t we?”


     “Yes we did,” she said with pride.  


     “What were the results of the battle?”


     “We lost one ship: the Excalibur.
They lost forty—seven warships,” Maria replied.


     “Out of how many?”


     “One hundred and twenty.”


     “The odds against you were what?”


     Now Maria knew why he had left the numbers
out of her earlier testimony: This gave her the final word. “Three to one.”


     “Thank—you Admiral. No further questions
Your Honor,” Dixon
said.


     “Redirect, Commander?” the judge asked of
Myers.


     “Not at this time, Your Honor,” Myers
replied.


     “Testimony is complete for today. We will
adjourn for the day and convene again at nine hundred hours tomorrow,” the
judge said and banged his wooden gavel. He stood up, as did the rest of the
courtroom. Maria returned to the defense counsel’s desk and waited for the
judge to leave.


     “An excellent strategy, Commander,” she
said while the courtroom emptied of people.


     “Thank—you, Admiral. I’d like to meet
tonight, if it’s convenient, to discuss the coming testimony of your crew. They
start on the witness stand tomorrow at noon.”


     “Yes, that’s fine.”


     Her defense attorney grabbed his grey
leather satchel. She was gathering her own attaché case when she heard a voice
from behind her.


     “Admiral Peterson,” the greasy prosecutor
said. She turned around to confront her interrogator.


     “Yes, Commander.”


     “I hope you understand that I am only doing
my job. I admit I’m doing it well, but the court expects my best,” he raised
his hand to salute her. She reciprocated the salute and watched his progress
out of the room. Once the door closed behind him, Maria spoke to her attorney.


     “Slippery little bastard, isn’t he?”


     “More than you know. I’ve been at the
opposite table in court from him at least a dozen times. He wins more than he
loses,” Dixon
replied.


     “He’s arrogant.”


     “I know. I thought of what it’d be like to
work on his side of the room before as co—counsel.”


     “And?”


     “I’d probably end up punching him in the
face.”


     “So would I,” she said.


     “Don’t let him cloud your judgment,
Admiral. He’s the one with the ego, not you.”







     There was a great deal of support within the Coalition
hierarchy to have Phillip Bell as their lead spokesman on the panels. He was
former military and known for his fierce loyalty to his government. His current
standing included him in the Coalition’s high profile, albeit powerless,
cabinet of advisors to the Council of Twelve. Phillip Bell was also known for
his xenophobia towards people born and bred on worlds other than Earth. He was
seen as the perfect foil for the more sympathetic members of the panel.


     It was his suspicious nature
that proved to be his own brand of hubris and precipitated many of the events
that followed.



 

Inquiry or Sham: Analysis of the Ferine Hearings 


by Penelope Rose



 

[bookmark: _Toc345330702]Chapter XI



 

Lathiel and
Ranik once again sat in spindle—backed chairs with Elliot and Nadine on either
side of them in the courtroom. The board had decided to close the proceedings
citing the previous day’s outbursts as cause. A series of unmanned cameras in
the room broadcast the hearing to the public.


     “First of all,” the speaker said, “I would
like to apologize to the Ferine delegates for yesterday’s incident. As you can
see, this will not happen again.”


     The two Ferine delegates nodded in
acceptance of the appeasement.


     “I will pass the floor to Mister Bell.”


     Bell
looked to his links to find references from the previous day before he spoke to
the extraterrestrials.


     “Lathiel, we would like to continue with
your testimony.”


     Lathiel nodded. “Yes Mister Bell, I would
be happy to.”


     “You did in fact lead the expedition to the
weapon, purportedly constructed by your ancestors?”


     “Yes, I volunteered,” Lathiel said.


     “You volunteered?” Bell asked.


     “Yes.”


     “You weren’t ordered to this duty?” Bell asked.


     “No, our social structure is different from
yours.”


     “Even scientists have a hierarchy,” Bell said.


     “There is a structure to our culture Sir,
but not in a hierarchal way.”


     “Please, explain this to us,” Mary said.


     “There is a board of scientists that give
final consent to projects, but they never issue orders. Scientists act on their
own and ask for resources as needed. In the case of the Nevargh fleet
approaching, the board asked for volunteers to attempt to reactivate the
weapon.”


     “Why did you lead the expedition?” Bell asked.


     “If no one else did, Cartise would be an
occupied planet by now. I knew that someone had to volunteer. It might as well have
been me.”


     “That’s it? Someone had to do it?” Bell demanded.


     “Yes Mister Bell, haven’t you ever
volunteered for anything?” Ranik replied for Lathiel.


     A brief laugh came from a few Alliance members at the
table. An expression of embarrassment crossed Bell’s face.


     “Delegate Ranik I am hearing from Lathiel
at the moment. Please keep your comments to a minimum,” Bell said.


     “He won’t defend himself,” Ranik mumbled
and fell silent.


     “Lathiel you volunteered for this
assignment and what did you find?”


     “The base was in disrepair, but the primary
furnace was still viable,” Lathiel replied.


     “What was it like, stepping into ancient
history?” Mary asked.


     “Much like visiting a mausoleum, Ma’am.
Everything was covered in dust. We had to use environmental suits for a full
day before life support was restored.”


     “How was it like a mausoleum?”


     “It was an eerie feeling. The place was
dark when we entered. Nothing there had been disturbed in centuries. Many of my
colleagues stated they saw moving shadows cast by no living being. They said
they had only fleeting glances but they swore they were there.”


     “Yes, that’s very disturbing Lathiel,” Bell interjected, “but I
take it you were able to repair the weapon.”


     Jolted from his reverie, Lathiel responded
to his statement. “Yes, we worked right until the end. I was hoping to
eliminate the recoil from the weapon but it seemed it was never designed for
that.”


     “This recoil was what caused the deaths you
had mentioned?” Bell
asked.


     “Life seemed to be viewed differently in
ancient times. The cannon was constructed with our ancestor’s full knowledge of
its flaws. Apparently, they viewed the loss of the people manning the weapon as
acceptable. The cannon was functioning two hours before the Nevargh fleet
arrived. I spent every effort to eliminate the recoil before the deadline, but
it was irreconcilable with the use of such a destructive force.”


     “This recoil destroyed the base?” Bell asked.


     “Several of the upper levels of the complex
collapsed when the weapon fired. The primary furnace overloaded and nearly all
of its internal components burnt out. All of the lower levels experienced heavy
damage but were still standing. Only about forty of us managed to escape.”


     “But the enemy fleet was destroyed?” Mary
asked.


     “That fleet, yes.”


     “How many Nevargh fleets are there?” Bell asked.


     “The Nevargh fleet totals one hundred and
twenty thousand ships at last count.”


     The board took in a collective breath at
the news. An instant later, they were arguing among themselves. Bell took his part in it,
listening to the emphatic whispers of a man seated next to him. After a moment,
Bell extracted
himself from the heated debate and returned to his verbal discourse with the
Ferine.


     “Lathiel, have you ever considered the idea
that you may have lead a ferocious enemy to our front door?” Bell demanded.


     “Lead them here?”


     “Mister Speaker, may I respond for
Lathiel?” Ranik asked, standing up.


     Bell
let out a sigh of exasperation, “Very well, Ranik may answer for Lathiel.”


     “Thank—you. I don’t believe that you or any
of your colonies are in danger.”


     “And just why not?”


     “Even if the Nevargh knew of your
existence, and I doubt they do, you are far too removed from their sphere of
influence to bother with.”


     “You honestly believe that we aren’t
important enough for them to conquer us?”


     “Oh, they would conquer you if they could,
believe me,” Ranik said, “but I think you misunderstood me. The Nevargh’s
maximum achievable superluminal speeds are one thousand c. It would take them
ten years of constant travel just to reach you.”


     “But you reached us, according to submitted
reports, in three and a half days,” Bell
said.


     “Our fold technology is generations ahead
of their FTL technology. To date they have never managed to reverse engineer
any of the fold drives they have captured.” 


     “But they could.”


     “We offered them the technology before the
war began. The Nevargh never understood it. They’ve always been so stupid,”
Ranik said.


     The statement brought another flurry of
mild laughter to the panel. Ranik sat down and allowed Lathiel to resume his
testimony.


     “Fold drives,” Mary said. “The submissions
also mention this but only in passing. What are they?”


     “They are a technology we discovered more
than forty years ago at an archeological dig. Their approximate equivalent in
FTL terms would be about one million times the speed of light.”


     “Are you serious?” Bell asked.


     “An archeological dig?” Mary asked at the
same time.


     Lathiel stood silent in confusion, not
knowing which question to answer first. Bell
frowned down the table at Mary and then looked back to Ranik. “These drives can
accomplish one million c?”


     “That is their only speed, Sir. They can
not travel any faster or slower.”


     “You discovered them at an archeological
dig?” Mary asked again.


     “We found the plans for the drives at an
archeological dig,” Lathiel replied.


     “I thought you said your ancestors were no
more advanced than you are today,” Bell
said.


     “That is true, but we didn’t discover the
plans at one of our ancestor’s ancient cities.”


     “Than where did you discover them?”


     “At the remains of a Pera settlement. They
are the first race that existed in the galaxy,” Lathiel replied.


     “Where are they now?”


     “We don’t know. They vanished ages ago.”


     “What do you mean by the first race?” Mary asked.


     “There are remains or traces of other
extinct races, but the Pera predate all of the others we have ever found. We’ve
referred to them before as the Ancients.”


     “A first race. So have you discovered
anything else at these sites?” Mary asked.


     “A few improvements to our sensors come
from them and little else. There is very little left of them. We haven’t
discovered one of their data rods in at least thirty years,” Lathiel replied.


     “Now Delegate Lathiel, if you’ll excuse me,
why aren’t there any archeological digs for us to find in our space? We have
never discovered evidence of any previous races. You seem to imply these sites
are everywhere. If so, why are there none in our space?” Bell asked.


     “They don’t know?” Ranik whispered to
Lathiel.


     “What was that, Delegate Ranik?”


     “Sorry Mister Bell, I was just surprised
that you are unaware of your star system’s location,” Ranik said.


     “I am well aware of our location. Is there
some significance to it?”


     “You are well within the Ancient’s space,”
Lathiel said.


     “But you said there are no Pera anymore.”


     “No, but their space is desolate. Your
system is an oasis in that desert. Only a few very young civilizations exist in
this area,” Lathiel said.


     “Shouldn’t there be traces of this
civilization for certain then, if we are in their old territory?” Mary asked.


     “The Pera core worlds were the subject of
large scale bombardment to an extent that their colonies were reduced to balls
of molten rock, even all this time later they still show no signs of life. Only
their outlying colonies and outposts survived to any degree.”


     “Have no other advanced civilizations
colonized the area since they left?” Mary asked.


     “There’s really nothing left to colonize.
The only other habitable planets in this region are already occupied by
intelligent species. Nearly all of them are on the fringes of the old Pera
Empire and none of them have achieved your level of advancement yet.”


     “What of the Pera? Why were their worlds
destroyed?” Bell
asked.


     “We’re not sure. There may have been a
civil war or possibly an outside influence. What survivors there were vanished
soon afterwards. There are legends that they left this galaxy and traveled to
the edge of the universe.”


     “Back to the subject, Lathiel. If these
Nevargh are far enough away not to be a threat to us, why did you come here?” Bell asked.


     “After the beam fired, I grew concerned as
to where the weapon may have gone. We never believed a wormhole would be
created by the discharge although it was remotely possible. I hoped it would
have simply continued through space until it dissipated or had disappeared into
a star. We were deeply saddened to discover where it went,” Lathiel said.


     “So you do advocate that you never
intentionally attacked us?” Bell
asked.


     “No, certainly not,” Lathiel replied.


     “It does seem convenient that this weapon
just happened to open a wormhole. This wormhole just happened to have an exit
point near our system and it just happened to hit our planet.”


     “It was a chance of one in a billion,”
Lathiel said. “Unfortunately, your race beat the odds.”


     “Yes, so it does seem far more likely that
this was intentional. You constructed a temporary wormhole to our system and
fired your doomsday weapon through it. Now that you crippled our race, we are
ready for an invasion.”


     “No!”


     “Such advanced technology combined with a seemingly
naive story. How stupid to you think we are?” Bell asked.


     “Mister Bell!” Mary exclaimed, “This is a
hearing, not a trial.”


     “And I am asking a question. How stupid do
you think we are?” Bell
repeated.


     “I,” Lathiel sputtered, finding himself at
a loss for words.


     “Mister Bell,” Ranik said rising from his
chair.


     “I asked Lathiel!” Bell roared.


     “Sir,” Lathiel said, scurrying for a
response, “we have told you the truth! We have no interest in conquest and
haven’t for centuries.”


     “That’s your story, but I submit that you
are attempting to deceive us,” Bell
said.


     “Why?”


     “Exactly! Why? Are you the first scouts of
an invasion force? It would make sense given the chaos you created with your
weapon.”


     “We are pacifists!” Lathiel exclaimed.


     “Again, that is your story. First you place
us in a state of chaos, and then you offer us peace to further our confusion.
In the middle of peace talks the rest of your fleet arrives to conquer us.”


     “Mister Bell, this is all speculation,”
Mary said.


     “But it is supported by the facts,” Bell said.


     “And could just as easily be erroneous.”


     “We have seen what they are capable of
first hand. They have admitted the weapon was theirs,” Bell said.


     “It was ancient, it will never fire again,”
Lathiel said.


     “That’s what you say. Where is your proof?”
Bell asked.


     “I,” Lathiel said in defeat, “I have none.
Only my word.”


     “Exactly,” Bell said in triumph.


     “Mister Bell, allow me to speak,” Ranik
said.


     “Granted,” Bell said, eyeing Ranik suspiciously.


     “We can show you images of the planet that
housed the weapon. You can easily see from those pictures that the weapon will
never fire again.”


     “And how do we know that they are not
forgeries?” Bell
asked.


     “I can’t offer any more than that, Sir.”


     “Not good enough, I would require solid
proof of this. How does that convince me that you aren’t planning an invasion?”


     “You have seen the sensor data on our
ships,” Lathiel said, “Clearly they are not ships of war.”


     “Why bring ships of war if this is only a
scout force to assess our resistance factor? It would make sense to present
yourself as wolves in sheep’s clothing,” Bell
said.


     “Sheep?”


     “Mister Bell,” Mary intervened, “I think
it’s time for a recess. You’ve given everyone a lot to think on.”


     “Agreed, we’ll adjourn for one hour,” Bell said. The panel exited
the room, leaving Lathiel standing at the podium in shock.



 


 


 

     “Did you see the way she was smiling at
him?” Catherine asked her entourage. The globe screen darkened and lowered into
the floor having finished its job of broadcasting the last segment of the
hearing.


     “I have to admit that I was paying more
attention to what was said,” Elizabeth
replied.


     “I noticed,” Victoria said, still looking at the place
the globe had occupied only moments before.


     “And what did you gather?” Catherine asked.


     “I’d say she’s growing fond of Admiral
Fredericks,” Victoria
said.


     “Possibly. There is a difference in how
they’re treating each other now.”


     “Do you think she has already conceived?”
Alexander asked.


     “She would have reported to us if that was
the case. I think she is proceeding apace to her goal,” Catherine said.


     “Do you think she’s growing an emotional
attachment to him?” Alexander asked.


     “I would prefer not to engage in
speculation. However, it would be easier for her if she had some level of
emotional attachment.”


     “The inquiry is here as my visions
predicted,” Alexander said. 


     “And at the cost of a possible victory, but
it couldn’t be avoided.”


     “What do we do with these inquiries?”
Napoleon asked.


     “We need the Ferine out of the way. This is
the way towards that goal.”


     “How so?” Victoria asked.


     “The findings are already decided. Once
they are finished, we’ll be in the perfect position to render a judgment that
will ensure the Ferine leave our system forever. Then we can deal with the Alliance.”


     “And what about their warhead? With it, we
can’t touch them, not without destroying the planet,” Alexander said.


     “I want you to relay some new orders to
Peter. There may be a way to use this warhead against the Alliance.”



 


 


 

    Maria grabbed a large decanter of fresh black coffee and
poured herself a second cup. She took a couple of small containers of milk and
dumped the contents into the earthenware mug followed by one packet of sugar.
She absently stirred the cup while she watched her first officer testify.


     “You were present on the bridge when it was
reported that the enemy force numbered one hundred and twenty ships?” Maria’s
lawyer asked.


     “Yes,” Ben Phelps replied.


     “Had she made a decision as to her battle
plan at that time?”


     “No, at that point we were at a stand—off. Our
orders were to ensure the Coalition battle group did not attempt to run the
blockade.”


     “And if the deadline passed?” Dixon asked.


     “We were told to wait for instructions.”


     “When did you receive your orders?” Dixon asked, while he paced
the bright oak walled room.


     “It was just as the deadline passed.”


     “These orders instructed you to do what
exactly?”


     “Our orders were to protect the outpost at
all costs.”


     “Did Maria give the order to fire?”


     “No,” Dixon
replied.


     “Did she wait for them to fire first?”


     “Yes.”


     “Then she gave the order to fire?”


     “Correct.”


     Maria looked to her right at the prosecutor
and waited for his first objection.


     “By this time had she formulated a battle
plan?” Dixon
asked.


     “Yes, she had.”


     “Objection: Speculative,” Myers said,
pretending to keep his attention on a fan of links in front of him.


     “Your Honor, some leeway?” Dixon asked.


     “Depends, Counsel, will this all be just
speculative?”


     “No Your Honor,” Dixon replied.


     “Proceed.”


     “At what point did she formulate a
countermeasure to the offensive?” Dixon
asked.


     “As soon as the enemy advanced on our
position.”


     “How do you know this?”


     “She told me the enemy commander was using
a very old battle plan and that we already had him over a barrel: he just
didn’t know it yet.”


     “Objection. Is this the Council’s proof?”
Myers asked, looking up from his collection of links.


     “Sir, I just require a few more questions,”
Dixon said.


     “Leeway’s starting to run out, Commander.”


     “May I continue?” Dixon asked.


     “Go ahead. A few questions, and that’s it.”


     “What was her order after her comment?” Dixon asked.


     “She ordered the Excalibur to the front
of the lines.”


     “An unusual command to order the flagship
to the front line,” Dixon
said.


     “Objection, Your Honor: leading the witness!”
Myers exclaimed, getting to his feet.


     “Alright, Commander Myers. Sit down. I’m
pretty sure this is going somewhere,” the judge said. Myers resentfully
complied and allowed the defense to continue.


     “What was her next order?” Dixon asked.


     “She ordered all fighters to launch and move
to the forward lines.”


     “Thank—you Commander,” Dixon said. “Could these orders have been
made for some other reason than for a strategic one?”


     “None that I know of.”


     “She had this formation ready before the
battle?” Dixon
asked.


     “Yes, Commander.”


     “Would you call that a snap decision?”


     “No Commander,” Phelps replied.


     “Just one more question, Commander. Would
you say that Admiral Peterson has an ego?”


     “Yes, Commander.”


     “Excuse me?” Dixon asked, raising his eyebrows.


     “Everyone has an ego, Commander.”


     Maria smiled from her seat. Phelps tipped
his head towards her in response.


     “Sorry, Commander. Would you say Admiral
Peterson has an inflated ego?”


     “No, I wouldn’t.”


     “No more questions, Your Honor,” Dixon said and returned
to the defense council’s desk.


     “Cross—examine, Commander Myer’s?” the
judge asked.


     “Delighted, Your Honor,” Myers said as he
jumped to his feet.


     “Contain your exuberance, Commander,” the
judge said while the prosecutor approached. Myer’s smug smile occupied his face
as he walked up to the witness stand.


     “How long have you known the Admiral?”
Myers asked.


     “About two months now,” Phelps replied.


     “Would you say you’re an expert on her
behavior after your long association?”


     “I guess not,” Ben replied. “I have not
known her very long.”


     “Yes or no, Commander,” Myers said.


     “No.”


     “No further questions,” Myers said and sat
down.



 


 


 

     Peter was busy recalibrating one of the
warhead’s numerous power relays in a continued attempt to bring the machine to
life. His earpiece beeped the unique signal indicating his true superiors
needed him. He looked up to a worker nearby who was also working on the
malfunctioning system.


     “I’m getting a private message. I’ll need
to take it in my quarters.”


     “Anything serious?”


     “No, just a sick relative. I’ll take my
break early and answer it just in case,” Peter said. The mechanic nodded and
took his place at the relay station.


     Peter walked at a quick pace to the lift
and descended down several floors to the crew quarters beneath the dome. Once
he arrived, he unlocked the voice print to his terminal and switched to an encrypted
channel. Alexander’s irritated expression filled much of the screen.


     “You took your time.”


     “I can’t sit in my quarters all day waiting
for your calls, you know,” Peter said.


     “No matter, I have new orders for you.”


     “Yeah, what is it?”


     “The particle warhead you’re working on,”
Alexander said.


     “Yes?” Peter asked now that his interest was
kindled.


     “I want you to plant a lock command in it.”


     “Be more specific, that could mean
anything,” Peter said.


     “I want you to reprogram the computer with
a planted command that would deny everyone access, except for you.”


     “Well, it is my baby.”


     “What?” Alexander asked with a squint of his
white eyes.


     “Nothing, sure “lock” command, got it.”


     “That easy? No complaints, no “Why am I
going out of my way” arguments?”


     “Why am I going out of my way?”


     “Always a smart ass,” Alexander replied,
“but you are being unusually cooperative, Peter. Is there something I should
know?”


     “You’re a subservient whelp.”


     “Pot calling the kettle black. Alliance use of this
weapon must be avoided at all costs, understood?” Alexander asked.


     “Understood.”


     Alexander deactivated the screen. Peter
continued to stare at the black screen even after Alexander’s image disappeared
from it. A blank stare occupied his face while he considered what his orders
meant.


     Might the Council use the weapon through
his control?


     His control.


     The idea of such a massive and formidable
device with a planted control like this was staggering for him. The computer
controlling the warhead was on an isolated system to prevent any outside
attempts at what he was just ordered to do. The command interface had a double
redundancy in its command codes so that at least three senior level officers
had to be present in order to activate it. The idea was that no one person
should have control over that much destructive power.


     He had access to that computer right now.


     After he was finished he would have the
ability to level the surface of the planet with a single command. The idea
brought a shiver of exhilaration up his back, and a slow megalomaniacal smile
spread across his face. A disturbing thought forced the smile away. He would
have that kind of power if they could get that great creation to finally
breathe.


     Peter left his quarters with a firm
determination to redouble his efforts.



 


 


 

     Lathiel and Ranik watched the evening’s
recap of events in the living room of their VIP quarters. Lathiel saw Ranik on
the screen for a few moments in the middle of his testimony.


     “I think I looked pretty good,” Ranik said
with a mug of coffee in hand. He had grown a taste for it having found the
supplied granules in the kitchen and, with some effort, had figured out how it
was made. He preferred plenty of cream in it with a small amount of sweetener.


     “You always think you look pretty good,”
Lathiel said. He watched the testimony from the fifth day of hearings. He took
a sip from the whiskey Elliot had given him at the party. 


“I don’t know
how you can drink that stuff,” Lathiel said of his cousin’s caffeine laden
refreshment.


     “It’s not bad with this dairy in it. What’s
your irritation about anyway?”


     “This isn’t making us look good,” Lathiel
replied. He stared at the screen that showed Ranik giving a long lecture
concerning the politics of the Ferine Assembly.


     “We are what we are,” Ranik said, gulping
back more of the hot coffee.


     “That’s not the problem. It’s what they perceive
us to be.”


     “What do you think they perceive?” Ranik
asked in imitation of his friend.


     “I wonder if this caffeine is having some
kind of effect on you.”


     “What kind of effect is it having?” Ranik
asked with a sideways smile.


     “Never mind. I’m worried about how their
International Network is presenting us.”


     “Why?”


     “They seem to be implying that we’re trying
to execute some kind of hoax. You saw that man, Phillip Bell, in the hearings,”
Lathiel said.


     “Strange little man. He can’t be more than
five foot six inches.”


     “Besides his height, he was treating us as
if we were deceiving him,” Lathiel said.


     “I noticed. As I said, a strange little
man.”


     “You just don’t get it, do you Ranik?”
Lathiel asked.


     “I get it; half of them don’t trust us.”


     “Yes, that half not only doesn’t trust us,
they want us in the ground with our ancestors.”


     “Are you sure?” Ranik slurred.


     “That’s enough coffee,” Lathiel said and
grabbed the mug from him. He stood up from the couch, marched to the
kitchenette nearby, and dumped its contents into the sink.


     “Hey!”


     “Here,” Lathiel said and gave him his glass
of whiskey.


     “Aah!” Ranik said after a deep draught of
the liquor. Lathiel poured himself a new glass and sat back on the couch with
Ranik dropping in the seat next to him.


     “We’ve got to look into this caffeine,” Ranik
said, sipping from his glass.


     “Back to the point, Ranik. They don’t want
to hand us flowers.”


     “No, I suppose not.”


     “I’m wondering if we should leave,” Lathiel
thought aloud.


     “Leave? I’m just starting to get to know
everyone.”


     “So they’ll know what to put on your
gravestone?” Lathiel asked.


     “It’s not that bad.”


     “With Elliot, Madison, and Joshua, no,”
Lathiel said and set his glass down on the oak coffee table. He grabbed the
remote and lowered the volume on the screen.


     “What’s wrong with Nadine?”


     “Stop thinking with your striped penis,”
Lathiel said.


     “Something wrong with your spotty one?”


     “Get the caffeine out of your head.”


     “What’s wrong with her?” Ranik demanded. He
sat up with a shroud of caffeine on his eyes.


     “You haven’t noticed the difference between
their two governments?”


     “Aren’t they the same?” Ranik asked. He was
more astute now that the whiskey was counteracting the coffee.


     “We have only one government and it’s very
different from theirs. We’re used to a single clear voice.”


     “They have two. That’s a problem?” Ranik
asked.


     “It is when they’re polarized. Nadine is
part of a very suspicious herd.”


     “We were once,” Ranik said, thinking of
their distant forbearers.


     “They do remind me of our ancestors as well.
The Coalition seems so suspicious and devious.”


     “The Alliance
though,” Ranik said picking up his glass of Rye Whiskey and presenting it as
the solidification of his point.


     “They’re militaristic, but they have more
similarities to us than differences. They’re more organized than we are.”


     “So are armies,” Ranik said.


     “So are alliances.”


     “You want to ally with half of a race?”
Ranik asked,


     “The Alliance
is closer to forty percent of their race.”


     “So we’ll side with the minority?” Ranik
asked, looking at his cousin.


     “I’m not saying that, I’m just speculating
about the future.”


     “Yes. Certainly. But if this doesn’t come
down to an alliance with half of an entire race but approximately half of it,
who would you choose?”


     “This is about your trust in Nadine,”
Lathiel replied.


     “What of it?”


     “She might be trying to play on our
ignorance of their culture.”


     He harrumphed and took a swig from his
glass, emptying it. “I don’t think so.”


     “How do you know?”


     “I trust her,” Ranik replied.


     “Why?”


     “Stop talking like a Human, Lathiel. I just
know. Nadine’s a good woman,” he said and got up for another glass of whiskey.


     “I’ve got the last of it.”


     “To the Ruby then,” he said, patriotically.


     “The rest of them are different.”


     “What?” Ranik asked as he placed a bottle
of Ruby brandy down on the coffee table. He poured a full glass of the glowing
liquid.


     “The Coalition.”


     “Yes, the Coalition,” Ranik said, heartily
and sat down.


     “They are suspicious of us.”


     “They do have a reason to be,” Ranik said.


     “That’s true, but this suspicious?”


     “Also true,” Ranik replied revolving the brandy
around in his glass.


     “We do have to ask ourselves what to do if
these hearings find against us.”


     “You mean reparations?”


     “I mean reprimands,” Lathiel replied.


     “A political do your time or a real “This is
your sentence”?”


     “Maybe both.”   


     “Not an outcome I would like,” Ranik said.


     “How would our ancestors judge us?”


     “They’d probably hang us for our offenses,
perceived or not. I heard they preferred to have people sentenced to death
garroted.”


     “And we were just talking of similarities
to our ancestors,” Lathiel said.


     “Only on the Coalition’s side.”


     “Yes and there are seven Coalition members
on a twelve member panel.” 


     “Hmm,” Ranik said, revolving the glowing
crimson brandy in his glass. “That still doesn’t mean we just leave.”


     “It is an option. They could never catch us
with our fold drives and they would face at least a ten year journey if they
tried to follow us.”


     “There may be nothing left to find in ten
years,” Ranik said, watching his image relate the story of their first
discovery of the wormhole.


     “Yes Ranik, I know.”


     “All the more reason to make friends and
stay,” Ranik said.


     “I suppose so, but aren’t we taking our
chances?”


     “On what front?” Ranik asked.


     “The Nevargh on one side and revenge on the
other.”


     “Fury to the left and fury to the right
with only a dark, narrow road between,” Ranik quoted.


     “That sounds familiar, where does it come
from?”


     “It’s Jusrick’s Firesong from the
ancient times,” Ranik replied.


     “I never knew you were so well read.”


     “One of my many pastimes.”


     “It seems an appropriate passage,” Lathiel
said.


     “I hope this turns out better.”


     “There was a second part to that line,
wasn’t there?”


     “It goes: Fury to the left and fury to the
right with only a dark, narrow road between that led to our sorrow,” Ranik
quoted.


     They sat in silence and watched the recap
of Ranik’s testimony on the screen.







     The plans for the new Alliance fleet boasted some ten thousand
ships arranged in a new configuration, emulating the improvements in store for
the nation. There would be ten fleets divided into ten divisions. Those
divisions would be divided into five wings with each wing having four
squadrons. To date this new approach to fleet organization is still in use.


     The Coalition’s preference for a large
fleet of frigates over the Alliance’s
smaller fleet of battleships showed their belief that space tactics were moving
towards smaller, more maneuverable, ships. Cruisers and destroyers of the old
fleet would be retrofitted and returned to service in supporting roles for
their newer cousins. The tall carriers were slated for decommission and would
never serve again in either fleet.
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Elliot kept a
meal warm in the food processor while he waited out the ten minutes until
Nadine was expected to arrive. She had suggested the date to get to know him
better. Elliot could hardly refuse now that he had such an intimate knowledge
of her. He sat down and turned on the INN.
Presently, they were speaking of one of the panel members, a Coalition
representative named Nancy Wright. She was a member of MERA of all things and
an adjutant to Louis of the Twelve. He saw no indication of any abilities of
her own and believed her to be more of an administrative cog in their machine.
The biography seemed to support his supposition. Although she was a quiet
person in nature, she knew how to climb the ladder of her hierarchy.


     The sound of the biographer’s droning voice
was interrupted by the beep of a communications signal. Elliot sighed at the
intrusion so close to dinner. He gave his voice authorization for the high
level clearance signal. The dark, aging features of Fleet Admiral Nelson
appeared on the screen.


     “Admiral, good to see you,” Elliot said.


     “I just wanted to give you a heads up. Our
military analysts are predicting a finding against the Ferine.”    


     “I don’t need an analyst to tell me that,”
Elliot said.


     “There’s more. We’re expecting an
extradition request in a few weeks and I’ve got to speak to the Senate and the
Prime Ministers.”


     “Extradition request?” Elliot asked.


     “There isn’t an official one yet. We’re
expecting one as soon as they find against the Ferine.”


     “They really are that certain aren’t they? I’ll
see if there is anything we can do to change that. What do you think the
Coalition would do if they ended up with the Ferine in their possession and a
guilty verdict?”


     “I think a stretched neck for a Ferine has
the same effect as it does for a Human,” Nelson said.


     “This isn’t the eighteenth century.”


     “Concept is the same, Eli.”


     “Surely they wouldn’t resort to that.”


     “Are you sure? Are you really sure?” Nelson
asked.


     “Than I assume you are recommending against
any extradition request.”


     “Haven’t made up my mind yet,” he replied.


     “I hope you keep me updated.”


     “You’re first on my list,” Nelson said and
ended the communication.


     Elliot sighed out stress and allowed his
back to sink into the plush couch of grey only to have an involuntary jerk of
alarm shoot through his muscles at Nadine’s early buzz for entry. He sat back
up and rose to his feet to allow his Coalition counterpart entry into his
quarters. He pressed the small dark button next to the door and saw the MERA
operative in loose, willowy clothing of sea green with a low neckline to tease
Elliot’s eyes. She held a small lavender bag in one hand.


     “Very oceanic, General.”


     “I just got it yesterday. I needed some new
clothes,” she said, exposing a satisfied smile.


     “Come in.”


     “Is something wrong?” she asked. Her smile
disappeared from her face.


     “Just an update. Do you want some coffee?”


     “Sure,” she said, elongating the word in
suspicion of his explanation.


     “Just a minute,” he said and walked to the
kitchen. She placed the bag on the floor and followed him on slow legs. Nadine
paused at the entrance to the kitchen as he poured two cups of coffee from a
fresh pot sitting in the percolator.


     “What kind of update?”


     Elliot gave her a look of obvious
incredulity while he readied the drinks. “What do you have in it?”


     “Just milk.”


     He poured milk from a small metal
dispenser, prepared his own and brought them to the table. The two wordlessly
sat down with Nadine uncertainly taking the opposite chair to him at a
transparent table similar to the one in her quarters.


     “If we’re not going to talk about that then
can we find something else to talk about?”


     “Sure,” Elliot replied, playing with his
cup.


     “Fine,” she said losing patience, “I’ll go
back to my quarters.”


     “If that’s what you want.”


     She left the coffee and stood up, crossing
the room while he continued to stare at his cup. Nadine nearly reached the exit
before turning on her heel. She paced back to his engrossed thought and slapped
the table with both hands.


     “What the hell is wrong with you?”


     Elliot passed the mug back and forth between
each hand.


     “I showed you my mind. Tonight you were
supposed to tell me about you and now you’re acting like this. What is your
problem? Is this cold feet?”


     He said nothing and continued to examine
his ceramic, clay colored cup of coffee. Nadine stood up straight and, with a
fast left hand, slapped the mug from his hand and sent if flying into the wall.


     “What?” she demanded.


     “Have you gotten any updates?”


     “Like what kind of updates?”


     “About the Ferine.”


     “What about the Ferine?”


     “Are you going to extradite them?”


     “Why would we extradite them?” she asked
and sat down at the table.


     “Good question. Once the panel finds
against them,” Elliot began.


     “That’s not been determined yet,” Nadine
interrupted.


     “Don’t tell me you’re that naive.”


     “As far as I know, the hearing is not
finished and no judgment has been made.”


     “If I had not seen your mind, I wouldn’t
believe it,” Elliot said.


     “Believe me? Why, you don’t trust me
anymore?”


     “Maybe you should contact your Council,”
Elliot said.


     “And why would I contact them?” 


     “I think you’re being kept out of the
loop.”


     “I’m in the loop! I’m Catherine’s own,” she
said and stopped.


     “Her what?”


     “I’m her daughter, why would she keep me
out of anything?”


     “You’re mother is Catherine?” Elliot
ruminated on the information with a shocked stare before he continued. “Ask
her, since she’s your mother.”


     “I’m asking you!”


     “You want to know? The panel will find
against the Ferine and then your great nation will ask for their extradition so
they can line them up and execute them,” Elliot said. “Let’s just get all the
cards on the table. Do you even know that you’re a puppet?”


     “I am no puppet,” Nadine said.


     “You’re not naive either.”


     “We would never execute an alien species,”
Nadine said.


     “Just life imprisonment then? It would be a
short sentence for Ranik. I doubt he has many years left in him.”


     “We wouldn’t do that.”


     “You have in the past with other
scapegoats,” Elliot said.


     “That’s different.”


     “How?”


     “They were minor dissidents and they were
Human.”


     “Like Innick?” he asked in reference to a years
old public court case.


     “He was a terrorist.”


     “He was a farmer!”


     “And he was dangerous,” she said.


     “You mean he was dangerous to the Council.”   


     “The Council is the Coalition!”


     “And that’s why your Council, your mother, will
do her best to get rid of Lathiel and Ranik,” Elliot said.     


     “Oh yes, those two are such a danger,” she
said, sarcastically.


     “They are to the Council.”


     “Sure they are.”


     “Now you sound like a loyal member of the
Coalition.”


     “I am a loyal member of the
Coalition,” Nadine said.


     “The same Coalition that sent you to bed in
tears every night.”


     “I can’t believe that you’d use that
against me,” Nadine said and rose to leave.


     “Angry? Why don’t you lobotomize me? You’ve
done it before.”


     Nadine’s body stiffened as she faced the
door. She stood there while he considered his fate. He looked at her dark,
shining hair for quite some time while she stood still. After nearly a full
minute of eternity, she slowly turned towards him. He saw the tears flowing
down her face. She began trembling and sank to her knees.


     “I couldn’t do that to you.”


     “Why?” Elliot demanded. His face was white
with the thought of his own mortality.


     “I couldn’t. Even if I could, I wouldn’t,”
she said in a shaking voice.


     “Why am I different? I’m just another
Defensive.”


     “No your not,” she said and stopped short
of telling him her personal orders.


     “What is it then?”


     “You’ve seen me. No one else ever has.”


     “And?” he whispered.


     “You didn’t leave. You didn’t hate me. You
didn’t walk away.”


     “I hate the Coalition.”


     “I hate the Alliance,” Nadine said with a placating
gesture.


     “Come here,” he said. She stood up and
walked to him. He took her by the waist and guided her to her knees so that she
could face him eye to eye. From his seat he embraced her and brought her face
to his. He took a careful hand and softly wiped the tears from her face. Nadine
closed her eyes at his caress and felt his lips on her forehead.


     She kept her eyes closed at the feeling
followed by the touch of lips meeting hers. Nadine felt the warmth of the kiss
and returned the touch with hers.


     They pulled away from each other and looked
into the dark pupils of each other’s eyes. They searched for the origin of new
emotions held for one another.


     “So tell me about yourself,” Nadine said.


     “Over coffee?”


     “Yours is on the wall,” she said, softly.


     “I’ll clean it up later,” Elliot laughed,
“Do you always have such a temper?”


     “You always seem to be able to make me
angry.”


     “You seem to evoke some pretty strong emotions
from me too.”


     “I’ll get you another cup,” she said and
rose to go to the kitchen. As she concentrated on replicating the condiments he
had dispensed into his coffee, she felt arms enclose her waist from behind.
“Don’t think we’re going to have make—up sex now.”


     “I know,” he said and kissed her neck. She
turned around from the completed preparation of his coffee and kissed him
again.


     “You know you are a charming man when you
want to be.”


     “Yes Ma’am,” he said and kissed the back of
her hand. Nadine smiled and issued a soft laugh before thinking of their
conversation.


     “Do you really think the Council will try
to execute the Ferine?”


     “Nadine, I really am worried about Lathiel
and Ranik’s well being.”


     “So am I. I just don’t know what to do,”
Nadine said confronting her own dawning realizations.


     “I won’t let anything happen to them,”
Elliot said. Nadine reached out with her right hand and took his.


     “Neither will I. The panel is led by Bell and he would
advocate a formal punishment under normal circumstances but I believe he would
opt for some type of legal sanction for the Ferine.”


     “I don’t think so. I believe the Twelve
want them out of the way.”


     “I still don’t understand. Why would that
be in my mother’s best interests?” Nadine asked.


     “We were at war when all of this started.
The Ferine stopped it by initiating First Contact. The Council wanted to win
and early on, before either of the fleets were completed. Something convinced
them they would win by committing themselves to a war right away.”


     “And now the Ferine are preventing that,”
Nadine said, beginning to understand his line of thought.


     “Exactly, and if you have an obstacle in
your path you find a way around it or you simply remove it.”


     “If they were to find them guilty in the
hearings, they would move on to a court trial. If you’re right, they don’t have
the time for that,” Nadine said.


     “Which is why they would demand the
extradition of Lathiel and Ranik to a neutral site like the UN.”


     “That wouldn’t solve the problem,” Nadine
said.


     “No, but I’m sure they could conveniently disappear.
The other Ferine would be horrified and flee the system.”


     “And the Alliance would be furious. It would lead to a
war,” Nadine finished and Elliot nodded his head. “Elliot, they would look like
maniacs in such a circumstance.”


     “Who would know for sure that it was the
Coalition? The Twelve would accuse the Alliance
of taking them as a sympathetic party and the Alliance would accuse them of a secret
execution.”


     “The Twelve would have their war and, if we
won, access to your new fleet before it was completed,” Nadine said.


     “You got it. Still want to be friends?”


     “I think we’ve headed beyond friends,” she
replied.


     “Do you think we can tell anyone that?”


     “I doubt anyone I know would ever
understand,” Nadine replied.


     “Josh would be furious. Madi would be okay
with it, but Josh would know within hours of telling her.”


     “We always have secrets, don’t we?” Nadine
sighed and put her coffee down on the table.


     “The life of a Defensive and an
Aggressive,” Elliot replied.


     “Why don’t we make a pact?” Nadine asked.


     “I’m listening.”


     “When it’s just the two of us the contacts
are out.”


     “I don’t know, those white eyes,” Elliot
said.


     “You said you found them exotic!”


     Elliot stood up and walked to his bedroom.


     “Where are you going?”


     “I’m going to get a couple of lens cases.”


     He returned from the bedroom a moment later
with two cases and a bottle of fluid. Elliot sat them down on the table. As
they removed their lenses, he remembered an earlier promise Nadine had made.


     “Weren’t you supposed to bring something?”
he asked. She had one white eye and one blue eye darting about as she searched
her mind for what he was referring to.


     “Oh!” she exclaimed and walked to the door.
She stopped at the entrance and picked up a forgotten, small, lavender colored
bag. Nadine pulled out a dark bottle, brought it to the table, and set it down
with a soft clink of glass at the center of the dinette.


     Nadine removed her other contact while
Elliot examined the bottle having already taken both his lenses out.


     “Champagne?”


     “I felt like celebrating,” she replied.


     “Well, we’ll need glasses. Let me get
some.”


     Nadine looked at her reflection in the
window. Behind her image the Earth witnessed her true appearance of all white
eyes.


     “I heard that on both sides, we’re always
born with normal eyes,” Nadine said while she contemplated her image. Elliot
returned from the kitchen with two glasses in his hands.


     “That’s what I understand.”


     “Why is that?” she asked. He opened the
bottle with a pop of the cork.


     “I’m not sure. I only know that once the
training begins, our irises either become white or black,” Elliot replied. He poured
a glass and set it down in front of her.


     “Have you ever met an untrained sensitive?”


     “Haven’t you?”


     “No, all of ours are always trained. The
Coalition has a strict policy regarding sensitives. We’re all members of MERA.”


     “That’s not such a bad idea in a way,”
Elliot said while he poured champagne into his glass.


     “Because there’s something wrong with the
ones you have met?”


     “No, not exactly. They’re normal, but if
they refuse training, they never go beyond sensing an occasional emotion or
seeing a glimpse of a person’s intentions,” Elliot replied.


     “So what’s the problem?”


     “They always seem to be a shadow of people
like you and me. I can’t help but feel pity for their lost potential. They
seem, years later, to be almost ashamed of themselves,” he said, remembering
the encounters with atrophied sensitives from his past.


     “Are you sure that’s not just your own
opinion clouding your judgment?”


     “Maybe. Would you have preferred to not
have been trained?” he asked, looking into her all white eyes.


     “I don’t know. There have been days where I
wished I never had these abilities, especially with what I’ve done.”


     “Ah, well I can understand that.”


     “Haven’t you ever had a moment of regret?”
she asked.


     “Yes.”


     “When?”


     “I was about twenty years old,” he
recalled. “There was a robbery at a grocery I was in. I felt his insane anger
and apathy at killing someone.”


     “I’ve seen that in minds.”


     “I felt his apathy when he shot the store
clerk.”


     “Oh.”


     “And I could feel both of their emotions as
one of them died and the other stood at the counter looking at his body.” 


     “How could that possibly feel to someone?”


     “Like I never wanted to have known those
feelings in the first place,” he replied and looked at his glass of champagne.


     “Would you have refused training?”


     “No, I can’t be less than I am.”


     “Neither can I,” she said and raised her
glass of bubbling champagne. “What should we toast to?”


     “Hope?”


     “I have no problem with that, but why?”


     “I haven’t felt it in years, but you
changed my mind.”


     “Hope,” she said and clinked her glass with
his. Both sipped at the champagne and set the glasses down feeling pangs of
hunger in their stomachs.


     “Where’s dinner?” Nadine asked.


     “It’s being kept warm.”


     “And what is dinner?”   


     “Turkey,” he said, purposely
omitting the rest of the meal.


     “And?” she asked expectantly.


     “Mashed potatoes.”


     “Gravy?” she asked.


     “Enough to sink a ship.”


     “Well, let’s start! I’m hungry!”


     “Hey,” Elliot said while he retrieved the
prepared meal from the food dispenser, “do you want to give the Ferine a fair
shot?”


     “What did you have in mind?”



 


 


 

     Maria entered into a familiar court in Honolulu after three weeks
of endless testimony. Her lawyer was at her side as they approached their
customary table. She saw a large carafe of coffee on the table and thanked God
it was there. She had barely four hours of sleep the previous night, broken by
fits of consciousness.


     She sat down with her lawyer in the bright
oak—fitted room. The bright sunlight of a warm morning flowed through large,
tall windows on the wall past the prosecutor’s desk. She grasped the handle of
the carafe and poured a full cup of coffee. She dumped packets of sugar into it
while her lawyer watched her trembling hands.


     “I have an excellent closing argument.”


     “I’m sure you do. So does he,” Maria said,
looking at the prosecutor who had followed them in.


     “He doesn’t have anything,” Dixon said in a lowered
voice. “All of the officers have supported you, every last one of them. Not one
bit of testimony has shown you in a bad light.”


     “What about Flanders?”
she asked, pouring a generous amount of cream into her cup to counteract the
acid that had begun to irritate her stomach.


     “The engineer?”


     “All of that about hull stress analysis,”
she replied and grabbed her mug. Morning light glowed on her metal—shod face.


     “He said the results were inconclusive.”


     “So is my future!” Maria exclaimed in a harsh
whisper.


     Myers finished his preparation for closing
arguments at his desk while giving a glance to her tortured face. They all
stood a moment later when the presiding judge entered from an oak door of rich
engravings and sat at his large, elevated desk.


     “You may be seated.”


     They took their chairs and the judge
continued.


     “Closing arguments,” he said. “For this
trial, I have decided the defense will go first.”


     “Shit!” Maria exclaimed under her breath. Dixon got up from his
seat and walked to the center of the floor.


     “Your Honor, there is no conclusive
evidence against Admiral Maria Peterson. Every witness has corroborated her
testimony. Admiral Peterson has a long standing record of excellent service
with our fleet and no one has been able to call that fact into question. She
had no reason to compromise that outstanding record in the Battle at Outpost Fourteen. The loss of her
ship was necessary, given the circumstances, and her concern for her crew was
exemplary.


     “The prosecution’s case rests on primitive
instincts below anyone’s comprehension and speculation on evidence that has not
been established. Reasonable doubt is not only here it is residing at my desk
and at yours, Your Honor. Thank—you,” Dixon
said and resumed his seat next to Maria. 


     Commander Myers rose from his chair and
took the place his counterpart had just vacated.


     “No conclusive evidence? I say motive,” he
said raising a finger. “Every witness corroborates the Admiral’s testimony?
Wrong. Several witnesses could not confirm her testimony. Some have even shown
her recounting of events to be in considerable doubt.


     “She does have a long service with our
fleet, but excellent?” he turned and looked to the Admiral. “She has a penchant
for juvenile remarks with her superiors, never showing them due respect. By
extension, neither has she shown proper respect for her superior’s orders. She
had every reason to compromise that record because it doesn’t exist.


     “She may have spared her crew, but the loss
of her ship was necessary? There I will agree with the defense. It was
absolutely necessary for her reckless ambition.


     “Primitive instincts? We all have them, and
so does the Admiral. I doubt her ability to get away with the selfish sacrifice
of a multi—billion dollar vessel. Thank—you, Your Honor,” Myers said and sat
back at his desk.


     “We will adjourn,” the Judge declared. “You
will be notified when I have reached a decision.” He stood followed by the rest
of the people in the room, and left through the same door that he had entered.


     “I feel so much better now,” Maria said,
slamming her coffee down on the table. Little waves of its creamy filling
lapped onto the table as she fled from the courtroom.



 


 


 

     The panel allowed a flock of reporters and
members of high society to attend the last testimony in the large courtroom. A
near hysteria pervaded the room as Ranik was asked to the podium to issue his
closing televised testimony.


     “I am aware of many rumors as to our
purpose here,” Ranik began. “I would like to assure you that these rumors are
false, but I can’t.”


     A hum of derision came from behind him.


     “I can’t because I have no hard proof that
we are telling you the truth. I have only my word.”


     Another derisive murmur answered Lathiel.


     “What I can show you is this,” he said, pointing
an index finger to the wall behind the panel members. The room grew dark as the
overhead lights dimmed and the windows changed tint to prevent outside light
from coming in.


     An image of a blasted, huge planet sprung
to life on the wall as the panel members swiveled their chairs to view the
slideshow.


     “This is the planet our home world of
Cartise orbits. The weapon that hit your world is there on Helas,” he said,
indicating a blackened crater on the dead planet.


     “It caused so many secondary explosions
upon discharge that it killed over three hundred of the volunteers at the base.”
Another picture flashed onto the wall showing a shot of the interior of the
base. Fallen supports and charred walls littered a hallway without power.


     “It can never fire again.” Another picture
flashed across the wall. The exterior of the base was shown. It was a charcoal
colored vista of destroyed buildings, walls, and land.


     “This is the enemy fleet we fought.” The
image changed to one of starlit space. Tens of thousands of warships littered
the photograph. A collective inhalation of breath was heard across the room. 


     Dark grey warships of vicious natures
crowded the projected image. The smaller ships in the fleet looked like grey
stingrays, missing their tails. Instead of a mouth, their was a pincer like
indentation at the front of the hull. The heavier warships shared the same
appendage, but were several times larger and had great battle modules on their
wings. Each module was barbed with torpedo batteries and other weapons
emplacements.


     “And this is a Nevargh. This is why we
chose to repair and activate the weapon.” The image changed again to a humanoid
being with dark olive scales and eyes sporting unusual red irises.


     “This is our home world,” The projection
changed to show a green world with a violet hue.


     “This is why we used the weapon our
Ancestors had left behind. I will now turn this over to my associate and
cousin, Lathiel,” Ranik said and sat down.


     Lathiel left his seat and replaced his
relative at the stand. Light returned to the courtroom.


     “We are not your enemies. We have come to
make amends for committing a grievous error on behalf of our race,” Lathiel
began. “In spite of our mistake that has caused this misunderstanding, we are a
peaceful people.”


     Lathiel turned from the board of inquiry
and faced the audience.


     “We ask your forgiveness for our
transgressions against you. We can supply you with whatever technology we have
to enhance your culture and we will gladly lend any aid we are capable of to
assist you in disaster relief. Our ways of the past have been violent, but we
chose to learn from our history and become a peaceful race. Though our recent
actions have suggested otherwise, I assure you that they were made under the
most extreme circumstances and under the greatest threat we have ever faced.”


     “We have learned from our past and I humbly
ask you, all of you, to trust our sincerity. Thank—you.”


     A long murmur of conversation lingered
throughout the room while Lathiel left the podium and returned to his seat. The
Alliance speaker
for the panel leaned towards his microphone.


     “I now will allow for closing summaries
from our Coalition Representative, Lieutenant General Nadine Hanover.”


     Nadine got up from her seat, a link in hand,
and walked to the podium. Billions of Coalition watchers across the known
worlds watched her and waited for the personal reflection of their comrade. She
placed a link on the podium and occasionally looked to it for reference during
her speech.


     “Upon first seeing the Ferine ships outside
our solar system, I was suspicious. I was unsure of the validity of such an
alien vessel. To be honest, I believed it to be an Alliance deception of some kind.


     “Until I met these two creatures,” she said
and gestured with her right hand to the Ferine seated nearby. “My suspicions
only graduated to concern, even fear, of these new beings that threatened our
race. 


     “And to me, they were a threat. From these
people came terror, violence, destruction, and death. Why shouldn’t I hate and
fear them?” Nadine asked and paused to look at her link. “Those were my
thoughts on the first day of contact.


     “When I met them I was more disquieted.
They were alien beings of a malicious nature as far as I was concerned, but I
had a job to do. They seemed cowardly and rude to me, but I continued my role
of diplomat and recommended to our Council that we cease our military
aggressions against the Alliance.
I suffered a further setback when I was told that I would be the sole Coalition
representative on a ship populated by Alliance
officers with my only company being a couple of extraterrestrials.


     “As I stand here today, I can tell you I
will never regret the decision to stay there and obey my orders.


     “That evening on what I initially perceived
to be a feeble attempt to gain my trust I met two incredible members of another
race. I found that evening that my suspicions were unfounded, that my fear was
biased, and that what I thought may be future conquerors were as docile as,”
she smiled for a moment, “as cats.”


     Laughter erupted from the courtroom and was
quickly quelled by a bang from the speaker’s gavel.


     “I can tell you from my past weeks with
them that these Ferine you see accused of malevolent acts of slaughter are
gentlemen. They have been nothing but honest, sincere, and kind. If these
proceedings are to escalate into a trial, then I will be the first in the
witness stand to defend them.


     “To my Human peers and comrades: Fear and
hatred are in our nature, but so are compassion and understanding. Our God, our
Creator, our Maker would be the first to say that forgiveness is a virtue.


     “This is not only true of our attitude
towards the Ferine but of our brothers, regardless of what banner they follow.”


     Nadine left the podium amidst stunned
silence and resumed her seat next to Ranik.


     “I’m sorry,” she whispered to her striped
friend.


     “Don’t you dare be,” Ranik whispered back.
“What you said has dug deeper and has more of an impact than anything I
could’ve told them. Today, I know you are a true friend.”


     Ranik took her hand and gave it a gentle
squeeze which she reciprocated as Elliot took the stand.


     “I have to thank you,” Nadine whispered.


     “For what?”


     “For making me feel like myself again.”


     “How long has it been?”


     “I don’t remember,” she said.


     “Thank—you General,” Elliot said at the podium.
“I can’t give a better summary of the past few months than my counterpart, so I
won’t try. All I can say is what I hope this meeting with a new species will
bring.


     “I don’t hope for war. I don’t hope for
imprisonment for these two Ferine or any others. I hope for a continuing truth
and parlance,” he said and turned towards Nadine, “with our brothers no matter
what banner they follow.”


     Elliot turned back towards the panel.


     “This incident followed by the phenomenal
First Contact we have been treated to could be referred to as a form of divine
intervention, telling us not to fight but to forgive. I agree with my
counterpart in this.


     “We have been in a state of war, albeit
passive, for generations, and I do not look on First Contact as an interruption
but as a savior to our regretful routines of distrust and outright aggression.
All of Humanity is proud. Each individual rightfully takes pride in their
heritage, culture, and nation. I only see fit that our tradition should
continue and expand to the other cultures regardless of their planet of origin.


     “Honesty is to say that when General
Hanover came to our ship I was more distrustful of her than of our new
arrivals. Why not? We have decades of distrust between our two governments.


     “Many of my Alliance officers, including me, had thought
of her as an interloper, a purposefully malfunctioning cog installed in our otherwise
smoothly running machine. That is what we always believed any Coalition soldier
would be. She was only there to sabotage our efforts and hinder our progress.
That is what I thought on the first day of contact.


     “For sometime I continued to believe that.
It was through my experiences aboard the Excalibur with  the Ferine that, by extension, I saw and
understood what a member of the Coalition stood for.


     “If General Nadine Hanover is a typical
example of the Coalition than I have underestimated your entire nation. She is
a loyal member of your government and she is a formidable person. I have seen
an intelligent and compassionate person of redoubtable makeup. To this end I do
not see why we can’t take this opportunity to make amends. General,” he said
and left the podium with a proffered hand outstretched to her. Nadine got up
from her seat and met him in full view of the panel as well as the chamber.
They grasped each other’s right hands in agreement. Elliot turned back to the
podium amid applause.


     “My compatriots and my opposition on the
panel: these Ferine delegates have, by their very nature, shown that two people
on opposite sides could put aside their differences and become friends. I do
not understand how they can not show the rest of us a peaceful resolution by
their example.”


     He looked to the two Ferine in their
chairs.


     “These individuals, these people, are our
friends. It is time to let the past become part of history. We can, in the face
of First Contact see it as a momentary pause in our fighting or we can view it
as an opportunity to set forth into a truce and even make it a first step
towards peace between our proud nations.


     “To do otherwise can only have a destructive
end for the Human race. We can see peace and a mutually beneficial treaty
between us or lasting and devastating war for both of us.


     “I imagine that many of you out there
believe that I have gone off topic but ask yourself what the central issue has
always been?


     “The Ferine have done nothing more than we
have done to ourselves. The Romans conquered. The Ottoman
 Empire conquered. The Nazis conquered. The EIA conquered. For the
first time we have a people who came to sincerely apologize, not conquer. We
can move forward or continue the oversights of our ancestors, who were far
more violent than the Ferine’s.


     “Thank—you.”



 


 


 

     A multi—faceted globe descended into the
floor of a twelve sided room. A dozen black—garbed people regally dressed with
the golden insignia of MERA on their right breasts looked on in shock.


     “Comments?” Catherine demanded.


     “Is there some sort of ulterior motive
here?” Elizabeth
asked.


     “None that I’m aware of. Certainly nothing
that I had assigned her to do.”


     “She’s certainly grown very fond of Admiral
Fredericks,” Alexander said.


     “Fond is a speculative word in this case.
She may only be building up a friendly and loving relationship with him in
order to ensure his seduction.”


     “Her priorities then take precedence to the
exclusion of all else? She may have unduly influenced the panel,” Alexander
said.


     “Perhaps she has influenced the Alliance panel members
but they are in the minority, and I assure you the Coalition vote has already
been decided.”


     “But what about the public perception? We
don’t need riots in the streets,” Alexander said.


     “I agree,” Napoleon said.


     “I will issue additional troops to our
streets. The Alliance
civilian population is the responsibility of another government.”


     “Nadine has been given her usually generous
amount of leeway,” Alexander said.


     “She will not escape this unscathed. I can
assure all Council members here that she will be dealt with and properly
chastised,” Catherine said.


     “We are still left to deal with damage
control.”


     “Yes, but I think you exaggerate the extent
of damage done by this. Her actions may be beneficial to us,” Catherine said.


     “It would be dangerous to ask for
extradition now. That could very well result in a rebellion. We can execute convicted
traitors, but we can’t execute martyrs,” Napoleon said.


     “So we won’t.”


     “That was crucial to our plans. They could
easily have been dealt with outside of Alliance
jurisdiction,” Theresa said.


     “We change our plans appropriately.”


     “How?” Victoria asked.


     “We don’t have time for everyone to
participate in foresight. What do you see, Alexander?” Catherine asked.
Alexander’s eyes glazed over as he stared into nowhere.


     “I see three hawks, one of them is in the
sky, and two are in a nest. The nest is on a Coalition flag,” he said after a
long pause in the future.


     “Three hawks?” Catherine asked.


     “There are three Ferine starships,”
Alexander said.


     “That could cause a war,” Napoleon said,
understanding the meaning of the symbols.


     “Exactly,” Catherine said with a smile.







     Many have wondered as to why there was
such an intensive persecution of Admiral Maria Peterson. By this time she was
revered within the annals of the Allied forces as an astute and brilliant
commander. The general response from polite questions after the inquiry was
that it was their duty to prosecute the admiral for the loss of one of their
vessels. However, they hired their best prosecutor to take the cast.


     The results have created more
questions as to why he was hired in the first place. There are rumors that
rivals of Fleet Admiral Nelson were trying to get rid of Admiral Peterson but
no conclusive evidence has ever come to light.
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Maria returned
to the courtroom after being disturbed from her barely touched lunch. The judge
had deliberated for three hours, which had brought uncertainty as to what his
decision might be. She had a passing familiarity with court martial proceedings
and had no idea if a longer deliberation would have been a bad or good signal for
her case. Her lawyer had said only that it was case specific and hadn’t
speculated as to the findings other than that they had a strong case.


     She sat impatiently as she heard the heavy
wooden doors behind her open and close. Maria expected to see the despised
prosecutor, but instead was surprised to see the tall Fleet Admiral Nelson
enter. The five stars of his office gleamed on each side of his collar while he
found a seat at the back of the sparsely populated courtroom. The prosecutor
entered a minute later and hastily sat at his desk. The crumbs of his dinner
clung to his dark navy duty tunic despite a momentary effort to dislodge them
with a quick swipe of his hand. She saw the surprise of the quick recall on his
face and thought it a good indication.


     The judge entered through the elegant door
at the back of the courtroom. All stood at attention for his entrance and
seated themselves once he had given his permission.


     “I have closely reviewed the evidence of
this case and I have come to a verdict,” the judge said. Maria’s stomach
tightened as she waited for him to continue. “Admiral Peterson, please rise.”


     She and her lawyer stood up and gazed at
the high perched judiciary. 


     “Although the prosecuting council has built
an impressive case against the defendant, I find the accusations against you to
be filled with supposition and speculation. Nowhere in this action could I find
any proof of any malicious or ambitious intentions on your part. Your strategy
appears to have been sound and your actions appropriate when the field of
battle had changed unexpectedly.


     “The loss of the AWS Excalibur,
although tragic, appears to have been necessary. Your crew has corroborated
enough of your testimony to lend sufficient credibility to your story, convincing
me of its validity.


     “Admiral Peterson, the only evidence I have
found indicates that your actions were justified. You are to be commended for
your quick response and intelligent thinking in this matter.


     “I find for the defendant in this case. All
charges are dismissed,” he said. The judge got up from his chair and exited the
room as Myers stared after him. Maria nearly collapsed into her chair in relief.


     “I told you we had a good case,” Ben Dixon
said to her. For the first time in weeks, Maria smiled. Dixon returned the smile and offered her his
hand. She graciously took it, shaking it emphatically.


     “No offense, but I hope I never see you or
this courtroom ever again.”


     “Likewise,” Dixon said, and crossed to the deflated
Bernard Myers still sitting in his chair.


     “Will you appeal?” he asked. Maria peaked
around his figure to the prosecutor.


     “No. What’s the point? I don’t have any new
evidence and what I have isn’t enough. I should have had my lackeys dig deeper,
but it’s too late for that now. Congratulations,” Myers mumbled.


     “Thank—you, Counselor.”


     He turned back to Maria with a broad grin
on his face.


     “We’re done. I think the Fleet Admiral is
anxious to talk to you,” the Commander said with a motion of his hand to the man
standing at the back of the room.


     Maria approached him cautiously. She
wondered if she would be commanding a desk again after this informal meeting.
He shook her hand immediately with a broad smile on his face.


     “Congratulations.”


     “Thank—you,” she said with one natural eye
narrowed at her superior. “Tell me, you took time out of your busy schedule
just to see me and tell me what my fate is?”


     “You are a member of the admiralty. I have
to make a good show for the cause.”


     “Are you going to tell me to take some
shore leave after my ordeal?”


     “Ah no. Have you been watching the INN?” Nelson said as he showed her out of the courtroom.


     “Not really. I’ve been occupied with a
trial. You may have heard about it.”


     “Cut the sarcasm, Maria. Are you aware of
the Ferine inquiry that’s in progress?”


     “Yes, I’m aware of it. I just haven’t been
following it very closely. Aren’t they releasing their findings soon?”


     “You’d better believe it,” Nelson said as
they left the building on the coast. They walked towards a sandy beach a ways
away.


     “What’s going on?” 


     “We believe the inquiry will find against
the Ferine in one way or another. I’ve convinced the Prime Ministers to refuse
any extradition request made by the Coalition. Everyone is saying that a war is
likely and I need my Second Battle Group Commander back.”


     “Aren’t you afraid I’ll blow up another
ship?”


     “Well, it’s good to know some of Maria is
still in there,” he replied.


     “I’m merely pointing out that the Second
Battle Group is one cruiser short right now,” said Maria.


     Nelson turned towards the view of the
serene beach visible in the distance. Turquoise waves crashed on white sand
cooling some of the afternoon heat.


     “I know. We’re short on ships at the
moment, but we are rushing one into service. I intend for you to command it as
the new flagship of the Second Battle Group.”


     “One of the new battleships?”


     “No, it’s more of the prototype for them.
It’s smaller and we never thought to use it for actual duty but she is space
worthy.”


     “Really? Where is it?” Maria asked.


     “Meet me tonight at eighteen hundred hours
at the Mars Fleet Yards, Dry—Dock Three.”


     “Yes Sir,” Maria replied in earnest. Nelson
nodded to her and walked off towards the administrative wing of the Honolulu base. Maria
stood looking at the beach, experiencing exhilaration of her absolution at the
trial and the news of her continued command of the Second Battle Group.
Adrenaline pumped through her body at the thought of commanding a new, cutting—edge
warship.


     Maria wouldn’t need to start her journey to
Mars for at least a couple of hours. A smile crossed her face and she began a
casual walk towards the beach.



 


 


 

     Dozens of boisterous conversations combined
to make a loud background hum for the Ferine and their assigned delegates
seated at the front of the room. It was five o’clock in the evening and the
panel had recalled them with an announcement that they were ready to release
their findings. The two Ferine looked around the room nervously, feeling like
trapped animals surrounded by hunters.


     “Don’t worry. Whatever happens I won’t
allow anything to happen to you,” Nadine said.


     “I’ve received word from my superiors that,
regardless of the findings of this panel, we won’t release you into Coalition
custody. You can stay aboard the Endeavour as long as you like,” Elliot
said.


     “Thank—you,” Lathiel said.


     “We’ve been talking about a more secure
location for you and Ranik. Our base on Black Hills Island
has been completed and brought online. The place is a fortress. I would
suggest you allow me to transfer you there, but it is your choice.”


     “I will leave that up to you. I know you
have our best interests in mind, so whichever you believe is safer is fine with
us.”


     “I’ll bring you to Phoenix Base as soon as
the meeting is over.”


     “I’m coming,” Nadine said. “I am still
their liaison.”


     “Restrictions on you will be much harsher
at the base,” Elliot said.


     “I’ll live with it.”


     “Then I’ll make sure there’s room on the
shuttle.”


     “What about my luggage on the Endeavour?”
Nadine asked.


     “We’ll have it brought down with Lathiel
and Ranik’s things.”


     “There are security concerns, Admiral. I
have equipment that can be moved only by me or other Coalition soldiers.”


     “I’ll make arrangements for you to return
to Endeavour then.”


     “Thank—you,” Nadine said. The four of them
looked to the twelve empty chairs at the panel’s table and waited for them to
enter. Background conversation dimmed and allowed Lathiel and Ranik a brief
reprieve from the stressful uncertainty of the results.


     The door at the side of the court finally
swung open on its brass hinges, allowing for the entry of the Coalition and Alliance dignitaries
making up the board of inquiry. The murmuring crowd found their seats while the
panel filed in.


     “Board of Inquiry, Section Forty—Two, Final
results,” the speaker said. “I turn the findings over to panel member Philip
Bell.”


     Philip Bell leaned towards the microphone
and spoke into a tiny steel plated device the size of a match.


     “I will start by saying that all delegates
testimonies and closing statements have been of great influence to this panel.
Specifically, the statements by General Hanover and Admiral Fredericks were
particularly enlightening. Lathiel and Ranik, these hearings have found that
there is no cause to bring the Ferine as a race to trial by a vote of ten to
two.”


     A great swelling of conversation, both negative
and positive, crackled across the courtroom.


     “However,” he said, loudly. The
conversation halted as everyone waited for him to continue.


     “We can, by a vote of seven to five, bring
anyone in the Ferine delegation to trial for crimes against humanity and have
chosen to do so. Ranik we can find no link between you and these deplorable
acts against our race. Lathiel, you have admitted to your role in the repair
and activation of this weapon that was used against our people. We have, in the
interest of cooperation with our Alliance
counterparts, agreed to allow you to remain with their forces while you attend
trial. You will be expected to testify in one month’s time.


     “We have acted on our own to take necessary
measures to secure testimony from other relevant witnesses.”



 


 


 

     The captain of the Ferine science ship, Explorer
ignored the monitor at the front of the bridge showing some forty Coalition
warships. They had been waiting at the edge of the now non—existent wormhole
taking in the regular reports from Lathiel and waited in silence for his
report.


     He sat on a couch at the side of the
circular bridge nearly identical to Lathiel’s except for the crimson upholstery
on his seat. Captain Danniack didn’t notice three Coalition warships turn on
their axes to face his ship.


     “Captain,” a colleague asked, “what are
they doing?”


     “What?” Danniack asked, startled from his
perusal of a copy of one of Lathiel’s historical perspectives on ancient times.
He stood up and saw the ships facing his.


     “Signal them. Find out what’s going on,”
Danniack said to the head of communications. She pressed several buttons on an
amber pad before shaking her head.


     “Nothing,” she said. Concern marked her
bronze flecked, slit eyes. Their questions were answered a moment later.


     “They’re powering weapons,” the science
head said from his console.


     “All power to shields!” Danniack barked a
split second too late.


     A series of emerald bolts flew from the
prows of the olive warships and hit both Ferine vessels, scarring their hulls.
The weapons were not set to destroy or puncture the science ships’ protective
skins but to damage its internal systems. The science console on Danniack’s
bridge erupted in a shower of sparks. The head of the department jumped from
the overloaded instrumentation.


     “God above! What are they doing?”


     “What is the damage to the ship?” Danniack demanded.


     The engineer was the only one to reply.


     “Our sub—light engines are down, so are shields
and weapons.”


     “What about the fold drives?” Danniack asked.


     “We’ve still got them.”



 


 


 

     “We are in the process of taking the other
two Ferine ships outside of the system into our custody. We do not do this to
fly in the face of this inquiry. We do not do this to impugn the Alliance or the Ferine
Assembly, but we do this in the interest of justice. We are merely exercising
our rights and the public’s right for a speedy outcome to trial proceedings. It
is for this reason that the Coalition has unanimously decided to take the
Ferine into our protective custody.”



 


 


 

     “Plot a course!” Danniack yelled at the
helmsman while more shots shook his ship. The Explorer’s sister ship
appeared to be attempting the same maneuver which would allow it to escape into
fold space.


     “Where?” the helmsman asked.


     “I don’t care where we go! Just get us away
from here!”     Danniack’s helmsman
hurried to use directional jets on the ship to allow their escape. He was
ready to leave the system and began to power the graviton emitters that would
allow the ship to fold space. The pair of emitter lenses mounted on each of the
upper wings shone with a mounting white light. More shots of green energy from
the Coalition warships aborted the effect and punctured them. Flashes of white
light crossed the emitters before they went dark.


     Both Ferine ships were incapacitated and
floated adrift in space. The Coalition ships stopped their assault. One of them
launched four large troop shuttles from its hangar. They paired off, each
taking an access hatch on either side of the alien ships’ hulls.



 


 


 

     “The Alliance
still have the crew of the third Ferine ship to do with at they please,” Bell continued while he
read from a prepared statement. “We can assure the public of both nations that
the Ferine in our custody will be treated with all fairness, consideration, and
respect due them.”



 


 


 

     A small rectangular hatch on the third deck
of the Explorer exploded into a coral blue corridor. The flash of light
at the seams caused the few Ferine in the hall to back away reflexively. They
weren’t injured when the hatch dissolved under concentrated fire. Upon seeing a
small crowd of soldiers rush into the corridor, they froze. Shock and fear
overwhelmed their tall bodies when PBRs were leveled in their direction.


     Pulses of jade colored energy shot out from
the ends of the black rifles and hit all three in the center of the chest. They
slumped to the floor, paralyzed by the blasts. All they could do was stare at
the floor as they glimpsed military boots and camouflage fatigues bound past
them.


     The third deck was captured by the
Coalition in a matter of minutes. The soldiers split into two groups and
proceeded to the upper and lower decks of the ship looking for any signs of
movement.



 


 


 

     People cheered, applauded, or remained
silent as Bell
paused for reactions.


     “To all my brothers across this planet and
our colonies, we will have justice. Every Ferine Being involved in this
abominable act will be punished to an extent appropriate to their level of
involvement. We expect full cooperation on the Alliance’s part. When we require testimony
from a member of the Ferine race in their custody, they will be required to
produce that witness.”



 


 


 

     Danniack locked the doors to the bridge
himself.


     “That won’t hold them long,” his science
office said.


     “It will give me some time to think. How
far have they gotten?”


     Danniack’s Head of Science, Brendle, bent
over the Ferine’s shoulder at the communications station and found the
information.


     “They’ve got decks two through five and have
taken most of this one. They should be here any minute.”


     “God Above, what do I do?” he wondered
aloud. The double doors to the bridge shifted as blasts from a PBR emptied into
it.


     “Brendle, shut down the main computer and
lock it out.”


     Brendle nodded and entered a flurry of
commands into a panel at the communications station. The doors crumpled under
another blast. The consoles on the bridge went dark as the first Coalition
soldier stepped in.


      “Stop
what you’re doing!” the man barked at the science head. His work done, Brendle
backed away from the console with an obedient nod. “Everybody stand up and move
away from the stations.”


     The half a dozen Ferine on the bridge
immediately obliged.


     “Hands up!” the soldier said as more troops
poured onto the bridge. The Ferine looked at each other in confusion. The
soldier let out an exasperated sigh at the uncomprehending, wide eyed stares.
“Raise your arms up. Hands above your heads.”


     The six Ferine on the bridge complied.
Soldiers pushed them to the center of the room, while other troops took over
their stations.


     “This is a warship?” the senior officer of
the group asked as he entered behind the man issuing orders. The officer
deferred to his authority and shrugged at the comment. “Who is the Captain?”


     “I am,” Danniack replied after a moment’s
hesitation.


     “You, your crew, and your ship are under
Coalition supervision until your involvement in the recent destruction of
Earth’s moon can be determined. You are all to be tried in a court of law. An
attorney will be appointed to represent you.”


     “I understand,” Danniack said with his arms
raised.


     “Get them out of here,” the officer said to
one of his subordinates. A dozen of his troops escorted the Ferine off the
bridge.


     “Sir,” a soldier said from the helm.


     “Yes Corporal?” The senior officer crisply
walked to the free—standing console.


     “Nothing’s working. There’s power to the
station, but the screens are all blank.”


     “They shut off the computer.
Communications!” he exclaimed to a woman nearby.


     “Yes, Sir?”


     “Contact the Hamburg. Tell them to get an engineer
over here to try and bring the computer back up and tell them that we need a
tow.”


     Moments later the free—floating Ferine
science ships were grabbed by grav beams emanating from a couple of large
cruisers. They were pulled towards the Coalition warships until they were close
to their bellies. With the cruisers clasping the small Ferine ships in the
artificial gravity they had created, the battle group jumped past the speed of
light towards an unknown location.



 


 


 

     “Thank—you for your attention. I will now
pass the floor over to the Speaker,” Bell
said.


     “This inquiry has completed its
investigation. These proceedings are finished. We are now adjourned,” the
speaker said. The twelve panel members rose to leave the room. The five Alliance members shared disappointed
looks while the Coalition members had stony faces intent on tasks to come in
their near futures.


     “What are we going to do?” Ranik asked
Nadine.


     “I’ll look into this and see what I can do.
Believe me, I didn’t know they were going to take your people or your ships.”


     “I believe you Nadine, but that doesn’t
change our situation.”


     “I know, I promise I will do whatever I can
on your people’s behalf.”


     “Thank—you,” Ranik said.


     “I’ll get you to Phoenix right away,” Elliot said to his
Ferine associates. He leaned forward in his chair to speak to his counterpart
at the end of the table. “Nadine, I’ll see you to your shuttle.”


     “No, Elliot. I need to look into what’s
going on here. I’ll contact you when I’m ready to join you.”


     “Be careful.”


     “You too, and keep these two safe.”


     All four of them rose from their chairs.
Nadine hurried off through a set of double doors at the right of the courtroom,
giving one last glance to Elliot, Lathiel, and Ranik.


     Elliot motioned to a line of Alliance naval personnel
along one side of the crowded courtroom. Four men armed with PBPs detached from
their positions along the wall and gathered around the Ferine.


     “Get them to Black Hills Island.”
The officers nodded and formed a protective formation around the two Ferine.


     “You’re not coming?” Lathiel asked with a
worried wrinkle of his spotted forehead.


     “I have to consult with my superior. I’m
sure he’ll want to meet with both of you. This isn’t over yet, Lathiel.”


     The four officers saluted the Admiral and
marched out of a side door at the left of the courtroom with their charges.



 


 


 

     Peter waited until after midnight before he
left his bed to sneak through dark corridors. He knew of the minimum patrols
conducted at this time and stealthily avoided them. He used a device he had
assembled to allow him access to the warhead room and slipped in. 


     All work on the warhead had been finished
and it was coming online tomorrow. He had only this one chance to bring the
weapon under his control before the computer was brought online.


     Peter went to a large station against one
wall of the cavernous room and pushed the short series of activation buttons which
powered the computer. He immediately put the computer into a diagnostic mode before
it could load any of its software. With a series of brilliant commands he went
into one program and manipulated it into allowing him access to the main
directory. Once there, he jumped from directory to directory and program to
program. Finally, he planted a lock command that would deny everyone access
except for him. Peter changed the closed system to allow him access to any of
the communications stations throughout the base.


     “Sir?”


     Peter nearly jumped out of his skin at the
voice coming from behind him. He slowly turned towards the intruder. His mind raced
for a cover story for a superior officer and a second if the interloper was a
subordinate. He was relieved to see a naive young man in front of him. His navy
blue tunic had a single silver bar on each side of a high collar.


     “Ensign,” Peter said.


     “Forgive me Sir, but what are you doing
here at this time of night?”


     He couldn’t have been a day over twenty—one.
The last remainders of baby fat still hung from his cheeks. His weak chin
nearly trembled at the suspicion that he may have stumbled onto something he
shouldn’t have.


     “Just a bit of late night work, Ensign.
Exactly what are you doing here?”


     “Night shift, Sir. I’m on patrol.”


     “I’ve never seen you before Ensign, and
patrols usually don’t go through here,” Peter said, managing to sound
contemptuous of any non—regulation behavior.


     “I’m new Sir, I’m Ensign Murphy. I was a
few minutes behind on my rounds and I thought I heard something in here.”


     “I see,” Peter said, quietly.


     “Sir, it is my duty to ask what you are
doing in a restricted area after hours and report you to my superiors.”


     “Yes, I know. We’ll both report to the duty
officer and clear this up. As per regulations, I will walk in front of you and
you will escort me to the duty office,” Peter said to the young man.


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “Oh,” Peter said, feigning a lapse of
memory, “you should take my sidearm.”


     “Sir, I don’t think that will be
necessary.”


     “No, I insist,” Peter said removing the PBP
from its holster at his hip.


     “Sir, it’s really not—,”


     “I didn’t get your first name.”


     “It’s Nathaniel,” Murphy got out before he
heard a crackle of energy. A shock of pain contorted his face. His
consciousness left his body before he could think to look down at the source of
the agony. A smoking black spot the size of a baseball marred the front of his
tunic. The lifeless Ensign fell to the floor. Peter increased the setting of
his pistol to the necessary intensity and fired another shot at the body. The
young Nathaniel Murphy was vaporized, leaving no evidence behind as to what had
happened to him. 


     Peter removed the power clip from the PBP.
It showed a glowing emerald stripe on one side of it. The line nearly reached
the top, indicating it had been fired as some of its charge was gone. Peter would
dispose of it in the morning. The American
 Sea was an unlikely
candidate to reveal this particular secret. In the meantime, he slapped a
fully charged power clip into the handle of the weapon.


     Peter hurried back to his quarters and
climbed into his bunk after quickly tearing himself out of his uniform and
placing the PBP on his night table. 


     He knew the officer would be reported
missing within minutes. They may even question him, but there would be another
thousand officers whose alibi would also be that they were asleep in their beds
at the time.


     Like them, there was no reason or motive
for murder and he had been careful to ensure that he had left no traces of his
identity in that room. The case would be another unsolved murder. The naval
authorities may even come to believe that he had simply gone AWOL.


     Peter closed his eyes and fell into a deep
sleep.



 


 


 

     Maria stepped out of a shuttle at the dry—docks
above Mars. She walked along a broad corridor with a wall of grey metal
climbing up thirty feet to a curved ceiling that joined the left wall at its
apex. The great curved right side of the corridor gave an incredible view of a
red planet through tall windows which stretched from the floor to the interior
bulkhead. Having arrived early, she took her time to get to Dock Three.


     While she strolled down the long corridor,
Dock Three began to come into view through the grand windows to her right. The
beginning of an enormous skeleton of titanium peaked into view. To her
surprise, she didn’t see the grey colored hull of a typical cruiser, but the
beginnings of a pearlescent one. Her feet followed the natural inward curve of
the station. The windows in the station stopped for several feet, obscuring her
view. Maria found her pace increasing in anticipation. Once the next set of
windows began, Maria stopped to gather herself.


     The cruiser glowed white inside the
titanium skeleton of the dry dock. Maria counted twenty—five decks on the wings
alone which flowed into a primary body of thirty—seven decks. The wings seemed
a natural outgrowth of the elongated, almost cylindrical, body some eight
hundred yards long. Three columns, a hundred yards in length and fifty yards
high, extended up from the hull to connect to a pill shaped module. Large grey
domes dotted the rest of the ship.


     The greatest surprise to her was the bow of
the new warship. Where a plasma turret should have been there was a peculiar
dark green grid nearly two hundred and fifty feet across and hexagonal in
shape.


     “I thought you’d get here early,” Nelson’s
voice said from behind her. “It’s a good thing, too. As it turns out the
results of the inquiry were even worse than we thought.”


     “What happened?” Maria asked. Nelson began
to walk forward at a leisurely pace towards the best vista of the prototype
ship. Maria joined him, temporarily forgetting the beautiful sculpture in the
distance.


     “The Coalition has taken Ferine hostages. They
haven’t called them that, but that’s what it amounts to.”


     “So what is the Alliance going to do?”


     “That’s why I can’t stay long. I’m meeting
with Eli and the Ferine representatives at Phoenix in about an hour. After that, I speak
with the Prime Ministers.”


     “I’m glad I don’t have your job. How is
Admiral Fredericks?” Maria asked.


     “As well as can be expected. I heard the
Admiral was at your bedside when you were injured.”


     “Yes, for a while. So what’s your next
move?” Maria asked.


     “Don’t know yet. That’s why I’m going to
see him.” 


     “How long do you have?”


     “Maybe fifteen minutes. Do you want to see
your new ship?”


     Maria looked to the vessel growing larger
through the window. “Definitely.”


     “I won’t have time to personally show you
through the ship, but I can give you the brochure,” he said while they
continued at their slow pace.


     “Go ahead.”


     “First of all, any questions?”


     “It is a cruiser isn’t it?” she asked.


     “Actually, no. Our plan was to construct
another fleet after we finished the battleships. The second fleet would have
had scouts, destroyers, cruisers, even dreadnaughts.”


     “So it’s not a cruiser,” Maria said.


     “The cruiser of the fleet would have been
over twice the length of this ship.”


     “So what is it?” 


     “A corvette,” Nelson replied.


     “You’re kidding.”


     “No. The cruiser would have been over a
mile long.”


     “God! How long would a dreadnaught have
been?”


     “Two and a half miles.”


     “I would have liked to have seen that
fleet,” Maria said.


     “So would I, but this ship is nothing to be
ashamed of.”


     “Well, tell me about it,” Maria asked with
another glance to the elegant vessel.


     “She’s got an AI for starters.”


     “We never got that right, if I remember
correctly. Especially after what happened with the Easter Island Agreement’s
Artificial Intelligence,” she said.


     “I know, and this one isn’t working yet.
She and the ship don’t have a name either.”


     “And the ship doesn’t have a crew.”


     “I can think of one. Phoenix Base is up and
running now. The Excalibur’s former crew is available again. A few had
to stay behind but the rest of them are already aboard. That is if you want
them back.”


     “They stood by me through the court martial
even though they hadn’t known me for very long. All of them did. You’re damned
right I want them back.”


     “Then we’ll keep things the way they are,”
Nelson said.


     “This ship might take some getting used
to,” Maria said as they approached the dry—dock entrance. She stopped, and
stood looking out the window to the bright white eagle floating in the dry
dock.


     “You don’t know the half of it. She has an entirely
different weapons system.”


     “I noticed those grey domes. They’re everywhere,”
Maria said.


     “Very observant, Maria. They retract back
when the ship goes to battle stations. They’re new batteries that have improved
tracking ability. The big news is that you’ll have about a dozen plasma cannons
in addition to a dozen PBCs.”


     “Twelve?”


     “Twelve,” he confirmed. “Some are forward
mounted, some aft, some on the dorsal and ventral sides of the hull. You’ll
have the same number of torpedo batteries similarly mounted. We wanted to equip
you with the new plasma torpedoes, but none are available for this size of
ship. You’ll have to make do with C—9 torpedoes.”


     “I think I can manage.”


     “I’m sure you will. By the way, that big
green thing on the front.” 


     “I noticed that. What is it?”


     “It’s called a PBG,” he said. “That stands
for Particle Beam Grid. It can fire a single shot that can cut a frigate in two
or it can fire multiple beams, pulses, whatever you need. Remember though, that
it has a five minute recharge time once it’s depleted of power.”


     “Got it.”


     “One more thing,” Nelson said while they
looked at the metallic bird.


     “Yes?”


     “As I said, the AI doesn’t have a name
yet,” he said.


     “I can give her a name.”


     “Can I make a suggestion?” Nelson asked
with a smile on his face.


     “Of course you can.”


     “Cali,”
he said.


     “Why Cali?”


     “As in Excalibur,” Nelson replied. “I’m prepared to give you a special
dispensation and name the ship the AWS Excalibur.”


     “It seems like the right thing to do.”


     “Good. Well tour your new flagship,
Admiral. I’ve got a few things to take care of.”


     “Weight of the world and all that, I
understand,” Maria said.


     “I’ll see you later.”


     Nelson marched back in the direction they
had come from but at a faster pace. He was bound for Earth and the Phoenix
Base. Maria released a sigh of happiness and moved towards the dry dock
entrance.



 


 


 

     Nadine rushed to the small waiting room
next to the Twelve’s chambers, having taken a shuttle directly from the UN to
MERA headquarters on the east side of the Asian continent. She was relieved to
find that the acolyte in the waiting room told her the Council was ready to see
her.


     “Thank—you,” she said and rushed past him
to the door. Nadine stopped at the centre of the room and looked up to find
only Catherine there. All of the other councilor’s seats were vacant. Catherine
impaled her with a cold stare made even harsher by her all white eyes. 


     “What were you thinking, child?”


     “I was following your orders,” Nadine
stammered in confusion.


     “Orders?” Catherine repeated and leaned
forward in her high backed chair on one side of the dodecagon shaped room. “When
did I give you orders to disobey us?”


     “Disobey you?”


     “Peace with the Alliance, we are all brothers,” Catherine
quoted.


     “To sow trust with Admiral Fredericks.”


     “A little far for a simple seduction,”
Catherine said.


     “He is not a simple man.”


     “Maybe not, but you have interfered in
larger plans and priorities.”


     “If I had been informed of them,” Nadine
began.


     “We decide how much information is given to
you!”


     “I am sorry for any inconvenience I may
have caused,” Nadine said.


     “You are lucky you didn’t completely upset
everything. There are larger issues to consider beyond the reach of your own
small world.”


     “Again, I apologize.”


     “We had planned to try both of the Ferine
delegates as representatives of their race. That path would have gotten rid of
them quickly.”


     “You wanted the Ferine gone?”


     “Don’t worry. We have found another
solution to that problem. This solution is actually better than the previous
one, no thanks to your petty interference.”


     “Taking the Ferine ships,” Nadine said.


     “Yes, fear of the masses,” Catherine said.
“You will have a penance to pay: You will help.”


     “You do realize that the Alliance will attempt to recover them.”


     “We’re counting on it and you will ensure
that happens.”


     “Yes, Catherine.”


     “Good. You are going to go to the dry docks
at Waypoint Eleven. Ensure that Elliot Fredericks knows of your orders to begin
interviewing the Ferine there.”     


     “Interviewing?”


     “A euphemism, I know, but you understand my
meaning.”


     “Yes, Catherine.”


     “Part of your penance, but this is temporary.
It is more important that Admiral Fredericks knows you are bound for the
Waypoint Eleven Dry Docks.”


     “You want them to know where you’re holding
the detainees?”


     “It is much more difficult to mount a
rescue without knowledge of where a prisoner is located.”


     “Yes, Catherine. I will dispatch the
message as soon as I can,” Nadine said.


     “Once you are finished there, return here
to report on your findings and then you may continue to liaison with the Ferine
delegates. It is good practice. They trust you, especially after today.”


     “Catherine,” Nadine began.


     “I am being very lenient with you
considering what you have done. Tread carefully.”


     “I sense that there is something that you
are not telling me.”


     “Yes, that’s correct. There is a great deal
of things I have not told you. Be glad of that. Now get out.”


     Nadine nodded and kept silent. She turned
to her right and exited through the door she had come through. Once outside and
in the hall, Nadine released a long, slow breath. Some of her anxiety left with
the exhalation, but much remained as she knew of the difficult times ahead of
her. She had hoped to never be an interrogator again and yet now she was left
with the repulsion of conducting nearly eighty in a row.


     For the first time she could recall, Nadine
wished that Elliot was here to offer a sympathetic ear.


     She exited the great building of dark stone
and walked across the large courtyard occupied by small groups of uniformed
MERA personnel speaking amongst themselves. Nadine boarded a small shuttle
supplied to her by the UN and set a course for the waypoint dock. 







     Many have been in awe of the gargantuan juggernauts
of the new Alliance
Fleet. They were impressive, measuring nearly two miles in length, as I have
mentioned before. Even the arks were appropriately named, with their ability to
move nearly a million people across the galaxy in a short period of time.


     What I was in awe of was the
armada of support ships that they carried in their bellies. Besides the myriad
shuttles, each of the warships had sixty squadrons of gunships, for a total of
thirty thousand of those maneuverable little vessels, and they could pack quite
a punch. With five times that number of fighters it was possible for us to
defend the Ferine from the Nevargh. Believe me, I know this from experience.
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Fleet Admiral
Nelson walked into the command center of Phoenix Base. He spotted Elliot
standing next to the command chair with Lathiel and Ranik. The three were deeply
involved in conversation amidst the furious activity of hundreds of officers
and enlisted men on all floors of the center. Having found his target, Nelson
walked at a brisk pace to the unlikely trio.


     Elliot stopped speaking the moment he saw
Nelson’s approach.


     “I take it this is Lathiel and Ranik,”
Nelson said, offering his right hand. Ranik was the first to take it, but was
unable to bring a smile to his concerned features.


     “I’m Ranik, good to meet you Admiral,” he
said and withdrew from the handshake. Lathiel grasped the Fleet Admiral’s hand
afterwards with a quick nod.


     “I thought it fair to brief all of you on
the most recent events. We have demanded that the Ferine ships and their crews
be released to the UN.”


     “Yes?” Lathiel asked, hopefully.


     “The Coalition has refused. I am now in the
position to advise the Prime Ministers as to what our next move should be.
That’s why I’m here.”


     “Admiral,” Elliot said, “we can’t allow the
Coalition to take hostages.”


     “We can’t allow the Coalition to take our
people as hostages, but these are not our people. I’m sympathetic to the
situation, Eli; I’m just pointing out the facts. To put it as simply as I can,
we have no jurisdiction here.”


     “I understand,” Lathiel said.


     “Admiral, these people don’t have the
political or military resources to extradite these prisoners,” Elliot said.


     “I’m aware of that, but our intervention
appears to be without cause. The Coalition claims they aren’t prisoners but are
under their protection.”


     “Then why can’t we contact them?” Ranik
asked.


     “They claim it would open up the
possibility of tampering with the witnesses. I won’t lie to you Ranik, the
Coalition is not known for their hospitality.”


     “I wish we never came here,” Ranik said.


     “That’s exactly what they want you to
think,” Elliot said.


     “What would happen if you were to rescue
the prisoners on our request?” Lathiel asked.


     “That would likely lead to a war. With no
cause other than your request for assistance we would look like we were
attempting to monopolize your race and hold all of you as our prisoners.”


     “Even with our request for assistance?”


     “Our politics are more unwieldy than yours,
Lathiel. The media would view your request as having been made under duress so
that we could have all of your people and ships under our control,” Nelson
said.


     “For what reason would they say that?”
Ranik asked.


     “Our fleet vulnerability after the loss of
the Moon is no secret. They would view this as a last desperate attempt to
seize more ships before a war began. We would look like the instigators of a
war we can win only if we started immediately.”


     “What if they were our people? I mean what
if the Ferine were Alliance
citizens?” Elliot asked.


     “Eli, they’re not.”


     “Just humor me for a second.”


     “We would have an obligation to rescue
them. It’s in the constitution,” Nelson said.


     “An alliance?” Lathiel asked.


     “An alliance,” Nelson repeated and took a
step towards the Ferine. His eyes glowed with the possibility presented to
him. “If we can do that, we have every reason to take action.”


     “Will your people go for it?” Elliot asked
Lathiel.


     “Right now we need every ally we can get,
especially ones with a military background. I will have to contact the
Assembly, but I can’t see why they would refuse.”


     “Question is will our people accept it?”
Nelson said, looking to Elliot.


     “Why wouldn’t we? We could use allies as
well.”


     “Allies with weapons and warships, yes. You
said so yourself that they are passive and unarmed. What do the Ferine have to
offer?” Nelson asked.


     “I think we have a lot to offer, Admiral,”
Lathiel replied before Elliot could respond. “Our fold drives are a thousand times
faster than anything you have and our sensor technology is twice as sensitive
as yours.”


     “They may have something even more valuable
than that Admiral,” Elliot said.


     “What’s that?” Nelson asked, dividing his
attention between the three of them.


     “Sanctuary. We were going to start over
somewhere. Why not start over with a new ally beyond the Coalition’s reach?”


     “You want the Ferine to accept refugees?”


     “An ally would harbor us, wouldn’t they?”
Elliot asked, and regarded the two Ferine.


     “Yes, we’ve offered many races seeking
refuge sanctuary from the Nevargh,” Ranik replied.


     “How many refugees?” Lathiel asked.


     “It would likely be in the millions,”
Nelson said. “We have nine hundred ships that are acting as our own sort of
arks. They’re almost two miles long and can hold quite a few civilians.”


     “The Assembly might have an issue with
that,” Lathiel said.


     “We’ll talk to them,” Ranik said, “but you
may well be trading one danger for another. We have been informed that the
Nevargh are mounting a second campaign to take Cartise. We are assembling a
defensive fleet, but it won’t hold up against their forces for long.”


     “How many ships are we talking about?”
Nelson asked.


     “At least two thousand.”


     Nelson tapped Elliot on the shoulder and
motioned away from the Ferine. They retreated into privacy for a moment beyond
the Ferine’s astute hearing. They whispered in each other’s ears military secrets
meant for no others in the room.


     “You think we can do it?” Lathiel overheard
as they finished their conversation and rejoined them.


     “From what they told me before, I think the
gunships could make up the difference,” Elliot replied.


     Nelson faced the two. “I think we can help
you there. Tell your Assembly that, pending Senate approval, we can provide the
reinforcements you need against the Nevargh.”


     Nelson was gratified to see the two
Ferine’s eyes brighten in the hope for a reprieve.


     “That would certainly motivate them towards
membership,” Lathiel said.


     “Good, now if we can have sanctuary with
your people, I think I can convince the Prime Ministers to support an alliance
between us. Now understand that we are talking about an exchange of technology on
both sides. We will rescue your people and in exchange your government will
grant us refuge against our enemies. Now the Coalition’s new ships will be
capable of one thousand c, but at that speed it would take them at least ten
years to send any forces your way.”


     “I doubt they would try,” Elliot said.


     “It gives us time,” Lathiel said, “and
that’s something we didn’t have before. With the new alliance, Ranik and I
should be able to convert the engines on your new ships into temporary fold
drives.”


     “Good enough,” Nelson said and emphatically
shook each Ferine’s hand. “If you will excuse me, I have a lot to do in the
next few hours. Lathiel, if the Prime Ministers approve this, it will be made a
priority Senate issue. That means you will have an answer by tomorrow night.”


     “It will take approximately the same time
for us to have a response.”


     Nelson smiled at both of his potential comrades
and strode back out of the centre.


     “Admiral,” Peter said from his station.


     “Yes, Commander?” Elliot replied. He crossed
to Peter’s station in an alcove on the first floor.


     “A General Hanover would like to speak with
you.”  


     “Oh,” Elliot said with a smile, “I’ll take
it in my office.”


     Peter nodded and forwarded the signal.
Elliot left the center through a small, narrow door in a corner of the multi—storied
area. The CEO’s office was almost an afterthought to the design of the massive
dome shaped complex. Elliot walked into the privacy of a claustrophobic office
only eight by ten feet in size. Elliot sat at a low desk and looked to a small
screen on the same wall as the narrow door.


     Elliot pressed a blinking button on a small
pad embedded in the desk. Nadine came alive on the small screen. He could see
the telltale signs of the interior of a shuttle in the background.


     “Eli, I can’t tell you how good it is to
see you.”


     “What’s going on?”


     “I have to tell you Eli. I’m supposed to
tell you,” she said in a hesitant voice.


     “What? What is it?”


     “I’m going to the waypoint docks,” she
stopped for a moment while she considered her orders, “to the Waypoint Eleven
docks.”


     “Why?”


     “That’s where the Ferine have been taken,
Elliot. I’m ordered to go there and conduct interrogations on all of them.”


     “What kind of interrogations?” Elliot
asked.


     “You know what kind.”


     “You can’t do that!”


     “I have to, those are my orders.”


     “Nadine,” he said softly, “that will undo
everything you and I have started here.”


     “I know. But I have no choice.”


     “You always have a choice,” Elliot said.


     “I wish that were true, but those
platitudes aren’t for the real world, Eli.”


     “You do have a choice Nadine,” he said and
emphasized every word. “Don’t do this.”


     “I’ve told you what I have to.”


     “What did you have to tell me?”


     “Goodbye.”



 


 


 

     The Assembly Building
held one thousand Senators in its massive chambers. Normally, five hundred or
fewer would be in attendance for the daily passing of legislation. In this case
all Senators had been apprised of the situation. The Prime Ministers were in
attendance with the proposal of admitting a new nation into the Alliance. It would be the
first time in nearly fifty years that the admission of a new nation would be
voted on. The politicians came in their business suits and formal wear hidden
by the black gowns indicating their status in society. All stood at attention
with the speaker’s entrance and sat down.


     The Senate rose a second time once the
speaker announced the five Prime Ministers in alphabetical order as was
tradition. They didn’t sit with the Senators but at five long tables arranged
to create a disconnected pentagon at the center of the nearly stadium like
room.


     Once the Prime Ministers were seated the
sound of hundreds more taking their seats created the familiar but odd sound of
backsides meeting cushioned benches.


     “Mister Speaker,” Linda said into a tiny
microphone protruding from the top of her desk.


     “The House recognizes Prime Minister Linda
Simon,” the Speaker said.


     “Thank—you, Mister Speaker. As many here
are aware, my fellow Prime Ministers and I are here today to present you with a
priority proposal for your vote. All relevant information regarding Bill A—112
is being downloaded to your links now.”


     A shuffling of cloth could be heard as the
Senate members retrieved their personal links from breast or pants pockets. A
moment later, silence returned, as the electronic documents were placed on
small rectangular desks two feet by three feet in size. Silence ensued for
several minutes as the Prime Ministers allowed the nearly one thousand senators
to familiarize themselves with the concise ten page document outlining the
admission of a new nation.


     Once links began to drop from hands or were
increasingly ignored by former readers, Linda Simon spoke again.


     “Now as you can see from Paragraph Twenty—One,
we have a great deal to gain from this nation. They have superior propulsion
and sensor technology. I also refer to Paragraph Forty—One which informs us the
Ferine will supply us with a sanctuary while the coming crises pass. With that
in mind, the Prime Ministers have voted to accept this proposal and so
recommend your approval of this document. I ask Mister Speaker to open the
floor to questions.”


     “So ordered.”


     A series of lights lit up on indicator
screens across the room from hundreds of questions submitted.


     “The questions will be fielded in random
order decided by the computer,” the speaker said and pressed a button on a
small pad embedded in her podium. “The floor recognizes Senator Briggs.”


     Briggs, a small figure on the opposite side
of the incredibly large room rose from his seat. His voice was magnified by his
earpiece conveying a signal to the speakers that were mounted nearly everywhere
in the large arena.


     “I understand the documents before me,
Prime Ministers. What I don’t understand is the urgency. A matter of admission
is a process that usually takes a minimum of one year when expedited.”


     Kim Young fielded the question. “Yes, that
is true Senator, but on this occasion a sense of immediacy is required. We ask
for a vote on admission because, not only does the Coalition have members of the
Ferine Nation under arrest, but we need sanctuary from our enemies.”


     “The floor recognizes Senator Kinsley.”


      “I want
a direct answer,” Kinsley said and stood up. “Can we expect a war as a result
of such an acceptance of this bill?”


     “I will answer that,” Linda Simon said.
Desmond Green remained mute instead of taking his turn in the order around the
tables. “It has been said of late that we face war regardless of our choices.
Many would prefer to stay and fight rather than to leave the Colonized Sphere.
This is a sentiment that I can fully understand. “Only a coward flees in
battle,” is what I have heard whispered in the hallways here and at Fleet
Headquarters. What I will tell you and what I advocate is to leave our pride
out of this and look to the generations after us. Would you prefer your
children to live free or in bondage?” Linda asked. She looked up and across the
many tiers of the Senate chambers. All eyes were on her as she stared back at
them.


     “Worse yet, would you have your children
cut down in their youth? Would you have them crushed under the heel of a
victorious Coalition soldier? Do not forget what happened to the Easter Island
Agreement nations that were taken by the Coalition. That was their fate.
Millions died in retribution for that war, including children. Do not forget
the televised horror still in our archives of EIA children being thrown alive
onto funeral pyres.”


     Linda looked to her left for the
continuation of the response. Ahmed Abraham was the next to speak.


     “No war is ever truly hopeless,” Ahmed said
in his heavy Sudanese accent, “but every simulation by the military, regardless
of even the most favorable circumstances, ends with our defeat. This
information is being downloaded to your links as I speak. Thousands of simulations
were conducted and are yours to explore, but let me give you the conclusions
here. If we were to consolidate our forces and stay, as some have advocated,
and go to war now, we can expect defeat within six months. If we decide to
reject the Ferine’s application for membership, and go to war after their
trials are finished, we would be defeated in eighteen months.”


     The Senate divided its attention between
the Prime Ministers and the countless simulations on their links. Ahmed passed
the gauntlet to Mathis.


     “I know that this is a lot to place on your
shoulders, but we know that you will make the best decision possible under the
circumstances.”


     The Prime Ministers fell silent, as did the
Senate. The revered Speaker stood after a moment of remembrance of the images
of blasted EIA cities and the atrocities committed against them playing across
some one thousand links.


     “I now pass the floor to Senator Trudeau.”


     Senator after Senator stood and asked
questions afterwards in a more subdued manner. They went from being defiant to
more willing to listen. After several hours of questions, the last senator sat
down. The questions in the cue registered zero.


     “The Senate will now vote on Bill A—112.
All in favor?”



 


 


 

     Elliot stood with Lathiel and Ranik on the
bridge of their small vessel. Dozens of Ferine were on the primary monitor. One
stood at the forefront of a large room on the Ferine home world of Cartise. He
was the speaker for the Assembly and known to Lathiel.


     Elik spoke after Lathiel and Ranik had
explained the situation.


     “You would support an alliance with these Humans?”


     “Yes. We need each other, Elik.”


     “We are used to allying with an entire
race, not one part of it.”


     “This is a unique circumstance. We need a
race on our side familiar with militaristic values. They have what we sorely
lack,” Lathiel said.


     “You Human, Elliot. You and your government
support this idea?” 


     “I have been told by my superiors that our
Senate has voted to accept the Ferine into the Alliance. You have our support,” Elliot replied.


     “So our choice is whether or not to accept
your Alliance,”
Elik said, raising a long index finger to his lips, “What are you able to give
us?”


     “The ability to fight off the Nevargh. My government
and I have been informed of their capability. Our shields and weapons surpass
the Nevargh’s.”


     “If your weapons are superior, why not use
them against your more immediate enemies?” Elik asked.


     “Our technology surpasses the Coalition’s
by twenty years, this is true. But, we are outnumbered to an extent that
nullifies that advantage.”


     “We are also vastly outnumbered. How would
your reinforcements benefit us?” Elik inquired.


     “From the information given me, our
technology is at least fifty years ahead of the Nevargh’s. We can make short
work of them.”


     “With only a hundred warships?” Elik asked,
cynically.


     “Our ships are powerful, but not enough to
defeat the two thousand ships you face. However, each battleship has sixty
squadrons of gunships. That is three hundred additional ships per battleship,
totaling thirty thousand. Furthermore, each gunship had a squadron of fighters
at its disposal, boosting our forces even more.”


     “These are support craft, if I’m not
mistaken. How can they help?”


     “Our gunships are armed with PBCs superior
to the Nevargh’s and have swappable battle modules capable of mounting plasma
cannons, torpedoes launchers, or heavier PBCs. They are more than a match for
the Nevargh’s scout ships. Our capital ships will be able to keep the Nevargh’s
heavier vessels occupied in the meantime.”


     “Hmmm,” Elik said while he considered his
words. “When could we expect these reinforcements if we accept?”


     “In a little over a week if what we believe
is true about the Coalition’s new fleet,” Elliot replied.


     “We believe the Nevargh fleet will be
assembled by then. If we sign this treaty, we can count on your support?”


     “It would be our obligation to assist in
fighting off an enemy of our ally.”


     “You’ve made your case,” Elik replied, “but
what trust is there between us?”


     “I can vouch for them,” Lathiel said. “They
are good people on the road to change. If you can’t trust them, then trust me.”


     “Well then, let’s put it to a vote,” Elik
said and turned to the group of Ferine behind him. “All in favor?”


     Many hands were raised on the screen.


     “All against?”


     Ten hands went up.


     “Motion carried. Send us the documents,
Admiral. My associates and I will sign.”


     “Thank—you Elik,” Elliot said. “Welcome to
the Alliance.
As is our tradition, I can say this: We are now brothers in a strong and
diverse family.”


     “Thank—you, Admiral. Welcome to our home
world. I have a case of Ruby Brandy that’s forty years old. You, Lathiel and I will
share it once you arrive.”


     “I look forward to it,” Elliot said.


     The screen went dark and then returned to a
view of a starry night with the round ball of Earth occupying a corner.


     “So you’re my brother now?” Lathiel asked,
smiling at Elliot.


     “Figuratively speaking.”


     “You are a really,” Ranik said, scrunching
his face, “ugly brother.”


     “So are you, cat face.”


     Ranik tilted his head back and roared his
contagious laugh. “We need to celebrate.”


     “Will Ruby Brandy be involved?” Elliot
asked.


     “Some. Come to our quarters at Phoenix in, say, an
hour?”


     “I’ll be there.”



 


 


 

     Nadine had arrived over an hour previously
at Waypoint Eleven. Catherine had ordered her to torture the Ferine, but she
did not specify a time. Nadine knew Catherine’s implications for immediacy but
she chose to stay in a small living area that passed for her temporary
quarters.


     Nadine sat on the bed in the dark with both
hands cradling her head. She had interrogated prisoners by mind probes in the
past, but the Ferine were completely invulnerable to such a tactic.


     Her past had included other ways of getting
information. She brought her hands away from her face and stared at them.
Nadine thought of what those very same hands may be doing in an hour or so. She
rose from her bed and walked to the narrow door ready to do her duty, but something
stopped her leaving.


     “You always have a choice,” Elliot
had told her.


     Nadine wasn’t sure why, but she found
herself returning to her bed. Fatigue soon had her entering into a fitful sleep.



 


 


 

     Elliot sat in the command chair at Phoenix
Base with a cup of coffee in his hand.


     He sipped at his cup and read a message
from Fleet Admiral Nelson requesting Elliot call him at six—thirty hours. He
looked to the small console in front of him, fashioned at a curve, and looked
at the time. He had to call the Admiral in less than five minutes. Elliot felt
a hand on his shoulder and looked up to Lathiel’s spotted face.


     “Good morning.”


     “You weren’t up too late celebrating were
you?” Elliot asked.


     “You should have stayed longer.”


     “I had to get up in the morning. I need
eight hours of sleep, not two,” Elliot replied and noticed Ranik coming into
view behind him.


     “Is that coffee?” Ranik asked, eyeing
Elliot’s beverage.


     Lathiel placed a long hand on Ranik’s
chest. “Don’t even think about it.”


     “Just one cup.”


     “Not at this time of the morning.”


     “Why wouldn’t you drink coffee in the
morning?” Elliot asked.


     “It doesn’t agree with us. I need Ranik
sober right now,” Lathiel replied and removed the hand from Ranik’s chest.


     “Sober?”


     “Never mind,” Ranik said, “I’ll just have
juice.”


     “Well I’m glad you’re here. I’m making a
call to Admiral Nelson.”


     “Afterwards, you can have a cup of coffee,”
Lathiel said to Ranik who grinned in response.


     “Commander Stuart, make the call to Admiral
Nelson,” Elliot ordered. Peter entered the command into his station at the
admiral’s left.


     Nelson’s face stood nearly four stories
high on a screen which could show dozens of images and scenarios at the same
time. Ronnie Nelson looked like a giant peering into the room.


     “Admiral, right on time.”


     “Your message said you have news for me,
Sir.”


     “Yes,” Nelson replied, “I’m glad Lathiel
and Ranik are there to hear this. The paperwork has gone through. We are now
officially allied with the Ferine. The Prime Ministers have given me the go
ahead to retrieve your people, Lathiel.”


     “I’m very glad to hear that.”


     “Good, because I’m going to need your help
to get them back,” Nelson said.


     “My help? What can I do?”


     “The prisoners know you. They trust you.
You’re our guarantee that they will leave with us. Eli?” Nelson asked, looking
to the man seated next to Lathiel and Ranik.


     “Yes, Admiral?”


     “I want you to spearhead this mission. Take
whatever you need and get our allies back.”


     “We’ll need a ship,” Elliot said. “I was
thinking of the Endeavour.”


     “I can’t do that. If any ship pulled out of
our battle groups right now the Coalition would be tipped off, but I do have
another option. We have a new ship, a prototype called the Excalibur. She
hasn’t left dry—dock yet and won’t be missed.”


     “Does she have a captain yet?”


     “As a matter of fact she does,” Nelson
replied. “A certain Maria Peterson. I believe you’ve heard of her.”


     Elliot beamed. “How is she?”


     “She’s more like her old self, but she’s
got an edge now. Don’t expect the same Maria you knew. Now, our intelligence
seems to confirm what you told us. The Ferine are being held at Waypoint Eleven
although why General Hanover told you this is beyond me.”


     “She seemed resistant to revealing that
information to me. It was as if she was under pressure to intentionally tell
me where the prisoners were being held.”  


     “Do you think it’s a trap?”


     “I’m not sure Admiral, but we don’t have
much of a choice but to go,” Elliot replied.


     “I suppose so. Good luck.”


     “Thank—you, Sir.”


     The screen returned to a three dimensional
map of Alliance
space updated in real time.


     “So what do we do now?” Lathiel asked.


     “We go to the Excalibur,” Elliot
said. “We need troops and a command team as well. I think I’ve got a couple of
people in mind.” 



 


 


 

     “An alliance!” Catherine exclaimed in fury.
She threw the report to the floor. The other eleven council members jumped at
her passionate display. “An alliance. How could you have not seen this?”
Catherine demanded and looked to Alexander huddled in his chair.


     “The symbols don’t always—”


     “Don’t lecture me about symbols! You’re
supposed to be the expert at their interpretation! Still, I can’t fashion
culpability for this on you as I already knew of your ineptness in your field.”


     She looked to the discarded report on the
floor. “Now we have a war we can’t fight and what’s worse? We, all of us, have
been practicing foresight. We all share the blame. When does this mission to
retrieve our detainees from the waypoint begin?”


     “Peter was not specific but he did know the
mission starts soon,” Alexander replied.


     “Another one of my failures is brought to
me. Is it too late to abort this operation?”


     “It’s too far along for that, but any
military intervention on our part could plant the burden of war on our
shoulders,” Napoleon replied.


     “A damned alliance. How can they admit a
nation from another planet, another system?”


     “Perhaps that is our way out,” Elizabeth said.


     “What do you have in mind?” Catherine
asked.


     “Why do we need to recognize the Ferine as
an Alliance
member?”


     “Their government recognizes whomever they
want to,” Henry said.


     “We don’t,” Cleopatra stated.


     “Ah,” Catherine said, “they may recognize
them, but do we? We need a basis for this beyond our own personal convictions
or that of the Coalition. Something concrete.”


     “You said it yourself Catherine,” Louis said.
“How can they adopt a member from another species?”


     “There is no precedent for it,” Victoria said.


     “You,” Catherine said to Alexander, “what
little can you see of the future?”


     “Great battles and birds flying away from
Earth,” Alexander replied after closing his white eyes briefly.


     “You are, as usual, the ambiguous oracle. Can
this be done legitimately?”


     “If we can convince the UN,” Napoleon said.


     “The UN may be our affirmation,” Victoria said. “They did
add those clauses to the admission of Peru.”


     “That was a century ago. Do they have the
power to act now?” Catherine asked.


     “Powerless or not, they carry weight with
the public and that is all that matters. The public opinion of Alliance
civilians needs to be on our side,” Victoria
said.


     “If we use the particle warhead to our
advantage, it has to be under the most beneficial conditions. Credibility is of
central priority. They will not believe anyone who has even the appearance of
cheating them.”


     “Then this can be used to turn their people
against them. We could gain the Alliance’s
ships, technology, and their favor. What could be better?” Alexander asked.


     “Don’t forget you were our teacher. Part of
this does trace back to you. How can the UN be brought to our way of thinking?”


     “We use politicians and diplomats. The Alliance is on soft
ground in this matter. How do you so quickly and easily admit another race of
beings?” Napoleon asked.


     “They may still not side with us,”
Catherine said.


     “They don’t have to,” Alexander said and
stiffened with pride as inspiration hit him. This would cement his plans to
become head of the Council.


     “Explain,” Catherine ordered.


     “Ask the UN to suspend admission until they
can properly address our complaints. Their rescue of the Ferine becomes
illegal.”


     Catherine nodded in appreciation of the
revelation. “Regardless of the outcome, they will have served our purposes. By
the time they arrive at their conclusions, the Alliance will have surrendered and the UN
will have become superfluous.”


     “They’d probably be gone with the fallout
anyway,” Alexander said.


     “True enough. Then put forward a motion,
Alexander and make it official.”


     “All for submitting a legal complaint with
the UN?”


     All hands raised into the air.


     “Motion carried,” Alexander said with a
smile at Catherine.


     “Now, as to this rescue mission.”


     “We can’t look weak in the eyes of the
public,” Nicholas said.


     “No, but we can’t let them get away
either.”


     “What if their ships were destroyed in the
rescue?” Louis asked.


     “Ambitious, but then we have our own fallout
to deal with.”


     “Dead men have no testimony to offer,”
Alexander said.


     “Live ones do.”


     “Then make sure that there are none,” Elizabeth said.


     Catherine put an index finger to her lips.
“This may work. It would scare the remaining Ferine out of the system. They
would never return after so many lives were lost. It certainly is more
effective than having to wait out all those trials.”


     “And then we would have only the Alliance to deal with,”
Alexander said.


     “That won’t be a problem,” Napoleon said.
“Can we do this? How will it look?”


     “Put the brunt of the blame on the
hostages,” Elizabeth
said.


     “What?” Cleopatra asked.


     “I say there will be reports in the street
today speaking of the Ferine’s belligerence. They are aggressive and violent.
They abuse the guards charged with their care,” Elizabeth said.


     “Will people accept this?” Catherine asked.


     “Coalition citizens will. In concert with a
UN investigation and an illegal attempt on the Alliance’s part, we will look like the
victims in this,” Elisabeth said.


     “Well said.”


     “Escaping prisoners have been known to be
accidentally killed in the attempt,” Victoria
said.


     “I don’t want them to escape at all. It’s
best to stop the Alliance
rescuers before they find the prisoners,” Catherine said.


     “If we do that, then how will we convince
anyone that the ships were destroyed in the attempt?” Alexander asked.


     “We don’t. We will have the prisoners moved
to ensure that the Alliance
members don’t find them in time. Then we will have the Ferine executed and have
all the time we need to examine their ships.”


     “The Ferine will demand to have their ships
returned to them and they will want to know why we executed them,” Alexander said.


     “As far as the Ferine and Alliance will know, the rescuers did find the
detainees and nearly got away with them. We tried to disable the escaping
Ferine ships, but we’re unfamiliar with their technology. It’s an
understandable accident. Alexander, have the detainees moved to another deck
tomorrow. Schedule their executions for tomorrow afternoon once Nadine has
finished with them,” Catherine said.



 


 


 

     A small shuttle headed out into the
darkness of space beyond Earth. Mars began as one of many other specks of light
in the black veneer of space but quickly grew to a tiny glowing red ball that
eventually obscured the stars. The small group of people looked on in silence
while one of the many man—made objects in orbit became a large and multi—tiered
dock miles long. The new AWS Excalibur stood out as a bright white eagle
amidst the large grey frameworks at the dock.


     “Is that it?” Madison asked. She and Joshua had been
quickly recruited from the Endeavour for the mission, much to Joshua’s
chagrin.


     “That’s it. Eight hundred yards long and
with new weapons systems no one has ever seen in operation,” Elliot replied.


     “They haven’t been tested?” Joshua asked.


     “Not yet. Hopefully, they still won’t have
been by the end of this mission.”


     The shuttle pulled up next to an airlock on
the Excalibur. The familiar clang of docking was heard and the five got
up to exit the vessel. The hatch opened to a woman of average height and a
single ice blue eye. Ranik and Lathiel were taken aback by the steely mask
covering nearly half of her face.


     “Admiral Fredericks,” Maria said with a
stern expression, “the last time I saw you I was screaming like a mad cow.”


     “Ah,” Elliot stuttered in surprise, “I
guess so, Admiral.”


     “I meant to say, as soon as I got the
chance, thank—you. I know you stayed with me as long as you could.”


     “No problem. Have you met the Ferine
delegates and my adjutants?”


     “I remember Joshua and Madison from a few
meetings, but I can’t say I’ve met these two,” Maria said and advanced on the
alien pair. She spent several seconds examining the extraterrestrials. “I’m
sorry for staring gentlemen. You’re the first Ferine I’ve ever met.” 


     “Don’t be ashamed. We did our own staring
when we met Eli,” Ranik said.


     Maria emitted a small chuckle. “Because it
was Eli or because he was the first Human you had ever seen?”


     “A little of both,” Ranik said and smiled
down at the woman. He shook Maria’s proffered hand.


     “You are a very interesting race of beings.
I took the time to catch up on the inquiry recordings. I can’t say I
appreciated the way the media sensationalized the proceedings.”


     “I thought we were the only ones who
noticed,” Lathiel said.


     “I saw through the media, and we will get
your people back.”


     “It sounds like you have a score to settle,”
Ranik said.


     “Those people are responsible for this,”
Maria said, pointing a finger to her mask. “I won’t mind stepping on their
toes.”


     “Admiral Nelson was clear in his written
orders. No violence if at all possible,” Elliot said.    


     “If at all possible, and you don’t need to
remind me of my orders,” Maria said.


     “Of course, Admiral.”


     “Things haven’t changed that much, Eli. We
are still on a first name basis as far as I am concerned. You were there when
no one else was after I was wounded. I owe you for that.”


     “It was the least I could do for a friend.”


     Maria gave him a warm smile and nod which
seemed out of place next to the hard features of the gleaming mask. She rested
a hand on his shoulder briefly before her professional demeanor reasserted
itself.


     “Now, we’ve got to get going,” she said and
turned from the group. She walked briskly for the bridge. The five new arrivals
fell into step behind her lead. “We have eighty people to rescue and two ships
to commandeer. Eli, what’s your plan?”


     “Two squads of troops,”


     “We received the soldiers this morning,”
Maria interjected.


     “And two shuttles. We go in, get the
hostages, escort them to their ships, and leave.”


     “It seems simple enough, doesn’t it?” Maria
said entering the bridge through a small set of doors at its rear. They barely
had time to allow her access as she strode into the command center. “But, it won’t
be that easy. Cali,
give me 3D tactical.”


     The area in front of the helm of the bridge
became a sphere of empty space with a tiny station at its center.


     “We can stay off their sensors until this
point,” Maria stated as she headed into the display with an arm extended and
pointing to a red transparent globe encompassing the station and a large area
of space around it. She walked towards it until her index finger touched the translucent
red barrier separating non—detection from stark visibility.


     “After this point, we’re on their sensors
and all hell breaks loose. This ship may look different from other fleet
vessels, but it’s still easily recognizable as Alliance property.”


     “I was hoping that you might have thought
of something,” Elliot said.


     “We might be able to help you there, Eli,”
Ranik interjected. Lathiel gave the Ferine a brief, disapproving look which
Ranik responded to. “We did say we would share our technology.”


     “What do you have?” Maria asked.


     “We can hide our probes from most sensor
scans,” Lathiel replied.


     “How does hiding a probe help us?” Maria
asked.


     “On our smaller ships, they’re about a
hundred feet long, we have been able to rig the same stealth for a few hours,”
Ranik replied.


     “But we don’t have any stealth systems
large enough to hide a shuttle,” Lathiel said.


     “We do have a few of the fin probes.”


     “It might work,” Lathiel said while he ran
the idea through his head.


     “Can you let us in on this folks?” Joshua
asked.


     “Lathiel is right,” Ranik replied, “we
don’t have any of the regular systems to supply your shuttles with, but we do
have the systems on the probes. If we can run them at about three times their
normal output we might be able to hide your shuttles from the Coalition
sensors.”


     “How long would they stay hidden?” Elliot
asked.


     “That’s the problem. The systems would burn
out after ten minutes, twenty at the most.”


     “That might be all we need,” Maria said.


     “The shuttles wouldn’t be able to stay.
They would have to rush in, drop us off, and head right back to the Excalibur,”
Elliot said.


     “You have to take the Ferine ships back
anyway. Ranik, when can you get started?” Maria asked.


     “We have to get them delivered here from
our ship. That shouldn’t take very long. After that, perhaps an hour or two,”
Ranik replied.


     “Get to it right away. The communications
station is over there,” Maria said, indicating the proper console. Ranik nodded
and got to work. “Now, how are we going to get to those hostages?”


     “If I may?” Elliot asked, with a gesture
towards the interactive model.


     “Go ahead.”


     Elliot grabbed the station and then opened
his hand and brought it away from the projection. The station became the focus
of the display and the computer zoomed in. The representation of the waypoint
structure became the size of an inflatable tube, floating in the area between
the helm and the main monitor on the front wall. The station was colored red,
befitting its status as an enemy facility rather than its true color. The
Coalition station resembled a large donut, with spokes sticking out at its
equator. A large round ball was at the center of the donut connected to the
rest of the station by four thick bridges. 


     The representation updated in real time and
showed two small Ferine ships colored blue to reflect their status as allies
docked between two sets of spokes on the outside edge of the donut.


     With Elliot’s manipulation, the station
model’s hull became transparent and the central globe of the station took
center stage as a three dimensional representation of its interior. He pointed
to a lower deck of the globe. Three large rooms glowed bright red in the lower
portion of the globe.


     “Our best intelligence says they will be in
these three holding areas.”


     “And if they’re not?” Maria asked.


     “We have their signatures programmed into
our scanners. If they’re not there, we’ll find them.”


     “I hope so or you’ll be trapped in a bad
situation. Once those shuttles are gone, it’s the Ferine ships you take back or
nothing at all.”


     “We’ll get it done.”


     “Cali,
turn off 3D tactical,” Maria said. The three dimensional model winked out into
oblivion. Maria turned from the area and headed for her command chair. 


     “We’ll have to wait for the stealth systems
to arrive before we get underway. I’d suggest everyone get ready for what’s
coming.” 







     Many have said that the Coalition’s use of the UN in
an attempt to block Alliance
admission of the Ferine Nation was only an excuse to wage war. I will concede
this point to my associates of long standing.


     What I believe has been
ignored is the larger historical context of this complaint. The Coalition would
have protested the admission of the Ferine regardless of the situation and had
every right to do so. The standard time period to admit a nation to the Alliance was one year
when expedited and would normally take up to five. To admit a nation in one day
was not only unusual but unheard of.


     One wonders what the UN’s
final decision would have been had events played out the way they should have.



 

The Way It Should Have Been


 by Edward
Cromwell
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The new AWS Excalibur
burst from faster—than—light speeds and into normal space at a range of seventy
million miles from Waypoint Eleven. At this distant position, the station was
merely one more tiny light in the night. Maria swiveled her seat away from the
screen and towards the complex tactical station behind her. The weapon’s master
was surrounded by overhead monitors and a large console covered in switches and
screens. He looked up from his work, as did two other officers behind him at
rear support stations, to receive orders from their commanding officer.


     “Let’s not be caught off guard, gentlemen.
Shields up, bring weapons to standby,” Maria ordered. The officers nodded and
returned their attention to the tactical systems.


     “Shields up, weapon generators at full
power,” the head tactical officer reported.


     “Just in case you bring any trouble back
with you,” Maria said with a sideways glance to Elliot.


     “I know, Maria. I hope no trouble comes
looking for you.”


     “Likewise. Now get to it. The rest of your
team is already aboard the shuttles. Was Ranik able to install the stealth
systems?”


     “He seems to think so. We’ll find out as
soon as we leave the ship.”


     “Good luck,” Maria said. She turned her
chair back towards the screen and watched it for anything out of the ordinary.


     “Same to you,” Elliot said and left the
bridge. He did his best to restrain his nearly head over foot pace to set a
better example for the crewmembers rushing about him. Elliot opened the airlock
with a quick depression of the button next to the hatch and walked onto a
shuttle occupied by Madison and Ranik, accompanied by nearly a dozen well
armed soldiers.


     “Sir!” a military officer exclaimed once
Elliot entered into the main cabin. He bore the rank of Major and wore the
traditional military fatigues for engagement within an urban landscape.
Various colors of gray and black seemed to blend together across his uniform in
an effort to conceal him against the hull.


     “At ease,” Elliot said and noticed a small,
disk like device fastened to his belt. The Major smiled and nodded once he
noticed Elliot’s line of sight.


     “Most people wouldn’t notice that, Sir.
It’s new technology we’re testing out. They’re personal shields. These are the
prototypes. The eggheads told us to use them for no more than a minute or
they’d burn out. We’ve got something else too,” the Major said, and looked over
his shoulder to a young officer behind him.


      “Lieutenant, give the Admiral your rifle,” he
said to a junior officer holding a large and bulky weapon. The officer stepped
forward with a crisp salute and presented his rifle for Elliot’s inspection. He
took the large weapon in hand for his examination. Unlike the black, light
weight Particle Beam Rifles that had a sleek handle and smooth narrow barrel,
this one was wide, fairly heavy and silver in color.


     “A PBR upgrade?”


     “No Sir, it’s a Plasma Rifle,” the Major
informed him.


     “I thought plasma weaponry was too unwieldy
for use in anything below a capital ship.”


     “So did I, Sir. These models are brand new,
right off the assembly line. I’ve been told they can damage a fighter on the
higher settings.”


     “Interesting,” Elliot said and handed the
rifle back to the young lieutenant who sported a sharp haircut. “Carry on.”


     The military officers went back to the
business of getting ready for the mission. Madison got up from the seat at the helm
while Ranik sat in the adjacent one.


     “Just making a few last preparations, Eli,”
Madison said.
“The course is already set and Ranik’s device can be turned on from there.”


     She indicated a button on the right side of
the helm that flashed on and off in red as if warning against a potential user
from pressing it.


     “Will it work?”


     “Ask him,” Madison said, pointing at Ranik.


     Ranik looked up from a close scrutiny of
data displayed on a blue oceanic looking device. The thick blue instrument was
streaming through a large amount of data for its reader.


     “It will work,” Ranik said and looked back
to his gadget.


     “Are you sure?”


     “Yes it will! Now, I’ve got to keep making
adjustments for another minute to make sure it’s ready. Do you mind?” Ranik
asked, holding up the instrument with raised eyebrows.


     “Go ahead.” Elliot took the helm and
disengaged the docking latches. Both shuttles disembarked from the Excalibur
and headed for the station. Just outside of sixty million miles, Elliot pressed
the flashing red button.


     “Engaging stealth,” Elliot announced to the
crew, “I hope.”


     A wave of invisibility traveled across the
small ship leaving a strange view of space behind it and a slight distortion of
stars where the shuttle should have been.


     The communications station in front of
Ranik crackled to life with a transmission from Joshua.


     “You guys are gone! I can see a place where
the stars are a little, I don’t know strange, but I only see it because I’m
looking right at you!”


     “Acknowledged, Shuttle Two. Go into stealth
mode,” Elliot said.


     “Yes, Sir.” A second later a similar wave
rippled across his ship, rendering it invisible to all but the most meticulous
eye.


     “We’re entering their scanner range,”
Elliot said to his crew.


     “Now we’ll see if this works,” Madison said from the
front row of benches in the shuttle.


     “Stealth is operating at three hundred
percent of normal output. We have about twelve minutes before it burns out,”
Ranik informed Elliot.


     “More than enough time,” Elliot said. A
tiny point of light grew larger outside the forward window of the troop
shuttle. “Arrival at Waypoint Eleven in five minutes.”


     The crews of both shuttles sat straight
backed, anxious for arrival at the station. They feared they would hear the
sound of an ominous ping from the computer indicating they were being targeted
by the powerful station—mounted PBCs.


     Relieved faces appeared among the crew of
each ship as they felt a soft metallic clang of docking by especially careful
pilots. The soldiers were the first on their feet once the shuttle came to a
full stop. Elliot and Madison followed seconds later. Ranik drew a PBD from his
holster and rose from his seat more slowly then the rest of the shuttle’s
occupants.


     “Keep it on high stun,” Elliot told Ranik,
“setting two. No fatalities on either side.”


     Ranik nodded and adjusted the weapon to the
recommended setting. 


     “Sir,” the Major said, “we’re ready.”


     Elliot straightened his uniform and drew a
Particle Beam Pistol from his belt. “Proceed.”


     The Major walked to the rear of the craft
where an open hatch revealed the door to the station. An access panel was
visible next to the circular doorway.


     “Get us in, Private,” the Major ordered.


     The junior officer already had a small
piece of technology in his hand and connected it to the access panel with a
single glowing cable. His fingers flew across the pad in his right hand and
delivered a flurry of commands to bypass the hatch’s security. The console on
the hull of the station beeped acknowledgement and the door slid open. The
small force of personnel entered the interior of the airlock. Elliot’s earpiece
beeped to him. He placed a thumb on a switch at his earlobe.


     “Go ahead,” Elliot said in a low whisper.   


     “We’re in,” Joshua replied in a quiet
voice.


     “Meet us outside Room Twenty—Four. Keep
your weapons on high stun unless absolutely necessary. Keep this signal open. I
need to know what’s happening on your end.”


     “You got it.”


     “Let’s go,” Elliot said to his crew.
“Private, open the interior hatch.”


     The interior door opened and revealed a
hallway some fifty feet in length. A single Coalition enlisted officer
patrolled the hallway with his back to them. Elliot nodded to the Major, who
flashed two fingers towards the target. A Private next to him aimed a Particle
Beam Rifle towards the soldier. A squeeze of the trigger rendered the target
paralyzed from head to foot. He stared at the floor while more than a dozen
pairs of feet trod by him in a soft pattering.



 


 


 

     Nadine had woken up from a long needed
sleep, having borne a lighter conscience after the decision she had made. After
showering in the tiny bathroom of her small quarters aboard the Waypoint Eleven
Station, she had enjoyed a particularly good cup of coffee. She dressed in her
uniform, for what she imagined would be the last time, and headed for the door.




 


 


 

     A dozen soldiers, two fleet officers, and
one Ferine did their best to hide in the scant shadows of bright hallways.
Elliot used the map of the station on his link to locate the nearest lift to Deck
Seventeen. There was a constant background hum from numerous generators aboard
the station covering the sound of their footsteps. Elliot turned a corner and
jumped back with the utmost care not to make any noise. The Major focused an
intuitive gaze at Elliot.


     Elliot met his stare and held up two
fingers, which he then pointed at the corridor. The Major gave him a quick nod
of acknowledgement and gave a quick signal to two of his subordinates. One
peeked around the corner to the sight of two oncoming men dressed in civilian
clothing. They didn’t notice the soldiers as they were busy examining a link
they held between them. One soldier nodded to the other and both stepped in the
hallway and incapacitated the Coalition men. Elliot took the lead again and found
the required entrance to the heavy capacity door.


     “Private, get us in!”


     The technician leapt to the elevator and
forced open the panel access to the lift. He stuck his fingers into the open
panel and fiddled with small narrow cables, detaching some and attaching others
to different ports. After fast work by the technologically inclined member of
the Alliance,
the door slid open for the group.


     Elliot walked in without a word. Madison
and Ranik followed behind him. The soldiers filed in by rank while the next
officer in the hallway continued to scan for any enemies that might pop into
their sights. Once they were all in, the Private pressed the large round
buttons on a numeric keypad for one and seven to bring them to the desired
deck. The lift hummed to motion and stopped on Deck Seventeen.


     Elliot and his squad proceeded down a
corridor towards rooms Twenty—Two through Twenty—Four. Elliot was relieved to finally
see a stretch of hallway with three evenly space doors on one side.


     “This is it.”


     The Major nodded his head towards the Private
who had earlier allowed them access to the elevator. He confidently walked to
the first door, removed the panel from the wall, and began manipulating the
components within.


     The rest of the soldier’s rifles converged
on a large group of people invading the space from the opposite end of the
corridor. It was only at the recognition of like uniforms that the barrels of
said rifles pointed to the floor. Madison
immediately recognized the familiar shape of her husband among the small band
of fighters.


     “Josh.”


     “Madi, our scanners haven’t been working
since we entered the base. What about yours?” Joshua asked.


     “Ours are useless too.”


     “Do you think it means something?”


     “Oh Josh, I really hope not,” Madison replied and looked
to the Private busy interfering with Coalition technology. The Private shifted
his hand to the right  inside the tech
forest. The door beeped an encouraging sound and slid out of the way.


     Elliot and his cadre were stunned to see an
empty hold.


     He turned around to the group of soldiers
and friends whose faces mirrored his surprise. Elliot regained his composure
and looked to the Major at his side.


     “Open the others.” 


     Both the Major and the Private nodded and
walked at a brisk pace to the first of the next two doors. The group waited in
heart—pounding silence while the Private manipulated the interior circuits
inside another panel identical to the first. They all had a sense of their
stomachs dropping into their feet as the second door slid aside to reveal
another empty room. Soon afterwards, a third door opened to a final vacant
space. The panels hanging from their places on the wall flashed a red light. A blaring
alarm sounded throughout the corridor and echoed from distant places within
the station.


     “Shit!” the Major exclaimed. “You were
supposed to do your job, Private!”


     The subordinate officer looked lost at the
accusation. “I don’t understand Sir. I made sure they were cut off from the
rest of the network.”


     “They probably wanted it that way. One cut
off from the network no problem, but all three? They must’ve known we would try
that,” Madison
said.


     “There is a secondary possible set of
holding cells,” Elliot announced for the group.


     “Are you sure, Eli? Those alarms must mean
they’re sending people here even as we speak,” Ranik asked.


     Joshua nodded solemnly in confirmation.
“They’ll have at least a dozen men here in less than a minute. Whatever we do,
we’ve got to get going.”


     “We’re not leaving our people behind,”
Elliot said raising his voice so the entire group beyond Lathiel and Ranik
could hear, “and they are our people.”  


     “Absolutely,” Madison said with a proud smile.


     “We go to the secondary rooms our
intelligence had indicated,” Elliot said, confidently. “Major, lead the way
back to the high capacity lift. From here we go as one group. Captain Hubbard,
you’re my second.”


     His two adjutants nodded and placed
themselves behind him at each shoulder. Ranik and Lathiel completed the wings
behind Joshua and Madison. The combined group padded back the way they came.


     “How much of a chance did intelligence say
there was for the prisoners to be in the secondary holds?” Madison asked in a lowered voice.


     “Better than if they weren’t in the first.”
Elliot looked over his shoulder for her to better hear him. “But not very
high.”


     The alarms stopped their drumming chant
once they reached the nearby elevator. The defending squadrons of soldiers
could already hear distant movement.


     “Get us on that elevator now Private, before
we have a squadron of Connies on our asses,” the Major ordered. The Private
connected a cable to the panel at lighting fast speed and had the door open in
barely five seconds.


     Elliot led the way into the lift closely
accompanied by a small crowd of people that entered the elevator in an orderly,
but quick fashion. The last soldier made a fast scan of the area and backed
into the elevator. Just as he turned towards the group a flash of emerald light
hit him in the left shoulder. He grimaced in pain and stumbled into the lift.


     “Go! Deck Twelve!” Elliot ordered as
another shot slammed into the side of the door. The Private complied, closed
the doors, and depressed the appropriate buttons to bring them to the desired floor
while Madison
attended to the wounded officer.


     A poorly muffled curse emitted from the
area of the control panel. The Private entered panicked commands into his
device connected to the lift’s controls.


     “Is there a problem?” Elliot asked.


     “Yes, Sir. The elevator is being called to
another location.”


     “I thought you could isolate these things
from the network,” Elliot said to the Private’s back.


     “I can isolate control panels from the
network. This is different because I can’t isolate an elevator from the network;
it’s dependent on it to function. I can bring an elevator to top priority, but
it’s basically the same thing.”


     “So what’s the problem?” Elliot asked.


     “Somehow the priority’s been overridden.
That can happen only with someone of a really high clearance. I’m trying to
override his place. Shit!” he said, and smacked the device against the wall. “I
can’t stop it, Sir. We’re about to meet Coalition Brass.”


     “Weapons at ready,” the Major ordered.


     The forward rank of soldiers leveled the
barrels of their rifles at the door and waited. The elevator slowed to a halt
and beeped its arrival to pick up the ignorant hitchhiker. The doors opened to
a speechless General Nadine Hanover staring at the large group of Alliance soldiers huddled
in the elevator.


     “Weapons down!” Elliot exclaimed to his
troops. They obediently lowered the barrel of their rifles at the command. He
pushed past them to the front of the lift.


     “Elliot,” Nadine said in relief as he
emerged from the small crowd of fatigues and Particle Beam Rifles. “I was
convinced I was about to become a burn mark on the deck.”


     “The rifles are set to stun.”


     “Still, thanks for not shooting me,” Nadine
said and felt her shoulders sag from a relieved sigh at the stress exiting her
body. “I am so glad you’re here.”


     “What’s going on?”


     “You wouldn’t believe what’s happened in
the last day,” she said. “What are you doing here?”


     “We’re here to rescue the prisoners.”


     “You’re on the wrong deck.”


     “We know we tried Deck Seventeen,” Elliot
said.


     “They’re not there.”


     “We discovered that, we were on our way to
Deck Twelve.”


     “They’re not there either.”


     Elliot looked at her, nearly helpless in the
defeat he was facing in the near future, and looked behind him at the assembled
rescue squad. Joshua admonished him with a questioning gaze of distrust for the
Coalition General in the hallway.


     “Can you help us?” Elliot implored, looking
back to her.


     Nadine regarded him with a riddled gaze of
sadness.


     “I know what I’m asking.”


     “It’s not that, Eli. I’ve already made my
choice, but if it was anyone else but you asking,” she said, and put her arms
around him. He responded in kind to her embrace and noticed how tightly she
held him. She reluctantly pulled away.


     “You’re short on time. I heard the alert
and soldiers are already going to both decks to find you,” Nadine said.


     “Will you help us?”


     “Yes, get back on the elevator. I can use
my priority clearance to get you to the right deck,” Nadine said in a hurried
march of words.


     “Wait, wait, wait,” Joshua said, voicing
the concern of nearly everyone else on the lift. “Eli, how can you be sure that
we can trust her?”


     “We can trust her or take our chances
wandering the decks looking for about eighty Ferine hostages.”


     “I vote for the first choice,” Madison piped up from
Joshua’s side.


     “So do I,” Ranik said.


     Catching the tall striped Ferine towering
above the other soldiers at the back of the lift, Nadine smiled in appreciation
of his comment.


     “Private,” Elliot said, “give the General
access to the elevator controls.”


     “Yes Sir,” he said and smartly stepped
aside. His face betrayed some of the awe the rest of the military ranks were
experiencing at the sight of a Coalition General aiding them in their task.
Nadine took his place at the controls and typed in her clearance code. After a
quick beep of confirmation from the panel, she typed the numbers zero and nine
into the pad and then chose a section number of the deck. The doors closed and
the lift jumped into motion.


     “The Council specifically instructed me to
tell you where the Ferine were being held. They wanted the Alliance to attempt a rescue but they
wouldn’t tell me why.”


     “They want us to rescue the prisoners?”
Elliot asked.


     “I didn’t say that. They wanted you to try.
I suspect that they want you and the Ferine killed in the attempt but I don’t
know why.”


     “Bullshit, Nadine. Why don’t you tell us
what’s going on?” Joshua demanded.


     “I’m telling you the truth,” Nadine replied,
looking to where Joshua stood a few feet away. “If I knew I would tell you.”


     The elevator stopped and opened onto an
empty hallway.


     “Do you need to take the lead?” Elliot
asked Nadine.


     “I’m the better choice. I chose a place on
Deck Nine that is usually deserted. I can get you to the prisoners, but there
are people guarding them.”


     “I’ll take point with you. Don’t worry
about the guards. My men will take care of them,” Elliot said. 


     The two moved to the front of the group and
stepped out of the elevator.


     “Eli, these are still my people. I don’t
want any of them killed, with or without my help,” Nadine said. 


     They walked as a couple down the corridor
while some two dozen personnel followed behind them. Ranik and Lathiel moved to
the front of the group and walked behind the pair.


     “We’ve been ordered to avoid fatalities of
any kind. My men will stun them, not kill them.”


     “Good.”


     “You didn’t tell me what happened.”


     “I’ve disobeyed orders,” Nadine said.


     “You didn’t do what the Council told you to
do,” Elliot said with a deliberate ambiguity.


     “I couldn’t.”


     “What changed your mind?” Elliot asked.
They rounded another corner that led to a long dim hallway. It was thankfully,
empty.


     “You did.”


     They came to the end of the lengthy hallway
which ended with a major bulkhead and a heavy door blocking the way. They
stopped at the metal impediment to their progress.


     “I can’t use my access code here. It would
show I was in this area when I shouldn’t have been.”


     “Private, time to show your skill again,”
Elliot said. He looked to the specialist who had gotten them into and out of a
few situations in the past ten minutes.


     “Yes Sir,” he said, and accessed the panel.
It slid open with only a brief manipulation by the capable officer. Nadine
peered down a short and wide corridor that abruptly turned a corner barely thirty
feet away. 


     “The door to the holding area is right
around there. There are a few guards but they’ll see anyone coming around that
corner,” Nadine told Elliot in a subdued voice.


     “Hear that?” Elliot whispered to the Major
who had huddled up along with the rest of the group behind them.


     “Yes, Sir. I think it’s a good time to use this,”
the Major said. The palm of his hand rested on a small disk shaped device
fastened to his belt.


     “Are you sure it will work?”


     “For a minute, but that’s all we need.”


     “You got the go ahead, Major. Make it
happen.”


     Nadine looked on in interest at the
conversation. She chose to speak up only once the Major had begun a cautious
walk down the corridor.


     “What is that?” she asked pointing to the
device on the man’s belt. “It’s not lethal, is it?”


     “No, it will just be something of a
surprise to those guards.”


     “Okay,” Nadine said and scrutinized the
scene unfolding in front of her. The Major drew his PBP from its holster and
walked to the end of the hallway, stopping just short of the corner. He pressed
a small square red button at the center of the disc shaped object. To Nadine’s
surprise, the solid glow of a shield flowed over the man’s body, keeping itself
only half an inch from his skin.


     The Major casually walked around the
corner, and into the eyesight of no less than four sentries standing guard in
front of a large set of double doors. At first they mistook him for a fellow
officer. Their gaze soon fixed upon a weapon being leveled at them, throwing
off their expectations. Before they could raise their rifles, he smartly hit
the first man in the chest.


     The other three recovered and fired with
certain aim and a firm belief that they were about to fry the Alliance interloper in front of them. To
their shock, the shots briefly glowed green across the body shield and then
faded away. The Major grinned in delight of the expression of surprise and
fired the weapon three times in quick succession. Three bodies thudded to the
floor.


     “All clear,” the Major said to the rest of
the group waiting around the corner. They advanced around the turn in the corridor.
Elliot looked at his handiwork in appreciation.


     “Good work, Major.”


     “Thank—you, Sir,” he replied, and depressed
the button on the device. The shield’s soft humming stopped and the field
around the Major’s body winked out.


     “Private, if you will,” Elliot said to the
technician and indicated the large set of double doors that were the last
impediment to reaching the Ferine hostages.


     “Glad to, Sir.”


     “Ranik, Lathiel, you’d better take the lead
on this one. The prisoners need to see familiar faces,” Elliot said. Once the technician
finished his work, the two walked to the front of the small crowd of officers
and stood in front of the doors. They waited to see the condition of their
friends and associates they hoped were on the other side of the door. Lathiel
secretly guarded himself against the possibility of seeing another empty room.
A beep of confirmation issued from the access panel and the doors opened.


     The large group of troops let out a
relieved sigh to discover that some eighty Ferine sat on benches and cots doing
their best to cope with the situation. At first, they looked up in mild
curiosity of the latest set of visitors. The process had begun to bore them as
the officers always asked the same questions regarding their technological
abilities and never got the answers they were intent on hearing.


     The first few nearest to the doors looked
up and believed they were hallucinating when they saw Lathiel and Ranik in
front of a group of well armed Human soldiers crowding the hallway.


     “Lathiel?” Danniack asked, squinting at the
spotted Ferine at the front of the group.


     “It’s me, Danniack. You’re not imagining
this,” Lathiel assured him in a relieved voice. At the sound of his voice more
looked up from their conversations and activities to focus on the open door and
the Ferine standing in it. They began to cautiously move towards the door,
suspicious that it may be a trick.


     “Oh Lathiel,” Danniack said in a
disheartened voice, “they’ve captured you too.”


     “No Danniack,” he replied and walked towards
the Captain of the Explorer, “we’re here to rescue you. These men are
our friends.”


     “It was Humans that captured us and took us
here.”


     “These Humans are different. They’re not
only our friends, they’re our allies now,” Ranik said, entering the room and
standing next to his cousin.


     “Allies? I don’t understand.”


     “You’ve missed a few events since the
Coalition took you hostage. These people are from the other organization,
called the Alliance.
Elik and the Assembly have voted to ally with them,” Lathiel said.


     “Just to rescue us?” 


     “That and a lot more,” Ranik said.


     “Come on. We’re getting all of you back to
your ships,” Lathiel said.


     “I’m confused.”  


     “We don’t have much time. Trust me. Get
everyone together and organized into the crew for each ship,” Ranik said.


     “Yes, of course,” Danniack said, shaking a
fog of confusion from his head. He stood straight and turned around to the
Ferine scattered across the hold. “We’re going. These men are here to take us
back to our ships. They’re not with the people who brought us here. They’re
here to rescue us.”


     At the proclamation, the Ferine in the hold
immediately perked up and moved towards the captain. 


     “Now, all of you: the crew of the Explorer
on this side and the crew of the Wanderer on that side,” Lathiel
said, indicating the left and then the right side of the room. The hope of
escape motivated the Ferine to respond to his directions. Two groups of forty Ferine
formed in less than a minute.


     “Good. Now this is my friend Eli,” Ranik
said, with a motion of one arm towards the Admiral behind him. “He’s going to
tell you what to do so that we can all get off this station and back to our
ships. Please listen to him and do what he says.”


     Lathiel and Ranik walked back to the door
and stood on either side of Elliot.


     “Thank—you, Ranik. Danniack, you and your
group will follow me. The soldiers you see are here to escort you back to your
ships. They are here to protect you.”


     The Ferine watched as the soldiers divided
into two columns and moved to surround the group. The troops took defensive
positions around the hostages.


     “Don’t worry,” Ranik said, loud enough to
be heard by the eighty members of his race, “they won’t harm you.”


     The Ferine looked worried with the soldiers
standing at attention around them but none panicked in the charged atmosphere.


     “Captain Leck,” Elliot directed to the
second crew, “you will follow my friend Joshua. He is the one with the blue
eyes, blond hair, and goofy smile.”


     The joke brought a brief chorus of laughter
from the group. Elliot hoped it would serve to relieve some of the tension and
demonstrate that these Humans were indeed different from the ones that had
imprisoned them. It also brought a roll of the eyes from Joshua.


     “Major?” Elliot asked.


     “Any time you’re ready, Sir.”


     “Okay, Danniack and your crew, follow me.
After that, Joshua will have you follow him. You’re all going home,” Elliot
said, and turned for the door. Behind him Madison
took up a position with her PBD drawn. Nadine took a place next to Elliot.


     “Let’s go,” Nadine said to Elliot with a
smile.


     “Yes, Ma’am,” Elliot replied. They walked
out of the holding area as a group of over one hundred Ferine and Humans. 


     “The ships are moored at Deck Fourteen on
the outer ring. The elevators can take us within a short distance of them. Your
technician should go with the other group to override the lift controls and
I’ll take your group,” Nadine said. They walked down the corridor and took a
turn to the right down a different passage.


     “Sounds good. Private, you heard her,”
Elliot said to the technician walking behind them.


     “Yes Sir,” he said. The Private moved to
the side of the corridor and allowed the people to proceed past him. He then
joined the second group still in the storage bay. Joshua waited until the first
group had disappeared around the corner, before turning back to face the Ferine
captain.


     “Captain Leck, follow me,” he said and
moved towards the exit. The group obediently followed him out of the area.


     Nadine led them down a different set of
hallways and into a large assembly area that was also empty, thanks to her
knowledge of the station.


     “These are the only elevators capable of
transporting large groups. We usually use them for cargo and fighters, but
each group will have to take a different lift,” Nadine said.


     Elliot nodded, and the group waited as the
second one poured into the room behind them.


     “Joshua, you’ll take the second elevator.
Call for it as soon as we leave,” Elliot said.


     “Private, once you’re on the elevator, set
arrival for Deck Seventeen Section Sixty—One,” Nadine said to the junior
officer. The officer didn’t question her authority but simply nodded curtly as
acknowledgement.


     Nadine walked over to an incredibly wide, tall
door that was large enough to accommodate two fighters, each sixty feet in
length. She input a code into the wall panel, and in a surprisingly short
period of time, the door opened at the ceiling and slid into the deck. The
space was at least sixty feet wide and fifty feet deep.


     “Anytime you’re ready, Eli.”


     “Follow me,” Elliot said to his cadre. The
couple walked on to the elevator with the large escaping mass behind them. They
fit in the lift with room to spare, but not enough to accommodate Joshua’s
team.


     “We’ll see you on the other side,” Joshua
said.


     The door came back up from the floor and
sealed shut into the ceiling. The open deck elevator whirred into motion. The
exposed steel walls of the shaft whizzed past them at nearly forty miles an
hour.


     The elevator arrived to a wide, curved
corridor. Elliot and Nadine vacated the elevators with the others close behind.



     “This is where we have to part ways,”
Nadine said. “The Explorer is down the right side of the corridor. Take
your first left and go to the end. That’s where the airlock to the ship is. The
Wanderer is down the left side. Take a right and the airlock is at the
end of the corridor. There are guards at the airlock to both ships and
scientists are on board, but they shouldn’t pose too much of a problem for you.”


     “Madison,
take the lead. I’ll catch up,” Elliot said. Madison looked at Nadine with a knowing smile
and then left with her weapon drawn. The rest of the Ferine hostages and
soldiers followed her down the corridor.


     “Are you going to be okay?”


     “I’ll be fine.”


     “You disobeyed orders,” Elliot said.


     “Don’t worry.”


     “And now you’ve helped us. I don’t know
what Catherine’s like, and she is your mother, but God knows what she’ll do to
you. Come with us. You can ask for sanctuary.”


     “I can’t. They’re still my people.”


     “Please.”


     “I told you not to worry. It’s because of
you that I’ll be okay. You’ve given me the perfect alibi! How can I possibly
have done any mind probes if the detainees had been taken?” Nadine said and
gave him an improvised look of innocence. “I did all that I could, but those Alliance bastards got to
them before me.”


     Elliot took her hand in his with the deep
desire not to leave her behind.


     “I’ll be fine,” Nadine said, squeezing his
hand. She placed the palm of her hand to his cheek and brought his face to
hers. She backed away from his embrace and smiled to him with a trust he had
never seen in her. “Go. I’ll see you at Phoenix.”


     Nadine turned away and walked down the
curving corridor towards a door that led away from the ships. He watched her
retreating back and spoke softly to her beyond her hearing range.


     “I’ll see you soon.” Sobering to the
reality of his surroundings, Elliot quickly turned on his heel and ran after
the group, who were surely close to the ship by now. He caught up with the
cautious team of Ferine and soldiers creeping down the corridors towards a
hatch.


     Elliot caught up to the group and made his
way to the front.


     “Report,” Elliot whispered to Madison.


     “Love is in the air.”


     “Report on your situation.”


     “The airlock is over there. We’re not sure
about the hallway in between us and the hatch.”


     “Major, advance to the corridor and take a
look. Be careful,” Elliot said to the soldier who grunted a “Yes Sir” and
proceeded to a corner just ten feet short of the airlock. He carefully extended
a small mirror mounted on a metal spine around the impediment to his sight.


     A shot of energy took the mirror and much
of the spine with it. The Major threw the heated remains away from him and
backed off to the large gathering of Alliance
citizens.


     “I think they know we’re here.”


     “You don’t say?” Elliot asked with a raised
eyebrow.


     “Sorry, Sir.”


     “What is the best approach for this, Major?
We have to get to that airlock.”


     “Just ten feet. That’s all we need.”


     “What of your new shields?” Elliot asked.


     “Mine’s only got a few seconds left on it
but they’re good for about a minute and the rest of my men have them. I think
I’ve got it, Sir. We’re going to need the Ferine in a line down the centre of
the hallway.”


     “You’ve got it, Major,” Elliot said, and
whispered the order to Madison who relayed it through the ranks. The Ferine obediently
moved into a narrow line of two abreast down the dim corridor. The Major used a
chain of hand signals, and in short order had the soldiers divided into two
lines along each wall. 


     “We’re ready.”


     “Wait,” Elliot said and then turned his attention
to the earpiece hanging from his lobe. “What is your situation, Josh?”


     After a moment of silence, Joshua came
through in a lowered voice. “I think it’s the same as you, Eli. We’ve got
soldiers waiting around a corner. We step out there and they’ll turn our escape
into a shooting gallery.”


     “The Major over here seems to have come up
with a solution. He’ll brief your military XO right now.”


     “Captain,” the Major said into his own
piece, “make it the revolving door march like on New Terra. Got it?”


     The Major listened for an affirmative and
then nodded to the Admiral.


     “What do you need?” Elliot asked.


     “Wait for my signal and start sending the
Ferine towards the airlock. You’d better let them know to expect a lot of noise
but not to panic. Just go right up to the airlock and walk in. A few of you
should go ahead of them just to take out anyone inside of the ship. Got it,
Sir?”


     Elliot nodded and turned back to the group
in a long line behind him. Madison
stood at the front of the group with her PBD at ready.


     “Madi, as soon as the Major gives you the
signal, you’ll head in behind him and help to secure the ship. The Ferine will
be right behind you. Lathiel?”


     “Yes?”


     “As soon as Madi moves, so do you. Follow
her into the ship and pass this back through the line: follow the person in
front of you. Focus on the deck and ignore anything you hear. Just keep moving
until you’re in the ship, okay?”


     Lathiel nodded nervously and recited his
lines to the two Ferine in back of him, who nodded as well, and passed the
information on to the couple behind them. Elliot turned around and faced the
Major, who was at the forefront of his men in the center of the corridor. The
Major had exchanged his PBP for one of the hefty plasma assault rifles that Elliot
had examined earlier. He had his back to the corridor and waited for Elliot’s
go ahead.


     Elliot gave a silent nod to the officer.
The Major turned around and raised his arm, bent at the elbow, with his forearm
pointing to the ceiling. The soldiers watched him intently until the arm
dropped forward.


     The first five officers activated the
personal shields on their belts and walked at a quick march into the corridor.
They brandished their rifles and each line of officers turned away from each
other to face the unknown down the two ends of the corridor. The air crackled
as several pulses of destructive energy began to converge on the men who
leveled their rifles at a large group of soldiers on either side of the
passage. They returned the assault with discharges from their own weapons.
Their shields absorbed the incoming fire and several Coalition men collapsed face
down to the floor.


     As the buzzing of fire played in the
background, the Major leveled the experimental weapon at the heavy reinforced
hatch. The Major aimed and discharged a brilliant beam of yellow starlight into
the airlock door. The hatch glowed from the stream of energy rushing into it
and soon after melted. A large hole with uneven edges grew into existence. The
Major let go of the trigger in satisfaction of his handy work and turned to Madison in triumph.


     Madison
nodded with an appreciative smile at his simple approach and followed him at a
quick pace into the interior of the Ferine ship. The Ferine took their cue and
followed Madison
into the ship. As each soldier’s shield began to weaken, he exited the line.  They were thankful that the forty standing two
abreast were able to leave the station in a short time considering there were
only a dozen soldiers on each line. Two separate lines of soldiers became a
crescent receding into the airlock.


     The last soldier into the airlock
discovered that his first sight of an alien ship was Elliot. 


     “You’re the last one?”


     “Yes Sir,” the Second Lieutenant answered.


     “Good,” Elliot said and slapped the button
to close the ship’s interior door. The melted door of the station didn’t pose a
problem for the ship’s hatch which closed with a swift movement.


     “Seal that hatch,” Elliot ordered. The
officer obeyed and set his rifle to a solid beam. The right side of the door
turned into a bubbled vertical line under the weapon’s heat.


     “That will buy us some time. Major, it’s
time to secure the ship.”


     “What do we do with the Connies that are
onboard?” the Major asked.


     “Stun them and put them all in the shuttle
bay. We’ll keep them there until we’re home. Are our scanners working yet?”


     The Major held up a rectangular device that
had remained dark throughout their travails on the station. It now showed a
schematic of everything within three hundred feet.


     “They’re working.”


     “Then it’s time to use them. Have your men
locate all the Coalition people on board and escort them to the shuttle bay. It
shouldn’t be a problem now that we can detect them. If they don’t want to go,”
Elliot began.


     “Make them into paper weights. Yes Sir,”
the Major finished and divided up the dozen men with him into pairs of two. The
half a dozen teams moved off to find the glowing bodies displayed on their
scanners.


     “Major, come with me to secure the bridge.
Lathiel, you and Danniack will accompany us. Madison, stay here with the rest of the
Ferine until the ship is secured.”


     A chorus of “Yes Sirs” answered him. Madison stayed behind
while the small task force headed for the command center. 


     They found the double door entrance
quickly. Danniack pressed his long fingered palm to the small panel glowing
bright yellow and the doors begrudgingly opened with a rattle from the damage
they had sustained from the seizure of the ship. Danniack jumped behind the two
officers, who had surprise on their side as six stunned Coalition scientists
looked up from the stations they were attempting to get functioning again.


     Elliot stunned the man bent over the helm
console from behind. His body slumped across its amber displays. To Elliot and
the Major’s surprise, these scientists were armed and already drawing PBDs from
their belts. 


     “Stay out here,” Elliot breathed before
both he and the Major dove for cover inside the bridge.


     Elliot jumped for the nearby couch at the
side of the bridge, while the Major crouched next to the science station. The
Major smartly took another man down with a quick shot to the chest, but both
found it difficult to hit the remaining men without sacrificing his limited
cover. The Scientists were firing lethal rounds and Elliot did not have a
charged personal shield to aid him.


     The Major activated his shield that had just
seconds of charge left and dove into the fray. The personal force field
absorbed four shots from the remaining men. He took advantage of their
momentary confusion and took out two of them with pulses from his PBP. Elliot exploited
the distraction and was able to incapacitate another man at the communications
station. 


     The Major’s shield overloaded and winked
out, having reached its limits. The last man took aim at the Major who had no
cover and was open to attack. Before Elliot could intervene, a lightning bolt
of green energy struck the scientist in the chest. He crumpled to the floor,
paralyzed from the shot.


     The man, intent on the two officers
attacking him, hadn’t noticed a tall Ferine at the doorway with a drawn PBD in
his hand. Elliot and the Major looked behind them to see Lathiel, frozen in
place from his actions.


     “I didn’t know you had it in you,” Elliot said.


     “Neither did I,” Lathiel said and slowly
lowered his gun.


     “Captain Danniack, can you bring the bridge
back up?” Elliot asked.


     “Right away.” Danniack accessed the nearest
station and within seconds, the bridge hummed to life. The amber monitors and
panels glowed again with their nearly organic light.


     Having listened to reports over his
earpiece the Major relayed the information to Elliot.


     “Both ships are secure, Sir.”


     “Good news. Major help to remove our guests
to the shuttle bay,” Elliot said. The Major nodded and went to the nearest
scientist. He hefted his bulk onto a shoulder and left the bridge.


     “Madison,”
Elliot said into his earpiece, “tell the Ferine they can move freely now. Let
them know that we’ll be departing soon and it’s best for them to report to
their stations so that we can get out of here.”


     “You got it.”


     “Lathiel, we need to get those docking
latches released,” he said to the Ferine. Lathiel marched to the station. A
quick set of commands from his fingertips brought a distant hum into existence.
“The shields are weakening the clamps. They’re starting to fail.”


     “Excellent. Joshua, are you still there?”
Elliot asked of his earpiece.


     “Alive and well. We’ve taken the ship and
Ranik’s cut the clamps with the shields. We’re ready to go whenever you are.”


     “Well?” Elliot asked unsure of their
status. He waited for Lathiel’s next words while Ferine men and women streamed
onto the bridge and took their stations.


     “The clamps are compromised. We’re floating
free.”


     “We’re ready to go,” Elliot said.


     “Then I’ll see you back at the Excalibur,”
Joshua said.


     “See you then, I’m signing off,” Elliot
said, and shut off his earpiece.


     “Where are we going?” Danniack asked.


     “Coordinates are eighty—five point seven
two five degrees, fifteen point two up bubble,” Elliot replied.


     “Distance?”


     “Seventy million miles,” Elliot replied.


     “I’ve got it,” the hulking helmsman said
from his console.


     “Execute,” Danniack said.


     Two small blue ships pulled away from the
station and turned towards a mutual point in space some distance away. The
ships jumped to their maximum sub—light speeds to meet the Excalibur. In
defiance of their escape, two heavy particle beams slapped the ships before
they could go beyond its effective weapon’s range.


     “The stern shields just took a beating,”
Lathiel reported. Elliot joined him at the engineering console and looked at
the monitor displaying the status of the ship’s shields.


     “Down to half strength.”


     “I’m picking up small ships leaving the
station,” Lathiel said. The primary monitor at the front of the bridge showed a
group of tiny, olive colored craft appear around the station. It looked as
though a donut shaped hive had just spewed out a swarm of angry insects.


     “Fighters,” Elliot sighed. “What’s your
maximum sub—light?”


     “Ninety—seven percent the speed of light.”


     “Bring your sunlight engines to maximum.
Can you transfer power from the bow shield to the stern shield?” Elliot asked.


     “Yes.”


     “Put as much into the stern shield as you
can. Communications,” Elliot said to the female Ferine on the opposite side of
the bridge.


     “Yes?” She looked withered from her
stressful time on the station.


     “Can you signal the Excalibur? I’d
like to talk with her commander.”


     “Yes, yes, I can do that,” the disheveled
Ferine replied, and turned back to her station. She pressed a series of buttons
with trembling hands. The bridge speakers crackled to life and a familiar
female voice was heard.


     “This is Excalibur.”


     “We’re on our way Maria, but we’ve got
about twenty fighters chasing us,” Elliot said.


     “Acknowledged. Come in on a wide course and
stay out of our firing solution. Have both of your ships fly under our wings
and we’ll bring you home.”


     “Yes Ma’am,” Elliot replied and nodded to
the Ferine at Communications. She complied with his signal and shut off the
signal.


     “The fighters have divided into two groups.
We have twenty ships chasing us and their catching up fast,” Lathiel reported.


     “Were you able to put the extra power to
the shield?”


     “All three weapons generators are connected
to the stern shield now,” Lathiel replied.


     “Let’s hope it’s enough to get us to back
to the Excalibur.”


     “Here they come.”







     Has humanity learned anything from its First Contact
with alien beings?


     We have the immediate result,
that’s for sure, but what of the age old problems of hatred, bigotry, racism,
homophobia, and everything else that is on the list?


     The Ferine gave us an insight
into the galaxy. They showed us that all of our interior problems were a result
of internal Human fear, but many didn’t give up that fear in the greater
realization that we weren’t alone in the universe. Some of us merely expanded
our fear to a greater sphere.


     Did we learn to hate with a
greater passion?



 

First Contact: A Lesson or a Matter of Speculation?


by Anders DeVries



 

[bookmark: _Toc345330707]Chapter XVI



 

“Arm forward
weapons,” Maria said and stood up from her command chair on the bridge. The
weapons officer complied and bent to fulfilling his task. “We’ll make short
work of them.”


     “Ma’am,” Phelps said from his place at the
right side of the command chair, “can I have a moment?”


     “Not a good time, Commander.”


     “It’s urgent.”


     “Alright, make it quick.”


     “Are you planning on destroying those
fighters?” Phelps whispered once he had closed to within a foot of her.


     “I wasn’t planning on just swearing at
them.”


     “May I remind you of Admiral Nelson’s orders
to avoid any fatalities on either side?” Phelps asked.


     Maria swiveled her head towards him in
response and looked back at him with her electronic eye.


     “No, you can’t, Commander. Deaths can’t be
avoided at this point.”


     “You know that’s not true Maria. The
particle grid can be adjusted with pinpoint accuracy. The fighters can just as
easily be disabled.”


     “Screw the grid.” Maria began to turn away
to issue further orders to her tactical officer. In an almost violent gesture,
Ben Phelps grabbed her by the arm with a firm grip and swung her back towards
him.


     Maria kept herself in check and resisted
the impulse to slap him for his presumption. The cold stare from a single green
eye nearly penetrated Phelps’ skull, but she said nothing.


     “I am not going to lose the finest officer
I have ever served with at another Court Martial that she would certainly lose
this time.”


     The statement stopped her desire for
vengeance. He continued to stare back at her in silence while she felt her
conviction begin to slip away.


     “Flattery?” Maria said. “Well, I guess it’s
better than threatening me with relief of my command.”


     “I wouldn’t have to do that because you
know better.”


     “You have more confidence in me than I do
then,” Maria said and then raised her voice the rest of the crew. “Weapons, arm
the primary grid and set it for twenty simultaneous pulses. Adjust their
strength to disable the Coalition fighters.”


     “Yes, Admiral,” the Weapons Officer said.


     “Now,” Maria said looking to Phelps, “can I
have my arm back?”


     “Right away, Ma’am,” he replied, releasing
his grip on her.


     “How far are the Ferine ships from weapon’s
range?” Maria asked the weapons officer.


     “Thirty seconds.”


     Maria released a sigh of exasperation when
she saw the olive colored enemy fighters racing to catch up with the alien
ships. Flashes of distant light began to appear.


     “Come on Elliot,” she said while she
scrutinized the main screen.



 


 


 

     The stern shields of both Ferine ships
glowed orange and green from the flashing impacts of the Coalition fighters’
torpedoes and Particle Beam Cannons. Elliot could feel the slight shudders through
the ship from the concussive impact of Coalition weapons.


     “What are we at now?” Elliot asked Lathiel.


     “One quarter strength. The shield will fail
very soon.”


     “Can you get any more power into them?”


     “I don’t think so, but I’ll check again,”
Lathiel replied. He checked through the ship’s power supplies in an attempt to
find even a single Watt of power he could use to reinforce the failing stern
shield.


     “Helm, how long until we arrive at the
coordinates I gave you?”


     “Another twenty seconds,” the worried
helmsman replied.


     “Helm, if you have any extra speed, now is
the time,” Elliot said.


     “We’re at maximum,” the helmsman said.


     Elliot felt a much harsher shudder from the
impact of another torpedo hit.


     “That’s it,” Lathiel said and looked up to
Elliot, “the rear shield is gone.”


     Another explosive hit caused the ship to
groan in response. The shockwave of the blast traveled through the vessel and
forced Elliot to gain what balance he could from the armrest of Lathiel’s
chair.


     “How long until we’re in range?”


     “Now!” the helmsman exclaimed.


     Elliot looked for the Excalibur on
the primary monitor. He saw a distant bubble of emerald color explode into
several smaller bolts and speed past the edges of the screen.


     All twenty Coalition fighters took the
direct hit of a precise particle pulse. To the shock of the pilots, their
shields overloaded on impact and the blast continued on to sweep across every hull.
They saw all of their displays and controls emit sparks and go dark. The twenty
ships were left with little more power than to prevent their pilots from dying.
Inertia carried the ships forward at their fantastic speeds but, although they
continued to keep up with the Ferine ships, the pilots could do little more
than watch their progress.


     Within a minute Elliot could see the great
white bird—like hull of the Excalibur coming into view. As they were
instructed, the pilots of each vessel brought their ships under each wing of
the warship.



 


 


 

     “Thanks for the help,” Maria heard Elliot
say over the intercom.


     “Not a problem. Are you ready for an escort
home?”


     “Just say when.”


     “The sooner we get going the better. Have
your helmsmen link your navigational systems with ours for synchronized
launch.”


     “Right away. Signing off,” Elliot said and
closed the channel.


     Excalibur entered the Solar system
nearly ninety minutes after leaving the Waypoint Station. Once they went to sub—light,
the Ferine ships left the protected positions they had taken underneath the Excalibur’s
wings and took up new positions on either side of the prototype.


     “We’ve decided to leave,” the Explorer’s
Captain, Danniack said, unable to look Lathiel in the eye.


     “That is exactly what the Coalition wants.”


     “The Alliance
and its people are now our comrades,” Danniack said, “but we’ve had our fill.
Lathiel, a lot of the people here have gone through hell these past few days.
They need to rest at their homes with their families.”


     “Things may not be any safer on Cartise.”


     “But our friends and families are there. At
least we can take some comfort in that. Besides,” Danniack said finally meeting
his gaze, “your ship will still be here as well as your crew.”


     “I can’t talk you out of this?”


     “No, we voted on the way back. Nearly
everyone wants to return home.”


     “Okay, when do you leave?” Lathiel asked
with a slight sound of disappointment in his voice.


     “As soon as you disembark. The helmsman
already has the course for Cartise set.”


     “Then we won’t keep you. We’ll take a
shuttle back to the Excalibur, if that’s alright with you Elliot,”
Lathiel said.


     “My mission’s accomplished. I’m ready when
you are,” Elliot responded.


     “Admiral, I and my crew would feel better
if your squad of troops remained aboard,” Danniack said.


     “All the way to Cartise?” 


     “Many more of your people are coming,
aren’t they?” Danniack asked.


     “That’s true. If it makes our new allies
feel safer, then the soldiers can remain.”


     Lathiel smiled warmly and growled in
respect for his friend and counterpart before turning away and leaving the
bridge with Elliot and Madison behind him.


     They returned to the Excalibur and
saw a shuttle leave the Wanderer as well. Both shuttles entered the
large primary bay on the Alliance
ship. Elliot wasn’t surprised to see Joshua and Ranik leave the adjacent
shuttle that landed seconds before theirs.


     “Thrown off your ship, too?” Joshua asked
once he stepped out onto the deck of the Excalibur.


     “In a way,” Elliot replied. “They’ve
decided to return to Cartise.”


     “Deja—vu,” Joshua said.


     “The Wanderer is leaving?” Elliot
asked.


     “You got it. They want to go home; the
soldiers are supposed to follow us on the next shuttle.”


     “Tell the squad to stay. Danniack requested
the soldiers on their ship remain behind. The other squad may as well do the
same.”


     “Right away,” Joshua said. He activated his
earpiece and walked away, appearing to have a conversation with empty space.


     “Let’s go home,” Elliot said to the rest of
the group.



 


 


 

     Nadine’s first stop after arriving at
Phoenix Base was to venture to Elliot’s quarters. He answered the calling bell
immediately.


     “I thought you might show up here.”


     “Elliot, I,” she started and then looked to
her uniformed escort holding a rifle. “I wanted to talk to you.”


     Elliot nodded to the soldier who
acknowledged the sign and left for parts unknown.


     “Come in.”


     Nadine entered his quarters and sat at a
dinette set nearly identical to the one in his quarters aboard the Endeavour.


     “You came back. You could have just as
easily stayed,” Elliot said once they were seated.


     “Stayed with MERA, you mean.”


     “Yeah, I suppose so.”


     “Can you give a woman a drink?”


     “I can give you vodka, but I also have,”
Elliot said and paused.


     “Have what?”


     “Well, Ranik gave me another bottle of Ruby
Brandy after the mission.”


     “For its success?”


     “No, he said it was for our success.”


     “Smart old cat. Can I have a double?”


     “Sure. I could use one too,” he said and
exited the room for the kitchen. Within a moment of Nadine’s reverie for the
events of the last few days, he returned with two small glasses filled with a glowing
liquid.


     “Cheers,” he said and set down the drinks.
The two clinked glasses and emptied the contents. “Another?”


     Nadine looked to her empty glass and held
it up for more. Elliot left for the kitchen and returned a moment later with
the rest of the bottle of glowing liquid.


     “I think we could both use it.”


     Nadine nodded her head and Elliot filled
her glass up and then his.


     He took a long intake of the liquor. “I
didn’t want you to go back.”


     “You really didn’t,” she said and looked
into his eyes, “did you?”


     “You’re really that surprised?”


     “I guess I’m surprised that you cared that
much,” she said and immediately responded to his furrowed brow. “It’s not that
I couldn’t believe you would care that much but that anyone would. I’ve always
been a soldier. MERA had me under their training since I was born. I’ve always
been their child. I was just surprised that someone else cared when all of my
colleagues are more fellow soldiers  rather than friends.”


     “I understand.”


     “I was glad they sent me back. I have some
protection here, I think, and I am really happy to see you again.”


     “Same here.”


     “One for the road?” she asked and set her
glass next to the bottle of disappearing brandy.


     “You’re planning on leaving?”


     “Just a figure of speech,” she said as he
replenished her drink. “Can I stay here tonight? I don’t want to be alone right
now.”


     “Sure, you can have the bed: I can take the
couch. It’s pretty comfortable and I have some extra blankets anyway.”


     She smiled and took his right hand in hers.
“I don’t want you to take the couch.”


     “So you’d rather take the couch?”


     She laughed at his facetious remark.
“You’re always joking when someone else is serious.”


     “I like to think it helps to disarm the
situation.”


     “It does, but do you want to disarm this
particular situation?” she asked with his hand still in hers.


     “Nadine, I haven’t done this in a really
long time.”


     “Neither have I.”


     “For me, though, the last time was with my
wife.”


     “Oh.”


     “It’s not that I don’t want to. Lily died a
long time ago and I just never found the time for a relationship since then,”
he said.


     “She meant a lot to you, didn’t she?”


     “Yeah,” he said and shifted his gaze to the
windows looking out on the American
 Sea.


     “I’m not trying to replace her you know.”


     “I know you’re not, but she will always be
important to me,” Elliot said.


     “And she should, but maybe it’s not that
you haven’t had time for a relationship, but that you didn’t want one.”


     “You’re probably right. I’m not sure I’m
ready.”


     “There’s only one way to find out for
sure,” Nadine said and drew his face close to hers. She searched his eyes and
saw his desire for her. Nadine kissed him so quietly that the sound of the
base’s generators could be heard. In that moment, Elliot heard his thoughts for
her.


     Nadine smiled to the look of clairvoyance
on Elliot’s features and waited for him to respond.


     “Maybe I don’t want the couch either,” he
said. Nadine got up from her chair and led him to the bedroom. Just as they
reached the bed, Nadine surprised him with a forceful push onto it.


     “Have you had too much brandy?” Elliot
asked with a grin.


     “No.” Nadine removed her navy duty tunic
and let it drop to the floor. Nadine leaned over him and unbuttoned his double—breasted
Alliance uniform.
She took it off of him with the sound of cotton brushing against cotton. The
uniform stayed under Elliot while she pulled of his duty shirt.


     He sat up long enough to pull off her shirt
and toss it to the floor. Elliot ran his hands along her side as she ran hers
down his chest and abdominal muscles. He had a small inverted crescent of hair
on each chest muscle that she ran her fingers through. Elliot ran his own hands
up her smooth stomach and gently cupped each of her breasts before carefully massaging
them. Nadine smiled as she saw his arousal and leaned forward to kiss him. He
moved his hands to her back as she bent forward and unclasped the black bra she
wore and slid it off of her.  Nadine
leaned back and got up to reveal her half—naked body. The medical ingenuity of
their age gave her the look of a topless thirty year old despite her actual age
some fifteen years older. She unbuttoned the pants of her uniform and allowed
them to drop to the floor. Nadine laid down beside him.


     Elliot removed his trousers as the two lay
next to each other on their sides, lightly touching the other’s skin. With
insatiable curiosity, Nadine pulled off Elliot’s black boxer—briefs while he
removed her underwear. They both explored each other looking for areas that would
result in a moan of pleasure or sudden intake of breath. They carefully watched
each other’s faces for signs of ecstasy as they experimented with different
movements of their hands.


     Nadine stopped in recognition of Elliot’s
mounting excitement and placed a firm hand to his shoulder and pressed his back
to the blue bedspread. He watched her smooth, nude profile in the dimness of
the bedroom while she positioned herself over Elliot and then guided him into her.


     A spasm passed through both their bodies as
their first mutual thrust was initiated. She stared at him in surprise at the
revelation that the first orgasmic sensation had opened both of their minds to
each other. They experienced a shock at discovering their deepest thoughts come
forward. Their minds and bodies intermingled.


     Elliot found himself lost in physical
pleasure and then saw himself looking through her eyes at Nadine’s father. His
appearance told him that this must have occurred at least twenty years ago. He
felt her affection for him even though it was discouraged by MERA. They had no
marriages between members and she was the product of an arranged pregnancy.
Catherine was encouraged to have three children by him and Douglas
had fathered at least a dozen children with three other women. Just like
Catherine, Douglas took pride in the fact that
he was considered to be good stock worthy of preservation within the
organization’s ranks. Love was not something required within MERA nor was it
encouraged and her two parents were not supposed to have any for her.


     Against the discouragement of MERA she had
subtly found ways to get to know him. Nadine had found him a good man and a
worthy friend. The attachment was mutual and secretly encouraged by her father
over a period of months of polite conversation.


     It was one day that Catherine gave her the
orders to escort Douglas along with a small
detail of guards to Detention Room E. Her knowledge of MERA was much more
limited at the time, having only completed her training three years earlier,
the designation had little meaning to her. The reaction on his face at being
told she was taking him to Detention Room E gave her a small hint of what was
to come. Douglas went from presenting a warm
smile to becoming so pale that he looked ill. Nadine accompanied him to a
section of MERA that she had never seen before. A small group of guards more
familiar with the route accompanied her. A long ride in an elevator brought
them deep below ground to a level of cement floors and walls with long tracks
of fluorescent lights casting a deathly glow onto the already white Douglas. “E” was the first thing she saw on the wall
stenciled there in black. Elliot noticed Douglas
was trembling the entire way. Her father hung his head in defeat as they
progressed down the unadorned concrete corridor until it met up with a large
area the size of a gym but with a ceiling height of only ten feet.


     The lead soldier nodded and then spoke in a
low whisper to her.


     “We can handle things from here. You can
return to duty.” 


     She obeyed her senior officer without
question. The last thing Nadine saw on her father’s face was a look of betrayal.


     She had a vague suspicion of what was
occurring but left without a word only to hear the crackle of particle beam
discharges behind her. Once on the elevator, she stared at the opposite wall
and wondered if what she had witnessed could have been real. The elevator doors
opened a moment later to Catherine standing at the entrance to the lift.


     “It was real,” Catherine confirmed with a
quick scan of her mind. After years of experience she could easily keep her out
now, but was unable to then. “It was necessary for you to have this lesson
child. We are not blind. I am well aware of your secret friendship with a
family member.”


     Catherine shook her head in response to Nadine’s
suspicions.


     “It wasn’t because of that. No forbidden
relationship here is worthy of a death sentence.”


     “Then why?”


     “Because we discovered evidence that he’s a
traitor. Several subtle mind—scans conducted over the last few weeks have confirmed
it. Treason is a capital offense.”


     “And I just had to witness it?” Nadine asked
in bitterness.


     “Yes, if only to reaffirm why we have the
rules we do. Anyone of our people can be lost and such deep emotional
attachments are a weakness no soldier can afford. Now you know why we
discourage such things.” 


     Catherine regarded her for a moment with a
steel gaze and then turned away. Nadine merely stared, shell—shocked at her
back while she left.


     To this day, this moment with Elliot, she
never forgot the lesson or the look on her condemned father’s face. Elliot’s
realization of everything that motivated this woman towards such a
dispassionate stance forced a tear down his face. Nadine had experienced the
memory with him; in return, he shared his most guarded memory with her.


     For Nadine, a bridge materialized into
existence and she saw through his eyes. She recognized the technological level
of the control covered consoles and displays as a period some ten years ago
just before the last major refit of the Alliance
fleet. To her right, someone standing on the bridge said something to her she
didn’t hear due to her distraction at her surroundings. The person who had
spoken was a gorgeous woman with long red hair and doe—brown eyes. The image
seemed so vivid that she nearly said “Excuse me?” out loud before realizing
that the Elliot of ten years ago was responding in a conversation that was a
ghostly shadow of a real event.


     The two were talking about what they would
do after their duty shifts ended. Elliot suggested the officer’s lounge.


     “We did that last night,” the woman said.
“Can’t we stay in tonight? Maybe see a movie?”


     This was his wife Lily, Nadine realized.


     Nadine felt Elliot’s disappointment for a
moment and then saw a smile appear across his face as Lily moved closer and
grasped his hand.


     “All right,” he sighed, “but Josh and Madi
are only on leave for another day here before they go back to work on the Suffolk.”


     “Then we can invite them over,” Lillian
said and walked away towards the Science Station. Three vertical silver bars
sat on either side of the purple collar indicating her Commander’s rank. Elliot
had never mentioned she was part of the Science Corps.


     Nadine was surprised when the eyesight of
Elliot became unfocused for a moment as the ship seemed to experience a jolt.
Alarm klaxons went off and the crew jumped to their duties.


     “We’re under attack by two enemy
destroyers,” one of Elliot’s officers reported.


     An attack? Nadine wondered before
the knowledge of the event was reconciled with her memory.


     The Norfolk Incident!


     She was amazed to realize that he was the
Captain that had commanded the Alliance
vessel through that crisis. Nadine felt excitement at the knowledge that she
was about to witness the events of the historic incident that had marred nearly
a century of cold war.


     The Coalition had recounted a series of
events that had ended with a direct confrontation between the enemy destroyer Norfolk and two
Coalition destroyers. The battle ended with the loss of the Potemkin but
the Warsaw
was victorious. That version of the story seemed to fall into the category of
erroneous events as Nadine realized that the Warsaw and the Potemkin had, in
fact, fired first.


     “Battle stations!” Elliot barked to his
crew. Shields went up and the ship powered its weapons. Nadine carefully paid
attention to everything Elliot heard and saw in the next few minutes while she
witnessed the real events of the incident.


     “I need a damage report,” Elliot said. He
got up from his command chair and advanced on the Damage Control station for
answers.


     “They’ve hit two of our shield generators,”
the officer responded. “We’re operating on one quarter shields.”


     “Send out a call for any Alliance ships in the area and request
assistance. Why the hell did they fire?” Elliot asked aloud in frustration. Her
attention to detail was disrupted when he hit the floor as a result of a
massive detonation below decks.


     “Secondary explosion at the superluminal
engines,” the damage control officer said. “They’re offline.”


     “Fire fore and aft cannons: all batteries,”
Elliot said, getting back to his feet. He turned from the weapons station and
watched the results on the main monitor. The olive painted Coalition warship
absorbed several hits and responded with more rounds of torpedoes and PBCs.
Green and orange fire glowed across the screen as it hit the Norfolk’s shields. The smaller
monitor above it showed the results of the ship directly behind them absorbing
fire from the aft batteries.


     “Are the Primary Cannons charged?” Elliot
asked.


     “Both are ready,” his weapons officer replied.


     “Even the odds Commander.” 


     Nadine watched as two wing mounted cannons
spewed starlight at the enemy ship. Its shields collapsed from a massive
overload. The plasma beams continued on to hole the ship through in two places
before it was vaporized.


     “The first Coalition ship has been
destroyed,” the officer reported.


     “And the second?”


     “They’ve sustained some damage, but our
shields will fail before theirs do.”


     “Ready torpedoes and detonate them fifty
miles from their hull. Set a course for that ship.”


     Nadine looked on while the past replayed
itself as a volley of torpedoes flew out from the ship and detonated in the
space between the warring ships creating a firestorm.


     “Go. Stop two hundred feet from that ship.”



     The ship flew through the cloud of flame.
The maneuver was risky and could result in both vessels being destroyed if the
Coalition ship advanced. The flame disappeared from the screen only to have the
boxy olive colored destroyer dozens of feet from the ship.


     “Fire at will!” Elliot barked. Weapons fire
ripped through the Coalition ship’s shields and impacted against its hull. More
weapons fire erupted from both ships now as the Coalition destroyer had
recovered sufficiently to return fire. She could almost feel the shock wave
from the enemy ship as it exploded in a spectacular display only a short
distance away. It was a moment later that Elliot fell from his command chair. She
saw Elliot’s eyes close from a deafening roar.


     The wreckage!


     His body felt the secondary ruptures of the
hull sending shivers through the deck. The massive pieces of debris had flown from
the Coalition destroyer and impacted against the Norfolk’s hull. She heard  it was decommissioned a month or so later.


     Eyelids moved out of the way again as
Elliot regained consciousness. He got to his feet with a rush to his head. She
realized he must have had a concussion. Elliot demanded a damage report and was
given a list that included the entire port wing being nearly sheared off by a
piece of wreckage from the enemy warship.


     She noticed the same thing that he had so
many years ago. Much of the left side of the room had crumpled from an internal
explosion. 


     And there at the Science Station was Lily’s
limp body still seated at the console that had exploded from an overload.


     Elliot rushed to her the moment he saw her
there.


     “Half of our systems are offline,” his
weapons officer reported after having regained his footing.


     “Activate all damage control parties. Take
care of it Commander,” he ordered. He strode in haste for her chair.


     The officer briefly looked between the two
in compassion before taking over command and issuing the appropriate
directives.


     Elliot gently turned the chair towards him.
Nadine felt the same overwhelming fear he had. Lily was unconscious with small
lacerations to her face and body. At first, Nadine realized that she may be
alright and may only need minor medical attention.


     Then, just as Elliot had, she saw the first
trickle of blood from the top of Lily’s forehead. A deep gash made itself
evident just above her hairline. In a panic that Nadine shared, Elliot looked
for a pulse at her wrist and found none. Elliot grabbed her body in his arms
and collapsed to the floor. Her lifeless head lolled back unto his arm.


     His weapons master and first officer allowed
for a time of mourning. Elliot whispered things to Lillian that he had shared
only with her until now. Nadine could hear them in the stillness of the moment.


     “I’ll make sure you’re buried next to your
mother. I always knew you wanted to be there in the end.”


     “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be okay.”


     “We would’ve stayed in tonight. Josh and
Madi wouldn’t have minded.”


     “You always said that Lieutenant Phillips
was a good man. He’d be honored to fill in for you.”


     Everything he said was in a low whisper
between tears that streaked his face and wet his duty uniform. The last thing
he said before he clutched her closely was: “You’re my wife and you always will
be.”


     He let go of her body and gently placed her
on the floor. Nadine watched as he carefully placed both of her hands across
her chest. He stood up from Lily and walked back to his command chair.


     “Commander, I’m relieving you.”


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “Please remove the fatalities to the
morgue.”


     “Yes Sir,” his first officer replied and
moved to take Lily’s body from the bridge. 


     “Commander?”


     “Yes, Sir?”


     “Treat her with the respect she’s due,”
Elliot said without taking his gaze from the main screen.


     Nadine was ripped from the memory when both
of their bodies climaxed. She felt his ecstasy for a moment and both of them
felt the release. Nadine lowered her head in sorrow for what she had just
witnessed. Elliot looked up to her sagging head and put a forefinger under her
chin. He lifted her head to find tears flowing down her face mirroring his own.


     “No,” he said with a smile, “it was a long
time ago. I’ve let it go.”


     “How?”


     “Just now, with you.”


     She embraced him as tightly as he had Lily
all those years ago feeling as though she had just lost a loved one. Elliot felt
her guilt at what had happened with her father.


     “I’m so sorry for what happened.”


     “It’s like you said, it was a long time ago
and I’ve let it go now,” Nadine said.


     Elliot got up for a minute to bring the
light on at a dimmed setting reminiscent of candlelight. They relaxed in the
afterglow of their shared experiences in each other’s arms.


     “What do we do now?” Nadine asked after a
long and exquisite silence.


     “We can decide on that later. Want some Ruby
Brandy in bed?”


     “Warmth in warmth,” Nadine replied.
“Absolutely.”







     Many have asked what contributed to the Norfolk incident. Both
the Norfolk and the Coalition warships were
involved in standard patrols of the established border between Alliance and Coalition space when the event
occurred. Both sides diverge when it comes to recounting actual events. The
Coalition describes the unsolicited invasion of their space by the Norfolk, while the Alliance
recounts an unwarranted attack on their ship. 


     The only evidence we have
indicates that the CWS Warsaw
may have fired first. What is certain is that the Coalition lost seven hundred
and eighty soldiers that day and the Alliance
lost four hundred and fifty—four.


     The Potemkin and the Warsaw were destroyed.
The Norfolk
would never see service again.


     What is the truth?


     Does it matter?
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“You were
supposed to ensure the Ferine never left your station,” Catherine said to
Colonel Daniels.


     “I apologize, Prime Counsel.”


     “Do you have anything more to offer than
apologies?”


     “We followed your instructions to the
letter, Prime Counsel. I don’t understand how the Alliance could have found the Ferine,”
Daniels replied.


     “But they did and don’t try to blame this
failure on others.”


     “Yes, Prime Counsel.”


     “The better question is how they knew to go
to the correct deck after going to the wrong one,” Catherine said.


     “The information must have been leaked, but
I don’t know  who the leak is.”


     “I wasn’t asking you. You are demoted to
the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. Leave before I change my mind on your
punishment.”


     “Yes, Prime Counsel,” Daniels said before
he fled from the room.


     “Alexander, have him commanding a listening
post in Antarctica by tomorrow.”


     “He would be on Earth when the warhead is
used.”


     “I’m aware of that.”


     “Yes, Catherine. Is there any way of
discovering who told the Alliance
where the Ferine were being held?” Alexander asked.


     “I asked Nadine,” Catherine replied, “and
no. She had no idea who leaked the information and there are too many people on
that station who knew where they were being held.”


     “Surely MERA could conduct some mind
scans.”


     “I already have some of our people doing
them, but I doubt it will result in anything. Whoever this was, they knew how
to cover their tracks.”


     “It’s a pity that Nadine didn’t get
anything out of them,” Napoleon said.


     “That’s true, but I knew there was a
possibility that there wouldn’t be time.”


     “And Nadine suffers no further penalties?”
Alexander asked.


     “She knew what was being asked of her. The
emotional turmoil was the most important part of her punishment. I’m sure she
has already suffered enough.”


     “But,” Alexander began.


     “That’s enough. We have more important
matters to attend to.”


     “Yes, can we go to war while the Ferine are
still here?” Victoria
asked.


     “Two of their ships are gone. We may not
have accomplished our full goal, but we did accomplish part of it.”


     “Is it enough, though?”


     “The UN has acknowledged our complaint, and
I’m ensuring that the entire Colonized Sphere has in—depth knowledge of our
complaint. The Ferine application is being held in review,” Catherine replied.


     “We still have Ferine in the solar system,”
Alexander said.


     “We have an illegal seizure of the Ferine
under our control. We may not have gotten rid of all of them, but we now have
cause to go to war. It’s time to make use of this.


     “Alexander, make sure that Peter is
standing by. It’s time to make preparations for what is coming. Our first move
is to recall all of our ambassadors. Napoleon, when will the new fleet be ready?”


     “Sixty hours.”


     “And what is the status of the Alliance fleet?”


     “Forty—eight hours until it is space
worthy.”


     “In spite of our attempts, they’re still
just hours ahead of us,” Catherine said.


     “There may be a way,” Henry said.


     “Yes?”


     “Many of the last hours of work involve the
superluminal drives being brought online,” Henry replied.


     “As is the case with the Alliance ships.”


     “Yes, but there is no reason why it’s
absolutely necessary for our fleet to launch with them operational,” Henry
said.


     “A new fleet of ships without FTL to
transfer between systems?”


     “But they would still have sub—light
speeds,” Henry replied. “There would be a sub—light fleet in ten systems.”


     “Freeing up resources. Have the old battle
groups concentrate their numbers in the other systems,” Catherine said.


     “Yes, Catherine.”


     “We have a great deal of work to do over
the next forty—eight hours,” Catherine said, while she typed orders into a
link. “All of you now have assigned work. Ensure it gets done.”


     The rest of the Council obediently left the
room. As Catherine rose to leave, Alexander towered over her.


     “Is there a problem with your assigned duties?”


     “No one else who sits in these chairs makes
any pretense as to my standing in comparison to Aristotle, and neither will I.
I don’t claim to be the type of man he was,” Alexander began.


     “Go on,” Catherine allowed.


     “He was what I have tried to be and cannot.
I know you treasured him in spite of all the arguments and disagreements you
had. I know of the priceless value you placed on him because, after the two of
you were finished arguing, he always maintained his unwavering loyalty to you
and the Council.”


     “He was a good man,” Catherine said, nearly
lost in reverie.


     “I am not as wise or even as loyal as he
was, that you know. Also know that it is in his spirit that I speak now,”
Alexander said.


     “For the sake of his memory, you can speak
freely.”


     “I knew him well enough to know that he
would have raised a hellfire fight with you over this,” Alexander said.


     “Yes, he would have. He would have shouted
at me over this until the windows rattled from his anger. I miss those
arguments,” Catherine reflected for a moment before regaining her composure.
“What is your point?”


     “Listen to his ghost if not to his student.
You know how much of a moral sacrifice this is. Aristotle would have had no
problem telling you that and would have taken the next hour to prove his
point.”


     “The difference between you and he is that
he would accept my ruling in the end. I always found his advice valuable and he
did sway my opinion from time to time, but the argument is over,” Catherine
said, with rising anger at the deliberate invocation of a treasured friend. “I
have made my decision and like your predecessor, you will follow my orders.”


     Alexander knew he had made a mistake, which
again, his teacher wouldn’t have. Giving up the fight, he merely nodded and
walked out of the room at a brisk pace.



 


 


 

     Elliot woke up in bed before the sun rose.
He turned in bed to put his arm around Nadine only to find an empty space next
to him.


     “Nadine?” he asked aloud in the dark room.
He heard a rustling in the corner and pressed a button on the nearby
nightstand. The bright illumination of the small bedroom made Elliot wince for
a moment before he saw Nadine in the corner of the room pulling on her duty
tunic.


     “Hi.” 


     “Yeah,” Elliot said in surprise, “early
riser?”


     “Usually, no, but I’ve got to get back to
my quarters,” Nadine replied.


     “That’s too bad. I wanted you to stay for
breakfast.”


     “And what would breakfast involve?”


     “Well, I figured eggs, strawberries, and
coffee.”


     “That’d be great, but I do have my duties.”


     “Duties? Oh, you have to report back to
your owners?” Elliot joked.


     “Like you don’t have to report to your own?
Catherine expected me to check in half an hour ago.”


     “Are you going to tell Mommy what
happened?”


     “I report everything to her,” Nadine began,
and noticed Elliot’s genuine surprise. “I do leave certain details out from
time to time.”


     “I sure as hell hope so. Are you going to
mention our night?”


     “No,” Nadine lied.


     “You’re not being honest.”


     “Elliot, don’t scan me.”


     “Your people scan, we pick up on
emanations.”


     “Tomato, tomato.”


     “You know what I mean,” he said.


     “Nonetheless, you shouldn’t be doing that
with me.”


     “It isn’t something either of us can block
now. You should have noticed that by now.”


     “It doesn’t matter,” Nadine said.


     “It doesn’t matter that I have a new
connection with you, and know when you’re lying?”


     “Are you saying that I’m your first?”


     “No, I just know when you’re lying. You did
it just now. You are going to tell your mother about us.”


     “No,” Nadine replied.


     “Now you’re being honest, but that doesn’t
change what you said before.”


     “What are you talking about?” Nadine
demanded in frustration.


     “You were lying when you said you wouldn’t
say anything about our night together, but you were honest in saying you
wouldn’t say anything about us,” Elliot replied and sat up in bed.


     “I won’t tell them about us.”


     “What will you tell them?”


     “About the completion of my orders,” Nadine
replied, looking at the floor.


     “What orders?”


     “I was ordered to sleep with you. The
Twelve want a baby of Defensive and Aggressive descent.”


     “Well, do you have your baby?”


     “I don’t know. Elliot, my orders were given
to me when I didn’t even know you.”


     “That makes it right?”


     “I didn’t sleep with you on orders,” Nadine
said and left her chair. She sat next to him on his bed and laid a hand on his
chest. “I did because I wanted to.”


     “That only makes it worse. You’re lying to
them now. What if they discover what you’re doing?”


     “What I’m doing?”


     “Nadine, you’ve gone against your orders.
You’re interested in the enemy. Can you just go back to the Coalition?” Elliot
asked.


     “I’m not going anywhere. I’m just reporting
in.”


     “I hope so,” Elliot replied and kissed her.


     “I’ll be back for lunch.”


     “Still want strawberries?”


     “Does your vaunted Alliance have whip cream?”


     “It’s been rumored.”


     “Well have some ready. I want you naked
before seven o’clock!”


     “Yes Ma’am,” Elliot replied and flashed her
with a mischievous smile.


     “Don’t tease me. I’ll see you in a couple
of hours,” she said and smiled, “boy toy.”


     “And I’m only forty—eight!” he shot back.
Nadine exited through the main doors of his quarters and left for hers accompanied
by an obligatory guard.



 


 


 

     Nadine approached her quarters with a
certain afterglow but also felt a tinge of foreboding at the prospect of
reporting in. She entered her dark abode with the soldier remaining at the
door. She noticed the incessant beeping of the Coalition mobile communications
unit even before the door closed behind her. She hurried to the unit sitting on
an end table in the living room. It had been on the dining table when she was
assigned these quarters, but having Elliot over all the time had made her move
the unit and then return it afterwards. Eventually, it had become tiresome and
Nadine had stopped bothering to move it back and forth every time she had
company.


     She picked up the mobile communications
unit, moved it onto the coffee table and activated it with the DNA scanner to
confirm her identity. Catherine’s image flickered to life on the small screen.


     “I have been calling for over an hour!”
Catherine exclaimed. “Just what was keeping you so busy that you would choose
to ignore your duties?”


     Nadine prevented herself from recoiling in
reflexive fear of the head of the Council of Twelve and instead straightened
her back and responded with conviction. “I was doing my duty, Catherine.”


     “At six o’clock in the morning?”


     “That sort of thing does happen more often
at night than during the day.”


     “You mean,” Catherine said and moved closer
to the screen in an almost conspiratorial posture, “you completed your orders?”


     “That is exactly what I mean.”


     “So you have conceived?”


     “I can’t be certain that I am pregnant yet,
but I did feel something unfamiliar.”


     “What did you feel?”


     “Something inside me came to life. No that
isn’t it,” Nadine said and sought the correct words, “something independent of
myself came to life inside me.”


     “Then congratulations are in order.”


     “That may not mean anything.”


     “You’ve never been pregnant before so I’m
not surprised you would respond that way. As an Aggressive and a mother I know
what it is you’re feeling,” Catherine said.


     “You’ve felt this before?”


     “Yes, my child. It happens whenever an
Aggressive is pregnant. What you felt was the beginning of a new life inside
you. With some additional teachings, you will even be able to determine what
sex it is only moments after it is decided within your womb.”


     “You’re certain of this?”


     “It happened every time that I was
pregnant,” Catherine replied.


     “Well then, your orders have been
completed.”


     “That is excellent news, especially in
consideration of the new orders I have for you,” Catherine said.


     “New orders?”


     “We will go to war in two days. After that,
we have something much better in mind for you, Nadine. In the meantime return
to MERA and take a deserved break from diplomatic affairs.”


     “Yes, Catherine,” Nadine replied. “I will
gather my belongings and return as soon as I can.”


     “Excellent, I will see you soon,” Catherine
said and deactivated the communications link.


     Nadine jumped up from her couch and raced
for the exit of her quarters the moment Catherine’s image disappeared from the
screen.


     “I need to see Admiral Fredericks
immediately,” she told the guard at her doorway.



 


 


 

     Elliot had just gotten out of the shower
when he heard the door chime. He took a brief moment to throw on a bathrobe and
hurried for the door. It was easy to see his surprise at the sight of Nadine standing
there after having left his quarters fifteen minutes ago. 


     Once the door closed he couldn’t help but
smile.


     “Missed me that much?”


     Her dour complexion cured him of any joviality.


     “What’s wrong?”


     “I have to leave right away. All Coalition
ambassadors are being recalled,” Nadine said.


     “You can’t go.”


     “I’m going to miss you, Elliot,” she said
and placed a hand on his cheek. “In two days we’ll be at war. You need to be
prepared and I have my orders as well. We won’t see each other again.”


     Before either of them realized it, they
were in the strongest embrace of their lives. Nadine and Elliot both wept as
they kissed for the last time.


     With the knowledge of her oath to the Coalition,
Nadine tore herself from his embrace and turned for the door. She walked out at
a quick march and exited with her escort joining her at the threshold. She
didn’t see Elliot drop helplessly onto the couch behind her before the door
closed.



 


 


 

     “Elik!” a scientist exclaimed from a corner
of the situation room. 


     “Yes?” Elik replied. 


     He strode towards the station. The light of
the screen Tamien scrutinized lent definition to the patches of black on an
otherwise brown face.


     “Look,” Tamien said, indicating different
points on the three—dimensional map. “Do you see it?”


     Elik watched while the icons indicating
different classes of Nevargh warship shifted and moved to different positions.
New ones appeared on the map as more Nevargh warships exited FTL space.


     “I think so. If I’m correct, they’re moving
into the D—Type formation.”


     “This must mean they’re preparing to
attack.”


     “Not yet,” Elik stated. “Look at the gaps
in their formation. They’re still short by about a hundred ships.”


     “How much time do we have?”


     “I would guess no more than a week,” Elik
said. “We need our Alliance
allies to send reinforcements, and much sooner than expected.”



 


 


 

     “No!” Lathiel exclaimed, “You’ll fry the Graviton
Assembly! I know, I know. Try it again.”


     “Lathiel,” a man said from the entrance to
engineering, “there’s a call coming in for you.”


     “Can you manage for a minute by yourself?”
Lathiel asked Ranik.


     “I’ll try,” Ranik replied through sharp
teeth. Lathiel nodded and left the room dominated by a duo of massive glowing
columns several stories tall. The engines were powerful, but they paled in
comparison to the might of a single fold drive. To accomplish what they needed
required tying the superluminal drives together so they would act as one
engine. He left the haze of activity and found the engineer’s office just off
of the engine room. He sat at a long, narrow black desk and looked up to the
communications screen mounted on the wall. To his surprise, it was not Elliot
or Joshua on the screen, but Elik.


     “This is a bad time, Elik.”


     “The Nevargh are getting ready to attack
Cartise.”


     Lathiel’s face fell. “When?”


     “We can’t be sure. It may be a week or only
days. They are now short by just over a hundred ships before their formation is
complete.”


     “We will be ready to launch in forty
hours.”


     “And how long will it be until you and your
allies arrive?” Elik asked.


     “With the conversion of their current
engines to temporary fold drives, we’ll be there in the standard amount of
time: about eighty—five hours.”


     “That may be too long. Is their any way you
can get here sooner?” 


     “I can run the drives past their normal
operating capacity for the trip there, but believe me, we’re racing to meet the
activation deadline as it is,” Lathiel replied.


     “How far can you push their drives?”


     “I’m already reducing the operational
lifetimes of these engines from one hundred years to perhaps twenty.”


     “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t urgent.”


     “I might be able to get them to one hundred
and twenty percent of normal operating capacity under the new configuration,”
Lathiel said.


     “Good.”


     “That will only get us there fifteen hours
sooner,” Lathiel said.


     “Every hour, God above, every minute
counts,” Elik said.



 


 


 

     “Come in,” Madison said in response to the door tone.
She was surprised to see Elliot standing at the entrance to her quarters aboard
the Endeavour, looking for all the world like he had just come from a
funeral.


     “I thought we were supposed to receive a
warning whenever an Admiral was going to visit,” Joshua said.


     “I ordered them not to,” Elliot said.


     “Never mind that, Josh. What’s wrong, Eli?”
Madison asked.
She got up from the couch where she had been watching the INN.
The news had been reporting plunging numbers on the stock market as rumors of
growing hostilities between the Coalition and Alliance came to light. The INN
had only spurred the restless masses on by reporting on every rumor they came
across.


     “She left me,” Elliot said sullenly. “She’s
gone back to the Coalition.”


     “Who,” Joshua asked, “the bitch?”


     “Josh,” Madison said, “go drink something.”


     “But I just,” he began.


     “Just quit while you’re ahead and go hang
out with your buddies in the officer’s mess,” Madison finished.


     “Alright,” Joshua said and allowed her to
escort him to the door. He turned around in the hallway and faced her. “You
usually are pretty good at warning me when I’m about to put my foot in my mouth.”


     “It’s already halfway in there,” Madison said, before she
closed the door on his grinning face. She turned away from the door to see
Elliot standing in a daze. “What happened?”


     Elliot said nothing and remained standing
in place. Madison
approached him and placed a hand on his shoulder. He responded by slowly
bringing her into an embrace. Madison
placed a hand on the back of his head to cradle it at her shoulder.


     “It’s alright,” Madison said and released a long sigh, “It’s
alright.”


     Having finally been able to find some
comfort after a long day of preparations, Elliot slowly let her go.


     “She still has her loyalty.”


     “So do you,” Madison said.


     “She’s already chosen her sides as far as I
was concerned. Why would she have helped us at the Waypoint Station if she’s
still a loyal Coalition soldier?”


     “You know that, but maybe she doesn’t.”


     “You think so?”


     “I saw how she looked at you. The last person
who looked at you that way was Lily.”


     “You wouldn’t believe just how much I know
that now.”


     “What do you mean?”


     “I think you need to sit down to hear
this,” Elliot said.


     “Oh God,” Madison said and sat down on the couch. “What
is it?”


     “You’ve heard of Defensives?”


     “Who hasn’t? Those are the Cooperative
people with psi—powers. I always found them a little creepy.”


     “They’d never force their abilities on
anyone.”


     “You’re speaking as though you know this as
fact,” she said with a peculiar smile.


     “I do,” he said and sat down beside her.
“I’m one of those creepy psi—people.”


     “I was hoping to goad you into finally
admitting it.”


     “What?”


     “Josh and I have suspected for some time,
Eli. We’ve known you way too long not to have guessed by now,” Madison said.


     “You’re not angry?”


     “Why would I be angry? We knew that
Defensives aren’t supposed to serve in the military and what it would mean if
anyone found out about your situation.”


     “When did you first suspect?”


     “Back when you and Lily were together. She
knew, didn’t she?” Madison
asked.


     “Yes, but how would you know that?”


     “Because there were certain questions that
she would answer without telling us the full truth. After a few years, Josh and
I put the pieces together. Don’t worry; I really doubt that anyone else figured
it out. We only know because of how close we’ve been to you.”


     “And all this time you never told me that
you two already knew about this?” Elliot asked.


     “I knew you’d tell me when you were ready.”


     “Well, that’s one load off my shoulders.”


     “What about Nadine? Why did you say I
wouldn’t believe how much you know now?” 


     “She’s an Aggressive,” Elliot said.


     “Now that’s something that I didn’t know!”


     “You need to realize that no one else can be
told that.”


     “It won’t go beyond this room, but you have
to know that Josh will find out. I can’t keep anything from him; he always
seems to know when I’m lying.”


     “I didn’t expect you to. I know the two of
you can keep this a secret.”


     “So why does that matter anyway?” she asked.


     “I didn’t know that it would until last
night. We discovered that an Aggressive and a Defensive can share thoughts and
experiences without words.”


     “How is it that the two of you know that
now?” Madison
asked. When she saw his face flush she chided herself for not guessing. “Never
mind. Please, go on.”


     “It was during that time that I began to
sense her more than I ever had anyone else before,” Elliot said and looked down
at the couch for a moment. “I still can.”


     “You can feel what she’s feeling right
now?”


     “Yes, that’s why I couldn’t believe she’d
leave. It was if she didn’t know her own feelings.”


     “What is she feeling right now?”


     Elliot looked into empty space for a moment.
“She’s confused about something, but I’m not sure what.”


     “Really?”


     “Yes, really.”


     “So what’s the problem?”


     “I can’t turn it off now. It’s like
something that’s there now and can’t be broken.”


     “I don’t understand why this is a problem,”
Madison said.


     “You can’t see why this is a problem? I’ll
probably be able to feel what she feels for the rest of my life and you don’t
see why this is a problem?”


     “Eli, if I could have something like with
Josh, I’d be so happy.”


     “We may never see each other again. She’s
pretty certain we never will at all.”


     “Never say never,” Madison said with a warm smile. “With a
connection like that I wouldn’t be surprised if you see her again.”


     “How can you be sure of that?”


     “No one can be sure of anything Honey, but
I know that you’re worth the effort and she would be a fool to let you go.”


     “I hope you’re right,” Elliot confided, “I
really do.”


     “Don’t worry. Do you have some time, or do
you need to get back to Phoenix?”


     “Everything I can do is done. The Base is
ready for battle and the particle warhead is up and working. There’s nothing
else to do but wait,” Elliot said.


     “I was hoping it would never be up and
working, but there’s no point in wishing. We don’t have much else to do but
wait as well. Come on, let’s go and join Josh for a drink.”


     “I could use one,” Elliot said and stood up
to follow Madison
from her quarters.



 


 


 

     Nadine felt an odd sense of guilt as her
small shuttle touched down on a landing pad of MERA headquarters. She realized
that the guilt was not for having betrayed her nation more than once now, but
for having in some sense betrayed Elliot. She turned off the engines of the
shuttle and exited onto the tarmac, where an acolyte of MERA waited to greet
her. It was an unusually hot day with a strong wet wind blowing in from the
ocean.


     She gave a curt nod to the young man who
waited for her outside the shuttle. He fell into close step behind her as befit
his rank and status within the organization.


     “Catherine wants to see you in her
apartments.”


     “Thank—you for the message, you can return
to your duties.”


     “Yes Ma’am,” the man said and walked back
in the direction he had come from.


     Nadine entered through the large double
doors of the building and then walked up the main staircase to the third floor.
She proceeded towards the set of doors leading to the Prime Council’s
apartment.


     Two armed guards stood on either side of the
mahogany doors. Nadine rang the subtly placed electronic bell. The buzzer
sounded and the set of doors opened.


     Nadine entered into the living room of an
apartment that comprised the largest private dwelling in the entire complex. The
furniture was simple but elegant. Plain, blue drapes hung from the windows and
extended all the way to the fifteen foot ceiling. The more Spartan approach to
the room suited her mother well.


     “I believe it’s been sometime since you
have been to my apartments,” Catherine said, entering the room from her private
study.


     “You have always preferred a more
professional approach to teaching. It was something that I always appreciated.”


     “Well said. But this is a special occasion
that I think requires a more personal approach,” Catherine smiled and hobbled
on aging feet to one of the blue couches matching the drapes. “It isn’t every
day that one of my children is pregnant.”


     Catherine sat down on the couch and patted
the space next to her. Nadine obediently took the indicated place. She noticed
that even within her apartment the dark habit of Catherine’s office stayed on
her person.


     “Are you sure that I’m pregnant?”


     “Let me see,” Catherine said. She placed a wrinkled
hand an inch from Nadine’s stomach. She closed her eyes for a moment before the
smile returned. “I’m sure. You are with child, my daughter. I can’t tell you
how happy I am.”


     “Are you happy because your daughter is
pregnant or because you may have a new breed of soldier at hand?”


     “Why, both, of course,” Catherine replied.
“Are you unhappy with either side of this?”


     “No, of course not, Catherine. I’m just not
sure about bringing some sort of new being into the world.”


     “I know it is quite a change, Nadine. It is
your first pregnancy and that alone brings some uncertainty. On top of that,
you have the prospect of this incredible new life of unknown capability,”
Catherine said.


     “Yes, I suppose so.”


     “We’ll have you see a doctor in the
morning. In the meantime you need to rest, it’s getting late. We have quite a
surprise for you in the coming hours: a reward for everything you have done for
us.”


     “I look forward to it,” Nadine lied.


     “Good. We have arranged for an apartment
for you on the first floor. It’s apartment twenty—six. I trust you know your
way around?”


     “Yes Catherine, I’ll see you tomorrow.”


     As Nadine left Catherine’s apartment she
could feel the concerned stare at her back. Nadine knew that Catherine sensed
something different in her but at this point she didn’t really care. She
already felt as though she had been given a prison sentence within these walls
that she had once revered as full of wisdom.


     She walked down the corridor and the narrow
stairway to the first floor to find her newly assigned apartment. Brass numbers
proclaiming apartment twenty—six were fixed to the door. Nadine found upon her
entry that Catherine had decorated the apartment in a manner nearly identical
to her own. The only difference was the size of the residence as well as the
choice of a forest green for the drapes and couches, rather than the blue of
Catherine’s.


     Nadine felt a deep fatigue from the day’s
events that threatened to paralyze her body. She didn’t bother to change her
clothes and simply fell into bed. It was comfortable, but she found herself
awakening to familiar feelings within this building. Before she realized it,
she was crying. She couldn’t stop and soon found the timepiece on the wooden
night stand marking the passage of the second hour in the morning. For the
first time in months, she cried herself to sleep.







     All eighty battle groups of the Alliance and one hundred and twenty of the
Coalition battle groups had maintained (with few exceptions) the same positions
for nearly seventy years. Soldiers on both sides were astounded to find
themselves not only moving to different positions within their home systems but
even saw the stars elongating to tiny dashes as many battle groups transited to
other star systems.


     One imagines that nearly all
of them would have feared the coming days.
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Nadine received
the invitation to the exclusive dinner early in the morning after only a few
hours of fitful sleep. The dinner was officially voluntary, but she knew her
absence would be noticed and spent much of the afternoon choosing the
appropriate eveningwear. If it was another party with Lathiel and Ranik, she
would have chosen something comfortable and possibly revealing to tease both
Elliot and Ranik, but this event called for something elegant but muted.


     After much indecision, she chose a simple
black gown that went past the knees and had a high v—neck. She chose unadorned
silver for the earrings and a necklace with a small medallion sporting the MERA
coat of arms. It was suitably patriotic for the other attendees who would be members
the upper echelons of the Coalition.


     She was punctual for the six o’clock
appointment at one of the outer complexes on the MERA headquarters grounds. The
ballroom had wooden fittings of a much lighter finish than within the main
building. Long tables sat row after row, extending all the way to a raised
stage with identical tables for the VIPs that would be in attendance. At least
half of the guests for the night had already arrived. She looked at the
carefully arranged seating plan at the entrance to the ballroom and found to
her disappointment, that she would be sitting at the head table on stage.


     She hid the sense of panic she felt and
began her journey to the back of the room to find her seat. To her chagrin a
Coalition general recognized her before she managed to get more than ten feet
into the crowded room.


     “General Hanover,” the middle—aged man in
black said. At least a dozen medals adorned his left breast in showy
pretentiousness.


     “General, how may I help you?” she asked,
and managed as much of a smile as she could. Nadine was certain that someone
here would see through her facade of loyalty and would know what she had done.


     “I just wanted to congratulate you on the
completion of that whole Ferine mess. I’m glad those cats are gone. I
understand that they have below average intelligence. How did you deal with
them?”


     “Who told you that?” Nadine asked in
surprise.


     “It’s common knowledge. I understand that
you personally relayed that information to the government,” the General replied,
smugly.


     “Well if you say so. Excuse me, I’m expected
at the head table.”


     “Of course, of course.”


     Nadine shouldered her way past him and
through the crowd. She was stopped by at least another five people on her way
to the table. Nadine tried her best to give simple yes or no answers to them
but found it difficult to hide her shock at the supposed facts that had been
dispensed to them concerning the Ferine and the Alliance.


     “How horrible for you to be with those
socialists all this time.”


     “I heard those cats were terribly violent.”


     “Weren’t you subjected to constant
searches? How awful.”


     “That Ranik and Lathiel: despicable
animals. I don’t know how anyone can use the word intelligent life in the same
sentence when talking about them.”


     Nadine finally arrived to the back of the
room to discover the function of this main table. Here in front of her were
half a dozen seats on either side of the podium. Now she was able to match the
faces to the names she noticed when she was looking for her seating assignment.


     The other eleven seats were already
occupied by the most elite of MERA. They were second only to the members of the
Council itself. 


     There was Patrick Tate at the far end of
the table. He was said to be the most likely successor to Louis. Word was he
had already chosen to take the same name once he was a member of the Twelve
after Louis had passed on.


     Next to the podium on the other side of the
table was Tabitha Rhys, the apprentice to Alexander also said to eventually
replace him. It was said she was eyeing the seat of Prime Counsel just as
Alexander was. The difference was that Tabitha’s ambition was matched only by
her intelligence.


     She looked down the table of people and
knew that these honored guests were all on the short list to become members of
the Council. There was her reserved space on the other side of the podium from
Tabitha. Now she knew the reason for this luncheon: This was to introduce the
next generation of Council Members. It would show all of MERA that, on the eve
of war, the Coalition would be victorious for here were the people that would
allow the Council to propagate into the future.


     This was a rally, one to bring smiles to
the faces of children and assure them that the Coalition was a rock that would
only grow in its resilience. 


     Eventually they would have to reveal
Nadine’s true nature, but it would be done slowly over time and by the time she
was a councilor, people would have long since forgotten that she had ever
served in the military. That fact would be carefully buried and then erased
from history.


     But this gave no comfort to Nadine. She
felt Elliot’s concern for her even as he tried to transmit confidence to her in
order to reinforce her will.


     She thanked him in her mind despite the
knowledge that their bond would not allow such a message to be broadcast across
the gap that separated them. His emotional reinforcement helped her to calmly
radiate the confidence of an heir—apparent while she took her seat.


     Inwardly, she wanted to scream at the
thought of how this evening would progress. After a brief round of quiet conversation,
a dignified man with the rank pin of an elite MERA operative took the podium.
The remaining members of the crowd still standing quickly took their seats and
waited for him to begin.


     “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to our
celebration here tonight. As many of you are unaware of the purpose of this
function, I shall inform you,” he stopped and waited for the obligatory polite
laughter before continuing. “Tonight, we congratulate the heroes of MERA with
this dinner. All of them have been loyal and have demonstrated that loyalty to
this organization time and again over the last decade.”


     “Indeed, they have demonstrated such
courage that the Council of Twelve has decided to award them the Order of the
Coalition.”


     Loud applause followed and the speaker took
out a dozen small, black jewel boxes from a shelf in the podium and placed them
one by one in front of each of the VIPS at the main table. As was tradition,
they each opened the box containing a necklace with a glittering star hanging
from it. The twelve pointed star had a small circle at the center symbolic of
the never ending status of the council. She took the necklace out of the box
and placed it around her neck. The pendant felt as though it weighed fifty
pounds.


     Nadine appeared to accept it with solemn
pride as did the rest of the honorees. The truth was that she found herself
falling into a black hole. Her future was assured but she began to experience
the dread of the realization that something she had sought after all her life
no longer meant anything to her. All she could think as the rest of the table
basked in the light of MERA’s acclaim was: I don’t belong here anymore.


     Nadine sat in her chair for the rest of the
evening and numbly listened to speech after speech as she ate a well prepared
meal. She barely remembered how the food tasted or even what the meal consisted
of. She only knew that she found herself in tears in her bed again that night.



 


 


 

    Aides scurried about the Alliance Parliament near London in a near frenzy.
Links that had fallen on the floor in the main lobby were forgotten. The
evacuation left no time to go back and retrieve them.


     Fleet Admiral Nelson carefully avoided
sprinting aides as he marched to the Prime Minister’s main office. The doors
were open with the customary guards at the entrance, but the interior was a
different story.


     The normally calm atmosphere of the office
with its three couches in a horseshoe arrangement was the only thing that
remained the same. The walls were now bare and several people hurried around
the room , continuing to remove anything of value.


     The five Prime Ministers sat on the couches
and were each attended to by an aide working to settle all necessary matters
before they left the main office for the last time. Linda Simon looked up for a
moment and saw the Admiral. She smiled warmly and left the comfort of her couch
to greet him.


     “Admiral,” Linda said, “how are things
going on your side of things?”


     “Just making a final stop on the way to New York. I wanted to
see how my bosses are coming along.”


     “Pretty well. We should be on our way
within the hour. Is the Achilles still transporting us to Mars?” she
asked.


     “Yes, there aren’t any changes to the
operation. I just wanted to stop in and see how all of you were doing.”


     “Bucking for a promotion?”


     “Have one in mind beyond Fleet Admiral?”


     “A good man,” she replied and grasped his
arm.


     “Thank—you, Ma’am. Is there anything I can
do for you?”


     “Get the First Battle Group to Mars,” she
replied.


     “I can certainly try.”


     “How is the rest of the Admiralty doing?”


     “About as well as anyone would expect. We
leave for Mars at the same time you do. We’ve decided to consolidate the battle
group for this venture. The First will leave Earth at nine hundred hours on the
dot tomorrow. We should be in Mars orbit by Nine oh five.”


     “Is there any change with the readiness of
the enemy fleet?” Linda asked.


     “They’re still scheduled to launch about
fifteen minutes after our fleet launches.”


     “Will I see you again before tomorrow?” Linda
asked.


     “I’m afraid not, but I will see you on
Mars.”


     “I’ll see you then,” she said and returned to
the storm of activity surrounding the three couches.


     Admiral “Ronnie” Ronald Nelson smiled,
nodded at the group of ministers and retreated to the warm evening air outside
the complex. He walked to an awaiting shuttle bound for New York where the rest of the Admiralty
waited.


     He boarded the shuttle and felt the
disbelief of the body as the craft became airborne. Once in the sky, he took
his link from his right breast pocket and opened it. Nelson tapped a few
virtual buttons on the display and made a request for an uplink to the Excalibur.



     His high placed priority codes brought him
directly to the attention of Maria aboard her flagship. She greeted him with
the usual cold look that she seemed to give everyone these days.


     “Fleet Admiral, to what do I owe the
pleasure?” she asked.


     “Good to see you too Maria, I just wanted
to check in and see if you were ready to leave yet?” Nelson asked.


     “Admiral, I have already voiced my
displeasure over this,” she replied.


     “It’s already been decided Maria. Commander
Phelps has accepted the promotion to Commodore and will take command of the
Second Battle Group.”


     “I volunteered to stay behind,” she said.


     “And he volunteered first. Now I want you
off that ship by eight hundred thirty hours tomorrow morning at which time you
will join the rest of the Admiralty at New
  York for evacuation.”


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “There’s one more thing,” Nelson said.


     “Yes?”


     “I want you to stop in at Phoenix Base on
your way and pick up Elliot.”


     “I think Eli can take care of himself,” Maria
said.


     “Yes he can, but right now all of our
shuttles are being used to capacity. I need you to share yours so that Elliot
can be brought to New York
once he’s finished his affairs at the base.”


     “Yes, Sir. Is there anything else I can do
for you?” she asked, coldly.


     “Yes there is: lighten up. You’re
depressing your crew.”


     The comment brought a few hastily covered
snickers from her bridge crew before Nelson smiled and deactivated the link.


     He relaxed in the cabin, already homing in
on New York,
and enjoyed a few minutes of silence. He would soon have to wade through a
small crowd of Admiralty gathering to leave the planet for Cartise, where they
would continue the fight on another front.


     Eventually, he saw the rising spires of the
city and felt the shuttle settle onto the roof of the large Alliance Fleet’s
Headquarters in New York.
As soon as he exited the shuttle an adjutant shoved a report into his hand
after a quick salute.


     “What’s the news, Commander?”


     “We have most of the Admirals assembled
now. We’re still expecting a few who have experienced some delays.”


     “How many are still on their way?” Nelson asked.


     “Twenty—three. They will arrive over the
next twelve hours.”


     “Twelve hours,” Nelson said and looked at
the sun closing in on the horizon. “It’s hard to believe that I’ll be looking
at a different sky in just a few days.”


     Admiral Nelson took a moment to watch the
setting sun and enjoyed its splendor. He knew he would never witness another
one on Earth. After a minute of looking at the horizon, made picturesque by
the city’s towers climbing up to meet it, Nelson walked to the small box of an
entryway to the building. The rest of the Brass was waiting for him on a lower
floor. They would spend the night waiting to embark aboard the Hood
which would then convey them to Mars along with the rest of the senate.



 


 


 

    “I’ll keep your seat warm,” the recently promoted
Commodore Ben Phelps said to Maria in the shuttle bay of the Endeavour. 


     “You know that you’ll be keeping it warm
for quite some time. Just remember that General Order Thirty—Eight goes for
everyone, including you.”


     “Yes Ma’am. Don’t think that I won’t obey
that order the moment it’s given,” Phelps replied.


     “I will see you again.”


     “If it was anyone else saying that, I
wouldn’t believe them.” Ben’s intention was to give her a handshake, but Maria
surprised him by saluting him instead. He returned the salute and watched while
she boarded her shuttle in an empty bay. All of the other ship’s shuttles had
been commandeered by the fleet for the numerous transfers occurring across the
solar system.


     Maria’s shuttle rose off the deck and
exited the bay through the open end protected from decompression by a force
field. She guided her shuttle just above the silver ring made of the remains of
the Moon and then down to the American
Sea near the center of the North America. The Phoenix Base stood out as three
massive domes connected by long rectangular buildings. She landed her shuttle
on one of the many pads occupying the large space inside the interconnected
domes.


     Within a minute she was stepping onto a
tarmac outside the base. It took her a few minutes to find the command center
inside one of the domes. Elliot was in the center seat of the four story
situation room directing a massive effort to tie up all of his affairs in the
next half—hour.


     “You appear to have your hands full,” Maria
said.


     “And then some.”


     “Will you be ready to go in about fifteen
minutes?”


     “I think so. Is it already eight—thirty?”
Elliot asked.


     “Eight thirty—five. The Hood takes
off from New York
at nine. We need to be onboard or Nelson will have both our heads.”


     “I think I’ll be done in time,” Elliot said.
He examined one of the innumerable reports he had to sign.


     “I’ll wait,” Maria said, and sat on a small
bench behind the command chair at the back of the large room.



 


 


 

     Nadine was already up and dressed when an
attendant rang her doorbell just before eight—thirty in the morning to tell her
the Council requested her presence immediately. The beginnings of bags under
her eyes were appearing again. Some carefully applied makeup hid the dark
patches under each eye, but the fatigue couldn’t be entirely concealed.


     She walked to the large set of double doors
guarded by rifle toting soldiers. Nadine entered the dim room and the future
she had condemned herself to. Catherine beamed at her entrance and smiled at
the other eleven in the circle of chairs evenly spaced within the twelve sided
room.


     As was the tradition of an appointed member
to the Order of the Coalition, Nadine stood in front of the seat of her
sponsor.


     “It wasn’t a great secret was it? I take it
you’re ready to receive your new position?” Catherine asked.


     “Yes, Catherine.”


     “Nadine, I am one hundred and ten years old
now,” she said with a wistful smile. “No other Prime Counsel has been in office
for this long. I will be the first to retire from my office rather than
continue on until my death. I will take an apprentice and over the next ten
years gradually transfer all of my duties to that person. I want that person to
be you.”


     “I,” Nadine began and found that she had
fallen short of words. Alexander scowled at her from his chair.


     “I know it’s a lot to take in at once. I
wish we had the time to allow you to acclimatize to this news, but I need you
to begin taking new duties at once.”


     “Of course.”


     “Excellent. I need to bring you up to date
on the current situation.”


     “I’m ready.”


     “We have managed to enable our fleet to
launch early. The new fleet launches and the war starts at ten minutes to
nine,” Catherine said.


     “I see. What motivated this decision?”


     “We have analyzed the numbers. With an all
out attack at the new time we can likely secure the Alliance fleet, but we knew that the long
range projections of casualties would be unacceptably high.” Catherine produced
a link and handed it to her. Nadine took the link and looked at the numbers
herself.


     “Eight billion,” Nadine said once she
reviewed the latest series of projections.


     “Yes, and you will notice that includes two
billion of our own citizens.”


     “I take it you have a solution to minimize
losses,” Nadine said. Catherine smiled again to her council as proof and pride
in her future successor. 


     “We have decided on a solution, yes. We
will use the particle warhead to our advantage.”     


     “That is a piece of Alliance technology at the heart of the
Phoenix Base. How could you use it to your advantage?” Nadine asked. She
reviewed the information on the link and then looked up once the truth hit her.
“An agent?”


     “Very insightful, Nadine. Yes, we do have a
spy and he will use the particle warhead to devastate the face of the Earth.”


     “How will this help?”


     “The numbers are on page twenty of the
report. The intentional detonation of the warhead will spur the Alliance citizens to turn
against their own government and side with us. The losses will be cut to five
billion instead of eight.”


     “I see,” Nadine said as she brought up the
recommended page on the link.


     “You disapprove?”


     “You’re going to kill billions of our own
people?” Nadine asked.


     “In order to save billions more. The
results can’t be refuted.”


     “And we will be heroes to the entire Human
race,” Alexander said.


     “With a fabrication. We will be personally
responsible for this act,” Nadine said. “One that approaches genocide.”


     “Only we will know that to preserve the
peace. Three billion more people will still be alive. How can you argue against
that?” Catherine asked.


     “Five billion people will still die.”


     “People die every day,” Alexander said from
behind her. “Why should today be any different?”


     “There must be an alternative to this!”


     “I am open to suggestions,” Catherine said,
“but as far as we can see we have only two options: five billion dead or eight
billion dead.”


     “We could sue for peace and stop this now,”
Nadine said, before placing the report in the breast pocket of her uniform. “If
I am to be your successor, it must be for a Council that doesn’t have this destructive
lie in its closet.”


     “No one will ever discover this,” Catherine
said.


     “You’d build an Empire on the ashes of our
home?” 


     “What has happened to everything I’ve
taught you? The numbers dictate the results. Five billion dead is far more
preferable to eight. The decision is simple.”


     “Except that you can’t see a third solution.”


     “Surrender is out of the question.”


     “It’s not surrender! It’s called a peace
process. Everyone here and within the Alliance
can be happy without any blood being spilt. Why can’t you see this?”


     “Your time with the Alliance has affected you. We will not endure
another attempt at peace. We will not have another hundred years of cold war.
This will end now!”


     “Then it ends without me!” Nadine looked
around the shocked faces of the circle and calmed her voice to a near whisper
as she spoke to Catherine. “Whether it’s in a month or a decade, this decision
will be our downfall. This sort of foundation for supremacy over the Colonized
Sphere can only lead to our destruction. When you build maliciously on death,
you will only ever know death.”


      “They have spoiled you,” Catherine said in a voice
hoarse with anger. “They have taken my greatest student from me. You are only a
shadow of yourself and as transparent as one of them.”


     “Not as much as you may think mother,”
Nadine said and ripped the Order of the Coalition medallion from her neck.
“Tell me do you sense any deception from me? You who have always known whenever
I was lying, can you see any lies now?”


     “No,” Catherine spat out in disgust.


     “I helped the Ferine escape,” Nadine said
in a low voice that only Catherine would hear.


     Catherine looked up at her, mouth agape. Nadine
threw the medallion to the floor. “I’m done here. Train that whelp over there
to follow you and your fragile kingdom,” she said, gesturing to Alexander.


     Nadine walked out of the chambers before
anyone could recover. She walked with a speed and ease from having the weight
of the Council and a dark future lifted from her shoulders. For the first time
in her life, she felt truly free.


     Inside the Council chamber, Catherine leaned
forward and picked up the Order of the Coalition medallion.


     “Alexander, she needs to be stopped. With
what she knows, she could bring everything down on our heads.”


     The order brought him out of his stupor. He
got to his feet and went towards the doors to issue commands to the guards.
Alexander stopped just short of the exit and turned towards Catherine.


     “What do we do with her?”


     Catherine stared at the shining medallion
in her palm for a moment before she responded in a morose tone. “Nadine Hanover
has betrayed the Council. She has shown that she is too much like her father. Have
her brought to Detention Room E.”


     “Yes, Prime Counsel.”


     Nadine walked back towards her quarters
with the intention of packing her things and moving on to better fortunes. On
her way she didn’t think of any reprisal other than the possibility of prison
for an untold time. Catherine was after all, her mother. She wasn’t surprised to
discover six MERA troops waiting outside her quarters.


     “General Hanover.”


     “You’re here to escort me to a holding
area, correct?”


     “Yes, Ma’am,” the soldier of the senior
most rank responded. All six were armed with PBRs, though their barrels were
pointing to the floor. Nadine took note of the informal stances and body
language, indicating they believed there was no threat here.


     “Very well, Major,” she said. The Major
took her PBP from its holster at Nadine’s side. As the soldiers began to
surround her for escort, she thought to ask for specifics. “Which detention
cell am I to be escorted to?”


     “Detention Room E.”


     The memories of escorting her father to
certain death in that very room flashed across her mind. She instinctively
seized all of the soldiers’ minds. They were among the elite of MERA but didn’t
have the training and expertise of a person with twenty years of mind probes
and interrogations behind her.


     All six of them froze in place and  Nadine took her PBP back and aimed it at the
first soldier. She checked to make sure the weapon was set to its highest stun
setting and discharged the weapon at the first man, sending him to the floor in
paralysis. She caught the Major, who was the most experienced of the group,
beginning to break free of the paralysis. He began to raise his rifle to
disable her as he fought for control of his body.


     Her weapon swung around with a fierce speed.
A pulse of energy brought the Major to the ground. Four more dim thuds were
heard down the hallway as Nadine quickly dispatched them all to an hour’s
enforced rest. She took one of the guard’s rifles and changed the setting to
stun. Nadine hefted it across one arm and then sprinted down the hallway.


     Her mind raced for a solution to her
conundrum, as death was on her heels. The immobilized bodies of the guards
would be discovered within a minute, perhaps two at most, and then the hunt
would begin. Nadine’s mind began to reference anything from her experience that
would help her in her escape.


     A memory flashed into her mind of her as a
young girl accompanying her mother on a tour of the more secret areas within
the building. There were several escape passages leading to little known launch
bays throughout the complex. Nadine remembered the location of one only a short
way away.


     She had to avoid a few patrols but quickly
found the hallway she had remembered from her childhood. It was easy to recall
this one from the others, as it had a three sided corner with a tall window of
colored glass depicting the first Prime Counsel of the Twelve. She walked down
the empty corridor to its midway point and felt a wood panel for the soft spot
she remembered. A quick search revealed it to be the wrong one. She moved to
the next panel and felt again for the soft area in the wood.


     As Nadine searched she heard footsteps
approaching the hallway. She counted four pairs of occupied shoes approaching
her position. She increased the speed of her search and was rewarded to find an
oddly soft circle in the wood that gave way under pressure. The entire panel
retracted from the tip of her finger and then slid behind the wall. She jumped
into the passage, ignoring the cob webs across the entrance. The door silently
slid back into place behind her.


     Nadine froze in the disused corridor and
listened intently to the footsteps approaching the spot outside the hidden
door. Relief set in once they continued without pause and gradually faded into
the distance beyond her hearing range. She carefully felt around in the dark
and located an old touch sensitive panel that activated once her fingers
brushed across its surface. 


     A series of fluorescent lights flickered on
one by one down the long concrete corridor. She was relieved to find the
cobwebs surrounded only the entrance and, although dusty, the rest of the
corridor was unfettered. She walked at a careful gait and finally found the
corridor’s end. It led into a room some forty feet square with a small and
rather old shuttle waiting at its center. It had not seen any maintenance or
cleaning for years but she was certain it would still work. It would have to.
Nadine knew its speed was not the same as more modern additions to the large
fleet of shuttles, but it would get her where she needed to go.


     The interior of the small vessel was cool
and musty. Once she was seated and activated the ignition switch, the shuttle hummed
to life. Nadine checked all the systems to ensure they were functional and then
activated the short range signal that would trigger the ceiling doors. They
emitted a grinding sound at first but then slowly opened, to Nadine’s relief.


     The small ship launched high into the air
above the gothic domes of MERA headquarters and then accelerated away towards
the horizon. Moments later, the sensor display alerted her to three squadrons
of approaching green fighters. The old shuttle was still in good shape, but it could
not possibly outrun the state of the art fighters gaining on her with each
second.


     Nadine accessed the communications console
in the hope that someone within the Alliance
would respond.


     “Mayday, mayday. This is an eastbound
shuttle in distress. I am General Nadine Hanover seeking political asylum with
the Alliance.”



 


 


 

     “When do they launch?” Joshua asked Madison. He scrutinized
the enemy battle groups on the main monitor of the Endeavour’s bridge.


     “The new fleet launches in under twenty
minutes. We’re still set to launch at the same time.”


     “I hate waiting. I just wish this was
over.”


     “Careful what you wish for,” Madison said and looked
back to her link.


     “Sir,” his communications officer said from
his station, “I’ve got a distress signal.”


     “Where is it coming from?”


     “It’s weak, but it’s coming from a small
shuttle out from the east coast of Asia.”


     “Put it through,” Joshua said.


     The speakers scratched out static for a
moment before the transmission came in. “I am General Nadine Hanover seeking
political asylum with the Alliance.”


     The message brought both of them to
attention.


     “Do we have any fighters available?” Joshua
asked.


     Madison
consulted her link before responding. “No, and there are no other ships
available. We have to go.”


     “Into the atmosphere.”


     “It’s your call,” Madison said.


     “No it isn’t. Eli would kill me if I didn’t
do something.”


     “So would I.”


     “Let’s go,” Joshua said and stood up from
his seat. “Helm, take us down to intercept that shuttle. We’re doing some
escort duty.”


     “Aye Sir.”



 


 


 

     The olive colored fighters on Nadine’s tail
entered weapons range. A warning shot flew by the cockpit window shortly
afterwards. Nadine’s fingers scurried across the controls to raise the shields
and arm the obsolete aft Particle Beam Cannon. Pulses of emerald energy flew
from the back of her shuttle and struck the fighter’s shields, causing little
damage. Nadine knew the weapon wouldn’t stop the fighters, but she hoped the
shots would disrupt their targeting abilities for a few seconds while she got
away.


     Joshua’s voice sounded throughout the
cockpit, startling her. “Got you covered, Nadine.”


     The Endeavour’s hull appeared
overhead to provide an umbrella of protection for her shuttle. Solid beams of
particle energy slammed into the fighters attacking her. Torpedoes followed
them in and the fighters dissolved in a series of fireballs. Burning debris
began its long descent towards the ocean.


     “We’ll open the shuttle bay. Prepare to
come aboard,” Joshua said across the communications system.


     “Acknowledged,” Nadine replied in relief.



 


 


 

     Deadly cruisers three hundred feet long and
a thousand feet wide slid out of their dry—docks. The ships were crimson in
color to reflect their lethal abilities. Ten thousand of the new Coalition
warships began to converge into formations. Soon afterwards, they were bound
for Alliance
battle groups and stations. The rest of the Coalition fleet was given the
order to begin the conquest of the Colonized Sphere seconds later.



 


 


 

     “Open the shuttle bay doors,” Joshua said.


     “Got it.” Madison’s walk to a nearby station was
interrupted when a slight shudder went through the ship. The monitor showed
flashes of green and orange from shield impacts coming from somewhere above
them.


     “Ships from the Coalition A—2 Battle Group
have opened fire on us,” the weapons officer reported.


     “Request assistance from our battle group!”


     “The rest of Third Battle Group is under
attack as well.”


     “It’s started,” Madison whispered.


     “Tell Nadine to nix the docking and tell
her we’ll have to provide cover to Phoenix’s
outer defenses.”


     “You do know that means we won’t be able to
defend ourselves from those destroyers,” Madison
said.


     “I know. Do it.”



 


 


 

     “Nadine, this is Madison.”


     “What’s happening?”


     “We’re under attack but don’t worry. We
will escort you to Phoenix
but we can’t risk a shuttle coming in under battle conditions. Keep under our
hull until we’ve reached the base’s defense grid,” Madison said.


     “Madison,
are you sure? This is an old shuttle: it isn’t very fast.”


     “If you try to come in now, it’s likely
that your shuttle will be hit. We both know that it won’t survive a cannon hit
from a destroyer.”


     “I can’t ask you to do this.”


     “You didn’t,” Madison said with a smile, “and you don’t
have to.”


     “Acknowledged and thank—you, Madi.”



 


 


 

     “Dorsal shields are at half power,” the
weapons officer reported.


     “Divert all power to that shield and return
fire from all dorsal batteries,” Joshua said.


     The weapons on the upper side of the ship
returned fire, but without being able to bring the full power of its main
weapons to bear, the Endeavour was ineffective.


     “The enemy ships have sustained minimal
damage. Dorsal shields are weakening. Some of the weapons fire is getting
through,” the weapons officer reported.


     “Damage report?”


     A woman in uniform at the appropriate
console replied. “The hull has sustained damage, but nothing has gotten through
yet.”


     A shudder went through the ship as it
struggled to rush through the Earth’s atmosphere and return incoming fire.


     “How soon until we reach the Phoenix’s outer defensive
range?”


     “Two minutes,” the helm officer replied.


     “Engineering, if you have any more power
you can dump into our dorsal shield, now is the time to do it!”


     “We’re on it Captain,” he heard through his
communications link.


     “Shields are down to one quarter,” the
weapons officer said.


     “Direct all fire to blind their targeting
systems,” Madison
commanded.


     “Shields won’t hold much longer,” the
weapons officer reported. A shower of sparks fell from a console behind him at
the back of the bridge.


     “Time?” Joshua demanded.


     “Sixty seconds.”


     “Shields are going down!”


     A hail of particle beams scorched the
armored hull. A torpedo found its way into a magazine in the upper battle module
and detonated the volatile explosives within. The entire watermelon shaped
module mounted atop the hull exploded sending shrapnel into the ship. Joshua
and Madison felt and heard the churning and shearing away of metal from so far
away in the Endeavour. Both looked to the damage control station’s
attendant for answers.


     “We’ve just lost the upper battle module.
We have a major hull breach in the aft section.”


     “Send damage control to do what they can.”


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “Helm, get us to Phoenix Base,” Joshua
said.


     “Just another thirty seconds.”


     “Five more hull breaches! We’re losing one
of the sub—light engines,” the damage control officer reported.


     A massive hit to the forward part of the
ship shook the entire bridge, despite its position at the center of the forward
third of the vessel. An officer on the left side of the bridge saw the displays
turn bright white and knew to run as the station began to receive a rush of
energy it couldn’t contain. He raced away from the glowing displays just as
they exploded.


     “Divert shield energy to the engines!” Madison shouted amidst
the mayhem.


     “Aye Sir,” an officer responded.


     “We’re almost there!” the helm exclaimed.


     “Prepare to exit the atmosphere.”


     Scores of hits registered across the hull as
the ship entered its death throes. The Endeavour began to blow away its
armored plating as internal explosions began to take their toll. The proud ship
turned into an inferno blazing away against the morning sun rising to witness
its destruction.


     “We’ve got it! The General’s shuttle is
within the Phoenix’s
defense grid. The destroyers are withdrawing,” the helmsman reported. A moment
after he reported the situation, the entire screen occupying the forward wall
of the bridge burst into flames.


     “Damage?” Joshua asked.


     “We’ve got major breaches across the upper
hull. Secondary explosions from overloaded generators have crippled the ship
and one of the FTL drives is on fire. Engineering reports they can not eject
it,” she said and turned to face her superior officer. “It’s going critical.”


     “How long?” Joshua asked, while Madison watched him in
sympathy.


     “Less than five minutes, Sir.”


     “Is there nothing they can do?”


     “No Sir,” she replied.


     Joshua looked at the burning forward wall
of the command center before he spoke again. “Abandon ship.”


     The drilling klaxon of the evacuation order
sounded after Joshua entered the command into his console. All of the officers
jumped to obey the order and hurried out in an orderly manner. Joshua armed the
self destruct to preserve the atmosphere from the cataclysmic explosion of the
plasma powered FTL drives. He remained on the bridge in a desire to stay with
the ship that had been home to him for the last five years. Madison waited for a moment before she put a
hand on his shoulder.


     “It’s time to go, Josh.” 


     Flames engulfed the entire weapons centre
at the back of the bridge. Joshua grabbed Madison
by the hand and raced off the bridge.


     Chaos started to take shape as they ran
through the corridor leading from the bridge and to the nearest life boat.
Fires rose into existence from the walls and ceilings caved in as the ship
began to disintegrate. They were forced to change their escape route when an
explosion deep inside the ship blew a hole through the deck plating. Smoke
collecting through the upper half of the hallways forced the two to run bent
over to the next available life boat.


     They were relieved to find the few personnel
on board the life boat were waiting for anyone left on that deck. Joshua and
Madison boarded the tiny escape vehicle and sat on a bench within its confines.


     “Is there anyone left on this deck?” Joshua
asked.


     “No Sir, you were the last ones,” a
midshipman replied.


     “Then get us out of here.”


     An exterior armored plate’s bolts exploded,
allowing it to fall from the burning cruiser. The cylindrical escape vehicle
flew out on its thrusters to join a flotilla of similar vehicles gathering in
the sky above the American
 Sea.


     “Heading, Captain?” the pilot of the
lifeboat asked.


     “To Phoenix
Base. We’re already within its defense bubble.”


     The pilot nodded and the entire flotilla
headed to an island in the middle of the American Sea.
Behind them, the Excalibur ship began to lose altitude. Long clouds of
smoke flew from it as the ship became wreathed in flame. Its dive into the American Sea was interrupted when it self
destruct activated.


      The
sub—light furnaces exploded and erased much of the aft third of the ship
forcing the rest of the blasted hull forward into a vertical position relative
to the water. Powerful explosives throughout the rest of the ship detonated and
forced the ship apart until it was nothing more than boulder—sized pieces
falling into the water.



 


 


 

     Nadine entered the command center of the
Phoenix Base. Maria interrupted her trajectory towards Elliot.


     “I hope you were God Damned worth it!”


     “What do you mean?”


     “The Endeavour was just lost in your
escape attempt.”


     “What about Joshua and Madison?” Maria
asked.


     “They just reported in. They’re safe and on
their way,” Elliot said as he joined them.


     “I am so glad I got to you in time,” Nadine
said.


     “What about all those people who just died
on the Endeavour?” Maria asked.


     “I,” Nadine replied and stopped.


     “Maria!” Elliot exclaimed.


     “What?”


     “Back off! She’s here for a reason. Let her
tell us why,” Elliot said.


     Nadine embraced him tightly. He returned
the embrace and then drew away to look at her.


     “I thought you said we were never going to
see each other again?”


     “I thought so, but I guess I didn’t know
myself as well as I thought. Thanks for all the help.”


     “You’re welcome. Why did you say you were
glad you caught us in time?”


     “Yes, why did you?” Maria interrupted.
“Because we were supposed to leave in ten minutes for New York and now we’re cut off from the rest
of the Brass. So how did you know?”


     “I didn’t know about that,” Nadine replied.


     “I believe you. Now, why were you trying to
reach us Nadine?” Elliot asked.


     “You’ve got a MERA agent here,” Nadine
said.


     “What?” Maria asked.


     “Do you know who it is?” Elliot asked
Nadine.


     “No, Catherine didn’t tell me.”


     “How convenient,” Maria said.


     “Maria, stop it. I’ll have security put at
all access points for the warhead and place added security to the command
center.”


     “Switch to the backup codes on the computer
system. Yours may have been compromised,” Maria said to Elliot.


     “I’m doing it now.” He input a series of
commands into a nearby station.


     “Do you have any personnel lists I can go
through?” Nadine asked.


     “You wouldn’t have the time. There are
literally thousands of people here,” Elliot said.


     “I don’t get it. Why would the Council
activate the warhead? They would kill billions of their own people,” Maria
asked.


     “They’re nothing if not pragmatists,”
Nadine said. “They’re only concerned with bringing all of the colonies under
their jurisdiction no matter the cost to either side.”


     “We’ve got other problems on top of that: the
Coalition Fleet has begun to attack and I’ve received reports that their new
fleet has just launched,” Elliot said.


     “I know. I wanted to get back and warn you
but I couldn’t get here in time.”


     “You did your best.”


     Joshua and Madison entered the command
center looking disheveled. Their uniforms and faces were covered in soot from
the fires that had ravaged the Endeavour.


     “Are you alright?” Elliot asked as they
approached his chair.


     “Never mind us. What’s the situation?”
Joshua asked.


     “We’ve already lost a quarter of the fleet.
Many of our ships were caught by surprise by the early attack but all our battle
groups are responding now in full force,” Elliot said.


     “Can we get the new ships launched in
time?” Madison
asked.


     “Ranik and Lathiel are on schedule, but
it’s still another ten minutes,” Elliot said.


     “Can we last that long?” Nadine asked.


     “Who’s we?” Joshua asked.


     “Nadine has requested asylum and I’m
granting it,” Elliot replied.


      Nadine noticed Joshua’s stare ending at her
olive uniform. She pulled the three gold stars off each side of her collar.


     “If these are so important to you, you can
have them,” Nadine said, presenting them to Joshua.


     Joshua took the stars, each with five
points, in his hands.


     “You mean it?”


     “Yes,” Nadine replied and removed her duty
tunic with the Coalition coat of arms at its breast. She let it fall to the
floor. “I’m with you now.”


     Madison
smiled and embraced her warmly. “I told Eli you’d figure it out.”


     “Thanks, for that and for the rescue. I
wouldn’t have made it back without you two.”


     Joshua put the gold stars into his pocket
and extended his hand, which Nadine firmly grasped.


     “I guess I can’t call you a bitch anymore.”


     “Well, I usually called you a smartass
behind your back. I guess I can’t do that anymore either.”


     “Of course you can,” Madison said. “I always do.”


     “I’d hate to break up your bonding session,
but I’m just wondering if we’re staying or getting out of here at some point,”
Joshua said to deflect any continued conversation at his expense.


     “The Coalition has already surrounded us
with heavy fighters and frigates. Anything that leaves will get shot down the
minute it exits our weapons range,” Elliot said.


     “That’s it? Don’t you have a backup plan?”
Joshua asked.


     “There is a shuttle. It can enter into FTL
speeds for a limited time and circumvent the enemy ships.”


     “Than that’s our plan,” Joshua said. “What
about everyone else?”


     “They may be able to evacuate once those
ships attack.”


     “How do we know they’re going to attack?” Madison asked. “The
Coalition already has a saboteur here.”     


     “The Twelve know that, but I doubt anyone
else does,” Elliot said.


     “No, they wouldn’t,” Nadine confirmed.


     “Then the rest of the Coalition forces are
going to attempt to disable our defenses and seize control of the base.”


     “You’re right. While they’re attacking,
your people can escape,” Nadine said.


     “In the meantime, I’m directing as many
ships as I can to defend our new fleet at Mars until they can launch,” Elliot
said and returned to directing the battle while the rest of the Admiralty
evacuated to the Hood.



 


 


 

     All three cruisers of the First Battle
Group rested in the ocean near the docks of New York. They had been waiting for over an
hour while the last Senators arrived to leave for Mars.


     “Are the Achilles and the Orion
ready to leave?” Nelson asked his first officer on the bridge of the Hood.


     “The other two ships have reported in. The
last Senator has just arrived.” With all of the brass aboard, the regular first
officer had temporarily been relieved by a tall, lanky woman with the rank of
full Admiral.


     “Is everyone aboard?” Nelson asked.


     “Everyone except Admirals Fredericks and
Peterson. They’ve sent a message informing us that they’re surrounded and
unable to leave, but their escape shuttle is still operational. They will rendezvous
with us at Mars.”


     “Lift off.”


     The three cruisers some eight hundred yards
long lifted out of the ocean and achieved orbit within a minute. The rest of
the group surrounded the three ships and the battle group’s carrier launched
all of its fighters to protect them.


     “Take us to Mars, maximum FTL speeds,”
Nelson said.


     It was at the midway point to Mars that the
Fleet Admiral saw a cluster of distant objects on the main screen.


     “What is that?” 


     “Enemy ships Sir,” the weapons officer
reported from behind him. “Three Coalition Battle Groups.”


     “Why didn’t we see them before?”


     “They’re jamming us. Long range sensors
couldn’t detect them.”


     “Go to Battle Stations,” Nelson ordered.


     Once the Coalition ships entered weapons
range, a hail of torpedoes left the forward lines bound for the frigates at the
front of the single Alliance
battle group.


     “All fighters engage their forward lines.
Have our frigates fire their primaries to pave the way,” Nelson said.


     The dozen Alliance frigates at the front line fired the
single plasma cannons mounted at the bows of their ships. They fired bright
beams from their emitters and managed to destroy several fighters before
blasting the bows of the olive colored Coalition frigates.


     The five hundred Alliance fighters plunged into the fray and
engaged the enemy fighters. They were smaller than their olive counterparts,
but had greater firepower.


     “Can we escape to Mars?” Nelson asked.


     “I doubt it, not if we continue to hold our
cruisers from the fight. Even then, we’re outnumbered three to one.”


     “Can we at least buy some time for our
cruisers?”


     “There are too many enemy ships. They’re already
beginning to box us in,” his first officer replied.


     “What if we charge their lines? We can at
least get a few ships through.”


     “With fighter escort, we might be able to
break through.”


     “We have got to get the Prime Ministers and
the Senate to Mars. Order all ships to full sub—light and run for the center of
their lines,” Nelson commanded.


     The Alliance
ships surprised their enemy by suddenly racing into the core of the Coalition
forces even as it thinned in numbers in an attempt to surround the charging Alliance ships. The Alliance warships fired
every cannon they had into the enemy force. Their fighters emptied their racks
of torpedoes into the enemy fighters and ships as they vied for freedom from
the Coalition forces.


     The Alliance
fighters began to dissolve in multiple firestorms as they sacrificed themselves
for the government they were sworn to protect. Multiple beams began to find
their targets within the Alliance
battle group. The Coalition knew the Senate, the Prime Ministers, and the
Admiralty were aboard the cruisers but did not know what group was on which
vessel.


     “The Orion is beginning to take
damage.”


     “Damn,” Nelson said. “Can we get the
cruisers through?”


     “We still have another minute before we can
clear the enemy lines and they’re beginning to move back into their former
positions. None of our ships will make it through at this rate.”


     “We need to throw them off balance,” Nelson
said, eyeing the three Coalition carriers at the core of the enemy fleet. “Have
the Achilles and the Orion prepare to break right when I give the
word. Have all of our other ships head for that carrier!”


     The Alliance
battle group had already lost ten ships, but gathered its remaining forces and
headed for a Coalition carrier that hadn’t been able to launch all of its
fighters.


     “Sir, all three of our cruisers can’t leave
during a charge like this. Without at least one or two of our cruisers leading
the charge it won’t distract the enemy sufficiently.”


     “Yes, I know,” Nelson said. He continued to
examine the events taking place on the screen. Many enemy ships were abandoning
their positions to protect the carrier. “We’re staying to buy the Orion and
the Achilles the time they need to leave the battle zone.”


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “They might get the Admiralty, but the
government will survive,” Nelson said. “Tell the Achilles and the Orion
to break off now and make a run for Mars. Tactical fire the primaries at
those Coalition cruisers protecting the carrier.” 


     All involved followed his orders and the
two cruisers carrying the Senate and the Prime Ministers broke from the group
just as the Hood fired all three of its primary cannons. The enemy
replied by bolstering their numbers around the carrier as more fire converged
on the diminishing numbers of the First Battle Group. Three frigates broke up
under concentrated fire from the Coalition fleet but the remaining Alliance ships continued
their assault on the carrier at the center of enemy lines.


     The two cruisers carrying the Senate and
Prime Ministers managed to find a soft spot in the enemy defenses. With a
series of blasts from their Primary cannons they successfully breached the
enemy lines and moved at flank speed to Mars. Nelson watched their escape on
one of the screens over the main monitor. His attention was brought back to
his situation once he felt a ripple through the deck plates from an explosion.


     “What’s our status?”


     “Nineteen ships destroyed as well as two
hundred and seventy of our fighters,” the first officer reported.


     “It’s time to try and break free. Order all
of our ships to scatter. Anyone who breaks through is to head for Earth and
reinforce our lines there until General Order Thirty—Eight is given. All ships:
fire at will!”



 


 


 

     “A message from Fleet Admiral Nelson,”
Peter said, handing a link to Elliot. Elliot read through it quickly before he
returned his attention to Nadine.


     “I’m commander of the fleet now.”


     “Why would they do that now?” Nadine asked.



     Maria’s ears perked up at the conversation.
She left her attempts to locate the saboteur to a group of junior officers and
joined the conversation. “I’ve got seniority here,” she said. “I should have
been given command.”


     “It’s only because I have training in this
situation, Maria. The Phoenix
 Command Center
is equipped to handle this and I’ve been trained in its use.”


     “Fair enough. What is the current situation
with the Admiralty?”


     “The Admiralty is not likely to survive the
next few minutes of battle. That is why command has been transferred here.”


     “But they were on their way to Mars!” Maria
protested.


     “They were intercepted. The Government Body
has escaped and are on there way to board one of the new ships but a price had
to be paid.”


     “The Hood and the rest of the battle
group.”


     “Yes,” Elliot said. “Now I need you to
leave the base and join the rest of the evacuation to the new fleet on Mars.”


     “Excuse me?”


     “Someone needs to ensure the Admiralty
continues on. That’s you,” Elliot said.


     “Like Hell, that’s you! You’re in command
and we need every Admiral left to rebuild command.”


     “That’s an order, Admiral. I need to take
control of the situation here, not to mention that Nadine and I will have to
try and stop the saboteur from activating the warhead,” Elliot said.


     “Yes Sir,” Maria replied, curtly. “There is
another seat on the shuttle. Who shall I take with me?”


     “Joshua and Madison will accompany you.”


     “No, we’re not!” Joshua exclaimed.


     “You need to leave now, Josh. You weren’t
supposed to be here in the first place.”


     “I am not leaving,” Joshua said.


     “Neither am I,” Madison confirmed.


     “You’ll have to stun us.”


     “I will, or I can have security guards
personally escort you to the shuttle, with or without your cooperation,” Elliot
said. At the shock on their faces to his harsh words, his stern expression
softened. 


     “You have to go,” Elliot said in a whisper.


     “Why?” Madison implored. “We’re here and you need
the help.”    


     “Because you are what Lily and I were ten
years ago.”


     “Maria said there’s only room for one
more,” Joshua said.


     “You two can share a seat. Joshua, I’m
giving you a field promotion to Commodore and Madison to Captain. Help Maria to
rebuild the brass.”


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “Come on,” Maria said and left for the exit.
Madison looked
at Elliot with tears in her eyes and followed.


     “Madison!”
Elliot said to her back. She turned towards him and her husband also stopped at
the exit with Maria. “You have fallen from the sky. Your body is broken.”


     Madison
looked at him and recited the last of the poem that Lilly had taught them. “But
I have brought you back from death. You are Phoenix: you will bathe worlds in your
light.”


     With that last exchange the trio left the
command center for the shuttle. Peter heard a unique beep from his earpiece and
took advantage of the situation. He left his post at the communications station
and slipped out of the command center unnoticed. 


     The threesome boarded the small, abnormally
shaped ship that had two small FTL emitters mounted on its wings, giving it the
capability of leaving the Earth and reaching Mars in seconds. The high speed of
the shuttle would allow them to circumvent the Coalition blockade waiting for
orders to attack the base. Maria took the pilot’s seat. Joshua and Madison squeezed
into the chair next to her.


     “Ready?”


     “About as much as we can be,” Joshua
replied, while Madison
shifted herself into a better position on his lap.


     “What was that Elliot was reciting?” Maria
asked while she readied the shuttle for launch.


     “It’s called Divinity Touches the
Phoenix,” Madison
replied.


     “I’ve never heard it.”


     “It’s a poem by a little known author from
the Twenty—Second Century, but Lily loved it. Elliot and I know it by heart.”


     “I hope it turns out to be prophetic in
this case.”


     The shuttle bay doors opened above them and
Maria guided the shuttle up off the ground and then obtained a near vertical
position above the main dome in the complex.


     “Going to FTL now!” Maria exclaimed. The
two small emitters on the shuttle flashed a bright light and the craft went to
a velocity some ten times the speed of light towards Mars. A thunderclap was
left behind in its wake.


     The vessel’s three passengers saw a bright
flash of light, and a moment later the Earth’s ring was passing by. Just
moments later Mars seemed to warp into the space in front of them.


     The shuttle’s view port soon had a large
number of massive white ships occupying it. Maria immediately opened a channel.


     “This is Admiral Maria Peterson. I’m taking
command of the fleet by order of Admiral Fredericks.”


     “We were expecting the entire admiralty,” a
voice over the speakers said.


     “They’re not coming. Prepare to receive my
shuttle. The moment we’re aboard, activate the fold drives.”


     “We can’t, Admiral. Lathiel said they’re
dangerous to use within our sun’s gravitational influence. We have to head for
the edge of the system.”


     “Christ. Alright head for the edge of the
system as soon as we’re aboard. Can you do that much?” Maria demanded.


     “She isn’t like Eli,” Madison said to her husband in a whisper.


     “Nothing like Eli.”



 


 


 

     Elliot watched their departure while the
staff continued to direct the remains of the Alliance fleet against the Coalition.


     “When does the new fleet launch?” Elliot
asked the Tactical Officer.


     “Just now, Sir.”


     “And the situation?”


     “Nearly fifty percent of the fleet has been
destroyed,” he responded.


     “Sir, the ships surrounding Phoenix Base
have begun their approach,” the weapons officer said.


     “Activate the outer defense grid and divert
all power to weapons,” Elliot ordered, and set his earpiece to be heard across
the base. “Everyone is to set their stations to automatic and evacuate. Take
the route to the mainland or go by air. All staff members have permission to
commandeer whatever shuttles or escape vehicles you can. The base’s automatic
defense systems will give you cover.”


     “Communications, I need you to stay behind
for a moment. Tell whatever fighters are still out there to reinforce the
base’s defenses and do whatever they can to give the ground vehicles cover.”


     Elliot realized a moment later that he
hadn’t heard a confirmation to his order and looked to the empty communications
station.


     “Where’s Commander Stuart?”


     The occupied officers at adjacent stations
looked up in surprise.


     “Get someone to that station and carry out
my orders. Lock it down and set it to automatic as soon as they’ve finished.”
Elliot said. “Why would he leave now?”


     Nadine was the only one to answer him.
“There might be a very good reason. What is the Commander’s full name?”


     “Peter Stuart,” Elliot replied.


     “How exactly is his last name spelled?”


     “S—T—U—A—R—T. Why?”


     “Stuart,” Nadine thought aloud. “Stuart—Hanover.”


     “What is it?”


     “The Stuart—Hanover
dynasty of England.
The hyphenated name marked the fact that they were the product of two royal
families,” Nadine said and then realized who she had just missed. “Elliot, I
have a younger brother. He’d be about forty—five now.”


     “That’s about Peter’s age, but I never
sensed anything from him.”    


     “You wouldn’t. Peter was a failed MERA
operative. Catherine relegated him to regular undercover work because he was
too volatile for work as a MERA Aggressive, but he can shield himself from
others. You would never know his real intentions. He would use a codename like
that; it has a significance attached to it that only someone from MERA would
understand.”


     “We’ve got to find him.”


     “Let’s go,” Nadine said and headed towards
the exit.


     “Wait,” Elliot said and drew his sidearm.
He walked to a small panel on the door and entered in a pass code. The panel
slid aside to reveal a small weapons locker. He took a Particle Beam Pistol
from it and passed it to Nadine.


     “You’ll need this.”







     There has been a great deal of debate as to how many Alliance ships actually
survived the very short First War of the Colonized Sphere. The events transpired
in an incredibly brief period of time. General Order Thirty—Eight was
transmitted only twenty minutes after the war began and brought about its
premature end.


     Some have said that thousands survived
but my research leads me to believe this to be unlikely. The total size of the Alliance fleet prior to
the war was thirty—two hundred warships. We know that at least sixty percent of
the fleet was already destroyed by the time General Order Thirty—Eight was
given. With that conservative estimate, there wouldn’t be much more than twelve
hundred ships left.


     I believe the latter popular belief that
there were only a few dozen at most left after the war. I must admit though,
that I have spent many nights looking up into the sky and wondered how many of
them were still out there.
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“Give Peter the
order to activate the warhead,” Catherine said. Alexander nodded and sent a signal
from a device on his wrist. The Twelve rose from their seats and exited the
chamber they had occupied for most of their adult lives. They knew they would
likely never see it again but did not so much as issue a second glance to the
twelve sided room. Their robes swished across the floor as they traveled down a
long corridor and out the main door into the courtyard.


     The distant thunder of explosions was heard
from numerous battles playing out across the globe. The center of the courtyard
was occupied by a large shuttle capable of holding all twelve of the council
members.


     “Is it safe to leave yet?” Catherine asked
a General standing near the entrance to the shuttle.


     “The Alliance’s
First Battle Group has been intercepted near Mars. Their Second and Third
Battle Groups have also been intercepted over Europe and South
 America. The Second is giving us some trouble, but it’s nothing to
be concerned about. The way is clear,” the General reported.


     “Good. We’re leaving,” Catherine replied,
and entered the shuttle.



 


 


 

     “How big is this installation?” Nadine
asked.


     “Too big,” Elliot replied, while they moved
down empty corridors. Elliot held a scanner in his hand relaying the base’s
scans directly to the device. “With so many people, I doubt we can locate him.”


     “Where are we going then?” Nadine asked as
Elliot led her into a lift. He punched a command into the small panel fixed to
the lift wall and it jumped into motion.


     “To the warhead room. It’s our best bet at
the moment.”


     “How many of your personnel are leaving?”


     “Everyone but the guards at the warhead
access points and the people in the room itself,” Elliot replied.


     “That will make things easier.”


     “Hmm,” Elliot said and scrutinized the
scanner’s readings. “Most of the people have already left the base or are at
exit points like the garage.”


     Nadine stayed silent while Elliot scrutinized
the results.


     “Stop the lift!”


     Nadine slapped the appropriate button on
the panel and waited for an explanation. He moved the scanner’s display so both
of them could examine it. 


     “Look: all of these people are moving out
of the base and this is the Warhead Room. Notice anything?”


     “There’s one life sign by itself over
there,” Nadine said, pointing to one blip on the small screen.


     “Exactly.”


     Elliot changed the lift’s path to one that
would deposit it near the life sign.



 


 


 

     Peter stood in a small room that served as
the access point to the communications system. The control room personnel
would not question the head of the communications department’s presence and
they were already gone, anyway. He entered his lockdown code into the system.



 


 


 

     Elliot heard his earpiece crackle to life
and a panicked voice issued from it.


     “How?” Nadine heard Elliot ask and felt her
stomach tighten in anxiety. 


     “There is nothing you can do?” he asked the
person on the other end and listened to the response.


     “I’ll try to stop it from the command
center,” Elliot said and hung up on the caller.


     “What’s wrong?”


     “All of the command codes have just been
invalidated. I need to go to command and see if I can do something from there.”


     “I’ll get to Peter.”


     “Are you sure? He is your brother and what
if,” Elliot began.


     “He’s also trying to kill billions of
people. I’ll stop him,” Nadine finished. The lift stopped at its destination
and Nadine got out with her pistol ready.


     “I need to get back,” Elliot said from
inside the lift. “Good Luck.”



 


 


 

     Peter smiled in satisfaction now that he
had full command of the warhead. He entered in a series of commands and
authorization codes that would activate the device. The computer flashed a warning
and asked for a countdown time limit.


     Peter entered in ten minutes and pressed
ENTER. He would need the time to leave the base and find shelter elsewhere. A
signal to the Coalition forces would alert them to his status as a citizen and
he would be allowed through. He had hidden away a small two—seat sub—light
shuttle in one of the underground garages. Getting it out of the base would
mean making use of its limited weapons, but it was the only way to ensure that
no one else commandeered it.


     The computer acknowledged the request with
an affirming beep and a ten minute counter appeared on the screen.


     “ENTER CODE FOR FINAL ACTIVATION,” appeared
on the screen. He entered in nine of the ten digits of the authorization code
and was about to input the last one and press ENTER when a voice halted his
progress.


     “Stop!” he heard from behind him. Although
he was Nadine’s brother, she had never met him. They were both born in
artificial wombs using the eggs harvested from Catherine before she had entered
menopause.


     “No,” he said and entered the last digit.
He readied himself to swing around while drawing his sidearm. He would take
down the interloper and make his escape. Nadine threw all of her mind’s
abilities towards him but found her attempts to freeze him deflected by a
consciousness that felt like it was made of titanium. The shock from the
rebound of her mental forces caused her to stagger back and Peter, having felt
the rebuffed assault looked up in realization of who was standing behind him.


     “Nadine!” he exclaimed with pleasure. “The
sibling who managed to take my place at Catherine’s side. I’m glad to see
another one of her children has disappointed her.”


     “This PBP is set to kill, Peter. I am
familiar with MERA techniques and I already know about your sidearm. Believe me
you won’t have the chance.”


     “I don’t care,” Peter sneered.


     “Stop this now. If you dislike her as much
as I do, why even bother doing this?”


     “I do this because I hate her. One day
you’ll know just how much.” 


     Peter moved a finger to press the ENTER
key. Nadine saw the movement and discharged a lethal burst into his back. He
writhed in pain as he felt his life slip from him. His knees buckled and he
began to slip to the floor. With one last burst of energy, his finger stabbed
the ENTER key.


     To Nadine’s horror, she saw the ten minute
counter’s color change from green to red and begin to tick down.


     Ten minutes, zero seconds.


     Nine minutes, fifty—nine seconds, Fifty—eight.


     Nadine raced to the console now vacated by
her estranged brother but found she could do nothing. She turned on one heel
and raced for the lift in hopes that Elliot might be able to reverse the
detonation order.


     “Were you able to stop the countdown?”
Nadine asked once she entered the command center. The multistory command room
was eerily quiet as all of the tasks were autonomously handled by the advanced
tactical computer buried in the basement below it.


     “I’m trying,” Elliot said. He frantically
worked at a large free—standing console near his seat.


     “Do your command codes work at all?”


     “Yes and no. I can access everything except
for the warhead. When it comes to that system, all of my command codes are null
and void.”


     “I tried to stop him, Elliot.”


     He turned from the station and faced her.


     “What happened?”


     “I’m an Elite Aggressive of MERA. I
should’ve been able to snap his neck with a thought. He possessed something I
never saw before. He couldn’t attack me but I couldn’t stop him either. It was
like trying to break down a brick wall with a baseball bat.”


     “He had something?” Elliot asked.


     “I shot him to try and stop him, but he
activated the sequence anyway.”


     “I know,” Elliot said and tapped a screen
on the console showing the countdown: seven minutes and seventeen seconds. “You
did everything you could.”


     “What do we do now?”


     “I’ll keep trying.”


     She watched him frantically attempt to
break the command codes used by Peter to no avail. His further attempts became
interrupted when they heard a piercing alarm from a station on the left wall of
the command center. The label “Threat Analysis” was marked across its top.
Elliot left his beleaguered work and attended to the station in the vacant
center.


     “The Coalition has broken through perimeter
defenses on the coast. They’re heading here.”


     “How long?” Nadine asked.


     “Less than a minute. I’m arming the base.”


     Twenty Coalition ships resembling different
sizes of olive colored birds of prey with elongated necks flew in with several
dozen fighters to capture Phoenix
base. The three large domes of the base each had three outward facing heavy
plasma beams that opened up the moment they approached. Nine of their frigates
broke up as the beams ripped through the very center of their hulls.


     PBCs of varying sizes began to spew emerald
flame at the approaching vessels. Olive, jet like fighters were destroyed and
the shields of both the Coalition warships and the Alliance base were heavily taxed.


     “I’ve got the east approaching fighter
group,” Nadine said next to Elliot. They both did their best to defeat the
approaching ships and gain time for the escaping personnel.


     “Alright I’ll handle the destroyer trying
to destabilize our South shield.”


     “Have any of those ships fired on the
escaping soldiers?”


     “No, they seem to be focused on the base,”
Elliot replied.


     “Do any of your people stand a chance?”


     “If they can get to the mainland, there are
a number of underground bunkers they can take shelter at.”


     “What about us?”


     “With less than five minutes? We could
never reach the mainland in time. We are in the most heavily fortified room in
the base; it should afford us some protection.”


     “I hope so,” Nadine said.


     Two more Coalition ships exploded above the
base. Their fighters were mowed down by secondary fire.


     “Only nine ships left. We can handle them.”


     “I wish that was the only problem. Look at
the sensor scans,” Elliot said. Nadine glanced at a display in the upper right
corner of the station.


     “Shit!”


     “Another enemy wave coming in and one more
standing by.”


     “Can we handle them?”


     “Our shields are down to half power,”
Elliot said.


     “So they’ll disable our shields and weapons
and then invade the base.”


     “For another three minutes.”


     “Then we’ll keep giving those people more
time to get away from here.”


     Over the next two minutes the Coalition
warships continued to bomb the base with torpedoes, and blast after blast from
their PBCs until the shields collapsed. Elliot managed to activate the primary
plasma cannons one last time. The bright beams collapsed the hulls of another
half a dozen ships before they were disabled. The secondary and lesser turrets
were destroyed in short order until the base fell silent.


     “They’re landing ground forces,” Nadine
said.


     “I see them. I’m activating the base’s internal
defenses.”


     Nadine stepped away from the console and
let out a long sigh of relief having arrived to the end of her tactical duties.
“So is there anything more we can do?”


     “No, the internal defenses are automated.
They could hold Coalition forces off for an hour, but in this case they only
need to for one minute,” Elliot replied.


     “So what do we do?”


     “I can’t stop the warhead.”


     “I mean what do we do?”


     “Come here,” Elliot said not with the voice
of an awaiting lover but with the voice of a loving companion. He changed the
screen to show the light of the morning sun and led Nadine to the center of the
four—storey command room. They embraced each other and waited for the end.



 


 


 

     “How long?” Maria clutched the arms of her
command chair. The requirements of the two mile long battleship required three
decks worth of space for the bridge in order to accommodate the requirements of
a miniature city in space. The command center glowed in white with silver
displays. Over a hundred people were needed to man its freshly polished
stations.


     “Another two minutes until we reach the
edge of the solar system,” her helmsman reported.


     “And we have more trouble Ma’am,” Joshua
said from her left.


     “What is it, Commodore?”


     “A hundred Coalition ships from their new
fleet. They just launched from their yards at Jupiter. They’re on their way to
intercept us.”


     “Can we outrun them, Helm?” Maria asked.


     “No, Admiral. Their mass is a fraction of
ours. They can obtain a higher maximum speed then we can.”


     “Then we’ll turn and fight.”


     “I’m not sure that’s not a good idea,
Admiral,” Madison
said, while she examined her link. “They want to slow us down so the rest of
their fleet can catch up.”  


     “How many are there?”


     “The first hundred ships are burning their
sub—light engines at one hundred and forty percent to catch up with us. The
other nine hundred ships of that fleet are behind them,” Madison replied.


     “Our warships can stay behind and confront
them. That will allow the arks to escape to Cartise.”


     “That will also leave Cartise undefended,
Admiral.”


     “The arks only need a minute more to
escape. I’m sure we can do it,” Maria said.


     “If the rest of that fleet catches up while
we’re fighting that first wave we’ll be outnumbered. We can’t survive against
those odds, Ma’am.”


     “This is a situation that forces us to
choose, Captain. It’s us or everyone.”


     “Maybe not,” Joshua interjected.


     “Commodore?”


     “An Alliance
battle group has just exited FTL,” Joshua replied.


     “Where?”


     Joshua ordered the screen to switch to the
aft view and pointed to a collection of dots. 


     “Which battle group is it?”


     “The Second,” Madison replied from her right.


     “I’ve got a signal,” the communications
officer reported.


     “Put it through to the main monitor,” Maria
said. The screen changed to the face of the newly promoted Ben Phelps, sporting
a single gold star on each side of his collar.


     “Ben, what are you doing here?” she
demanded. “You should be helping to defend Earth.”


     “The safety of your fleet is of paramount
importance, Admiral. We’ll give you the time you need to get out of here,” Ben
replied.


     “I’d court martial you if I had the time.”


     “You don’t,” Ben said with a smile.


     “Fine, get in there and give us the time we
need to escape, but only one minute do you understand? Leave the moment that
minute is up and then execute General Order Thirty—Eight. Relay the same orders
to the rest of the fleet: In one minute every Alliance ship is to carry out that order.”


     “Yes, Ma’am,” Ben Phelps replied.


     “Now put me through to the rest of the Second
Battle Group.”


     “You’re on Admiral,” Ben said from the
screen. It switched to a view of the distant ships of the Second Battle Group
even as they broke off at high speeds and headed towards the approaching
Coalition warships. Maria swallowed back her sadness and began her speech to
the entire population of the Second Battle Group.


     “I was in command of the Second for a short
time, but during that time I came to know you as a fine group of people to
serve with.


     “And now I have to ask something more of
you: Something that I ask because it will save the lives of millions of
citizens and the Alliance
government itself. I am asking you to give us one minute, but that minute will
be the longest of your lives and it may even cost your lives. I wish I could
join you in this battle but my orders require me to be here.


     “Regardless of what happens, I am proud of
all of you. Realize above everything else that what you are doing here makes a
difference,” she said and paused before adding, “my friends.”


     Maria deactivated the communications link
and watched the Second Battle Group while it moved to head off the Coalition
ships. They decreased in size as her ships accelerated towards the edge of the
solar system. 



 


 


 

     “Set the Excalibur’s weapons to the
second setting, and have all the rest of our ships come to a full stop. The
Carrier Achilles is to launch all of its fighters. No Coalition ships
can be allowed to breakthrough our lines,” Ben said.


     “Sir, if we are to follow the Admiral’s
orders, we can’t bring those fighters back aboard in time if we jump to FTL,”
his first officer, Commander Levi, reported. He chose her as his successor in
the role because she reminded him of a young Maria minus the faceplate.


     “I know, but without them, we can’t hold
off those new warships. We’re outnumbered as it is and they know what is being
asked of them.”


     “We’ll hold them off, Commodore. Just wait
until they get a load of this ship,” Levi said.


     “The Coalition ships are not slowing, it
looks like they’re going to attempt to charge our lines,” his tactical officer
said.


     “Order all ships and fighters to fire a
round of torpedoes and detonate them three hundred miles in front of their
forces.”


     The Second Battle Group complied with his
order and a slew of torpedoes flew out into space between the two warring
parties. Once they approached the set distance, the torpedoes exploded creating
enormous clouds of fire that blinded the sensors of both sides. The Coalition
group’s headlong advance towards the escaping refugee fleet was interrupted.
They were forced to reduce speeds and confront the Second Battle Group.


     “All ships open fire. You have permission
to ignore heat protocols and put as much additional power into your forward
shields as possible. Be aware that these new enemy vessels are equipped with
plasma cannons,” Ben said.


     The Coalition ships finally came into view
and revealed their new configurations. The enemy vessels were incredibly wide
and beet red in color as a proclamation for bloodlust. Looking like a flying
wing, they began to expel particle bursts from across their wings. The most
anxious moment for the Alliance
soldiers came when they emitted bright yellow flame from their centers. The
plasma beams converged on the Alliance
ships and slammed into their shields. The Alliance
ship’s survived the assault and responded in kind.


     Another round of plasma beams, this time
from the Alliance
vessels, converged on the Coalition warships and pounded the enemy shields,
finding no purchase. Beams of emerald energy and fiery stars crisscrossed the
night as the fleet grappled with each other. The Alliance
gained a temporary advantage as the enemy warships didn’t dare launch their
fighters before catching up with the escaping Alliance refugees.


     The Excalibur seemed to light up
once it activated its weapons. Domes parted to reveal grey turrets sporting powerful
cannons that opened up with rapid rounds of energy. With the added firestorm
created by the Excalibur, the enemy force was stopped in its tracks
allowing Maria’s ships to leave the area. 


     The Second Battle Group began to take
losses as the enemy numbers made themselves evident. At first, it was the Alliance fighters that
blossomed into globes of flame before winking out. Only thirty seconds into the
battle half a dozen frigates and destroyers had dissolved under fire from the
hundred enemy ships. Alliance
ship after ship valiantly sacrificed itself for the escaping fleet until their
numbers began to dwindle.


     The Excalibur flew into enemy lines
and spewed hellfire as it tore through the Coalition ranks like an avenging
angel. Once it had sped through the demoralized lines it broke hard to the
right and entered back into the fray from the enemy’s fleet’s flank. 


     “Sixty seconds! We can break off!” the
weapons officer exclaimed to Commodore Ben Phelps.


     “Fire the main gun.”


     The large emerald grid at the front of the
ship thundered and then emitted a massive burst of particle energy at the enemy
fleet. The beam slammed into the hull of one of the new Coalition vessels. Its
shields crumbled under the weapon and allowed its full force to tear through
the center of the hull. The Coalition ship broke in half down its short axis.
The beam was not yet spent and impacted against another Coalition ship behind
the first breaking it in half as well before having satisfied its war lust.


     “All remaining ships break off. General
Order Thirty—Eight is now given and decrypted for all officers. You are ordered
to leave the Colonized Sphere now!”



 


 


 

     Madison
approached Maria’s position ten feet from the main monitor at the front of the
three story bridge. Maria heard her footsteps and moved her head towards her
approach without taking her gaze from the screen.


     “You trained them well,” Madison said. She handed Maria a link
detailing the recent reports from the battle between the Second Battle Group
and the recently launched Coalition fleet. “The enemy’s advance has faltered.
They can’t catch us now.”


     “Zoom in,” Maria said. Distant green beams
and orange explosions were playing between the ships. Ben Phelps had stopped
the enemy fleet in its tracks. Maria couldn’t help but nod in agreement, and
kept her face away from the rest of the crew as a tear found its way down her
cheek.


     Her tactical officer interrupted her somber
mood with a triumphant shout. “Twenty ships of the Second Battle Group have
escaped. The Excalibur has made it to FTL!”


     A roar of applause reverberated off the
walls of the bridge. Maria watched the ships leave having bought them the time
to escape.


     “May you win every battle,” Maria whispered
as she gazed at the monitor. She hoped that somehow Ben Phelps could hear her.



 


 


 

     Elliot and Nadine caressed each other’s
faces as a bright sun cast rays of light on them from the four story screen. It
was the same as it would have been if the screen was a great window allowing in
the light of the bright star as it began its climb towards the top of the sky.


      Elliot
drew Nadine into a deep embrace. Her shorter stature allowed her to rest her
head on his chest. They heard the distant chorus of thunder as the weapons fire
of the Coalition troops mixed with the base’s internal defenses. Elliot held
her head close to him. She inhaled a strong breath and then exhaled with a
shudder.


     “Elliot?”


     “Yes?”


     “I’m pregnant,” she said, with a whimper
for a life that might never see the light of day.


     “I know.”


     Behind them the counter on a display at the
back of the command center continued its count in red letters.


     Nine seconds.


     Eight.


     Seven.


     Six.


     Five.


     Four. 


     Three.


     Two.


     One.


     Outside the base, lines of soldiers
infiltrating the base were stunned to see one of the large domes emit plumes of
flame. The flames were interrupted when the dome was blast apart by an
explosion the color of thick ice.


     The ceiling of the command center caved in,
allowing steel and concrete through from the levels above it. The weight of the
collapsing structure above the underground complex forced the uppermost floor
to collapse to the third level as more weight fell on it. Elliot threw himself
over Nadine as debris rained down on them.


     The explosion from the particle warhead
became a wave of energy that blasted the Phoenix Base to ruin and continued its
devastating journey across the face of the Earth. 



 


 


 

     “Something on Earth, Ma’am,” Maria’s sensor
analysis officer reported from the second tier of the Excalibur’s
bridge. “Shall I put it on the main screen?”


     “Yes, let’s see it.”


     The Ensign complied and the screen switched
to a view of the distant planet. Its blue and white appearance was marred by
an expanding circle of energy that originated somewhere near the center of the United States of America.


     “Eli,” Madison whispered.


     “Can we go back or at least send some
help?” Joshua asked.


     “No, we can’t go back.”



 


 


 

     The Council of Twelve stood in a small room
aboard the Coalition carrier Brontes near the top of the tall ship. The
Twelve watched through a large window while the blue—white wave expanded across
their enemy’s continent.


     “It’s almost beautiful,” Catherine said.


     “Yes,” Alexander said. “Prime Counsel, we
must nominate a new candidate to apprentice with you. With Nadine’s betrayal it
is important for us to maintain the appearance of continuity for the public.”


     “And you believe that you are the best
candidate?”


     “I have been a member of this Council for
over ten years now and apprenticed to one of the most esteemed Council members
in the history of this government. You have said yourself that Aristotle was a
good man.”


     “He was indeed,” Catherine said, and turned
away from the spectacle taking place on Earth, “and you believe that qualifies
you? Invoke one of my long dead friends and I will fall in line to your aspirations?”


     “Of course not, Prime Counsel. I’m merely
giving you my resume.”


     Catherine smiled at his attempted
manipulation of her.


     “You have certainly learned a great deal in
your position over the years, but Aristotle was never as conniving as you are.
He was also content to be a servant of this Council rather than lead it.”


     “All of which are points that lend to my
abilities to improve upon my mentor’s teachings and lead this Council. Don’t
you agree?”


     Catherine’s smile dropped from her face.


     “I’m afraid not. Your fate was decided
months ago, Alexander.”


     He watched in surprise as the rest of the
Council gathered behind her. The ancient group of eleven people dressed in dark
robes was framed by the window showing the face of the Earth being devastated
by the expanding cataclysm.


     “Do you think that I haven’t been aware of
your constant attempts to replace me by ingratiating yourself with other
elements of this council? They informed me every time you tried to sway them,”
Catherine said. 


     Alexander’s face changed to one of
betrayal. He looked at the faces of his associates within the council.


     “Do you want me to apologize?”


     “You should,” Catherine said, “but not for
the reason you think. A person worthy of replacing me would never have been as
careless or as arrogant as you are. If Nadine, for instance, had wished to
supplant me I would never have known until it was too late.”


     “You still need me!” Alexander exclaimed.


     “For what?”


     “I interpret the symbols when we see across
time.”


     “Which is why we have all been interpreting
them for the last few months. We are your replacements.”     


     “Fine, I will resign effective
immediately,” Alexander said. “You’ve won, Catherine.”


     “I can’t allow you to resign. You may have
limited uses but you still have one thing that we need.”


     “Oh?”


     “Your death.”


     “What? I don’t understand,” Alexander
stuttered.


     “You never had the ability to plan for the
long term, Alexander. We must ensure that no one ever makes the connection
between the detonation of the particle warhead and our complicity in that act.”


     “You gave me those orders! All of you voted
for it,” Alexander said.


     “And the roads from Peter and the warhead
lead to you. You should have seen this coming.”


     “Anyone who uncovers this will still make a
connection from me to you!”


     “Dead men tell no tales, Alexander. We have
credible deniability. If that happens, the story will be that a rogue element
within the Council did this secretly behind our backs and you will not argue
with that assessment.”


     “You can’t!”


     “Our hands must have at least the
appearance of cleanliness, not for our sake, but for the public’s confidence
in us. I’m sure you understand.”


     Alexander was unable to reply as he felt a
sudden wrenching pain spread across his chest. The eleven collectively seemed
to stare past the surface of his chest and into his body as they crushed his
left ventricle. Alexander tried to fight their attack but was unable to stand
up against their combined effort.


     Spasms of pain contorted his body before he
felt his heart give out and then he collapsed onto the floor. Alexander’s face
became still and looked at peace as he breathed his last breath. Catherine
glanced at the body for a moment before stepping over it to gain access to a
panel mounted on the wall.


     “Please send a medical team in here
immediately. Councilmember Alexander has collapsed,” she said.


     Four medics dressed in sterile white
bounded into the room immediately. One grasped Alexander’s wrist for a moment
and shook his head to the questioning stares of the rest of the medical team.
The Council feigned concern as the body was settled onto a stretcher and taken
from the room.


     “We’ll inform you as soon as we know
anything Prime Counsel,” the medic said.


     Catherine nodded and sniffed. “I feel
everything happening on Earth was too much for him. Please take care of him,
poor soul.”


     The medic retreated from the room and
Catherine turned on a gnarled heel to address her council.


     “Now,” Catherine said cheerfully, “I need a
new apprentice and we need a new Council member. I nominate Tabitha.”


     “She was Alexander’s apprentice,” Victoria said. “From
what I understand she is ever bit as manipulative and conniving as Alexander
ever was.”


     “Yes, but she’s better at it. I miss having
a formidable opponent, and she seems capable of giving me the kind of arguments
Aristotle once did.”


     “I’ll second the nomination,” Napoleon
said.


     “Motion carried,” Catherine said. “We have
a great deal of work ahead of us gentlepersons. We have an empire to
consolidate. Now that the Alliance
members here and on the colonies have been apparently betrayed by their own
government, they’ll be looking for a viable alternative.”


     “There is the problem of the new Alliance fleet, Prime
Counsel. New reports say that they will escape,” Cleopatra said.


     “Then they have escaped to a distant and
soon to be conquered star. I doubt they will survive the rest of the year. Even
if they do, there is nothing they can do here. It would have been nice to have
gained their technology, but that goal was never an essential one.”


     “We will need to take precautions anyway,”
Louis said.


     “Agreed. I have someone among them who will
ensure that they fail,” Catherine said.


     “And this is?” Napoleon asked.


     “None of your concern. Rest assured that
the Alliance
will fail one way or another.”


     “There is also the matter of your daughter.
She did escape from MERA,” Henry said.


     “She escaped to Phoenix, and I doubt she left alive,”
Catherine said. She motioned her head towards the particle wave that was beginning
to broach the shores of the American
 Sea.


     “But what if she has and what of her child?
What if it survived as well?” Henry asked and stopped as his eyes became
unfocused. “I’m troubled by a vision I had of the future last night.”


     “Yes?”


     “I saw a boy with Nadine’s face and steel
eyes. Twelve stars burn behind him.”


     “Then we will make sure to discover
Nadine’s fate,” Catherine said. “If she is alive she won’t be for long.”



 


 


 

     “We have arrived at the end of the Sun’s
gravity influence,” Maria’s helmsman reported.


     “Lathiel, are your engines ready now?”
Maria asked once she had turned her earpiece on.


     “Yes Admiral. Just give the order,” she
heard his voice say through the intercom.


     “Then do it before the rest of the
Coalition fleet catches up with us.”


     The threesome watched the screen in
interest. The emitters on each wing of every ship in the one thousand strong
fleet began to glow with an unearthly radiance. Maria began to hear a great hum
which was felt throughout their ship as well as every vessel in the fleet. The
deck itself began to vibrate as the modified engines accumulated phenomenal
amounts of power. The engines glowed with a current of energy until they became
almost too bright to look at. Lathiel and Ranik split their attention between
the engines and the panels in front of them as they monitored the accumulation
of energy within the towering wonders of technology.


     “Signal the rest of the fleet to activate
the graviton emitters,” Ranik said to Lathiel while he monitored a diagram of
the building power supply. “Now!”


     Lathiel depressed a button on his station the
moment he heard the order from his cousin and Ranik pressed a switch on his
console.


     The emitters on the ships flashed an
intense white light. The entire fleet turned into a thousand tiny stars and
disappeared.



 


 


 

     It took over half a day for the energy wave
to encompass the Earth before meeting itself on the opposite side of the
planet. During that time the wave blasted across North
 America. Entire cities fell in seconds. Many forests were blown
down and lakes were displaced from their beds. People hidden in bunkers felt
the ground shake and some were horrified to see their places of refuge come
down around them. But the wave did not stop there.


     It went on across South
 America, hitting its thick rain forests with the force of a
massive hurricane and shredded ancient Incan ruins. The cities there found the
wave had lessened its devastating force by only a marginal amount. But the wave
did not stop there.


     It crossed the Pacific and Atlantic oceans creating massive tidal waves across both
bodies of water. When it reached Europe, Africa,
and the Eastern Asian coasts it smashed the population centers without mercy.
What was worse for those populations near the ocean was that once the energy
wave had left, an even deadlier one of water followed it just hours later.
People coming out of their shelters to begin the overwhelming task of
rebuilding were caught in a tidal wave one hundred feet high. Many drowned in
the deluge before being able to return to their shelters. But the wave did not
stop there.


     The blast descended on MERA headquarters as
an avenging angel for releasing it in the first place. The old gothic building
that had housed the Council for centuries fractured and then exploded as the
wave pounded the stone walls with incredible force. The Council Chamber’s
windows shattered and the old high backed chairs were blown over while the
walls disintegrated.


     The wave dissipated across the lands of
Asia and Asia Minor having finally expended
much of its power. The shockwave became a shrinking circle as it came upon the
opposite point on the planet from where it had begun. It shrunk to one hundred miles
in diameter and then fifty. Finally, somewhere in southern Russia, the
wave collapsed back onto itself and vanished.








 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Epilogue



 

     Fires burned in space around Pluto as its Alliance outpost fell to
Coalition forces. The major base at Saturn continued to voice its discord with
heavy plasma beams despite its shields giving out under enemy fire. Two Alliance frigates near
the asteroid belt past Mars fired a few last torpedoes at a Coalition destroyer
before jumping to FTL and some level of freedom beyond civilized space.
Stations and ships were no more than wreckage around Mars as Coalition warships
began to land troops around the few Alliance
colonies there. They were gratified to find the populations surrender
unconditionally with the knowledge of what the Alliance government had supposedly done.


     Battles across the solar system and across
the rest of the Colonized Sphere began to fade out as Alliance ships were either destroyed or
surrounded by enemy ships.


     Long plumes of smoke could be seen across
much of Asia as fires burned out of control
and coastal areas were beginning to see daylight again now that the waters
began to recede. Africa and Europe were dotted
with cities that had crumbled under the wave and began to show the first signs
of life once people began to dig themselves out of the wreckage.


     South Americans found little that had
survived the blast, and what few survivors remained began to look for others.
Many hoped to find family members and friends that had become separated in the
chaos. Many would be disappointed.


     North America
was more fortunate than one would have expected. Cities had been reduced to
piles of rubble, but there were towns and villages that had survived the
danger. While some forests had been flattened there were others that stood with
relatively little damage.


     At the epicenter of the blast wave, the
dome that had housed the particle warhead was nothing more than a large
blackened hole. The structures connecting it to the other two domes had much of
their structure flayed away. Long metal supports climbed into the sky standing
as the reminders of the complexes that had once existed between the domes. The
habitat dome had collapsed and was scarcely a shadow of itself, while only the
first few floors of the Command dome had survived the destruction.


     The bridge that connected Black Hills Island
to the adjacent one a mile away was the first in a series that eventually
reached the mainland. It was partially collapsed with the right hand lane
having fallen into the ocean, but one side had weathered the storm acting as a
tenuous connection to the remains of civilization.


     Beyond the bridge of the small island a
large clump of evergreen trees stood in the cool morning as a cloud of fog
rolled in off the American
 Sea. At the foot of the
bridge, dew accumulated on the pink petals of a wild rose that had lived
despite the terrible blast that had swept across the wet beach.


     A single footprint was in the soft mud
below it.
















Key to Acronyms



 

CGRO –Cooperative
Group of Religious Organizations or Cooperative (popular reference). Founded in
2087 between several non—organized religions in response to mounting opposition
against what were perceived as pagan cults.



 

C—TORPEDO — A chemical
warhead in use until the early twenty—fourth century. Warheads were generally
given a five to nine designation (i.e. C—7) to indicate yield. C—Torpedoes were
abandoned in favor of the vastly superior plasma warheads.



 

FTL — Faster Than
Light. The most widely used term for travel at such speeds on Alliance and Coalition vessels.



 

MERA — Modern Enterprise Religious
Aggregate. Founded in 2057 in response to many governments taxing organized
religious institutions. The organization became the religious figurehead of
the Coalition. In the year 2152, Prime Counsel Alexis led a successful coup against
the Coalition Presidents and MERA became the governing body.



 

PBC — Particle Beam
Cannon. Usually given a class number starting at one and with no currently
defined limit. 



 

PBD — Particle Beam
Derringer. Small hand held weapon the size of a small revolver.



 

PBP — Particle Beam
Pistol. Hand held weapon the size of a standard gun.



 

PBR — Particle Beam
Rifle. Large firearm supported by both arms.










Terminology



 

Alliance — General term used for the Alliance of Nations founded in 2098 as the
successor to the North American Treaty Organization.



 

Alliance Senate — Main branch of the Alliance Government. As of 2299
there are nine hundred and eighty—seven elected Senators.



 

Alliance Prime Ministers — The heads of the Alliance Government. The office has
five elected representatives sharing equal power.



 

Battle Group — A standard
formation of ships in the Twenty—third century. Alliance battle groups are comprised of forty
warships and are composed of one carrier and three cruisers, in addition to
several destroyers and frigates



 

Coalition — General term
used for the Coalition of Provinces founded in 2087 as the successor to the
short lived Nation’s Council.



 

Council of Twelve — Governing body of the Coalition comprised of Twelve members appointed
by the Prime Counsel who is elected to the position by MERA members.
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