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Chapter One
Katherine stared at her computer screen and wondered about the fleet’s readiness report. Seventeen years had passed since the war with the Servants ended and so far, the only evidence of danger was the strange probes sent to monitor the Union’s activities. The Rovers were all updated with the newest force fields Belwen had developed. Getting them modified without being noticed had been difficult. The probes the distant galaxy had sent to spy on the Union were difficult to work around. Thank God they appeared to be unaware they were being tracked by her own probes. Rovers were sent to the colonies to be updated when they were not being observed. Moving any of the new Jukeboxes to the Union was impossible; a large number of the strange probes stayed with her fleets. She couldn’t risk sending the current Jukeboxes away to be updated and have them possibly followed. She heard a knock and Brad entered her office. His expression showed that something was bothering him, “What’s wrong?”
“It appears many more probes have arrived.”
“And?”
“We think two of them are following Gibbs and Shane wherever they go. You know that Arvolo has been followed for years. Following the other Admirals is a new development.”
Kat sat back in her chair, “They believe they’re missing something.”
“Or they’re planning something and know they’ll be in the middle of our planned response.”
Kat stared at Brad and said, “You’re not telling me something.”
Brad slowly shook his head, “Another probe has appeared here and is watching what you do as well. I’m also thinking that they might be armed.”
Kat stared at Brad and then she understood, “They’ll attempt to remove us from the board before they take action.”
“If I were in their place and I could make it happen…”
“So would I.” Katherine paused, “Do you think they’ve broken our encryption?”
“I have no way of knowing; however, I think there’s a way we can find out.” Katherine nodded for him to continue. “Send a communication to Shane to go and check out the new weapon modifications we just completed on the Jukebox at the Moet’s Capital.”
“We haven’t modified a Jukebox.”
“I know, but they don’t know that. If one of those probes shows up at the planet prior to Shane’s arrival, we’ll know they intercepted your communication and were able to decipher it. It takes a probe some time to follow a ship through a skip jump. If one shows up faster than ten hours…”
“Do you think they know the location of the Moet’s Capital?”
“I don’t know. As long as they’ve been here, I’d be surprised if they don’t. I’m of the opinion if they have broken our encryption and a probe shows up, Shane is not only being followed but they’re intercepting our communications as well. We need to see.”
“If he is being followed, all of our Senior Admirals are in danger.”
“Like I said, we need to see.”
“You will have one of our probes there?”
“It’s already in place and another is tracking the probe that is near him at this moment.”
Katherine stared at Brad and picked up her communicator. She started speaking and looked at Brad after she sent the orders, “I hope you have someone at the Moet’s Capital to tell Shane what’s going on. I don’t want him calling in asking.”
“I talked with Matt face to face when he landed here this morning and he’s aware of what’s going on. He sent one of the Rovers in his command to the Saturn and to deliver a written message from me explaining what’s going on.”
Katherine waited in her office with Brad and watched the Moet Capital from the feed being sent from the advanced probe that was hidden above it. One of the Blue Civilization’s probes appeared and Shane arrived an hour later. Katherine shook her head and looked at Brad, “Do we have a new encryption to use?”
“We do, but if we use it now, they’ll know we’re on to them.”
“Have it downloaded to all our forces as a secondary frequency. I suspect our visitors might be acting soon.”
“Are you going to tell Dat what’s going on?”
“Not yet; he needs to continue to act normally. I suspect he is the one they are most interested in following. If we have any new weapons, he would go and inspect them.”
“Is it time to upgrade the Jukeboxes?”
“All the modules and reactor fuel have been delivered to the maintenance facilities; I’ll send a message out to the fleets that a problem has been found in the environmental systems on several Jukeboxes and the fleets will go to our fleet facilities to have the systems replaced.”
“Do you think they’ll understand what we’re doing?”
“The new modules are really not that big and will only need to be attached to two anchor spots. It should only take a few hours to install them; they can’t believe that anything important can be done in that short a period of time.”
“Do we have enough for all the battleships?”
“The probes have not been tracking our commercial fleets. We have enough to modify all the Jukeboxes.”
“What about the reactors?”
“The new isotopes are also there. Injecting them into the reactors will be done in less than thirty minutes. The Facilities will order all the ships to keep their power at their former level until notified.”
“I hope you’re right. All it’s going to take is one ship to go to full power.”
“We can’t wait any longer, Brad. The arrival of more probes has to mean something is changing. Just make sure every ship commander knows to not use their new settings until given direct approval from my office.”
“I have written instructions that will be handed to every Captain before they complete the modifications.”
Katherine picked up her communicator and said, “Fleet Control, notify all Jukebox Fleets that there is a recall on their environmental filters. The old systems are starting to fail and need replacement. Please schedule your ships to go to the each fleet’s maintenance facilities and get them updated.” Kat put the communicator down and said, “You should make sure this happens quickly.”
Brad looked at a clipboard, “We have three thousand of Belwen’s engineers at each facility. The modifications can be completed within four weeks.”
Katherine nodded and worried about Dat. She looked at Brad, “Have Dat send his ship here for updating of its software.”
“What are you going to do?”
“It would be too dangerous to bring him here before the Jukeboxes are modified. I’m sending him a message that will be delivered as soon as the Jukeboxes complete their modifications.” Brad nodded, kissed Kat, and walked out of the room. She wanted to ask Belwen if the planetary force fields had been updated but couldn’t run the risk. She leaned back in her chair and hoped she was wrong…but it looked like war was just over the horizon. The beings that sent the probes were a nasty lot and she prayed all of her secret plans were enough. Maybe they would keep their word and stay away. She knew it was probably just wishful thinking.
• • •
The yellow colored being heard Katherine’s transmission come in from the probe and called his leader over, “I’ve just intercepted this. Is this something to worry about?”
The leader stared at the Seeker’s panel and said, “Has anything happened to support this?”
“I have heard three ships in the last two months directed to their facilities to repair their atmosphere systems.”
“Keep an eye on one that goes and let me know how long it’s at the facility.” The Seeker leaned back showing his understanding and had a probe follow one of the large warships to the facility. It was there for forty minutes before it backed out and jumped away.
He called the Leader back several hours later and said, “It appears the changes are being done in less than an hour in most ships. The longest time was an hour and a half.”
The Leader thought about it and looked at the Seeker, “What’s the shortest time it would take to modify a weapon system?”
The Seeker had been in his position for decades and he shrugged, “I guess you could change software in that amount of time but major changes to blasters or force fields would take days. Looking at what we now know about those ships, I don’t think the systems could be radically changed even if they chose to do so.”
“Why do you say that?”
“That ship is an ancient design that has been upgraded several times. It’s at the end of what can be done to improve it. It would be much easier to just build an entirely new design. It doesn’t surprise me that they have issues with the ship’s systems.”
“Have you seen construction of new ships?”
“No, and none of their transmissions have mentioned anything about new ships being built.”
The Leader stared at the Seeker’s display and saw thousands of large warships above a giant facility in orbit above a planet. He said, “I guess this doesn’t need to be passed on to those making plans. I don’t see anything that requires us to change the schedule.”
The Seeker raised his head three inches indicating a shrug, “I must say I am forced to agree.” The Leader pivoted on his main leg and went to another Seeker on the other side of the large room. The Seeker continued to watch the ships coming in and then decided to follow one of them back to their fleet to see if they had trialed a new weapon. Two days later he decided he was just being paranoid. A warship just couldn’t be significantly changed in less than an hour.”
• • •
Belwen looked at the huge Madator and adjusted the belt around its midsection. “How does that feel?”
“To be perfectly honest, it feels odd.”
“I need you to keep it in place; don’t change your shape while you’re wearing it.”
The Madator smiled, “Don’t you mean don’t change the shape of the place it’s on?”
“Well, yes.”
“What exactly is this thing?”
Belwen sighed, “It’s a new device for dropping you on a planet.”
“Say what?”
“You know how we dropped your parents during the war with the Grillen and Servants?”
“Yes.”
“The old system stranded them on the planets they were dropped on. This system will allow you to leave the planet if needed.”
The Madator looked at the belt and back to Belwen, “You better explain how this works.”
“What’s your name?”
“Leon.”
“Leon? That’s an odd name for a Matador. Why did you choose that one?”
“Humans can pronounce it; all of us have names that the Union can understand. It comes from an ancient human explorer named Ponce de Leon.”
“I can’t say I’ve ever heard of him.”
“I found him in the Human’s library. He was an explorer that found an undiscovered continent. He was also able to live forever.”
“What?”
“Yeah, I find it hard to believe, too. He found a Fountain of Youth that gave him eternal life.”
“Is he still around?”
“No, I think he was shot or killed by one of the local inhabitants of the continent he landed on. It’s hard to outlive a weapon hitting you. However, I was impressed with his story and decided to use his name with our Allies.”
“Well Leon, this belt uses the gravity system our warships use for their normal space flights.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I really should have thought of this sooner; it would have made life much easier during the last war with the Servants. It was actually used the first time by Dolly during the war with the Moet. She reversed a gravity beam and a hundred attackers flew off the planet and into space. This belt will either pull you toward an object or push you away. If you want to go down to a planet, you adjust the belt’s gravity unit to pull you toward it. You can move at any speed you choose by raising or lowering the force of the pull. If you choose to leave, you simply change the belt’s setting to push you away from any object. The larger the object, the stronger the push.”
“I assume the belt also controls the mass of the one wearing it?”
“Very good; that’s exactly what it does. The belt will place whoever has it on inside a dark energy field. The field will contain the atmosphere needed to survive in space and the means to see through the field.”
Leon thought for a moment and said, “Does this knob control mass?” Belwen nodded. “So what would happen if I set it to zero and used the highest push setting?”
Belwen smiled, “You would leave the planet at about two hundred thousand miles an hour and continue accelerating to about half the speed of light before the push started to fall off with distance from the planet.”
“How would I control changing direction?”
“Well, you would have to find an object in the direction you wanted to go and change the settings to a pull. You would also have to reduce speed before you did that and make sure you don’t have your mass set at zero when you changed the settings.”
“Why?”
“Let’s say you choose to move toward a moon or a starship. If your mass is zero, you would move toward it at an incredible velocity. I don’t think you’d want to hit anything at the speed you could achieve using the belt’s highest setting.”
“So what do you want me to do now?”
“I want you to move up and down in this room and get a feel for the device.”
Leon looked up at the high ceiling, “Aren’t you afraid I might punch through?”
“No, I’ve limited the settings. If you use the push function, you will move away from the floor but stop before you reach the ceiling.”
Leon looked confused and then understood, “The ceiling would also push me away as I moved closer to it than the floor.”
Belwen smiled, “Exactly right. That’s why I want you to get a feel for it in a closed space. You can actually use it to move a chosen height by adjusting the push.”
Leon looked at Belwen, “Go over the controls with me.”
Belwen smiled and saw this Madator was smart. In less than an hour, Leon was able to use the belt to move around the room at any height he chose. He appeared to really enjoy the experience. “I don’t see how this is an improvement over flying.”
“What if you want to stay in one place and not move?” Leon stared at Belwen and after a moment shrugged. “And what if you need to get off the ground instantly to avoid being fired on by a blaster?”
“You’ve made your point. However, the biggest benefit is being able to get off a hostile planet if escape is called for.”
“That is the device’s main function. Everything else is just an added benefit.”
“When do we try that?”
“After you master using it to move around the main construction hangar.”
Leon smiled, “This belt was developed for a reason; are we going to need it?”
“I hate to say it, but we think you are.”
Leon smiled, “Now that is good news.”
“That depends on your point of view.”
Leon smiled and lifted off the floor again.
• • •
Kelli arrived above the beautiful planet and saw the surface dotted with large structures. It had been a long time since she had traveled to the colonies in a galaxy more than a billion light years from the Union. The Union’s ship builders were amazing and their engineering skills had allowed the Union to survive the forces arrayed against it in the past. She shook her head knowing that there were more than two hundred thousand planets just like this one that built the Union’s weapons. Kelli took a shuttle down to the planet and was taken inside one of the biggest buildings she had ever seen. She saw one of Belwen’s engineers waiting for her.
Cranzen looked at Kelli, “Welcome to our little facility.”
Kelli looked at the giant building that disappeared in the distance and smiled, “I would hate to see one of your larger buildings.”
“You’ll see it later on today.”
Kelli stared at Cranzen, “Are you serious?”
“Oh yes. This is the one we use to assemble the command circuits for the ships to be used by your Flag Officers.”
Kelli looked at two rows of giant white ships facing each other. “So this is what the new Jukebox Class of battleships looks like?”
“Yes, what do you think?”
“They’re larger.”
“Yes, and much faster.”
“How is the training going?”
“The crews are getting up to speed quickly. The controls are not that different from the current model they’re used to flying. Changing out the crews was recently completed.”
“We had to move them when one of the enemy probes wasn’t around. We replaced the experienced crews with new graduates from the academies and brought them here in commercial vessels.”
“I’m surprised you were able to get away. I thought they were following all our Flag Officers?”
“They’re not following me; I don’t think they determined my rank. Admiral Hull is of the opinion that they look at me as simply Matt’s wife and not a member of the military.”
“Is that why you’re wearing civilian clothes?” Kelli nodded. “It must be difficult not saying anything to the others.”
“Matt and Shane know some of the details. We’ll soon be telling everyone else when we send these ships to the Union. We’re hoping it will delay any plans the senders of the probes are making. Did you receive the new encryption frequencies?”
“Yes, all the new ships have them activated. For the moment, they are maintaining communication silence.”
“What about the sensors?”
“These new ships use the same system our advanced probes use. They have a much longer range than the probes because of the power difference. They also can scan much further than the Jukeboxes they’re replacing.”
“Well, why don’t you show me how this new ship functions?”
“We have the tutorial ready for you to have sent to your cortex.”
“Which of these ships is going to be mine?”
Cranzen smiled, “Pick one.”
Kelli looked around and pointed to the one directly in front of her, “This one appears to be smiling and calling my name.”
Cranzen smiled, “An excellent choice; I’m sure it will serve you well. When will the crews for the command ships arrive?”
“They’ll all be brought here together in four days.”
“We’ll be waiting for their arrival. The new transfer of information directly to the minds of the crews will expedite their learning of the new systems. They should be ready to immediately take their ships out and join their fleets.”
“What’s the biggest difference between these new ships and the current model?”
“The force fields are several orders of magnitude stronger than the multiple force fields currently used. This ship has three of them. The fields will stand up to multiple heavy penetrator hits.”
Kelli stared at Cranzen and shook her head in disbelief, “Are you sure about that?”
“We’ve tested them; six penetrators didn’t penetrate them.”
“How were you able to strengthen them so much?”
“You know about the holes in the dark energy force fields?” Kelli nodded. “We developed a way to close them. Dark energy is a repulsive force and any beam or missile fired at the fields will be pushed away. The new reactors that power all the new systems are also on a new level of energy. We’re hoping they’ll be strong enough to withstand whatever those beings in that distant galaxy can throw at them.”
“You’re assuming they have that kind of power.”
“They defeated the Servants in less than ten days.”
Kelli nodded slowly, “We can only pray they are.”
“There’s one thing you should know.”
“Oh; what is that?”
“We’ve also developed a new penetrator that has the new field installed; the new ship’s force fields will not stop it.”
“What about the blasters?”
“They’re different from the previous ones we’ve used. The beam they fire can be condensed to a six inch width.”
“What benefit is that?”
“It holds its power over a much longer range. The targeting computers can blow a hole through a large asteroid at eighty miles. The beams can also be widened to more than ten miles wide to fire at a planet’s surface. They’re much more flexible than those they replace.” Kelli really didn’t see it until Cranzen said, “The computers can fire the beam through the ranks of our ships at targets beyond them without hitting or damaging our ships. They’ll be a welcome tool in major fleet actions.”
Kelli smiled, “Lead me to the tutorial; I’m anxious to see what you have here.”
Cranzen smiled, “The new Jukeboxes can also fly rings around the old model. Come with me aboard your new ship. We’ll start the learning process as soon as you bond with the ship’s computer.”
Kelli followed Cranzen and said, “Is it possible to merge my current computer with the new one?”
“As soon as you bring your old ship, the links will make the transfer.”
Kelli smiled and entered her new warship.



Chapter Two
Dat walked in the front door and yelled, “I’m home!”
Gresha came out of the kitchen and rushed into his arms, “I’ve missed you; where have you been?”
“I wanted to go to Fleet Control and catch up on the status of our fleets but the Jukeboxes were all ordered to the Maintenance Facilities to replace their environmental air handlers. I thought after I finished there I would go and visit the kids; however, Fleet was overloaded with scheduling the change outs and I was told the kids were not available at the moment.”
Gresha leaned back and said, “Unavailable?”
“Yes; they said they were on a training assignment and wouldn’t be back for a week or so.”
“What kind of training assignment?”
Dat paused, “I really don’t know and they were too overloaded for me to really push them to find out. I could see on my display that they were running around like crazy. One of them would have had to stop what they were doing to go into the system to find out. I’ll just visit them in a week. Besides, fleet told me they needed my ship for software updates and they would need to keep it for five days. I had Stein drop me off here and leave for the update. It’ll be good to be home for a few days.” Dat paused a moment and shook his head, “I really miss our children, Gresha. I’m always having to be formal around them and it would be good to just be able to give them all a hug.”
Gresha nodded and reached up to kiss Dat before going to the Kitchen, “Supper is ready.” Dat followed her and she said, “Something doesn’t sound right.”
Dat sat down at the table and lowered his eyebrows, “What do you mean?”
“Aren’t you the Senior Admiral over all our military forces?”
“I am.”
“And they just happened to know our children were on a training assignment without having to go to a system to see where they were?”
Dat thought about it and said, “That does seem rather odd.”
“Something else bothers me, Dat.”
“What is that?”
“How many trips have you made to the fleets in recent years?”
Dat had a fork full of food inches from his mouth and he stopped it. He slowly put it in his mouth and thought about it. “Not many.”
“How many?”
“I can’t remember the last time I visited the fleets. It seems every time I would plan a visit, Katherine would have another place that I needed to go. Most of the places were recruiting campaigns for the military on various Union Planets.” Dat took another bite of food and chewed it slowly. “She’s been keeping me away from the fleets.”
“Why would she do that?”
“I honestly don’t know.”
“You need to find out.”
Dat sat and thought about what Gresha had said. He looked at her, “You’ve noticed this before today.”
Gresha brought her plate to the table and sat down. She sighed, “I’ve noticed you’ve not been involved in fleet activities for years but I was thankful you were here with me and the children. I chalked it up to Katherine allowing you to be with your children as they grew up. Now that they’ve graduated from the Academy, I don’t see why she would prevent you from visiting the fleets.”
“You think she stopped me today.”
“I really hope I’m wrong, but something inside me says she did.”
“Maybe I should contact her and ask her about it.”
“I would think you would talk to her in person to discuss this.”
“Why?”
“You can read Katherine like a book; you’d know if she was being deceptive.”
Dat thought about it for a moment and smiled, “You’re right, of course; you always are.”
Gresha waved a hand, “I’ll go with you. I need to get out.”
Dat took another bite of food and smiled, “You are still the greatest cook I’ve ever known. We’ll take Stein when he gets back and make a surprise visit.”
Gresha took a bite of food and smiled, “I think I have some things to keep you entertained until he arrives.”
Dat looked at the twinkle in Gresha’s eyes and smiled. Gresha’s hair was just as blonde as the day he first saw her. They were now in their forties and she didn’t look a day older than twenty one. Truth be told, he hadn’t changed much either. He wondered if Blacky and Ringie had done something to them. He made a mental note to ask them.
“Do you know if the children have been assigned their ships?”
“No, I hope they don’t encounter problems at being promoted to command a warship at such a young age.”
“They graduated at the top of their class. They take after their father; I’m sure they’ll do fine. How can they give ships to those with lower scores and not give them one?”
Dat smiled, “Angel looks just like you.”
“Arve looks like you.”
Dat smiled, “Your father loves Grest the most.”
“How could he not; he’s named after him and looks a lot like him. He’s also as big as his grandfather.” Gresha smiled, “He also has the genetics of a Havenite.”
Dat sighed, “He is one powerful young man. I think he could take me in a fight.”
“I certainly wouldn’t encourage you to find out.”
“You don’t have to worry about that. I’d just look stupid.”
Gresha smiled and knew their children were special. It wouldn’t take the crews of their ships long to see it as well.
• • •
Captain Angelica Arvolo looked at her Executive Officer and said, “Have all departments reported ready?”
Captain Stone looked at his panel, “Yes Sir.”
Angelica looked at the Helmsman, “Take the ship up at nominal speed.”
The huge white ship lifted off the landing pad and rose slowly into the sky. Angelica watched the planet grow smaller on her display and punched the speaker control, “Attention all hands. We will be taking the ship out for initial flight trials. We have three days to familiarize us with how this ship functions. I have arranged for us to be attacked by other ships over the next three days and you may be ordered to battle stations at any moment. I will also be accelerating to full speed at random and I expect all of you to go to general quarters as soon as you sense the ship accelerate. Your departments will be evaluated on how long it takes you to report in combat ready. I want to see which team among you is the best at being prepared for combat in the least amount of time.”
Many of the sailors rolled their eyes at the eighteen year old Captain’s remarks. Captain Stone fought hard not to show his disgust. He should have been the one commanding the ship; not this kid. Suddenly, Stone nearly fell over as Angelica pushed the override button on her panel and pushed the acceleration paddles fully forward. Ten small ships came roaring in on the Jukebox as it accelerated away from the planet. She turned the ship ninety degrees and flew directly away from the incoming ships and then turned another ninety degrees as the ten ships gave chase. She looked at Captain Stone, who had been thrown to the floor with the violent turns and said, “As soon as you’re able to get the ship ready to fight, we’ll turn to take on them on.”
Stone picked himself off the floor and wondered how the ship had survived the severe turns. The gravity compensators whined but held. It took two minutes before all departments reported ready and Angelica flipped the ship end to end and roared back on the ten pursuing ships. She dove under them before they could change direction and the blaster batteries on the upper hull fired and hit all ten ships that missed with the beams they fired. The Computer announced, “Exercise over; all enemy ships destroyed.”
Angelica slowed the ship and picked up her communicator, “I was told that I was given a seasoned crew that knew how to function in a highly proficient manner. It took two minutes for you to report in ready for combat. The first unit to report ready was the upper deck battery. They are the ones that made the kills. You will improve your times or I will have you stay at battle stations with no free time. I am ashamed of your effort!”
Angelica looked at Captain Stone, “I thought you told me this crew was proficient.”
“They are, Sir.”
“Do you call two minutes proficient?”
“No Sir, the sudden acceleration and changes in direction threw them off their feet.”
Angelica stared at Stone and said, “Do we ever know when we might be attacked?”
Stone stared at Angelica and saw the menace in her eyes, “No Sir. I’ve never had a ship overload the gravity compensators like you just did.”
“That was actually lower than I intend to do on the next attack. This ship can handle a lot more than what you just experienced. The limiting factor on what it can do in combat is the limitations forced on it by the crew. You are going to have to learn to always be ready to brace yourself at any moment for acceleration. You will make sure the crew performs better during the next exercise, is that clear?”
Stone said, “Yes Sir.”
“I am not going to have my sailors killed because they aren’t ready. Now go and make sure they’re ready.”
Stone left the bridge and went to every section and read them the riot act. He stopped the Helmsman in the cafeteria and said, “I didn’t know this ship was capable of that kind of maneuvering.”
The Helmsman shook his head, “I didn’t either. She did things I would have never tried, Sir.”
“What was the readout on the computer?”
“According to the systems check, she’s right.”
“About what?”
“The ship could have made the turns more savagely than what she did. I suspect the next time we’ll really be in for a shaking.”
Stone nodded and the Helmsman walked away toward the chow line. Stone walked over and put his hand on a table that was anchored to the floor. He was going to make sure he was braced against something every moment he could. Perhaps he was hasty in his initial decision about this young Commander. He would have never flown the ship like she did. He didn’t even know the ship was capable of that kind of maneuvering. He reopened the tutorial in his cabin that night and saw the information was there in the gravities the ship could handle. He had just not applied the numbers into what sort of maneuvers that would take the ship to its limits. He realized that the Captain was right; the ship was capable of more than the crew could handle.
Suddenly he was thrown forward but he had been holding on to the table in his cabin. He rushed out his quarters and kept his hand on the wall as he ran toward the bridge. He could hear the compensators whining but he managed to get to the bridge in thirty seconds. The sections all reported in at sixty three seconds and the five attackers were hit with training beams by the port side blasters.
He looked at Angelica as she said, “That was an improvement. You actually performed better than I expected. I know you can do better. This is something we have to master to improve our chances of survival. Keep up the good work.”
Angelica turned off the communication system and Stone realized he wanted to do better. He saw this Captain really wanted to make sure her crew was ready for combat. All the old skills were antiquated. The crew had to learn new skills so that they could master this newest warship.
Ten exercises later, the crew reported ready in twenty three seconds and the ship’s crew came together to celebrate their achievement. Stone knew the lesson had been learned. Every crewman held on to something to brace themselves without thinking. It became second nature. It didn’t take long before the crew understood that their new Captain understood their ship better than anyone on board. Once that realization set in, respect for her followed.
• • •
“Dat, I’m back.”
“Good, stay put, Gresha and I are coming onboard.”
“What do you have in mind?”
“We’re going to see Admiral Hull.”
• • •
“We can’t allow that to happen Stein.”
“You know how he is when he makes his mind up.”
“We can’t allow it.”
“Loree, we’ll try to stop him. If all else fails, we’ll have to tell him.”
“We’re not supposed to do that until next week.”
“It would be more dangerous for him to go.”
• • •
“Gresha, Stein is back; are you ready to go?”
“Give me a minute. I need to close things down.”
“Did you tell your father that we were leaving?”
“I did.”
• • •
“Stein, take us to Earth.”
“Dat, I really think you should wait to go there.”
Gresha looked at Dat and saw his immediate frown. He looked at her and she shrugged. “Why?”
“Now is not a good time.”
“I’ll repeat myself, why?”
“Admiral Hull is planning a meeting next week. You should wait until that meeting.”
“Stein, I’m not accustomed to being left out of the loop. Unless you can tell me a good reason not to go, I order you to jump to Earth now.”
“Dat, please wait for the meeting.”
“Jump to Earth, Stein.”
“We can’t take you there, Dat.”
“So you’re in on this too, Loree.”
“Dat, do you trust us?”
“What kind of question is that? This has nothing to do with trust.”
“We have to tell him, Stein.”
“Tell me what?” Dat waited a few moments and said, “TELL ME WHAT?”
“There is an alien probe that has been following you wherever you go. We’re concerned that if you jump to Earth it will fire on you.”
Dat sat down in his command chair and was stunned. Gresha said, “What are you talking about?”
“The beings in the galaxy that defeated the Servants that invaded them sent probes to the Union immediately after the conflict ended and have been spying on the Union’s activities. The number of probes dramatically increased recently and it’s been determined that all the Major Flag Officers have one of their probes following them.”
“Why didn’t Admiral Hull inform me of what’s happening?”
“It’s been determined that the probes have broken our encryption and can hear any transmissions the Admiral makes. She also has a probe above Earth watching her.”
Dat sat in his chair and looked at Gresha. “Why is he going to be able to go to Earth next week if he’s in danger from that probe?”
“The Admiral is going to bring the new Jukeboxes in from the Colonies. She hopes it will delay any action the aliens might be planning.”
“New Jukeboxes?”
“Belwen developed new technology to strengthen them and they’ve been building the fleets in the Colonies for more than sixteen years. Most of the new recruits have been used to replace the veterans in the Union Fleets and they have been sent to the colonies to train on the new ships. Your children are there commanding one of the new battleships at this moment.”
“Who knows about those fleets?”
“The only Flag Officer is Kelli McCagg. She’s the only one that didn’t have a probe following her.”
Gresha looked at Dat, “If what he’s saying is true, you can’t go to Earth. It might precipitate a war.”
Dat was angry, “Is that why I’ve been kept away from the fleets?”
“Admiral Hull was of the belief that if you went anywhere near the fleets, the Aliens would suspect you were there to improve their fighting skills. She didn’t want to do anything to cause them to act before we could build enough ships to take them on.”
Dat sat and thought for a moment and said, “How was Katherine able to see their probes; we couldn’t see their ships when we talked with them.”
“Belwen developed an advanced probe that operates above the skip layer. Their probes don’t see them but our probes can see them.”
“Then she should have sent probes to their galaxy!”
“She did.”
“What?”
“She did.”
“And?”
“They’re a pretty nasty civilization.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t have all the details. The meeting is to bring all the Flag Officers up to speed and get them ready to lead their fleets.”
“How can we lead ships we know nothing about? That’s ludicrous.”
“She sent a device to transfer all the information on them directly to your brain. Belwen developed the tutorial program and it is effective.”
“And just when was I supposed to get this tutorial?”
“I was to give it to you before you go to the meeting.”
“Dat.” Dat looked at Gresha, “If we’re being watched, that probe knows you and I both entered this ship. If we don’t go somewhere, it will suspect something is going on.”
Dat stared at Gresha and, after a moment, sighed. He looked at the ceiling and said, “Take us to the Alliance Capital. I’ve been asked to speak to an assembly of new recruits. Arriving a few days early shouldn’t be cause for concern. I’ll contact the officer there and tell him we need to get out.”
“That would be good. It’s important that you not change your behavior.”
“Give me a break.” Dat saw Gresha frown and said, “As soon as we lift, I want you to give me that tutorial. Is that clear?”
“Yes Sir. Make the call first. I’m reasonably certain the probe following you will intercept it.”
“How are we going to communicate?”
“All of the Union’s forces have been set up to use our new probe’s system. We’ve also developed a new encryption system that won’t be easy to break.”
Dat shook his head, “You don’t have any idea how angry it makes me to be left out of what’s been happening.”
“I believe I do. Make the call and put on the skull cap that connects you to my processors. I’ll activate the device and make the transfer.”
Gresha quickly said, “I’ll take the transfer after he’s done.” The computer paused and Gresha said, “Don’t even think about not doing it. I also command one of those fleets.”
“I will make your transfer after Dat is done. Now please make the call.”
Dat picked up his communicator and said, “When did you find out about this Stein?”
“When I went in for the software upgrade. I didn’t know anything either.”
Dat blew out a breath and forced himself to smile. “Put Admiral Gentry on my panel.” The Admiral appeared a moment later and saw Dat smiling, “Admiral, Gresha and I need to get out of the house. Is it possible for me to come now and speak to the new recruits?”
“Yes, we look forward to seeing you. Will you be coming down to the planet?”
“No, we like seeing a planet from orbit. We’ll stay on board until morning. Thanks for offering.” Admiral Gentry nodded and the panel went dark. “Now start that tutorial!”
Stein jumped away from Gresha’s home world and Dat put on the skull cap. He forgot his anger as he learned the capabilities of the Union’s newest warship.
• • •
The Leader looked over the head of the Seeker and listened to the conversation between Dat and Admiral Gentry. “Do you detect anything different in that ship?”
The Seeker read the probe’s data and lifted his head, “The power reading is about one percent higher.”
“One percent?”
“That’s the difference between the time it was sent away and current readings. Whatever was done to it didn’t make any significant change in the readings.”
“They sat on the ground a long time before they lifted.”
“I suspect they were trying to decide on where to go. It looks like the Admiral is trying to get ahead on his schedule.”
The Leader looked at the Seeker, “You’ve observed him do this in the past.”
“The Admiral doesn’t like being behind on his scheduled events.”
“Let me know if you detect anything different.”
“You know I will.”
The Seeker and Leader heard muffled screams in the hall outside the room and saw one of the local inhabitants being carried into the room. It was bound and gagged but it was still struggling against its bonds and the gag didn’t reduce the volume of its screams very much. Finally, the evening meal had arrived. The Leader volunteered to watch the Seeker’s panel while he dined.
• • •
Arve and Grest sat with Angelica in her quarters on board the Wellington. Arve looked at the flight recordings of her skirmishes and shook his head, “I don’t see how you avoided injuring your crew during these last maneuvers?”
Grest nodded, “I don’t see any way the sailors could have stayed on their feet.”
Angel smiled, “What I want you to see is that the ship is capable of maneuvering beyond the ability of the crew to handle the gravity stresses. The frame this ship was built on is incredible.”
“The gravity compensators aren’t designed to handle that kind of stress, Angel.”
“The old ones weren’t, Arve. The new compensators emit a whine that gets louder as it approaches it limits. The new Jukebox’s control systems are designed to prevent doing any maneuver that could damage the ship’s structure. However, the ability of the crew to handle these new limits is limited; sudden acceleration throws them off their feet. One of my engineers came up with an idea that was remarkable. He took a pair of magnetic shoes off a spacesuit and inserted a sensor inside them. Whenever gravity exceeded one and half G’s, the magnets would activate and keep their feet on the floor.”
Grest’s eyes narrowed, “How does that make a difference?”
“My crew has learned to keep something close to hold on to while they’re on board. The main problem was losing their footing; the shoes solved that issue. Notice the last skirmish.” Arve and Grest turned through the pages and shook their heads at the maneuver. Angel watched them and said, “Guess how long it took for my crew to report all stations ready?” They stared at her and she said, “Twenty seconds. Eighty percent of the blasters were manned in less than ten seconds.” Angel paused and said, “Once the crew is buckled into their combat chairs, they can tolerate much higher G loads.”
Arve looked at Grest, “We need to start using this on our ships.”
“I agree; Angel, may we take some of these shoes back with us?”
“I’ve actually had my quarter master produce enough for your ships. We’ll load them on your shuttles before you leave. One thing you should understand before you start this.”
Arve frowned, “What is that?”
“The two of you are going to have to learn to push your ships hard enough to get your crews ready. Have either of you flown your ship in this manner?”
Grest shook his head, “No, you’re the best pilot; however, now that I know it can be done, I’ll catch up.”
Arve smiled, “I look forward to it.”
Angel smiled, “Have either of you discovered anything of interest?”
Grest smiled, “I’ve learned how to manipulate the force fields so that they form a cone in front of the ship that is four times stronger than when it covers the entire ship.”
“Doesn’t that leave you open to fire from the sides?”
Grest shook his head, “No Angel, the sharp pointed cone extends to the end of the ship. The cone is open at the rear of the ship and that is the only way to attack the ship. I won’t use this force field unless I’m flying at full speed. I don’t think an enemy vessel could move in on my ship from the rear when it’s moving at top speed.”
Arve looked at Grest’s diagram, “Why did you make the nose of the cone a sharp point?”
“Remember that the dark energy field is a repulsive force. Anything that hits it is pushed away. It would require a beam about four times more powerful to penetrate that configuration than the standard force field covering the ship.”
Angel looked at the diagram, “Have you tested it?”
“I used a standard beam and took readings on the level of penetration using both configurations. The readings were consistent at every power used to hit it. I’ve copied the protocols into these memory chips. All you have to do is download them into the central computer and have a spare button on your panel assigned to the configuration.”
Angel nodded and turned to Arve, “What about you, Arve?”
“I’ve sorta violated Fleet protocols.”
Angel shook her head, “What did you do?”
Arve shrugged, “I’ve modified the blaster arrays. You know my expertise is weapons.” Angel and Grest nodded. “Well, it just seemed to me that even though the new blasters are incredibly strong, I felt like they could be improved.”
“I do hope you didn’t damage your ship.”
“No Angel, but you know how a beam is fired and the power has to be continuous to hit a target.”
Grest nodded, “But if you cut the power to the beam, it would dissipate; it has to be fired until it hits a target.”
“Do you remember that potato gun I built as a child?”
Grest was startled for a moment and then he and Angel started laughing, “You knocked out a hardened glass window six hundred yards from our house. Mom was not happy when the neighbor confronted her about her dangerous children.” Angel smiled at the memory.
Arve shrugged, “Anyway, I wondered if you could accumulate the beam and launch it like a potato.”
Angel’s eyebrows went up, “What do you mean?”
“I built an expansion chamber on the back of the new blaster’s barrel and inserted a resistance coil for the charge to flow through.”
Angel thought about the idea and said, “The beam collects in the chamber and bursts out in one condensed blast once the coil reaches maximum.”
“That’s exactly what happens. It looks like a giant potato leaving the blaster toward a target. It’s like firing those old things called bullets at targets. This allows the blaster to fire a series of blasts.”
Grest said, “How strong is the potato?”
“It’s the same power as the standard beam but you can lay down a spread of them with just one modified blaster. You know how hard it is to hit a ship that is using evasive maneuvers; this thing can surround it with a wave of blasts leaving it nowhere to go.”
Angel thought about it and said, “You’ve left out that the blaster can be used as a potent antimissile weapon.”
Arve smiled, “I thought that would be obvious.”
“How many have you converted?”
“I have twenty on the four sides of the ship. They can fire a wide barrage that would cover the entire ship against incoming enemy ships.”
Angel nodded, “You could also put three of them on the rear of the ship firing barrages and prevent a ship from attacking when you use Grest’s cone shaped force field. It would lay down a barrage a following ship couldn’t fire through or avoid without exposing itself to our normal blasters.”
Grest’s and Arve’s eyes went wide. Arve smiled, “Hey, you’re right.”
Angel shook her head, “Modifying a Union Warship without prior approval can get us thrown in the brig and stripped of our commands.” Angel slowly shook her head and sighed, “I guess it’s easier to ask forgiveness than permission. We need to get to work and make these changes. I’ll have the shoes put in your shuttles.”
Arve nodded, “I brought enough expansion chambers and coils for each of you to use. I’ll send three more over for the rear of your ships when I get back to my ship.”
The three stood up and hugged each other. Angel smiled, “I’ve missed you. I hope we can see Mom and Dad before we get caught up with our assigned units.”
Arve smiled, “I miss the time when we were at home. I really miss Mom’s cooking.” Arve smiled, “I suspect Grest misses it the most; he looks like he’s losing weight.”
Angel laughed and Grest said, “Let’s get moving; we have a lot to do. And for your information, I’ve gained five pounds.”
Arve’s eyes went wide and he said, “Where, in your wrists?” Grest actually smiled, which he very seldom did.



Chapter Three
Brad entered Katherine’s office and she looked up from her console, “Dat knows.”
“He wasn’t supposed to find out until the new ships arrived!”
“His ship send a message to another Rover that he was going to come and visit you but changed his mind. I suspect his ship had to tell him to prevent him from coming here.”
Katherine shook her head, “I imagine he’s quite put out with me.” Brad tilted his head and nodded. “Is that probe still following him?”
“It is.”
Katherine nodded and stood up. She walked over to the window looking out at Fleet Academy and watched cadets marching on the parade ground. “Have you been able to determine if all the planetary force fields have been upgraded?”
“All of the main planets are; there are about a hundred in the periphery of the galaxy that haven’t come on line.”
Katherine stared out of her office window at the marching cadets moving around the Academy’s parade grounds and shook her head, “That company has one cadet that must have two left feet.”
Brad smiled, “What are you thinking about?”
“Do we have all their probes spotted?”
“We do.”
Katherine looked at Brad, “Recall all our probes from their galaxy immediately.”
“Why would you do that?”
“What do you think would happen if we simultaneously destroy all their probes?”
Brad thought for a moment and said, “They would know that we are able to see them.”
“Go on.”
“They would guess that their probes were being tracked by our probes.”
“Very good; what would they do?”
Brad looked at Kat, “They would flood their territory with ships looking for our probes.”
“Yes they would. I suspect they wouldn’t find them; but they could get lucky. I don’t want them to know we’ve been spying on them in their galaxy.”
“So you’re going to take out their probes?”
“Yes, I am.”
“When?”
“As soon as you give the all clear on our probes being withdrawn from their galaxy. I’ll have the new Jukeboxes jump in immediately after they’re removed.”
“How do we go about removing them?”
“How many of the second generation probes do we have?”
“More than they have here.”
“Send them out and replace the first generation probes currently tracking them. Program all of them to fire at the same moment.”
“We’ll have to select a time where all of their probes are in normal space; which means we’ll have to have every Union Ship remain in place.”
Katherine thought for a moment and smiled, “Send a message to all our ships that they will remain where they are and synchronize their chronometers to the clock here in my office. Tell them that is going to be done and no ship will be exempt.”
“That sounds hokey.”
“Yes it does; but hokey enough to prevent those probes from seeing what’s going on.” Kat sighed, “Get our probes out of their territories; we’ve mapped their space sufficiently. Get back to me when we’re ready to take them out.”
“Yes Sir.”
“I love it when you say that.”
Brad laughed and left the room. Katherine picked up her communicator and placed a call to Admiral Kuhn, “Kuhnny, I was wondering if you want to come and join Brad and I at the Academy Dance.”
“I’d love to, Admiral; when is it?”
I’m going to have all our ships synchronize their clocks in a few days and I want you to make sure your ships get that done. The dance is scheduled immediately after that task is done.”
“So they’re making their schedule fit yours?”
“Rank does have its privileges.”
“I’ll get my dress uniform cleaned up.”
“That would be a good idea.”
Katherine ended the call and wondered what the being intercepting her communications thought about the one she just made.
• • •
“What do you mean you don’t know what a dance is?”
“I’ve pulled recordings of everything we’ve seen and the only thing that appears is large groups of them moving around together to random sounds.”
“That doesn’t sound right.”
“I’ve cross checked everything we’ve recorded against that word and it appears it is some kind of weird ceremony or something.”
“And what’s this about synchronizing their clocks?”
The Seeker lifted his head, “They must have different times on their ships. You know how wake and sleep time can get skewed on a ship in space.”
“Maybe we should consider doing that.”
“It would certainly make it easier to know when to contact others.”
“Let me know if you see anything unusual.”
“You should come and watch what they call a dance. You don’t get more unusual than that.”
“Call me when it starts.” The Seeker leaned back.
• • •
Dizzie and six other Rovers moved out of formation and moved their ships away from the fleet. Fleet Control came on their speakers, “Enjoy your time at home, you deserve it.”
Dizzie smiled, “Thanks Control; I’m really looking forward to seeing my family.”
The probe recorded their ship-to-ship communications and sent them to the Seeker keeping watch on the Fleet of Rovers. It listened to the translation and watched the six Rovers all move slowly away from the Fleet’s main base of operations. All six jumped away in different directions. The Seeker decided they weren’t worth sending a probe to follow them. This species seemed to want to go and see their relatives. He’s seen it happen time and time again and try as he might, he didn’t understand why they did it. He leaned back and continued to listen to the feeds from twenty probes; nothing of interest was happening and it was mind numbing work to stay attentive. He looked at the other Seekers and saw they were just a bored as he was. Well, things would change shortly.
• • •
Dizzy appeared above a planet on the edge of the Milky Way and waited. Two hours later, a green light illuminated on her panel. The probe near her ship had not detected an Alien Probe following her. Dizzy said, “Stumbles, get us out of here.” The Rover skipped out on the barrier and once it was a thousand light years away, the new reactor and skip drive energized and the small vessel leaped across the universe. The new Fleets were coming home in a few days. She was charged with delivering the message. They were ordered to jump to the Union upon the receipt of the order on the new communication frequency. Kelli was ordered to have her ships ready to go. Dizzy smiled and hoped she would be able to use her attack group soon. They had worked hard getting ready.
Her ship arrived in the Colonies and she said, “Stumbles, get Admiral McCagg on the channel.”
Kelli appeared on Dizzy’s display, “You’re invited to a dance in two days. We’ll contact you with a new invitation when you’re supposed to arrive.”
Kelli smiled, “I’ll get my dancing shoes shined.” Dizzy smiled and jumped away. The Union’s communications couldn’t be tracked to a location but they could be heard all over the universe. Kelli called in her staff and sent instructions via code using the ship’s hull lights. At last, the sitting back and doing nothing was about to end. She looked forward to seeing Matt again.
• • •
Captain Stone looked at Captain Arvolo and felt uneasy. She saw his expression and said, “You could report me, Captain.”
“Sir, the crew would draw and quarter me if I did. What does this modification to the blasters actually do?”
“I’ll show you in a few more moments.” Angela picked up her communicator, “Are the drones ready?”
“Yes Sir, we launched them an hour ago and they’re holding station a hundred miles out.”
Angel activated the ship’s general frequency, “Alright, all of the new blasters will be fired continuously. I want the blasters on the side of the ship the drones are attacking to try and paint our ship inside a barrage. Lt. Dugan, does your team understand.”
“Yes Sir.”
“We will remain stationary and give the drones the best possible target for their training beams and missiles. Exercise will commence in ten seconds.” Angel counted it down and said, “Launch the first wave.”
Six drones accelerated at the stationary battleship and the blasters on the port side of the giant ship opened fire. A massive wave of black energy pulses left the ship and moved into the path of the incoming drones. Angela said, “Cease firing!”
Captain Young stared at the main wall monitor and saw nothing but small pieces of the six drones flying out from where they were hit. He looked at Angela, “Those drones were equipped with the force field of a current model Jukebox.”
Angel smiled brightly and lifted her communicator, “Launch all remaining drones in ten seconds.” She switched frequency and said, “Turn the ship nose on to them and lay down a covering barrage. Use your sensors to determine which ones you need to fire.”
Stone watched the thirty remaining drones come in flying evasive routes and it was almost impossible to track their path. The ship looked like it was suddenly inside a black cloud and after a moment the blasters stopped firing. Stone looked up and said, “Computer, how many hits on the ship?”
“None.”
“How many missiles did the drones launch?”
“A hundred.”
Stone looked at Angel, “You need to get this to fleet.”
“Not before we trial it in real world combat. This way we’ll be the only ones at risk if it doesn’t work.”
“If you use it in actual combat; you could be court marshalled.”
Angel smiled, “And then you would have your own command.”
Stone stared at Angel and said, “I don’t want to get it that way, Sir. You’re too important to this crew to lose.”
“We won’t use it except in an emergency. I’m hoping we’ll be fine without it.”
“Then why do it?”
Angel tilted her head, “Because you just never know what can happen.”
“Who controls them?”
“I have the release buttons for the blasters and force field on my panel. It’s my neck on the block and I should be the one to decide when to use them.”
Stone nodded and sighed, “Don’t wait too long, Captain.”
Angel’s head went back, “Why it sounds like you really care?”
Stone stared at Angel and said, “More than you know.” He turned and left the bridge to check on the blaster teams. Angel was left with a shocked expression on her face.
• • •
The Seeker looked at the Leader who was going off duty, “The time synchronization and dance are supposed to happen in a few hours; you should stay and watch it.”
“Nothing those creatures do will surprise me.”
The Seeker leaned forward and said, “I don’t know about that.”
The leader stared at the Seeker, “Do you honestly think this is worth hanging around and watching. You really aren’t serious are you?”
“You just have to see them making all kinds of random movements to loud random sounds. It’s really crazy behavior.”
The Leader stared at the Seeker and started leaning back and vertical indicating a nod, “Alright, I’ll go get something to eat and come back. What time did you say?”
“Be back in two hours.”
The Leader leaned back and turned and used his two outside legs to assist his main leg in leaving the room quickly. He really didn’t have anything planned; perhaps this might be entertaining.
• • •
Katherine looked at Brad, “I want the probe here left alone.”
“What?”
“I have something to say to our voyeurs; once I’ve done that, you can remove it.”
“Katherine, if it’s armed, it could take a shot at you.”
“Just have one of the second generation probes ready to get in front of it to block any beam it might fire. Have two more probes on either side to do the duty of taking it out.”
Brad sighed and said, “I am going to be here with you.”
Katherine stared at Brad and thought about ordering him to leave but knew she’d have to have him arrested for refusing to follow direct orders. “Are the probes out of their galaxy?”
“They were removed four days ago.”
“Are the old probes replaced with the new model?”
“That was completed yesterday.”
“Has the fleet been notified to stay in normal space for the time synchronization?”
“Even Arvolo is staying in his ship.”
Kat stared at Brad and said, “Get an order in the system that if something happens to me, Arvolo will assume overall command of the Union’s Military forces here.”
Brad nodded and turned to go, then stopped and said, “Is what you have to say that important?”
“It will make a difference in what the Alien’s next act might be. It has to come from either me or Dat and he’s not up to speed to do it.” Kat said as Brad turned to go, “Have the new communication channels been activated.”
“Yes they have. You can speak to the fleets in private immediately after the Alien’s Probes are attacked.” Katherine nodded and wished Arvolo was with her. She needed his wisdom.
• • •
Dat and Gresha sat on board Stein and waited for the time synchronization. Gresha looked at Dat and shook her head, “This really doesn’t make sense. Every ship in the fleet has a clock set to a standard military time kept at Fleet Control.”
Dat nodded, “Katherine is up to something else.”
Gresha looked at Dat as she thought about it, “Why would she want all of our warships to remain in normal space at the same moment?” Dat looked at her, then looked up at the ceiling, and then looked back at her. Gresha started shaking her head but then she saw it. She looked at her secondary control panel and saw Dat had entered Earth’s coordinates into the jump drive. She leaned back and nodded as she said, “It might be a good idea to have every ship operating on the same time.”
Dat smiled and said, “I thought about that as well. It’s a small thing but makes sense if you think about it.”
“Well, let’s get this done so we can go to your next speaking engagement.”
Dat smiled, “Hurry up and wait.”
• • •
The Seeker heard their conversation and started to call over a leader when he heard the time synchronization was not something they needed to do. He stopped when they said it was. He thought about what possible reason the military would want all their ships in normal space but couldn’t think of a reason. There was something playing at the edge of his consciousness but he couldn’t determine what it was. He listened as the Admiral and his wife counted down the seconds to synchronize their ship’s systems. He had a fleeting thought that they could do the same thing with the probes; they were also all in normal space watching their assigned targets. Suddenly it hit him what they might be doing. He leaped out of his chair and yelled across the room at his Leader, “THEY’RE GOING AFTER OUR PROBES!!!”
The Leader looked at the Seeker and was confused. The Seeker heard ‘three, two, one…’ and saw his display go dark. Only one seeker in the room still had contact and he turned up the sound on his panel so everyone could hear…
• • •
Brad looked at his panel and then nodded to Katherine. She lifted a communicator and said, “We’ve known for years that you’ve been watching us and we didn’t attempt to prevent you from doing it. I decided that if you really took a look at us you’d know that we do not represent a danger to your civilization. However, the recent arrival of more probes tells me that you are no longer just watching us; you’re planning something and I’d like to know what it is. This probe is the last one you have operating here and I’ll be destroying it momentarily. If you’d like to discuss it, send a ship to the edge of my galaxy and I’ll come and meet you.”
Katherine turned off the communicator and ran her hand across her neck. The Alien Probe above Earth fired a beam at the Space Port below it but it was blocked by an Advanced Probe’s force field. A half second later, the probe was vaporized by the lasers from two other Advanced Probes next to it.
Katherine watched the wall monitor and saw the Alien Probe fire just before it was blown into fragments and she shook her head, “It looks like they won’t be coming to talk. Get the new fleets here now!”
• • •
The Leader of the Seekers heard what the Leader of the other civilization said and looked at the Seeker whose panel was still operational, “Fire on her.” The Seeker lifted a red colored cover from a button and pressed it. The beam fired but was stopped by something a hundred yards in front of it. A moment later, the screen went dark.
The Leader ran to the wall, lifted the cover from a lever and pulled it. An alarm began howling and the main wall monitor illuminated showing a group of ten yellow beings standing around a large table. The Leader standing at the center of the table yelled, “WHAT’S HAPPENED?”
The Seeker Leader looked at the screen with fear, “All of our probes in the targeted galaxy have been destroyed.”
“WHAT!?!”
“All but one of them ceased operation at the same moment.”
“What did the one that survived do?”
“It was used to deliver a message to us from the Leader of their Military. I used the probe to fire on her, as you told me to do if there was a chance we would lose sight of her, and the beam was blocked. That probe ceased operation a moment later.”
The large yellow creature stared at the Seeker Leader and said, “Firing on that leader was a mistake.”
The Seeker Leader was terrified, “I did as you instructed, Master.”
“Could you not see that if we lost all our probes we would be blind to what’s happening there? We don’t want them to know our intentions until we act. Now we don’t know how long they’ve known about our presence there.”
The Seeker Leader forced himself to say, “The Military Leader said in her statement that she has known we were there for eighteen years.”
The impact on the Yellow Master was instant. He looked around the table and yelled, “Stop the fleets.” He turned back to the Seeker Leader, “Immediately send everything you have to my panel.” The Seeker saw three warriors enter the room and stand at the door. The Leader pushed several controls on his panel and said, “I’ve sent everything we’ve recorded.”
The Master said, “Warriors, please remove that idiot from my Probe Facility.” One of the guards pulled a hand weapon and shot the Seeker Leader in the chest as he screamed he was following orders. The scream abruptly ended and nothing remained of the Leader. The Master looked at his panel briefly and looked up, “Which one of you shouted the warning they were going to attack our probes?”
The Seeker felt his two hearts go into his feet. He stood and said, “I did, Master.”
“What led you to believe that?”
“I couldn’t understand why that civilization wanted all their ships in normal space at the same moment. It’s been troubling me for days and I had a thought that we could also synchronize the clocks in our probes since they were all in normal space. Then it dawned on me that might be the reason they wanted all their ships in normal space; they wanted to attack our probes.”
The Master stared at the Seeker and he knew he was dead. “That was a remarkable deduction on your part. I don’t know if I would have seen that. You will replace your former leader. I want you to get a probe into that galaxy and tell me what’s going on.”
“I’ll start sending them immediately.” The Display went dark and the Seeker fell into his chair. The other Seekers in the room didn’t envy his promotion; the last eight Leaders had all died by the beams from a warrior’s blaster. The new Leader knew with the escalation of hostilities, his time in new position was going to be short. All it would take to end his life was a mistake. He looked at the dark monitors and knew the Civilization in that galaxy could see his probes…and he couldn’t see theirs. Just getting a probe in was going to be difficult. However, the effort had to be made. “Get the launch facility on my board and see how many probes we have in other galaxies we can use.” The Seekers in the room activated their panels and went to work. When the midday meal arrived, the new Leader wasn’t hungry.
• • •
Dat watched the countdown reach zero and saw a huge explosion twenty miles away. “Stein, are we clear?”
“We are Admiral.”
“Take us to Earth.” The Rover went into the barrier and skipped away.
• • •
Angel and her crew were at General Quarters and she looked at her helmet visor and saw Admiral McCagg’s Flagship was designated by a yellow icon. She saw it start to flash and she pressed the jump alarm. The klaxon started going off on all decks and after a few minutes, Angel turned it off. Yellow lights continued to flash on all decks and the crew knew when it turned green, the ship was going to jump. They prepared their weapons systems and checked them for any malfunction.
Angel looked at the proximity icon and a view of the ships around her appeared. The fleet was in formation and all of the millions of ships held station without drifting. Angel saw the Admiral’s icon turn green and she pressed the jump button on her panel. The mile long ship disappeared.
• • •
Dat arrived at Earth and heard, “God, I’m glad you’re here. Get down as quickly as possible.”
“And it’s good to see you as well, Admiral!”
Kat heard the sarcasm in Dat’s voice and said, “Think about what you would have done differently! Get Stein to transfer what’s happened before you get here.”
“Transfer ready, Admiral.”
“Stein, why didn’t you give me this before now?”
“It would only unlock inside Earth’s gravity well. I only had access to it a moment ago.”
Dat put on the skull cap, “Send it.”
“Gresha, you should also have this information.”
Gresha nodded and put on her skull cap. The transfer only took two minutes but Gresha was amazed at what the Admiral had been able to accomplish right under the noses of the alien probes. She looked at Dat and saw him shake his head. “What are you thinking, darling?”
“She’s right. I would have done the same thing; especially knowing my tendency to sometimes jump into things before I should.”
Loree said, “Say it isn’t so; you are the picture of patience.”
Dat shook his head, “How did you two computers ever develop that sharp wit?”
“It’s an acquired skill. Touch down in ten seconds.”
Dat and Gresha stood up and went to the portal. It opened and they stepped out and saw a ground vehicle waiting on them. They returned the salute of the driver and sat down as he roared toward the top floor of the Fleet Tower. Dat looked out at the Academy below and shook his head, “I’ve missed this.” Gresha nodded as they exited the car and saw Katherine waiting, “Are you up to speed?”
“I am.”
“Good! Now you can tell me what we should do.” Dat’s eyes narrowed and Katherine said, “You are my tactician. All I’ve done is to try and set the table with tools you can use to protect us. You need to decide what our next step will be.”
• • •
The Master looked at the others gathered around the tactical table and said, “It appears they’ve known about us from the beginning. How do you think they were able to do that without us knowing?”
The Master from the Probe Command said, “They must have a probe or some other device that can see our probes.”
“Why did we not see that device?”
“I don’t know. I’ve sent the fleets to scour our galaxy for any trace of a device spying on us. Nothing has turned up.”
“That doesn’t mean they’re not here.”
“I had a fleet come in ship to ship and nothing was hit in normal space and nothing entered subspace. If they have devices here, they would certainly have one at this planet.”
“So let’s assume for the moment, they don’t have devices here spying on us. What options would that give us?”
“It would allow us to organize without worrying about being seen.” The Master nodded.
The Fleet Master said, “We could launch an attack on their central planet.”
“Why would we do that now? They know about us and we’ve lost the element of surprise.”
“If they know about us, what have they been doing for the last eighteen years? You don’t think they’ve been idle, do you?”
The Supply Master said, “None of our probes have seen any construction of new ships taking place.”
The Fleet Master scowled, “If they could see our probes, they wouldn’t do anything where they would be seen. They had to have been doing something.”
“But we had the entire galaxy covered with our probes.”
“Then they did it outside the galaxy. What would we have done in their place? I’m telling you, things are not as they appear to be.”
The Lead Master said, “Then why would you launch an attack on their main planet?”
“It’s always good strategy to remove an enemy’s leadership. They would also be forced to reveal anything they’ve developed to defend that world. It’s worth doing.”
“If that idiot hadn’t fired at their leader I’d probably just send someone to talk; however, they know we’re planning something aggressive. How many ships would you send?”
“I don’t want to risk a large number of ships when we don’t know what they would be jumping into. I think six ships should be able to destroy that planet.”
The Weapon’s Master said, “I would think we could do it with two. Their ships are no match for our Battleships.”
The Military Master said, “You’re assuming nothing has changed; I am not willing to make that assumption. We’ll send six heavy battleships with their attack fighters. They will jump in and disrupt space around that planet so they won’t be overwhelmed with numbers.”
“Why would you disrupt space?”
“The most recent data on that planet showed their local defense was being done by about twenty ships. If we act quickly, that should be all our ships will have to face.”
The Lead Master thought about the suggestion and looked at his most experienced advisor standing against the wall. The Advisor raised his head slightly and the Master knew the shrug meant he had no advice to offer. The decision was his. He looked around the table and saw most of them were uncertain. He looked at the three Masters in charge on the Military and saw they wanted to do it. “Send the ships.” The three Military Masters quickly stood up and the Master said, “Don’t send them immediately; give them seven days to let their guard down. Perhaps we’ll get lucky and they’ll gather their leaders at that planet.”
The Military Master leaned back in agreement and pushed a button on the table. He began issuing orders and the other Masters changed their panel settings to the frequency assigned to the attacking ships. They would watch the communication feed from the ships being sent to destroy the main planet of the civilization in the spiral galaxy.



Chapter Four
Dat watched the presentation Belwen was making and tried to remain still. The Senior Officers had a lot of catching up to do but he didn’t know how much longer his backside was going to be able to handle it. Admiral Hull called for the midday lunch break and he looked at his wrist communicator. Ummm, why would Angel be trying to contact him directly? She should have gone through channels. She couldn’t appear to be receiving preferential treatment. He started not to answer but decided that it had to be something important. She knew the situation and wouldn’t go outside channels unless something was important. He pressed his wrist unit and Angel appeared on it, “I’m sorry for contacting you directly, Dad but Arve, Grest, and I have discussed it and decided we needed to talk to you.”
Dat stared at his daughter and was once again amazed at how much she looked like her mother. “What have the three of you done now?”
Dat saw Angel was nervous. He hoped it wasn’t serious. “Uhhh, we’ve kinda violated Fleet Protocols concerning the weapons on our ship.”
“YOU’VE WHAT!?!”
“We made some major modifications on the weapon systems. I was of the opinion that we should just keep the changes to ourselves but you know how tightly wound Grest is. He insists we should tell you.”
“Please tell me they aren’t major changes.” Dat stared at Angel and he could see by her expression that it was serious.
Katherine saw Dat and said, “Is something wrong, Admiral?”
Dat blew out a breath and shook his head, “My children appear to have violated Major Fleet Protocols.”
“How?”
“They’ve made major modifications to the weapon systems on their new Jukeboxes.”
“I thought Belwen said those ships are at the peak of their development?”
“He did.” Dat looked at Angel and said, “Hold on a minute.” Dat looked across the table at Admiral Gibbs and said, “Will you send an order to your command directing my three children to bring their ships here to be examined.”
Gibbs had been listening to Dat and he felt sorry for what was going to happen; he lifted his communicator and began speaking. Ten minutes later, the three new Jukeboxes appeared above Earth. Dat looked at Katherine, “Gibbs and I need to go and investigate what they’ve done to their ships.”
“Gibbs can go. You need to stay here. I don’t want there to be any hint of impropriety in this.”
Dat sighed and looked at Gibbs. He stood and said, “I’ll be back shortly, Sir.”
Kat nodded, “I’ll extend the lunch break if necessary.” Gibbs nodded and left the room.
• • •
Angel looked at Arve and Grest on her display, “Admiral Gibbs is coming to my ship to start an investigation.”
Arve looked at Grest, “You and that cursed conscience of yours. That neighbor never would have worked out who fired the potato if you had just kept your mouth shut. Now look what you’ve done.”
Angel sighed, “Back off, Arve. Doing this in secret was wrong and I haven’t felt good about it either.”
Arve tried to maintain his anger but felt it fade. After a moment he sighed, “Let’s hope we keep our commands.” Grest and Angel nodded.
• • •
Gibbs arrived on the Wellington and was led to the bridge. Angel saw the Senior Fleet Admiral enter the bridge and she said, “Bridge Crew, Attennnnshun.” The crew came to attention and Angel saluted. Gibbs returned her salute and said, “As you were.” He stared at Angel and swore he was looking at a younger Gresha. If this child of theirs possessed just a tiny fraction of their abilities…he was not going to lose her due to technicalities. “Captain, I understand you have modified the weapon systems on the Union’s most modern Battleship?”
• • •
Suddenly, the alarm klaxons began blaring; the ship suddenly accelerated and made a sharp dive. Angel pulled her helmet visor down and jumped into her command chair, “Buckle in Admiral, we have six ships that just appeared and disrupted space around Earth.”
Gibbs fought the gravity push and managed to get to one of the empty chairs on the bridge. “Get me a combat helmet!!”
The jump officer reached under his console, pulled out a helmet, and tossed it to Gibbs. He activated it and heard the Executive Officer say, “All stations report in ready, Sir.” Gibbs was shocked. It took him ten seconds to manage to crawl to the chair and get a helmet. This ship was combat ready in less than fifteen seconds.
He looked at Angel and heard her say, “I’ve got the ship. Captain Stone, you have the weapons.”
“All are active and tracking the incoming ships, Sir.”
Gibbs activated the visor on the helmet and saw six large ships moving in toward Earth from just outside the moon’s orbit. He saw six of the old Jukeboxes accelerate out from the moon to intercept them. The six ships began launching attack ships and the Jukeboxes started launching their Rovers. A massive dogfight broke out as the two groups of ships moved closer together.
Gibbs looked at his tactical and saw that Arvolo’s children were moving their ships out toward the battle. “Captain, you should stop here and wait for the defense ships to handle the invaders.”
Angel shook her head, “Sir, according to my computer, those old Jukeboxes are no match for the beams being fired by those six ships. My parents and all of Earth’s Senior Flag Officers are on Earth and we can’t allow those ships to get close enough to fire on the planet. They’ll be forced to use the planet’s force field and we have to avoid revealing that technology to them.” Gibbs stared at Angel and saw in his tactical display that three of the six Jukeboxes were burning in space. He looked at Angel and she said, “Please let me do my job!”
Gibbs saw the determination in the young woman’s eyes and he nodded, “You are clear to attack, Captain.”
Angel brought the nose of the Wellington down and accelerated toward the six Blue Ships roaring in toward Earth. “Arve, Grest, move out and come at that formation from the sides. I’m going in head on.” Gibbs saw the two ships flying beside the Wellington make a turn that was impossible. They moved ninety degrees away and turned back toward the incoming ships from eighty miles on each side of their formation. Angel stared at her visor and said, “They’re launching missiles, notify the crew of hard acceleration.” Captain Stone pushed a button on his panel and Gibbs saw a bright orange light on the wall start flashing. The missiles roared in and just as they arrived, Angel turned the ship vertical and flashed out from in front of them. The missiles tried to make the turn but their small motors couldn’t do it. They began turning and started moving toward the rear of the giant Jukebox. Angel turned the ship back toward the enemy formation and Gibbs forced his heart back into his chest. He almost blacked out but the screaming of the gravity compensators kept him conscious.
Young said, “Captain, we have three hundred missiles moving in on the rear of the ship.”
Angel nodded, “I see then and I’m going to cone shape on the force field, launch a barrage behind us. Keep their attack craft off us as well. Prepare to launch a barrage from the hull blasters when we move inside fifty miles.”
Gibbs watched the display on his panel and saw the Jukeboxes’ force fields move and change shape. The fields became sharp points in front of the giant ships and extended down the sides. Another wave of missiles was launched from the six ships and ten of them struck the Wellington’s force field and were deflected to the side. As Gibbs watched the main wall monitor, he saw a dark colored cloud emerge in front of the three ships and move quickly away toward the Blue Ships. Another cloud followed the first and then the gap between the clouds disappeared. He looked at the Probe’s feed from outside the battle and saw the invader’s ships were being rocked by the clouds of dark blaster beams hitting them from three sides. Their missiles and beams were stopped at the surface of their force field as the clouds continued to roll in on them.
Angel looked at her visor and said, “Stone, I have ten attack fighters moving in on the rear.”
“I’m baiting them, Sir. I’ve got them handled.”
Angel smiled, “Arve, Grest, fire two more barrages and follow the second barrage with six penetrators. Target one of them on each of those ships.”
“Affirmative, you do know that three will be targeted on each ship?”
“We don’t have time to experiment; those ships are attacking Earth.”
Stone said, “Penetrator Launch in three, two, one…”
• • •
The Command Leader arrived and released a small nuclear bomb in sub space. The explosion disrupted subspace so that no reinforcements could arrive to save the planet. The fight with the first six ships wasn’t easy and one of his ships was slightly damaged. He placed it in the center of his formation and continued toward the planet. They would be in range in twenty minutes. “Leader, there are three large white warships accelerating toward us. They’re different from those we just destroyed.”
“Put the view on my panel.” An image appeared and it was significantly different from the first ships that had destroyed. “Launch missiles and direct the surviving attack craft in on them. Start firing beams as soon as they move into range.”
• • •
The Masters gathered around the large table watched the missiles leave their ships and accelerate toward the three white ships. When the ships went vertical and flew over the top of the incoming missiles they stood up. That kind of maneuver was impossible. They watched the three ships moving in on their force from three different directions and saw something dark emerge from them. They watched missiles and beams hit the dark wall and explode. The wall hit their ships and the communication feed was disrupted. Their displays went dark.
The Lead Master looked at the others, “It appears they have been rather sneaky.”
The Second Maser said, “Do tell. How many of those ships do you think they have?”
The Leader raised his head, “How many could we build in eighteen years?”
“That is not good.”
“Perhaps we should communicate with them now.”
“Do you think they’ll talk?”
“Does it matter? I’d like to delay any retaliation they might plan until we can determine their strength.”
The Masters looked at their Leader. The Second said, “You still intend to remove them?”
“Now more than before. You’ve seen the danger they represent.”
“They did promise to stay away and have appeared to keep their word.”
“Yes, but that’s wind over the wall; what we’ve done can’t be undone. They will take action against us.”
The Masters looked at each other and didn’t like what they had just observed.
• • •
Gibbs felt the small bump as the front tubes on the Wellington launched six of the new Dark Energy Penetrators. Gibbs grabbed the arms of his chair as Angel pulled back on the steering controls and turned the ship into a violent 180 degree turn. Gibbs gritted his teeth as Angel said, “Our barrages have stopped and we’re outside the range of their beams. We’ll come back around for another run once we’re inside fifty miles.”
Stone said, “It won’t be necessary, Sir.”
Angel completed the circle and looked at her visor. The six alien ships were hanging in space. Three of them were blown apart and the other three were on fire. Angel looked at the microphone on her visor and said, “Grest, Arve, move your ships between those derelicts and Earth. Be prepared to fire a barrage if they launch nuclear missiles at the planet.”
Gibbs watched the tactical display on his visor and saw the other two Jukeboxes come screaming in at an incredible velocity and take station twenty miles on each side of the Wellington. A few moments later, two of the three alien ships launched a massive missile barrage before they self-destructed. The three new Jukeboxes fired a barrage in the path of the incoming missiles and they were all blasted before they moved ten miles. The barrages continued past the missiles and hit the burning enemy warships and disintegrated them.
Angel listened to the Fleet’s Command Frequency and said to Arve and Grest, “There are incoming Jukeboxes moving at light speed; please take up station above the planet until we’re relieved. Admiral Gibbs will be giving instructions momentarily.”
Gibbs looked at Angel as she said, “We have a hundred new Jukeboxes moving in, Sir. They request instructions on where to go.”
Gibbs stared at Angel and said, “Divide them into three groups and have one of the groups form up on each of your ships. You may decide where the best place is to go to defend the planet.”
Angel was shocked at Gibb’s statement and then she began giving instructions. Gibbs watched how she built a layer of ships from above the planet out to the moon and was impressed. It appeared Arvolo’s children might just be as good as he was…maybe better.
• • •
The Senior Admirals watched the battle from the feed generated by four probes strategically placed around Earth. They all remained in their chairs knowing they had no chance to get off the planet if those six ships broke through Earth’s defenses and they would have been forced to reveal the planetary force field. Katherine guessed they would find out how good the planetary force field really was if it came down to it. She watched the first six Jukeboxes destroyed and shook her head, “Those ships have been modified.” She looked at Belwen, “It appears the old model won’t stand up to those Alien’s ships.”
Belwen looked up from his panel and smiled, “The issue is power. Adding more powerful fuel to an old reactor isn’t as good as replacing it with a newer model. Now that the new ships are here, you can send the old ones to be retrofit with the new reactor. They won’t take the hull stresses of the new model but if we add the modifications those three children made to their ships; I think they might be able to hold their own.”
Dat looked at Belwen, “What changes did you see?”
“They’ve found a way to get the new blaster to build up energy and release it in a pulse. They’ve also managed to manipulate the shape of the force field so that it assumes the shape of a cone. According to my measurements, it increased the power fivefold.”
Gresha nodded, “They used that new blaster to prevent an attack from the open end of the cone.”
Belwen nodded, “Yes they did.”
Katherine looked at Belwen, “Could they have stopped those invaders without the modifications they did?”
Belwen tilted his head and shook it slightly, “I doubt they would have stopped them all. One would have probably made it through.”
Katherine looked at Brad, “Please collect the information on what they did and start modifying all our new ships.”
“I’ll get on it right away.”
Katherine looked at Dat, “Whatever they did to make those changes, their ships didn’t have to be rebuilt; the other ships should be modified rather easily. What are you going to do with them?”
“What do you mean?”
“We’re certainly not going to punish them for something that saved our lives and allowed us to keep the planetary force field secret. They’ve also demonstrated remarkable command skills during this encounter.”
Dat looked at Gresha and saw her slowly shake her head and turned back to Katherine, “Sir, They’re only eighteen years old; putting them in a command role would cause resentment among senior ship commanders ordered to report to them; there are many officers with more seniority that would also take offense at being passed over for promotion by them.”
Katherine stared at Dat and said, “How do their crews feel about them?”
Dat shook his head, “I honestly don’t know. I’ve done my best not to show any partiality toward them.”
“I do.”
Everyone looked at Kelli, “I was with the fleets prior to them coming here and I was curious about how Dat’s children were being received by their ship’s crews. I had my Executive Officer accidentally show up at a bar that Angelica’s crew frequented. He says they were suspicious at first but now they’d fight anyone that shows her disrespect. It appears they believe she takes keeping them safe quite seriously. That’s why no one heard about the modifications. Their crews won’t do anything that would cause their Captains issues. These changes weren’t mentioned to anyone outside of the three Arvolo’s crews.” Kelli paused, “You know how difficult it is to keep that sort of information off the grapevine.”
Katherine looked at Brad, “Issue promotion papers for those three. Make them Commodores and give them three thousand Jukeboxes to command. Assign all three groups to a planet with a spaceport and give them sixty days to train their commands.”
Dat stared at Katherine, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”
Katherine smiled, “How old were you when you were secretly promoted to Fleet Admiral?”
“That’s different.”
“How old, Dat?”
Dat sighed, “Nineteen.”
“I suspect they’ll do quite well. You’re more concerned about frivolous issues that revolve around your reputation instead of strengthening our fleet. They could add to our strength.”
“Playing favorites is not frivolous.”
“You saw the battle. Do you not think the rest of our fleets won’t be shown this recording; they’ll see how they piloted their ships? I suspect if you ask for volunteers to join their units, you’ll be overwhelmed with requests.” Katherine thought for a moment and said, “That is exactly how we’re going to do it. Brad, send the recording of this battle out to all our ships along with a request for ships to volunteer to form three elite units that will be used to carry out our most difficult missions. Let them know the three Arvolos will be commanding them.”
Gibbs entered the room, sat down, and listened to Katherine. He shook his head, “You can do whatever you want with them but they will stay in my fleet.”
Shane leaned back, “Why?”
Gibbs shook his head and looked at Dat, “I think they just might be better than you are. That is one fine officer I just flew with. Her crew loves her.”
Dat smiled and leaned back in his chair, reached over, and took Gresha’s hand, as the other three Fleet Admirals argued about who was going to get one of the three Arvolo triplets. Gresha ended the argument when she said, “You’ve seen how they work together. They almost read each other’s mind. I would think you would want them to become exactly what Admiral Hull suggested.”
Gibbs said, “What is that?”
“An elite unit any of you could call on to assist your fleets when needed.”
Gibbs looked at Shane and Matt. They shrugged and Gibbs said, “Which of the three will command their unit?”
Gresha and Dat both said at the same moment, “Angelica.”
Katherine looked at them and smiled, “Why do you say that?”
Gresha smiled, “She’s the glue that holds them together. Grest is the strong one that will not bend and Arve is the risk taker. They both depend on her to find consensus among them. I think if you review the fight you’ll see that it was Angel that made the decisions and her brothers followed her without a second thought.”
Dat said, “She won’t accept the position.”
Kat’s eyebrows came together, “Oh, why not?”
“She’ll feel like her bothers are being slighted. If you want her to command the unit you are going to have to interview the brothers first and see what they say about being in command over her.”
Katherine looked at Gibbs and said, “Call them in and conduct the interviews.”
Gibbs looked at his executive officer and he left the room to make the calls.
• • •
Angel sat at a table in the Ship’s cafeteria and pushed her food around her plate. Captain Stone saw her sitting alone as he picked up his tray and walked over to her table, “Do you mind if I join you, Sir?”
Angel looked up and nodded to the chair across from her. Stone sat down and started eating. Angel smiled, “Captain, you did a remarkable job coordinating the ship’s weapon’s today; I was highly impressed with what you accomplished in our first combat.”
“Thank you, Sir.” Angel nodded and looked at her plate. Stone sat back and stared at her, “Do you know what Fleet is going to do about the modifications we made?”
Angel looked up, sighed, and shook her head, “My brothers and I have been ordered to report to Fleet Headquarters to be interviewed; they will be questioned first and I’ll go last.”
Stone looked into Angelica’s eyes and said, “The crew has signed a petition requesting Fleet to not change our current Captain, Sir. We’ve sent the request directly to Admiral Hull’s attention.”
Angel was surprised at the statement, “Whose idea was that?”
Stone shrugged, “Mine, Sir.”
“But this would give you command of a ship if I’m removed?”
“Some things aren’t as important as seeing that the right thing is done, Sir. We’re better with you in command; I’m nowhere close to being as good as you are.”
Angel blew out a breath and her wrist communicator beeped. She looked at it and shook her head, “They want me to report now.”
She stood up and Stone reached over and pulled her tray over to him, “I’ll take care of this.” Angel nodded and left the cafeteria. As soon as she left the room, every sailor in the cafeteria ran over and asked Stone what was going to happen. He told them he didn’t know but to be prepared to request Fleet to come to their ship and discuss the issue with them if Angel was removed from command. He saw the crew was determined to resist accepting anyone else. Stone hoped his Commander was going to be ok.
• • •
Angel entered Fleet Headquarters and was taken to an office. She found Admirals Gibbs, Matthews, and McCagg sitting at a table. She went to attention and saluted. Gibbs returned her salute and said, “Take a Chair, Captain.” Angel sat down across from the three Fleet Admirals and wondered if she was going to be sent to prison or kicked out of the service. Gibbs looked at her and said, “Captain Arvolo that was one of the finest jobs of using your ships that I’ve ever seen today. You and you brothers did a remarkable job of defending Earth and I saw that your success was due in large part to the modifications you made on your ship.”
Angel nodded, “They did improve our chances.”
“The Senior Admirals have discussed what happened and Admiral Hull has issued orders that all of our new Jukeboxes will be modified to use the new systems you and your brothers developed. There will be no disciplinary action taken regarding the unauthorized tampering to Fleet Weapon Systems.”
Angel blew out a breath she had been holding and said, “Thank you, Sir.”
“There will be one thing changed regarding your current post in the Navy.”
Angel looked at Gibbs and shook her head, “Please don’t take my ship, Sir.”
“I’m sorry, Admiral; that’s going to happen.”
Angel lowered her head for a moment and then jerked her head up, “What do you mean Admiral?”
“You’ve been promoted to Rear Admiral and will take command of three strike groups that will be used on our most difficult missions. Your brothers will be promoted to Commodore and will command one of them. I need you to select the third Commander to take the other unit.”
“Sir, I appreciate your confidence in me but…”
“Your brothers said they would not accept the command. They insist that you are best qualified to lead the new Fleet.”
Angel stared at the three Admirals and said, “Don’t you think my brothers and I are a little too young to do this? I don’t think most ship commanders would want to report to a teenager.”
“We’re sent the recording of your battle out to the fleets and asked for volunteers to join your unit. We need nine thousand and have had twenty thousand requests come in during the first hour; they’re still coming in as we speak.”
Angel’s eyes widened; she opened her mouth and then closed it. She didn’t know what to say. Admiral Matthews said, “Do you have someone in mind to command the third unit?”
“Captain Stone would be my first choice; he knows as much about the new systems as my brothers and I.”
Gibbs looked at the others, “He was impressive during the battle.” Gibbs looked at Angel, “You will have a Fleet Commander’s Jukebox built for you and it will be delivered shortly. You should go and meet with your brothers and start planning how to get your units trained to make maximum use of the new systems.”
Angel saluted and did an about face. She left the room and then started sprinting to her shuttle. She needed to tell her crew what had happened and tell Stone about his promotion. He was going to be ecstatic.



Chapter Five
Angel arrived on board and went straight to her quarters. She used her communicator to call Captain Stone in and waited for him to arrive. She was afraid of her new position and elated at the same time. Captain Stone came in and she had a huge smile. He saw it and smiled, “They let you stay!”
“Not really.” Stone’s smile disappeared. “They’ve promoted me to Rear Admiral and gave me a fleet to command. I’ve requested that you take command of the third unit and they agreed to promote you to Commodore. You’ll take command of the Wellington and I’m going to be given a Fleet Flagship.”
Captain Stone went to attention and said, “I humbly refuse the promotion, Sir.”
Angel stared at him with her mouth open and managed to say, “You what?”
“I refuse the promotion, Sir.”
“Why?”
“I am your Executive Officer; wherever you go, that is where I should be.”
“But…but…”
“I’m sorry, Sir.”
Angel stared at Stone and saw something in his eyes. “How old are you?”
Stone’s head went back and he said, “Twenty five, Sir.” Angel nodded and Stone said, “Why do you ask?”
“I’ve been blind, haven’t I?” Stone’s face showed his anxiety. “How long have you felt like this?”
“About six months, Sir.”
Angel nodded. She looked at Stone and said, “I really need you. The third unit must be commanded by someone that will fit in with me and my brothers. You are the perfect choice to do that. This crew needs you. You have to take the position.”
Stone looked at the floor and shook his head, “If I have to take command of the third unit then you will have to stay and I’ll go to another ship. Why do you have to take a new ship when this one is perfect for you? Can’t Fleet modify the Wellington to be your Flagship?”
Angel looked at Stone and said, “That is a great idea.”
“The crew will be extremely happy if you can make that happen, Sir.”
Angel looked at Stone and said, “So everyone will be happy except you.” Captain Stone nodded. “What is your first name, Captain?”
“Bret.”
“Well Bret, do you really think you can be happy following in my shadow?”
“As long as you’re the one making the shadow, I can.”
“Then you are going to have to find someone else to take the third unit that would be able to work effectively with us. You will be promoted to Commodore; my executive officer will have that rank. However, if you can find someone to take the position, we will stay together.”
Bret started smiling and said, “Let’s see who I can find.”
Angel came around her desk, walked up to Bret, put her arms around his neck and kissed him hard. She stepped back and smiled, “Go see what you can do.”
Bret’s smile was huge and he said, “Yes Sir.” Angel watched him go and felt her heart beating faster. Some diamonds are right under your nose; she should have seen this one. She went to her panel and contacted Admiral Gibbs, “Sir, would it be possible to modify the Wellington to be my Flagship?”
“Hold on a moment.” Angel waited and after three minutes, Gibbs reappeared and said, “No, not really.” Angel’s face showed her disappointment and Gibbs said, “However, you can move your crew to the new ship when it arrives and it will assume the name Wellington. Will that work?”
Angel smiled, “That would be perfect, Sir.” The panel went dark and she touched her lips. Come on, Bret; find somebody. I want another kiss.
• • •
“Admiral, I think I’ve found a great candidate to Command the third unit.”
“Tell me about them.”
“Her name is Elizabeth Banks and she is currently the commander of a Squadron of Rovers.”
Angel’s eyes narrowed, “You couldn’t find someone in the Jukebox hierarchy?”
Bret shook his head, “Sir, we need Commanders that are excellent pilots first, great command skills second, and everything else third. She has all the attributes that would make her a success in our organization.”
“Who does she report to?”
Bret blew out a breath, “Admiral Kune.”
“How does he rate this Captain?”
“She’s at the top of his short list to promote.”
“He’ll never agree for us to interview her.”
“Uhhh, I sort of went around him.”
Angel shook her head, “What did you do, Stone?”
“I asked Admiral Gibbs to send us the top rated Rover to assist us in training our pilots. She’s arriving in an hour.”
Angel shook her head, “You’re just asking for trouble going around one of our senior Admirals. You know I can’t interview her; you’ll have to sell her on the idea.”
“I know, I know. It’s worth a try.”
Angel shook her head again, “You’re probably right; Admiral Kune would never allow her anywhere near us if he knew we were interested in her.” Angel paused, “Are you sure she’s that good?”
“Her piloting scores at the Academy were only two points lower than yours.” Angel’s eyebrows went up. “The sailors under her command would die for her. She’s really something, Admiral.”
Angel nodded and said, “Good luck.”
• • •
Bret sat in the ready room close to the Rover Launch Tubes and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Captain.”
“Thank you, Commodore. I’ve been told you want to use me to improve the skills of your Rovers.”
“That’s right, Captain; but first, tell me how you feel about flying a Rover instead of a Jukebox Battleship.”
Dizzy smiled, “I would hate to have to fly a ship that big. The Rovers are incredible in their ability to accelerate and maneuver. I really love flying the Rovers.”
Bret knew his work was cut out for him, “Have you seen the new Jukeboxes perform?”
“I’m currently assigned to a fleet of them. They are an improvement over the last model.”
“They’re really incredible in what they can do, Captain.”
Dizzy stared at Bret and tilted her head, “I thought I was here to talk about Rovers?”
“Captain, I want to make you a proposition.”
“Oh, what is that?”
“I want to promote you to command the third unit in our new fleet.” Dizzy stared at Bret and he saw her frown. “Captain, we are going to be on the front lines taking on the most challenging missions.”
“That is the only thing I find even remotely interesting in your offer. You can transfer my Rovers here and we’ll fight with you in our ships. I have no desire to have anything to do with the Jukeboxes.”
Bret knew this was his only shot and he spent the next hour attempting to change the Rover Commander’s mind. Finally he said, “I wish you’d think about it, Captain.”
Dizzy smiled and said, “I have, and the answer is no.”
“Thank you for coming.”
Dizzy stood and saluted Bret and he returned it. She turned to leave the room and stopped. She looked back at Bret and said, “I’m flattered you want me so much; so I’ll not tell Admiral Kune you tried to take me from him.”
Bret smiled, “Thank you, Captain. I know he’d be unhappy if he found out; however, I really wish you’d think about it.” Dizzy smiled and left the room. Bret pushed the communication button and said, “Admiral, she’s refused the position.”
“Couldn’t tolerate flying a slower ship, could she?”
“She clearly loves the Rover’s performance.”
“Where is she now?”
“She going to the landing bay to go back to her command.”
“Notify me when she lifts off the floor.”
“What are you going to do?”
“You know I can’t interview her without her requesting it. However, I think she’ll listen to her ship.”
“Her ship?”
“Just let me know.”
“Yes Sir.”
• • •
Elizabeth walked through the corridor into the landing bay and saw the sailors on this ship were sharp. They were active and all of them appeared to know what they were doing. The Lieutenant in Command of the landing bay came forward, went to attention, and saluted her. Dizzy returned the salute and he said, “Sir, we’ve run a diagnostic on your ship while you were meeting with Commodore Stone and found a chip in the rear blaster was defective. We’ve replaced it and it’s good as new.”
Dizzy smiled, “Thank you, Lieutenant. That’s really good work to have done it in such a short time frame.”
Lieutenant Aldun nodded and said, “You’ve been cleared to leave, Sir.” Dizzy nodded and went into her ship. Aldun watched her go and shook his head; that Rover Captain had one of the most beautiful smiles he had ever seen.”
• • •
“She’s lifting, Sir.”
Angel nodded and pulled her combat visor down as she punched the battle stations alarm. She immediately silenced he klaxons and left the lights flashing. She looked at the microphone on her visor and set it to play throughout the ship. The crew heard her when she said, “Captain Banks.”
Dizzy’s computer said, “The Admiral is calling you.”
“Put her on the speaker.” Dizzy heard the Admiral say her name and she said, “Yes Sir?”
“I want to thank you for coming and meeting with us; it’s always good when different commands work together.”
Dizzy smiled, “Indeed it is, Sir.”
“However, I have a small request to ask of you before you go.”
Dizzy’s eyes narrowed, “What is that, Sir?”
“I know Commodore Stone has discussed changing some tactics with you and you don’t agree with his view. Is that correct?”
“It is.”
“Well, I want you to move your ship one thousand yards in front of the Wellington and attempt to escape.”
“What?”
“I’ll accept your position on the tactics and you won’t hear from me again if you’re able to move your ship further than fifteen hundred yards away from me as I chase you.”
Dizzy smirked, “Admiral, that isn’t really a contest.”
“Good, then you won’t mind demonstrating your skills. Just open the gap five hundred more yards and you can jump away and go about your business.”
“Admiral, you can’t be serious?”
“I’m sending you a countdown. We’ll start this exercise in thirty seconds.”
The crew of the Wellington heard the conversation and everyone on board tightened everything down and buckled themselves in tightly to their chairs. The Admiral was going to try and run down a Rover. They all turned on the monitors at their stations so they could watch what happened. The Rover Pilots on board offered bets on how long it would take the Rover to escape and betting was wild and furious.
• • •
“Stumble, go to full power.”
“Already there, Dizzy. This Admiral needs to be taught a lesson.”
“Let’s not embarrass her too much; make a hard climb and then go hard left. We’ll accelerate away and not stick around to listen to her whine.”
“Yes Sir, this is going to be fun.”
Dizzy nodded and watched the countdown hit zero. She felt the ship go vertical and then make a hard left. She looked at the display on her panel and saw the distance between the giant Jukebox and her ship had been cut to eight hundred yards, “STUMBLES! WHAT’S GOING ON?”
“That ship cut the corner on both turns, Dizzy. The distance is now down to seven hundred yards.”
“Go to full speed.”
“I already have! It’s gaining on us.”
“I’ve got the controls!” Dizzy took the flight controls and began spiraling away from the pursuing white giant behind her. She dove, reversed course, banked right, and turned ninety degrees vertical.
“Distance is now four hundred yards.” Dizzy gritted her teeth and savagely whipped the Rover into a flat spin and dove out of it. “Distance is now three hundred yards.”
Dizzy continued to fly her Rover at incredible speeds and angles trying to escape the giant Jukebox Battleship stuck on its rear. Finally, she decided to try one last maneuver. She accelerated at full speed straight ahead and was shocked to see the giant close the gap even more. She made a hard right turn and came to an instant stop. She expected the giant ship to fly right by her. It stopped with its bow less than twenty yards away from her bridge window. Dizzy shook her head and heard, “Thank you, Captain; that was very enlightening. You may return to your command to fly with your Rovers.”
Dizzy stared at the giant white ship next to her port, “Stumbles, what happened?”
“Dizzy, that ship is faster and more maneuverable than me. If all of them are like this one, I may be out of date and no longer useful.”
Play back the recording of what happened. Dizzy leaned back in her chair and watched the giant run her down.
• • •
Bret stood up from his Combat Chair and rubbed his neck “I was pretty certain you were going to crack the ship’s spine during that flight.”
“The ship won’t do anything that would damage it; however, you were right; that Captain is a great pilot.”
Bret stared at the small Rover holding station next to the bow and said, “What is she doing?”
Angel stared at the wall monitor and said, “I hope she’s as smart as you say she is. I’ll soon know.”
“How?”
“Permission to come aboard, Admiral.”
Angel looked at Bret, “She’ll want to discuss what just happened. That will allow me to have a talk with her.” Angel pressed a button, “Permission granted, Captain.”
• • •
Dizzy flew her Rover into the landing bay and exited the ship’s portal. She stepped on the floor and found everyone in the landing bay applauding and cheering her. She looked at Lt. Aldun with her eyebrows lowered, “What is this about?”
“Sir, the crew just watched what happened and you did an outstanding job of flying your ship. All of our Rover Pilots on board are highly impressed with your skills and the rest of crew thinks you are one of the best pilots they’ve ever seen. You were fantastic.”
“But I lost.”
“Yeah, but the Admiral had a faster and more nimble ship than you did. It took her longer to run you down than our own Rover Pilots.”
Dizzy tilted her head and bowed to the landing bay crew. The cheers grew louder. Angel watched her in the ship’s monitor and smiled. Captain Banks had a real sense of presence. Bret was right, she was something special.
• • •
Dizzy was led to Angel’s office and she entered and saluted the Admiral. She saw Angel and was shocked at how young she was. Angel returned her salute and smiled, “You can close your mouth, Captain; I’m not as young as you think.”
Dizzy lowered her hand and said, “I think you’re about eighteen years old.”
Angel chuckled, “Well, maybe I am. I’ll be nineteen in three months. Please, sit down.”
Dizzy sat down and continued to stare at Angel, “I’ve seen the recording of the fight you had with the six invading ships. I don’t remember seeing any images of you in that recording.”
“My brothers and I have been promoted rather quickly. I think my father is concerned that everyone will believe that it was done just because we’re his children.”
“Were you flying this ship an hour ago?” Angel nodded. Dizzy shook her head, “Skills are not something you can just give someone. I guess you’re as good a pilot as your father.”
Angel looked around, leaned forward and whispered, “Don’t tell him; I have a higher score at the Academy than he did.” Dizzy laughed out loud and heard Angel say, “You also have a higher score than he did.” Dizzy’s laugh abruptly stopped. Angel leaned back in her chair and looked out of the port for a moment. Dizzy saw her staring at her Rover. She turned back to Dizzy and smiled, “Captain, I know the things that great pilots think about. I know that you’ve now seen how good this marvelous ship is and that it’s superior to yours; now every time you see a Jukebox not being used to its full capability, you’ll wince. You’ll look at them and know if you were in the pilot’s chair you could outfly them; you’ll know that the ship is going to waste in the hands of an average pilot. You’ll never be satisfied flying Rovers again, Captain. Can you see that?”
Dizzy stared at Angel and knew she was right. Damn her, she was right. “What is it you want me to do, Admiral?”
“I have ten thousand brand new out the box Jukebox Battleships. I currently have four of us capable of molding them into something special. I need you to make it five.”
“What would be my assignment?”
“You will command one third of those ships and do your best to make them the best of the three units. You will be promoted to Commodore and work with us to find and train the pilots to fly our battleships.”
“Commodore Stone could do this as well as I could.”
“Yes, you’re right. However, Commodore Stone’s talents are in what he can make happen that improves all of us.”
Dizzy’s eyes narrowed, “I’m not sure I understand what you’re saying.”
“Commodore Stone was tasked with finding another Fleet Officer that could take his place commanding the third unit. He found you. He can get things done when no one else can and that is where he would best be used. Plus, he and I working together are much more effective than either of us working alone. I fly and he operates the weapons; I want to keep him on board for selfish reasons. Quite honestly, I didn’t think he would be able to find anyone near his ability; I was wrong. You are something special, Captain.”
Dizzy stared at the teenage Admiral and couldn’t help but like her; she was refreshingly open. “I don’t think my current Commander is going to allow me to leave.”
“He won’t allow us to take you; however, you have enough seniority to request a transfer that he would have to honor.”
“If you promote me, he would have to honor the transfer. Fleet regulations wouldn’t allow him to stand in the way of an officer’s career.”
Angel smiled, “Do you know what I would do if someone offered you a promotion to go to another fleet?” Dizzy shook her head. “I’d promote you to the same rank in my unit and that would put a stop to the transfer. Admiral Kune will do the same thing.”
Dizzy sighed, “Then if I’m promoted where I am, why would I move?”
Angel smiled, “I have the better ships, Captain. Some things are more important than rank to great pilots.”
Dizzy stared at Angel and said, “May I take her out for a spin?”
Angel smiled and put on her combat helmet. “All hands to battle stations. We will start high Gee maneuvers in two minutes.” Dizzy walked out of Angel’s office and on the bridge and Angel nodded toward the command chair.
“All stations report ready, Sir.”
Dizzy looked at Stone and said, “They moved to battle stations that fast?”
Stone nodded, “They would have been four seconds faster but battle stations were announced rather than sounding the alarm.”
Dizzy looked at Angel, “You have a good crew, Admiral.”
“I know it and they know I know it. They never stop trying to amaze me and they constantly leave me shaking my head in wonder at how really good they are.”
Dizzy sat down in the command chair and looked at the controls, “These are very much like the ones on my Rover.”
“The main difference is the two pedals under your console. You use them to turn left and right. The main wheel controls up and down as well as acceleration and braking.”
Dizzy nodded and used the wheel to lift the nose of the ship. It jerked up abruptly before she made a smaller input. She looked at Angel, “These controls are tight.”
“Start slowly until you get a feel for it.”
Dizzy moved the ship forward and began a series of spirals, climbs, dives and stops. She was smiling and Angel knew she had her. Dizzy said, “Let’s see what you’ve got old girl.” The Jukebox exploded forward and Dizzy pulled back on the wheel and the ship instantly went vertical. She pressed the right foot petal and the giant ship instantly turned right as it continued moving vertical. Dizzy screamed and said, “This is incredible.”
Angel looked at Bret and he slowly shook his head. He had failed to land the fish; it required a better angler to do it. The Wellington flew through space and the scream of the gravity compensators sounded like screams of joy to Dizzy. Two hours later, Angel gave the transfer forms to Dizzy and she signed them. An hour later, Admiral Kune was screaming at Admiral Gibbs.



Chapter Six
“I WILL NOT STAND FOR THIS!!! DO YOU HEAR ME!?!”
Gibbs saw his old friend was absolutely furious. “Kunny, I didn’t go over your head on this. Admiral Arvolo requested someone to work with their Rovers and I sent the highest rated pilot to assist them. Your officer requested the transfer.”
“YOU KNOW THAT WAS A SUBTERFUGE TO INTERVIEW HER AND GET AROUND ME.”
“Well, you know what to do to stop it.”
“I’ve already offered to promote her two levels and she has refused the offer. What happened to cause this; I know she was happy commanding Rovers?
“You need to ask her. Admiral Arvolo has sent in papers to promote her to command one of her Jukebox squadrons. I can’t delay acting on them much longer.”
“Where is she now?”
“She’s with Admiral Arvolo.”
“Don’t sign anything until I speak directly with her.”
“You have twenty four hours, Kunny.”
• • •
Bret looked at Angel, “Admiral, we have a problem.”
“What is it?”
“Fleet Admiral Kune is arriving in twenty minutes and asks that his officer be available for a meeting at that time.”
Angel sighed; you can’t make an omelet without breaking a few eggs. “Contact Captain Banks and have her waiting for him in the conference room.”
“Don’t we need to be there?”
“No, if her heart isn’t sure; she should leave.” Bret looked at Angel and lifted his communicator. The bridge crew hoped the new Commodore wouldn’t leave; they had already grown fond of her.
• • •
Dizzy waited in the conference room and stared out at the stars. Some of them were so far away that their light had left before Earth was a planet. Such a huge universe. “Captain, would you mind telling me why you’ve chosen to betray me!!”
Dizzy turned around and saw Admiral Kune. She came to attention and saluted. Kune returned her salute and said “Answer me!”
“I’d rather show you, Sir.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I know you like taking a good bet…”
“Only ones I know I’ll win.”
“Well then, this one should be one you’ll take. Are you here in your Rover?”
Kune’s eyes narrowed, “I am.”
“If you will take your ship a thousand yards from this ship and increase the distance three hundred yards while I chase you, I’ll turn down this promotion and return to your fleet.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Dizzy.”
“Admiral, I really hope you can win this bet.”
“It’s a fool’s wager; you stand no chance.”
“Then let’s do this so I can get back to work.”
Kune activated his communicator, “Admiral.”
“Yes Sir.”
“My officer wants to chase me in this ship; does that meet with your approval? It shouldn’t take long.”
“Yes Sir, my ship is always available for you, Sir.”
Kune looked at Dizzy and smiled, “Is your Rover on board?”
Dizzy’s face showed her sorrow, “Yes Sir.”
Kune wondered what was making her so sad but he laughed as he left for the landing bay. An hour later he was back in the conference room with Angel, Bret, and Dizzy.
• • •
Kune stood at the viewport staring out at the stars as Angel, Bret, and Dizzy sat at the table in silence waiting for him to turn around. Bret looked at Angel and she shook her head. He was going to say something but saw Angel wanted him to remain silent. Dizzy felt awful. She had just destroyed Kune’s confidence in his ships. She knew how it felt. The emotion was still raw from the drubbing Angel had given her.
Kune continued to stare out of the port and said, “Gibbs has been trying to get me to move to the Jukebox fleets; I’ve told him no for years; I commanded the best ships in the Realm and would not take a step backwards.” He lowered his head a moment and turned around and looked at Dizzy, “I’ll approve your transfer.”
Dizzy sighed, “Sir, would you approve bringing my squadron to be the Defense Rovers on my ship?”
Kune slowly nodded, “I will. They’ll probably find a use for them.” He looked at Angel, “Admiral, I saw the specs on the new Jukeboxes and nothing in them indicated the abilities I’ve just witnessed.”
“That’s because no one really pushed them during their evaluations.”
“I see that they’re going to make the Rovers obsolete.”
“You’re probably right about their role in combat; however, I’m going to modify those my ships carry to perform a different role.”
Kune’s eyebrows came together, “Modify them in what way?”
“You know that the newest Advance Probes we’re using are about the size of a Rover?” Kune nodded. “We have confirmed that the Aliens that attacked us can’t detect them. The new fields around the probes are a new development and can’t be made larger than the one used to hide the probe; that new field will surround a Rover.”
Kune thought for a moment, “How would you use them?”
“You’ve seen the expansion blasters we use to send out a protective screen?”
“I have.”
Well, if our Rovers are invisible to the enemy, they can scout their forces prior to combat operations and also launch barrages to defend the Jukeboxes during fleet combat operations. Their barrages could blind the enemy’s ships long enough for a Jukebox to move in or escape if necessary. The ships could also be used to take our best infiltration troops into enemy territory and pick them up without being seen.”
Kune nodded, “They could also perform the function of a sensor probe.” Angel nodded. Kune sat down, “The Expansion Blaster would also allow the ship to escape if it’s discovered. Any missiles or beams fired at it would be stopped by the wave of the barrage.”
Angel nodded, “Their role as a combat weapon will change; they will become the scouts or defenders of the battleships in the fleets. They will unfortunately have to fend for themselves during combat operations…”
Kune finished Angel’s statement, “…they couldn’t keep up with the Jukeboxes.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Have you talked to your father and Admiral Gibbs about the new Jukeboxes’ capabilities?”
“I have, Sir.”
“And?”
“They agree with my recommendation.”
“You’ve recommended that every good pilot in the Rover Fleets be moved to pilot a Jukebox.”
Angel nodded, “It’s going to take a pilot accustomed to making radical maneuvers in the smaller ships to really get the most out of the new Jukeboxes, Sir.”
“Why haven’t they started making the change?”
Angel remained silent and lowered her eyes. Dizzy said, “I think they respect you too much to do that to what you’ve built, Sir.”
Kune nodded slowly and sighed, “They need to do it for the welfare of the Union.”
Dizzy nodded, “Yes Sir; they do.”
Kune slowly shook his head and said, “Admiral Arvolo, build something special here. I can see you’re on the right path to make it happen.” He turned to Dizzy, “Make me proud.”
Dizzy fought hard to prevent her tears but her eyes were moist, “You know I will, Sir.”
Kune walked toward the door and Angel said “Attennnshun!” The three officers stood and saluted. Kune returned their salute and left for his Rover in the landing bay.
Dizzy sat down and sighed, “I hated every moment.”
Angel put her hand on Dizzy’s shoulder, “It’s the only way to get him to see it, Commodore. Plan to meet with the entire Senior Staff in three hours.” Angel turned to Bret, “Leave immediately for Fleet Headquarters and get Commodore Banks copies of the personnel folders on the ships in her command.” Angel looked at the helmsman, “Plan to move the ship back to our formation as soon as Commodore Young jumps away and clears the area.”
“Yes Sir.”
Angel left the room and Dizzy looked at Bret, “I can see why you love her.” Bret’s eyes went wide. “Yes it’s obvious. You made an excellent choice, Bret.”
“Thanks Dizzy. I also made a good choice selecting our newest officer.” Bret left the room for a Rover and it took Dizzy a few moments to see that he was talking about her being selected to join Angel’s team. Dizzy smiled; Angel came out pretty good as well. Bret was a keeper.
• • •
The Lead Master looked at the other Masters, “I’m open to further suggestions on what we should do next.”
The Second Master looked at the Master that was third in line for the succession, “What were you able to determine from the data received?”
“Not much, unfortunately. It is clear that three of those new ship types were able to destroy six of our battleships.”
The Second nodded. He knew the Lead Master wanted him to lead the discussion. He had no desire to become the Lead Master; the current Leader was clearly the best for the position. “It is also clear that we were right about our ships being more powerful than the battleships they’ve been using.”
The Third nodded as well and said, “We have to know how many of those new ships they have in their inventory.”
The Eighth said, “Are you making any progress at getting probes in their space?”
The Third leaned forward, “I killed the last leader of our Seekers and replaced him with a new one. The new Leader is doing some inventive tactics but the probes are destroyed as soon as they arrive. I can’t fault the new Leader; he’s done things I wouldn’t have thought of trying. It appears they can see our probes and theirs are invisible to us.”
The Lead Master said, “Do any of you think they now have their probes here?” None of the Masters spoke. The Leader raised his head slightly, “Send a ship outside their galaxy and ask them if they’ve got them here.”
The Tenth Master leaned forward, “Do you think they’ll tell us truthfully?”
“Probably not; but you just never know.”
The Leader nodded to the Second and he looked at the Tenth, “You will go there now.”
The Tenth knew he was the newest member of the Elite Masters and he turned and left the room without protest. The Lead Master saw his bravery as well as the relief of several other Masters that they weren’t chosen to go. If the tenth survived the mission, he would need to be rewarded with a higher standing at the table. However, he would have to survive first.
• • •
Gibbs looked at Kune and saw his old friend was upset by his visit to Admiral Arvolo’s fleet. “You approved the promotion and transfer?” Gibbs nodded. “I want you to make another transfer.”
“What is that, Kunny?”
“I want a Jukebox Fleet to command.”
Gibb’s eyes widened, “What’s changed your mind?”
“You’ve seen those ships in operation; the Rovers are no longer relevant. I’m a warrior and I want to be fighting a ship, not leading scouts.”
Gibbs sighed, “Admiral Arvolo’s daughter told you her suggestion?”
“She did and she’s probably right about doing it. You should start that reorganization immediately.”
Gibbs slowly nodded and said, “Give me some time and let me see what I can do.” Kune nodded and left the room. Gibbs thought about what to do and called Lydia in, “I need to find Kune a Jukebox Command.”
“He’s finally seen the light?”
“He has, but I don’t have a fleet to give him.”
“If you had a fleet, wouldn’t you have given it to me?”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“Would that decision have hurt or helped us?”
“My job would have become a lot more difficult without you here.”
“Think about that and you’ll see what you need to do.”
“What do you mean?”
Lydia smiled, “We’re better together.” Lydia kissed Gibbs on the cheek and left the room. What did she mean, ‘Better together’? He looked at the Fleet Organization Chart and the officers commanding them. After a moment he smiled and pushed his communicator.
Dat looked at his wrist unit and saw Gibbs, “Hello, Gibbs, I only have a moment.”
“What’s going on?”
“Admiral Hull has requested me to start breaking up the Rover Fleets. I’m calling Admiral Kune in momentarily. I don’t look forward to that conversation.”
“Admiral Kune has requested a Jukebox Fleet to command.”
“HE WHAT!??!”
“He made a trip to your daughter’s fleet to complain about interfering with one of his officers and was given a lesson in the new ship’s capabilities.”
“That is really good news.”
“What fleet are you going to give him?”
Dat stared at Gibbs and was struck silent at the question. After a moment he said, “We don’t have one at the moment. To break all the others up to create one would disrupt the training we’ve done to get them working as a unit.”
“I have a suggestion.”
Dat looked at Gibbs and said, “No, I need you commanding a fleet.”
Gibbs laughed, “That isn’t what I was going to suggest. I was going to suggest that you give him Gresha’s Fleet.”
“Are you out of your mind?”
“Well, think about it for a moment, Dat. The two of you are incredible when you’re working together. Both of you are two of our best working separately as well but nowhere near what the two of you do when you’re working together. You’re about overloaded now with commanding a fleet and getting it ready for combat as well as being in overall command of all our fleets as well. Admit it, you could use her help. You wouldn’t weaken her fleet by putting Admiral Kune in command of it.” Dat stared at Gibbs and Gibbs said, “Just think about it.” Dat nodded and the screen went dark.
“You know he’s right.”
Dat turned around and saw Gresha standing behind him. “Why do you say that?”
“You’re tied down with the command of your fleet. You should be more flexible where you could work on improving all of our forces.”
Dat thought about what Gresha was saying and she nailed it down when she said, “I’ll assume the command of your fleet and you will make my ship your flagship. That way we will be together most of the time. I think I’d like that a lot more than having to leave and be with a different fleet during combat operations.”
Dat’s desk communicator beeped and he pushed a button on it, “Admiral Kune is here and requests a meeting.”
Dat looked at Gresha, “You have always been the wisest.”
“That’s why we’re at our best together. Now make Kune happy; he deserves it.”
Dat nodded and pressed the button, “Send him in.”
• • •
Dizzy sat in the room with the Command Team and couldn’t get over how young the Arvolo triplets were. She was also amazed at how different they were. If the three of them were placed on a continuum of behavior: Arve would be on the outrageous end of line; Grest would be at the conservative, strong, steady end of the line and Angel would be right in the middle of them. They balanced each other out. The combination of their personalities was something to watch. Their intelligence was off the scale and their practical use of it was startling. Bret just sat back and lobbed questions and statements in on them that caused them to react. He was the catalyst that made it work. She wasn’t sure how she was going to fit in. She knew she wanted a rematch with Angel; well, that would come later.
Arve sat in his chair and stared at the new member of the team. She was a striking woman. She was about five feet ten inches tall and her black hair was cut in a pixie style. He couldn’t really decide if her eyes were blue, hazel, or green; they seemed to change color when light hit them from different angles. Those eyes appeared to be constantly taking everything in around her and her expression was open and friendly. Where did Angel and Bret find her? He heard Angel speak and he turned his attention to his sister.
“Commodore Banks, how has the training of the Rovers been going?”
Dizzy looked at Angel and said, “Call me Dizzy. Most of them are adjusting quite well to the change. They appear to get much more out of the new Jukeboxes than the pilot’s they replaced.”
Arve’s eyes narrowed, “Dizzy?”
Elizabeth looked at Arve, “Yes; when I was in the Academy, one of the pilots trying to catch me during maneuvers said I made him very dizzy; the name stuck.”
Arve smiled, “Dizzy it is.”
Angel listened to the back and forth and shook her head, “They aren’t progressing fast enough. There has to be a way to get them ahead of the learning curve on the capabilities of the Jukeboxes.”
Dizzy tilted her head, “Is it true that the ship won’t do anything beyond its capabilities?”
Angel looked at Dizzy, “That’s what I’ve been told.”
“Then remove the crews from the Jukeboxes except for the engineering team and offer a challenge to every pilot to do something to make the ship fail. Offer a reward to any pilot that can come up with a maneuver that the ship can’t do.”
Arve smiled, “I like it! The crews can watch the competition and cheer their ships on.”
Grest shook his head, “What if they actually do damage their ship?”
Angel tilted her head to the left and said, “Then we repair it. However, this would really get them to push the ships to their absolute limits. This idea really has merit.” Angel looked at Dizzy, “How would we do it? If we had all our ships inside a small area, there could be collisions.”
Dizzy shook her head, “I’ve been thinking about the new ships and I’ve been wanting to try an experiment.”
Bret said, “What is that?”
“I don’t think the new ships could hit each other if they tried.”
Angel’s eyes narrowed, “Say what?”
“The new force fields don’t have the holes in them like the older ship’s fields; that means the polarity of the fields is much more stable. We know Dark Energy is a repulsive force.” Dizzy looked at Angel and then back at Bret, “What happens when you bring two identically charged objects together?”
Bret said, “If the objects were magnets and they had the same charge, they would push away from each other.”
Dizzy nodded, “Like charges repel each other; opposites attract. All of our force fields share the same charge.”
Bret got excited, “Extremely powerful magnets take tremendous force to bring them together, if they have the same charge. That’s how our high speed trains operate.”
Dizzy tilted her head and nodded, “And we all know the power of the new force fields. I really think the ships can’t hit each other. I’m not even sure you could make two ship’s force fields make contact.”
Angel looked at Arve, “Let’s find out. Go to your ship and get ready to trial this.”
Arve smiled and jumped up. He sprinted out of the room and Dizzy looked at Angel, “Is he always this energetic?”
Angel shook her head, “You have no idea.” She stood up and said, “Let’s adjourn this meeting for the moment and go to the bridge.” The four Union Officers stood and walked out of the conference room.
• • •
Arve arrived on the Bridge of the Melbourne and yelled at his Executive Officer, “Battle Stations!” The klaxons began wailing and he buckled into his chair and put on his combat helmet. He activated the visor and saw the Wellington had its force field at full power. It was using the standard field to cover the ship’s entire hull and he left the Melbourne’s force field in standard combat mode. He saw all decks had reported in and he looked at the microphone on his visor. A list appeared and he looked at the first one on the list, “Angel, we’re ready when you are.”
Angel saw all the other members of the team had buckled in to a chair on the bridge and said, “Let’s try this slowly. Pull your ship up beside the Wellington and use your thrusters to push it toward me.”
Arve looked at his helmsman, “I have the ship.”
“Yes Sir.”
Arve moved the Melbourne two hundred yards out from the Wellington and activated the side thrusters. The giant battleship began slowly moving toward its twin. The Helmsman began saying, “A hundred and fifty yards…a hundred and twenty…a hundred…seventy five…fifty…twenty five…”
Arve listened and said, “Distance?”
“Sir, it’s holding at twenty yards.”
“We’re not moving?”
“Yes Sir, we are; it’s just we’re pushing the other ship with us.”
“Angel…”
“I know. I’m activating my thrusters and start resisting your push. The two battleships stopped in space and moved to eighteen yards separating them. “Arve, I’m at ten percent thrust.”
“So am I, Sir.”
“Alright, I’m going to start increasing thrust and I want you to match me. I’ll call out the power level and a second later go to it. Try to move your level at the same moment.”
“Call it out.”
“Twenty…thirty…forty…fifty…” Angel felt the Wellington start to vibrate.
She looked at her Helmsman, “Fifteen feet, Sir.”
“Arve, are you getting vibration?”
“I am.”
“Attention all crewmembers, buckle in tightly.” The crew looked at each other and wondered what was going on. A Jukebox was just outside the ship’s force field. “Sixty…seventy…eighty…” Suddenly, the Wellington rolled over the top of the Melbourne and shot away at near maximum speed. Angel fought the controls and heard the gravity compensators whine; however, they weren’t close to being overloaded.
Arve stopped the Melbourne’s roll and brought the ship to a stop. “What happened, Admiral?”
Angel blew out a breath as Dizzy said, “What happens when two magnets with the same polarity are pushed together?”
Arve nodded, “They’ll try to slide away from each other.” Arve thought for a moment and said, “I’d like to try something, Admiral.”
Angel looked at Bret and Dizzy saw her roll her eyes, “What is that?”
“I want us to activate the cone force field and hit each other head on.” Angel started laughing and kept her microphone shut off so Arve wouldn’t hear her. Arve said, “Admiral.”
Bret kept his tone neutral and said, “Give us a moment; we’re discussing it.”
“Standing by.”
Dizzy watched Angel and Bret laugh out loud and Grest frown and shake his head. She looked at Angel, “What’s so funny?”
“This is so Arve. I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted us to back into each other. He’s always doing something off the wall.”
Dizzy smiled and said, “What do you think would happen if we did it?”
Angel continued to laugh and after a moment she stopped. She stopped smiling and then looked at Grest, “You’re the expert on force fields; what do you think would happen?”
Grest shrugged, “I suspect the two ships would deflect away from each other like a blaster beam that hits the sloped side of the force field. The faster they’re moving; the more dramatic the deflection would be.”
Dizzy said, “I think the correct term would be that they would ricochet off each other.” Angel looked at Dizzy as she said, “Anytime a radical departure from course is made; the ship will slow to make the change. A ricochet doesn’t lose much speed.”
Angel nodded, “So two ships being chased could deliberately hit each other and fly away from their pursuers faster than they could be chased.”
“I suspect Arve has already thought of that.”
Angel activated her microphone, “Arve, you’re six thousand miles away. We’re going to hit head on at thirty percent speed.”
“Don’t you think that’s a little high?”
Angel’s eyes flew open and she shook her head. Bret quickly said, “What speed do you recommend?”
“Let’s try eight hundred miles an hour.”
Angel said, “Eight hundred it is. I’m coming your way.”
The two giant ships came roaring in on each other and the Melbourne hit the Wellington on the right side of its force field. Both ships flew away from each other at a sixty degree angle. Angel barely heard the gravity compensators and she looked at the data on her helmet visor, “We actually picked up speed. We exited at nine hundred and fifty miles per hour.”
Grest said, “The extra speed was generated by the two force fields pushing against each other when they hit.”
Angel nodded, Arve, we’re going to keep doing this until the gravity compensators tell us to stop.”
“Alllllrrrriiiiiiggggghhhhttttt!!”
• • •
Dizzy sat in her chair and knew life in the Navy as she knew it was going to undergo a radical change. She knew there was no possible way Fleet Command would have ever approved running two fifty billion credit starships head on into each other. These officers did it and tried to push it to the limit. This is where the action was really going to take place. She shook her head and smiled; this was going to be fun.
Bret looked at his panel, “Sir, I have a priority message coming in from Fleet.”
“Put it on the Monitor.”
Angel watched the monitor and saw her father appear, ““How far are you and your brothers from Earth?”
“We’re about twenty minutes out between Neptune and Uranus.”
“I’m jumping out to your location. An Alien Battleship has appeared outside the edge of our galaxy and is hanging in space with its force field down. I’m going to see what they want and I don’t want to give them any information about how many new Jukeboxes are in our inventory. I’m certain they will be able to tell if I take a different ship out to meet with them; so I want you and your brothers to go with me.”
“We’ll be waiting.” Angel turned to Grest, “Go to your ship and go to battle stations. Arve, did you hear that message?”
“I did; I’ll be moving to the left wing.”
Angel looked at Dizzy, “Looks like you’re in for the ride. Your ship hasn’t arrived yet.”
“I don’t want to miss it, Sir.”
Angel saw her father’s Rover appear and she was surprised when he and her mother entered the bridge. Dat came in and everyone came to attention; Angel saluted and said, “Welcome aboard, Sir.”
Dat returned the salute and said, “As you were; do you have the coordinates?”
Angel looked at Bret and he nodded, “Yes Sir.”
Dat went to the command chair and Angel went to the second’s chair. Bret moved to the weapons console and Dizzy moved over to the Navigator’s console. Gresha stood behind Dat and Angel said, “Sir, you should buckle into one of the chairs.” Gresha looked at her daughter with eyes narrowed and Angel said, “This ship is capable of overwhelming the gravity compensators.” Gresha’s expression changed slightly and she moved to the chair Dizzy had formerly occupied. Dat looked at Angel and said, “Admiral, you have the ship. Take us out.”
Angel looked at Bret and he nodded again, “Melbourne and Haven, we’ll be jumping to the coordinates in four, three, two, one…” The three ships shimmered for a moment and disappeared.



Chapter Seven
The Tenth Master arrived outside the huge spiral galaxy and turned off his ship’s force field. The Ship’s Leader looked at him with his head forward and the Master said, “You saw what happened to the group sent here.” The Leader stared at him for a moment and then moved his head back. “If three of their ships could kill six of ours, putting up our shield would do us no good. I’m hoping they come and communicate.”
“And if they immediately open fire?”
“Do you think the outcome would be different either way?”
“We might have time to escape.”
The Master raised his head slightly, “If we go back without having communicated with this civilization…” The Ship Leader lowered his head. The Master was right, the outcome would be the same. One moment space was clear and in the next moment the large navy blue ship was surrounded by three white battleships; and they did have their force fields activated. The Master looked at his Communication Leader, “Do you have the frequency they used?”
“Your panel is set on it, Master.”
The Master sat in his chair and pressed a button, “I see you arrived promptly.”
Dat heard the transmission in his language and knew the Aliens had been listening to the Union’s communications. He pressed the green button on his control board and said, “I’m somewhat surprised you came here after your previous actions.”
“I’m just as surprised you didn’t show up shooting at me.”
“I considered doing just that but you know how hope springs eternal.”
“No, I’m not sure what you mean by that.”
“That says a lot about you; however, why did you openly come here? You’ve been watching us for a very long time. I would think you’ve seen everything that would interest you.”
“Those ships you arrived in has me very interested. We’ve not seen them.”
“You didn’t look hard enough.”
“Oh but we did. We’re of the belief that they weren’t built in your galaxy. Which then begs the question of what you’re hiding and just what assets you really have?”
Dat shook his head and looked at Gresha. She ran her hand across her neck and he muted the panel. “He’s here to see if we will reveal anything that might cause them a problem. It appears that being is being blatantly honest to see if you’ll do the same.”
Dat nodded and unmuted the panel, “You broke your promise right after you made it.”
The Master saw the being communicating with him wasn’t going to take the bait. “You really can’t blame us for that.”
“Yes I can. If you didn’t intend to keep it, you never should have made it.”
“Are you going to tell me you kept your promise?”
“I am.”
“Do you expect me to believe that you knew you were being observed and didn’t do the same?”
“You can belief what you want. However, we keep our promises. It was the huge additional number of probes you recently sent that told us you were going to take action against us. Having a probe assigned to follow all of our senior military leaders was not just observing, as you call it. The last one firing at our Leaders confirmed our suspicions. Following that up with an attack on our Capital made it clear you are now a clear and present danger to my civilization.”
“Your destruction of those ships showed us that you are also a danger to us.”
Dat shook his head, “So let me see if I understand you; if we had allowed you to destroy our Capital, you would have then left us alone?”
The Master knew the idea was ludicrous to say yes but he was boxed in, “Yes.”
“It appears we have nothing to say to each other. Your paranoia is not something that a rational mind should deal with.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Your civilization is mentally ill. You think anyone that learns of your existence is a danger to you. That is aberrant behavior. You’re not attempting to reach an understanding. You’re here to see if you can delay any action we might take and uncover anything that would give insight as to what we’ve done or are going to do.”
“It appears you have no fear of us.”
“That’s your paranoia speaking; I don’t fear you and your ship. Perhaps you’ll leave peacefully now. If you’re still here in ten seconds, I’m going to blow your ship apart.”
“But.”
“Eight seconds.”
The Master looked at the Ship Leader and nodded. The large blue ship turned and accelerated away. A moment later it left normal space as its jump field surrounded it. Dat looked over his shoulder, “Did that ship launch any probes?”
Stone nodded, “It was sending them out during your conversation.”
“How many?”
“Twenty.”
“Did you have them followed?”
“There is an advanced probe following each of them.”
“Destroy them now.”
Stone pressed a button on his panel and looked up, “It appears these probes have a stronger force field around them.” Dat lowered his head and Bret said, “It took two beams to kill them; they are all destroyed, Sir.”
“Did you dispatch a probe with that ship?”
“I had a tracker attached to its hull. The Advanced Probe will follow the tracker’s signal.”
Gresha looked at Dat, “You know they’ll be expecting that ship to be followed. Is it a good idea to send our most advanced probes with that ship?”
Dat looked at Bret, “She’s right. Terminate the tracker and recall the probe.”
Bret shrugged and pressed a button, “The following probe just sent the signal. The tracker fell off and melted into the boundary. “I’ve recalled the probe.”
Angel shook her head, “It would have been good if we could have followed that ship to the planet it came from.”
Dat looked at Angel and smiled, “We already know where it is. We’ve been watching them for eighteen years.”
“I thought you told him we keep our promises?”
“The promise was that we would not go into their galaxy without permission. They gave us permission by sending their probes here to invite us.”
Arve snickered, “That’s cutting it fine, Sir.”
“Why else would they have sent those probes but to invite us to come?”
Dizzy looked at Dat, “What do we know about them, Sir?”
“They’re carnivores. They feed on the populations they conquer. They don’t consume the growth rate of the planets they’re on but they do rule with a heavy hand. They appear to have been doing it for a very long time. On the planets they conquered a very long time ago, the local populations choose those that will be eaten. It appears they have adapted to their ruler’s demands.”
Arve said, “And we wouldn’t do anything to stop this if they had not attacked us?”
Gresha looked at her son and said, “There are some benefits of their system.”
Arve looked at his mother with shock a shocked expression, “Such as!?!”
“The conquered civilizations live in peace with no worries about being attacked by another civilization. Can we say the same?”
“Your home world could have said the same thing.”
“Yes we could have; but these worlds are not forced to live a primitive existence. Their cities are modern, clean, and well run. Their standard of living is excellent. I suspect most of the older conquests wouldn’t want to change anything.”
“But how can they live with members of their families being eaten?”
Dat looked at Angel and tilted his head, “Most of the ones they eat are the planet’s criminals and insane. The others choose to do it.”
“For God’s sake, why would anyone choose that?”
“How many people commit suicide every year? I suspect there is some sort of reward system for those that volunteer. Perhaps their families will receive a benefit for their sacrifice.”
Grest said, “They formed a symbiotic relationship with those conquered.” Everyone turned to Grest and he shrugged, “They each benefit from the relationship.”
Dat nodded, “Think about it this way. Their planets have a similar population to ours. Every day on earth, 356,000 people are born. About 144,000 die. You could take just one day’s population growth and feed the conquerors the entire year; the planet wouldn’t feel the impact. In exchange, the conquered get to live in an advanced, modern civilization. If the conquerors weren’t there, disease would kill far more than they do.”
Dizzy said, “The Servants attacked their planets.”
Dat shook his head, “No, actually they never pushed into those being’s space. They were moving closer but never attacked one of their planets.”
“So why are they planning to attack us?”
“I suspect they fear we don’t approve of their eating habits and will do something to stop them. Or it could be they just don’t tolerate a possible adversary. They know we know of their existence and they probably see us as an enemy just by knowing about them.”
Bret leaned back in his chair, “How do we match up to them?”
Gresha smiled, “Eighteen years ago they could have come in and plastered the room with us. We were no match for their numbers or their ships. It took us a long time to build up our forces to take on the Servants; they removed the Servants from their galaxy in less than two weeks once they attacked. We’ve been sure to only allow them to see the ships we had at the end of the Servant War. They have not seen us building our forces and we hoped they would just leave us alone if we didn’t represent a danger to them. I’m sure they sent the probes to make sure we would not be a problem.”
“What changed their minds?”
Dat said, “We really don’t know. We need to get some of the modified Rovers into their galaxy to intercept communications and see if they can find out. How are the modifications coming along, Admiral?”
Angel looked at her display, “We have eight thousand completed and Leon has a similar number of Matadors trained on infiltrating their planets.”
Dat nodded and looked at Gresha, “We need to get back and talk with Admiral Hull about getting them moving.” Dat turned to Angel, “Admiral, take us back to Earth and get your ships prepared for combat as quickly as possible.”
“Yes Sir.”
• • •
Dizzy watched the Arvolo family’s interactions and was surprised at how easily they remained professional in their conversation. They addressed each other by their ranks and didn’t show any evidence of different treatment to their children. She suspected they had grown up learning the importance of appearances and impropriety. She saw that the triplets were comfortable with their parents being in command. She didn’t know if she could have felt the same under the same circumstances.
• • •
The Master’s ship appeared in normal space outside its home galaxy and was instantly surrounded by more than a million ships with their force fields expanded against each other. The globe began moving in toward the single ship in the center as they slowly reduced the size of their force fields. The Master looked at the Ship Leader, “Did you determine anything about those three ships?”
“They were the same three ships that killed our six ships.”
“They were!?!”
“Yes; the markings were the same.”
“Why would they send the same ships?”
“They might be the only ones they have in that class.”
The Master thought about that for a moment and said, “Or they could want us to believe they are the only three they have.”
The Leader leaned forward, “You can beat yourself up over and over and still not know the answer to that question.”
“I suspect the other Masters can work on that issue.” The Master looked at the Leader and said, “If you had to make a choice, what would you say?”
“They have more of them.”
“Why do you say that?”
“It would be stupid to destroy all of our probes with only three of those ships in their inventory.”
The Master’s head went back in agreement, “You’re right; they’re playing us just like we tried to play them.”
“It appears they’re better at it than us.”
“Oh?”
“All of the probes we released have been destroyed.”
“Oh.”
“And nothing has been detected around us. They expected us to do this and didn’t have us followed. That civilization is not going to be an easy target.”
The Tenth looked at his Ship Leader and respected his wisdom. He wasn’t a young commander but he was experienced. If he had come from a higher family, he would have been given a fleet. He deserved to have one.
The Tenth watched the giant globe arrive and heard the Fleet Leader say to the Lead Master, “Nothing was here.”
“Tenth, Bring your ship back and report to the table.”
The Master pushed a button, “I’ll arrive momentarily.”
• • •
Angel looked at the three thousand Jukeboxes arrayed in ten formations and looked at the microphone on her visor’s display, “Commodore Arve Arvolo’s fleet will be the first to start the competition. Your ship’s computers are linked to the main computer at Fleet Control and it will track the Gee forces each of you are able to attain during the next twenty minutes. The one hundred ships that pull the highest Gee force during this exercise will move on to the second round. Your engineering section is on board to make sure all your systems are functioning properly so everyone will have an equal opportunity to win. You are challenged to push your ships beyond their capabilities. The exercise will commence in one minute.”
Bret looked at Angel, “Do you think they’ll do it?”
Angel smiled, “Fleet will be announcing the top ten ships and the bottom ten ships as the exercise is being done. You know how competitive pilots are. They won’t want to be in that last group and if they’re not in the first group, they’ll push themselves.”
• • •
Rahj looked at his visor and saw the ships around him. He was nervous about hitting another ship and he decided to accelerate straight ahead and pull the ship vertically. The countdown hit zero and he accelerated at top speed and pulled back on the controls. He smiled at how hard the ship turned and glanced at his panel. His ship was in last place.
His eyes went wide and he pushed the ship into an immediate dive and heard the gravity compensators whine slightly. He looked again and he was in next to last place. He looked in his visor and saw ships doing tight twists and spirals and knew he was out of his league. He twisted the ship hard left and then yanked as hard as he could on the wheel. The gravity compensators screamed and he saw his name in tenth place in the top ten. His eyes narrowed, “So that’s what has to be done.” He flipped the rear end of the ship around and while, moving backwards, accelerated at full speed into a dive with the ship spinning in a tight spiral as it made a hundred and eighty degree turn. He glanced at the board and saw he was back in the bottom ten. He gritted his teeth and thought, “Come on Girl, show me what you’ve got.” He flew the ship like a demon but couldn’t get his name back in the top ten. He forced himself to think. What causes high gravity? Come on think; time is running out. Then he realized that high Gees happen during deceleration as much, or more, than acceleration. He picked a lane through the mass of ships and hit full power on the thrusters as he reduced the ship’s mass to a hundred pounds. He instantly went to half the speed of light and he fired the port side thrusters to swing the ship around. The rear ship’s rear came around as he returned the ship’s full mass and hit full thrusters to slow the ship down. The gravity compensators screamed at a volume that was deafening and the giant ship came to a stop as the compensators blew out. He was slammed forward in his command chair and looked at the panel as the exercise ended. His name was in first place. His ship was the only one that had to be towed out of the competition. “Thanks, Rahj; I don’t know if I’ll be able to stand up for a week.”
Rahj shook his head at the engineer’s comment, “Sorry, Jim. I guess I got carried away.”
“Well, we won. We have a week to recover.”
“What happened to the compensators?”
“They said frip it and quit. I was close to doing the same thing.”
• • •
Bret looked at Angel with his eyes wide, “That pilot is crazy!”
“Well, he taught us what we can’t do. Did anyone else manage to damage their ship?”
“No Sir; however I do have a huge number of them demanding a rematch.”
“Find out from Fleet what they did during the event.”
“They’ve already sent the results to my panel and every pilot improved their gravity quotient more than fifty percent. Even the bottom ten were far ahead of the previous highs.”
Angel looked at Dizzy, “This was a great idea.” Dizzy shrugged and smiled.
• • •
Three weeks later the finals were held and Rahj won the competition. He used the same maneuver to win, only this time he returned the ship to only eighty percent of its mass. Every pilot in the three units came out of the exercise with a working knowledge of what their ship was capable of doing. Angel immediately started the three units running in to each other to determine how much of an angle could be achieved at varying collision speeds. The training started slow but picked up speed quickly. Most of the pilots discovered that a ninety degree turn with little or no loss of speed could be done at combat speed after colliding with another ship. The Fleet was becoming a deadly force.
• • •
Dat and Gresha entered Admiral Hull’s office and she looked up from her monitor, “Have either of you been monitoring the exercises your children are doing?”
Dat looked at Gresha and she shook her head. He looked at Katherine and shook his head, “I can’t say that we have.”
“Come look at this.”
Dat and Gresha walked around her desk and watched collisions between hundreds of Jukebox Battleships. The ships would hit and fly off at impossible angles. Dat shook his head, “Is that possible?”
Kat shook her head, “It appears the new ship’s force field repels each other. She appears to be using that to develop new maneuvers. Who approved collisions with our newest battleship?”
Gresha smiled, “I’m reasonably certain she trialed this before she implemented it in her fleet.”
“Who approved the first collision? This is ludicrous. They’re risking a fifty billion credit warship.”
Dat continued to watch the collisions and said, “Those ships don’t appear to be slowing down when they hit each other.”
Kat rolled her eyes, “Of course they’re not slowing down. According to my computer they’re picking up speed.” Dat’s brow furrowed and Katherine said, “You need to get the rest of the fleets up to speed on this.”
Gresha started laughing and Kat said, “What?”
“I thought you were angry.”
“No, I’m amazed at this. This could be a great escape maneuver.”
Dat smiled, “I’ll talk with them and get the details on how it works.”
Gresha looked at Katherine, “Have you decided on sending the Rovers?”
“Not yet. I’m reluctant to send them.”
Dat shook his head, “We need to know what they’re doing. They may be planning a major attack and we need to know in advance if they are.”
“Do you think they are?”
“I do. I suspect they were delayed by the loss of their probes.”
Katherine pushed a button on her panel and said, “Let me check with Brad on an issue.” A moment later General Robinson entered Kat’s office and she said, “What’s the status of the planetary defense shields?”
“We’ve converted all of the old force fields to the new reactors and Dark Energy fields. The reactors are being supplemented by geothermal generators and their power has gone up tremendously.”
Gresha looked at Kat and her confusion was obvious, “Why have those shields gone unused for so long?”
“They wouldn’t withstand the blasters of the Grillen or the Servants. The holes in the former Dark Energy Fields were little more than a thin film against the newest blasters our enemies were using.”
Gresha nodded, “And the new field?”
Kat looked at Brad, “They can withstand our newest penetrators for several days before starting to fail. The power available on a planet can’t be matched on any kind of mobile platform and that includes the new Jukeboxes.”
Dat went to a chair in front of Admiral Hull’s desk and leaned back, “Are you suggesting our planets are safe from the Alien’s battleships?”
Brad looked at Katherine and then looked back at Dat, “If they aren’t, we will never be. My data says that those six ships that invaded would not have been able to penetrate them.”
“What if they bombard the planet with a hundred thousand ships?”
“We have fleets to prevent that from happening.” Dat’s eyes narrowed and Brad said, “However, they may still hold up even under those circumstances. We won’t really know unless it happens.”
Kat listened to the exchange and said, “Send the Rovers and scouts.”
Dat nodded and Brad said, “I’ll issue the orders under your name, Sir.” Katherine nodded and Brad left the room.
“I need to contact Blacky.”
“The new Ruler of the Matadors is now called Jolam.”
Dat’s head went back, “Say what?”
“The Matadors don’t like their spiritual leader being addressed by a Human name. They feel it doesn’t show the proper respect to his position in their society. They recognize that we can’t pronounce his full name but a portion of it sounds like Jolam spoken very fast. They feel that’s enough to honor him.”
Dat looked at Gresha and she shook her head as she smiled, “What about Ringie?”
“They’re fine with that. She also told them to basically shove it if they didn’t like it.” Dat looked at Katherine and she saw his confusion. “Jolam also tried to retain his old name but the warriors demanded he accept his New Role. He acquiesced to keep our civilizations on good terms.”
Dat said, “Jolam. Ummm…I can’t wait to see him and call him that.”
Gresha shook her head, “Hey, go easy on him. I hear he’s dying to go out with the scouts but has to stay and rule the Matadors.”
“Who’s leading the warriors now?”
“His oldest male child, Leon.”
“Leon?”
“He liked the story of Ponce de Leon. I hear he’s so much like his father, it’s disconcerting.”
Dat smiled, “I met him as a child. He was one highly energetic Matador.”
Kat sighed, “So was Jolam.”
Dat looked at Gresha and smiled, “We’re going to see…Jolam and look at the Matador’s readiness for the mission, if that meets with your approval, Admiral.”
“Please go. I’ve not really been able to find out where they are in terms of getting prepared.”
Dat stood and Gresha followed him out of the Admiral’s office.
• • •
Jolam looked at his son and shook his head, “Explain this to me again. Just how are you able to go into the ground with that belt inside you?”
Leon smiled, “The technology has changed since your time, Father. We are no longer required to absorb the devices into our bodies.”
“Then what do you do with them?”
“As I understand it, the device can be sent into the barrier between normal and subspace until I need it.”
Jolam stared at Leon for a long moment and then said, “Are you serious? That belt has a jump drive installed on it?”
“Belwen says it doesn’t completely enter subspace; it floats on the barrier between normal and subspace, so it doesn’t require a jump to be done.”
“And how do you retrieve it?”
“I take two of my arms, twist them around each other, and press the palms against each other.”
“Are any particular two arms required?”
“No, any of the eight will work.”
“And you won’t be seen if the belt is activated?”
“Belwen says it has the same field as the new probes. I, however, prefer using my natural skills to hide.”
“Notify Belwen I want one of those belts made for me.”
Leon sighed, “The Council of Elders has requested him not to do that.”
Jolam’s anger was immediate, “I won’t leave to use it!”
“They’re more concerned that you might leave to escape your title.”
Jolam sighed as his head rolled down his round body until it was under his legs, “If I knew the cage this position would be, I never would have accepted it. I miss the days of hunting and fighting the good fight.”
Leon nodded, “I know how to program the belts, Father. I’ll get one for you.”
Jolam stared at Leon and said, “And for this favor, what do you require in return?”
“I humbly ask that I not be chosen as your successor. I don’t want to endure what you’re going through.”
Jolam’s head went back up to the top of his body, “I will do as you ask, even if you can’t get me a belt.”
Leon’s smile was huge, “Thank you, Father. Thank you so much.”
“You know you are the best qualified for the title?”
Leon sighed, “I know; I’m just too selfish to allow guilt to force me to it.”
Jolam looked up and saw the small white Union Ship dropping from high altitude, “I want you to stay here for a meeting.”
Leon looked up and saw the Rover, “Who is coming?”
“Dat Arvolo.”
Leon smiled, “I’ve been looking forward to meeting him.”
“You met him when you were a baby.”
“Yeah, I remember but I was too young to be interested in anything but play. You and he go back a long way.”
“He’s the reason we’re alive. He chose not to destroy our last surviving planet.”
Leon nodded as he watched the Rover land and two humans step out. “They’re younger than I thought.”
Jolam’s head rolled quickly to his chest, “Don’t say that to them!”
“Why not?”
“When we modified them to be able to have children, we also modified their DNA.”
Leon stared at his father, “You extended their life expectancy?”
“Not only theirs but their children as well.”
“How long?”
“We don’t know. We just turned off the clock that governed their aging process.”
Leon’s head rolled down to his chest and back to the top of his body, “As the humans would say, mum’s the word.” Jolam laughed out loud.
Dat and Gresha exited their ship and saw their old friend standing with another Matador that was even larger than him. The two Matadors came to meet them and Jolam put two arms around Dat and another two around Gresha as he gave each of them a small squeeze, “How are my favorite Human and Haven?”
Dat smiled, “I’ve missed you. I understand I can’t call you Blacky anymore.”
Jolam’s head rolled down to his chest and he put a hand on Dat’s mouth, “Shhhh…the Elders are rather sensitive about that. I think it’s stupid but they are set in their ways. I’m not allowed to be addressed by anything but my title now.”
“You title is Jolam?”
“No, that’s just one of the sounds in it. It’s pronounced like Jum. They aren’t so stupid as to think that a human’s vocal apparatus could say the entire word. After eight weeks of negotiation, the two agreed on Jolam.”
Gresha hugged Jolam and smiled, “They really are serious about this.”
Jolam shrugged four of his arms, “I’m the first one chosen in ten thousand years to be the Ruler and Religious Leader. They do take it quite seriously. By the way, this is my eldest child, Leon.”
Leon smiled, “I’m very pleased to meet you. I’m looking forward to working with you on the coming scouting missions.”
Dat’s mouth fell open, “He sounds just like you, Bla…I mean Jolam.”
Jolam smiled, “His physical attributes are the closest to mine of all my children.”
Gresha looked at Leon, “Have you taken on one of the Cape Buffalo?”
Leon smiled, “Yes, I have. Why do you ask?”
“They were somewhat difficult to handle last time we saw your parents.”
Jolam smiled, “The additional strength we acquired from the Servants made the difference.”
Gresha shook her head, “I still remember the night your father caught me outside my home on Haven.”
Jolam shook his head, “Now Gresha, that was a long time ago and a different time.”
“I know; but your child is stronger than you were then, I must say I am really impressed with you, Leon.”
“Thank you. Of course no one is stronger than my father.”
Dat and Gresha looked at Jolam and they saw his pride in his child. Dat said, “I’ve spoken with Belwen and he says your assault force has mastered the new belts.”
Leon’s head rolled down his chest to eye level, “It’s not been easy. I’ve come to realize that the skills the belts provide would make Humans just as good as we are at scouting.”
Dat’s eyes narrowed, “How is that?”
“They allow the wearer to be invisible; the gravity controller allows flight; the language translator in the ear plugs allows the wearer to listen in to conversations a mile away. The only things we have beyond that is our strength, speed and ability to melt into the soil. I can actually fly faster with more control using the belt.”
Gresha looked at Dat, “We need to get our children trained on them now.”
“Why?”
“What if their ship is damaged? They could use the belt to escape and not be seen.” Gresha turned to Leon, “What about providing atmosphere?”
“The belts actually pull it from a facility through subspace. There is no longer a limit on how long one could breathe in space.”
Dat smiled, “Or underwater.”
Leon looked at Dat and his head went on top of his body, “I hadn’t thought about that.”
“You could operate in a lake or pond close to the place you want to scout.”
Jolam sighed, “God, I miss being in the middle of the action.”
Dat put his arm on his old friend’s shoulder; he had to reach up to do it, “Part of the price of growing old.”
“Easy for you to say.”
“Huh, what do you mean?”
“Nothing, I just don’t think I’m that old.”
Dat nodded and said, “Let’s go inside and talk about the coming drops on the Alien’s planets.” The four turned and walked toward Jolam’s palace. Leon knew his father was miserable but there was nothing that could be done about it. He was thankful he was going to be spared the misery of leading his species.



Chapter Eight
The Tenth replayed the conversation with the being in the spiral galaxy and the Second looked around the table, “What conclusions can we make from this?”
The Fourth, who was the Military Master, said, “Not much. Sending the same three ships causes more questions than answers. We must get inside that Galaxy and see what we’re up against.”
The Sixth’s head moved forward, “It wouldn’t do us much good now.”
The Leader looked at the Sixth, “Why?”
“My Seeker Leader has been jumping probes in and making immediate scans. They are usually destroyed within thirty seconds.”
“Is that enough time to see what’s going on?”
“If they could get close to their major planets, they would. However, it appears that civilization has disrupted space around their capital and military planets. The probes are too far out to make a good scan. By the time the scan can be read, the probes are destroyed.”
The Leader didn’t like what he was hearing, “Do any of you think they have come here and scanned our space?”
The Second’s head went forward and back, “There is no way to know. They insist they’ve kept their promise but I don’t know if we can believe them.”
The Leader thought about it and said, “Disrupt space around our major planets as well.”
The Second leaned forward, “Why would you want that done?”
“If they kept their promise up to now, I don’t expect them to honor it anymore.”
The Fourth spoke into his panel and looked up, “The disruption will be done in a day.”
The Ninth said, “What are we going to do?”
The Leader looked at the Masters and said, “I’m not going to wait on them to attack; however, I am not going to risk our fleets taking them on in their galaxy without knowing what we’re facing.” He turned to the Sixth, “I want a planet chosen in that galaxy that hasn’t had space around it disrupted. Send a Quadzen of Battleships to attack it and we’ll see how they respond.”
The Fourth leaned back, “Do you want space disrupted around the planet?”
“What do you think?”
“We won’t be able to escape if our ships are heavily outnumbered. However, it might allow us to kill the planet before they could arrive to save it.”
The Leader stared at the Military Master and said, “Our goal is to see how they respond to our attack. I could care less if the planet is hit. We’ve seen what can happen if our ships are trapped in disrupted space without a means of escape. I think it would be better to go in without disrupting space. If you feel differently, tell me why.”
The Tenth almost remained silent but felt he had to say what he thought, “We could extradite ourselves from the current situation if we don’t go too far. Up to this point, we’ve only killed nine of their old battleships. If we destroy a planet, we will cross a point of no return.”
The Leader stared at the Tenth for a long moment before saying, “Do you not think we’re past that point anyway?”
“I keep thinking about what that being said.”
“What is that?”
“He said we’re mentally ill and are unable to believe that there are civilizations that are not a danger to us. I wonder if he might be right.”
“There’s something else; what is it?”
“They chose to destroy all our probes. Why did they feel they could do that without being destroyed? Why did they do it at this particular moment? Is it possible they are more powerful than we believe? I did not sense any fear in the being I talked to. That bothers me.”
The Leader stared at the Tenth and looked around the table, “Do any of you have anything to add to what the Tenth just said?” The other Masters remained silent. The Leader looked at the Tenth, “What would you do if this were your decision?”
“I would jump our ships in far enough away from the planet to allow that civilization to respond. If they didn’t respond, I would recall our ships without firing on the planet.”
The Fourth said, “If they don’t respond, we would not have anything to worry about. Destroying the planet will let them know they need to stay at home and defend their galaxy.”
The Tenth lowered himself slightly on his middle leg in submission to the higher rank of the fourth and said, “We could always attack another planet. We can’t give life back to one we destroy. We don’t know enough yet to take actions that would start an interstellar war.”
The Fourth leaned forward and said in a tone that was almost a sneer, “We’ve already committed ourselves to war.”
The Leader watched the exchange and the Second could see his thoughts. He and the Leader knew each other from the time they were cubs. He said, “You will jump in two million miles from the planet and move forward at half speed. If you arrive within firing range of the planet, you will jump away.”
The Fourth was shocked. This was never done. He looked at the Leader who was standing motionless and saw he was not going to overrule the Second. His anger was great but he leaned back. The Leader said, “You will go with the ships.” The Fourth was shocked again. “You should see firsthand what that civilization is capable of doing. Report back to us after your mission is complete.”
“But Master…” The Second rose up on his two outer legs and the Fourth knew he had gone too far. He stood and leaned back. The Leader moved his head slightly back and the Fourth turned and left the chamber.
• • •
The Sixth said, “My Seekers have managed to find several of their probes in our galaxy.”
The Leader jerked his attention to the Sixth, “Have you been able to damage one for examination?”
“No, they disappear when we move a ship or probe in on them.”
“So they were lying about spying on us?” The Sixth’s head went up slightly.
The Tenth was reluctant to say anything but knew he had to do it, “Master.” The Master tuned to him. “How is it that all of our probes we had in that galaxy, as well as the ones I launched when I was there, were unable to see their probes? But now we are able to see them here?”
The Master stared at the Tenth and looked at the Second and Third who were also confused by the observation. The Master turned back to the Tenth and said, “What does this say to you?”
“Either you are right and they are spying on us…or…the probes we’re seeing come from somewhere else.”
The Master immediately rose on his outer two legs and his shock was clear. He looked around the room and said, “How do we confirm this?”
The other Masters were in a state of confusion and began talking over each other. The Second brought them to order and said, “Third, “I want your opinion first.” The Leader listened to each member of the Table Council and saw they had no clue as to how to find out. The Second finally asked the Tenth and he said, “I would recall the Fourth from leading the ships to attack one of their planets.”
The Second leaned forward, “Why would you do that?”
“He’s more prone to do something aggressive than most of us.” The Leader moved his head back.
The Second saw the Leader’s agreement and turned back to the Tenth, “Are you saying we don’t send the ships?”
“No, just place my Ship Leader in command of them and charge him with finding out. We need to make sure those ships have our most sophisticated scanning ship with them.”
“Why?”
“If we launch a hundred main battleships at one on their planets, do you not think they would send probes to watch us? Oh there will be probes present; and if we can’t detect them…”
The Leader said, “Then the probes we are detecting don’t belong to them.”
The Leader stared at the Tenth and saw a rare talent. He leaned back and said after a moment, “Would you still go through the appearance of attacking a planet?”
The Tenth looked at the other two Masters associated with the Military and knew he was causing a high level of animosity by speaking against their plans. The Leader saw him look and knew the next moment would define for him if the Tenth was all he appeared to be. The Tenth said, “I would not advance on the planet. I would jump in and wait for them to respond.”
The Leader smiled and said, “The Tenth is now promoted to number Three.”
The Masters in the room looked at the Leader but none of them showed any hostility. They had witnessed the Tenth’s actions and knew that he deserved his new status. “Master, I am not as experienced as the others at the Table.”
The Leader said, “That might be a good thing. We’re missing things that need to be seen.” The Leader turned and the Second pressed the table. He recalled the former Fourth and ordered the Scan Ship to join the ships leaving for the spiral galaxy. The New Third contacted his Ship Leader and told him what he needed done. The Ship Leader was not happy. Just how was he going to find out about the probes without being attacked? He moved his battleship to the formation above the Alien’s Capital. “Leader, our ships are ready and waiting for your orders.”
The Leader saw the planet chosen to attack was the Capital of a species called Moet. He rose on is outer two legs and said, “Set the entry point in normal space even with the Planet’s second moon. If we are fired on, all ships will jump back here. Is that clear.”
“Yes, Leader.”
“As soon as any warships arrive, all ships will jump away.”
“Leader, why are we going if we’re just going to run?”
“I will remain behind to see if I can get the beings to communicate.”
“Leader…”
“You have your orders, carry them out.”
“Yes, Leader.”
• • •
Angel heard the Klaxons start blaring and she looked at Bret. He was reading his panel and said, “A hundred plus Alien Battleships have just jumped in on the Moet’s Capital.”
Angel pulled her Helmet on and said, “I want a hundred ships ready to jump.”
Bret stared at his panel and said, “Sir, the Alien Ships are not advancing on the planet. They’re holding station at the second moon.”
Angel’s brow furrowed and she saw the feed coming from the Moet’s system. She thought furiously and said, “Arve, Grest, Dizzy; prepare to follow me to the Moet System. We’ll be jumping out in fifteen seconds.”
Dizzy said, “I’m having a hundred ships locking in the planet’s coordinates to jump in to support us if needed.” Angel nodded and smiled. Dizzy was cool under stress. Angel saw the countdown reach zero and her ship disappeared from normal space.
• • •
The Wellington appeared above the Moet’s Capital and Angel saw the Haven, Melbourne, and Troy appear next to her ship. She looked at her helmet visor and saw the Alien Ships remained in formation and weren’t moving. She took the ship controls and began accelerating toward the invaders.
• • •
The Ship Leader looked at the Leader of the Scan Ship on his board, “Do you detect any probes?”
“No, I do not. Nothing is on my displays.”
“Do you think there are any present?”
The Scan Leader moved his head forward, “I have no way of knowing. However, I would have probes sent to follow any ships sent into my galaxy.”
The Ship Leader saw the four ships start moving toward his formation and knew he was out of time. He pressed his panel and said, “All ships will return to our point of departure. Leave now.” The hundred plus ships saw the four huge ships accelerating toward them and were reluctant to leave one of their own behind. However, they were well trained and followed their orders. They jumped away leaving the single battleship behind.
• • •
Angel watched her panel and saw the Alien Ships disappear. She activated her communicator, “Back off and slow down.” The four Jukeboxes slowed and approached the single blue battleship until they were a thousand miles away. Angel looked at Bret and he said, “It appears they want to talk again.”
“Why would they bring that many ships and then send them away?’
“I don’t know; why don’t you ask him?”
Angel snickered and said, “I’m curious as to why you sent the other ships away.”
The Ship Leader blew out some atmosphere and said, “I felt like they might get in the way.”
“Of what?”
“Getting you to reveal one of your probes.”
Angel’s surprise was instant, “Just why would we do that?”
“I really don’t want to say; just assume that it would go a long way towards helping us better understand you.”
“Stand by.” Angel looked at the Microphone and saw her father’s frequency, “Admiral, are you listening in on my conversation?”
“I am.”
“I need someone in authority to take it from this point.”
“I’ll handle it.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
“Why did you bring those ships into our galaxy? You could have just appeared outside and waited for us to come.”
The Ship Leader thought for a moment and said, “You told me you were going to blow my ship apart if I didn’t immediately leave. I didn’t know if that threat was still a reality. I brought the ships to get you to pause long enough to see that I didn’t come to attack you.”
“Why did you come to this planet?”
“One of your senior Military Leaders was directed to come here before we lost our probes. I hoped he might still be here and would communicate with me.”
Dat listened to the Alien and after a moment said, “You really don’t expect me to believe that, do you?”
“No, but you have to admit it makes a good story.”
Dat was surprised at the Alien’s remark and after a moment smiled, “You’re not the one I spoke with the last time.”
“No, that was one of our Leaders; I’m the commander of his ship.”
Dat lowered his head, “That means he didn’t come because you were planning something that would endanger him.”
The Ship Leader moved side to side in admiration. This being was smart. “We did originally plan to attack this planet to determine your strength. Then we just decided to come and allow you to attack us to make that determination.”
“Then why did you send your ships away?”
“Another issue took priority. We have a need to see one of the probes you use to watch us.”
Dat shook his head, “Let’s just for a moment assume that we have a probe that is watching you; why would we even consider revealing it to you?”
The Ship Leader thought about what to say and knew he wouldn’t reveal it, either. He knew deception was out of the question; this being was too smart for that. He decided the best thing was to be honest. “Revealing a probe could have a positive impact on the direction we are now moving in.”
Dat stared at the Blue Ship in his monitor and shook his head. He muted the microphone and looked at Gresha, “What do you think is going on?”
Gresha shook her head and thought furiously, “I’m not sure. However, what would be the impact of showing him a probe?”
“They’d know we have the ability to spy on them.”
“Do you not think they already know that? How else could we have knocked out all their probes here?” Gresha’s eyes went wide, “They’ve found probes there!”
“What?”
“That’s why he’s here. They’ve discovered probes in their galaxy and want confirmation that they’re ours.”
“But we haven’t launched the Rovers or probes yet.”
“When are they going?”
“The first are launching in ten minutes.”
“Stop them, Dat!”
“But this operation has taken months to get organized.”
“For God’s sake use your brain; think about this!!”
Dat looked at the Blue Ship in his monitor and pressed his panel, “General Robinson, put the launch of our scouts and probes on hold.”
“Admiral, we’re too far into it to stop.”
“General, this is a direct order that you can confirm with Admiral Hull, you will immediately put the launch on hold!”
Brad stared at Admiral Arvolo, “I’ll issue a hold until I can communicate with Admiral Hull.”
“That would be good, General.”
• • •
The Ship Leader waited for a response. He didn’t know if his ship was going to be attacked but he couldn’t leave until the being answered. He looked at his Second and saw him shrug. He spoke, “Are you still there?”
“Give me a moment; we’re discussing your request.”
• • •
“What do you mean put a hold on the launch!?!”
“Admiral, Gresha and I suspect the Aliens have detected probes in their galaxy.”
Katherine’s eyes narrowed, “What? We don’t have any probes there at the moment; we pulled all of them out.”
“So what if it’s still true?”
Katherine thought about it and said, “Someone else is there watching them.”
“They want to see one of our probes, Admiral.”
“They’re not brassy are they? They just fly in and say, ‘Show me your probe’ and expect us to do it. Are they that out of touch with reality?”
Gresha pressed her communicator, “Admiral, what if they’ve detected the probes watching them. Who do you think they believe it belongs to?” Gresha saw Kat’s expression on her display. “Showing them something they already know exists is not a significant danger.”
“They don’t have proof.”
“Do you think that will matter if they decide to attack? Would you refuse to believe they don’t have probes if all of ours were removed from their galaxy? Oh, they know we have probes.”
“Are you suggesting we reveal them?”
Gresha looked at Dat and after a moment said, “Yes, I guess I am.”
“And just what do you think they’ll do if we do?”
“I’m not sure…but if there are other probes in their galaxy, their attention will be taken off us.”
Katherine thought for a moment and looked at Dat, “What do you think?”
“Hold off on launching our scouts and show them a probe.”
“You really think that’s what we should do?”
“No, not really.” Kat’s head went back. “However, Gresha is sure and I’ve not seen her make a mistake. Remember, she sees things we don’t.”
Katherine looked off her screen and they knew she had looked at Brad. She said, “Are you sure?” They couldn’t hear the response but Katherine looked back at them and said, “Show them all the probes we have around them.”
Dat nodded and left the channel active. He unmuted his board and said, “Do you have your recording devices active?”
The Ship Leader was shocked by the question, “I do.”
“Well you have five seconds to record from now.”
The Ship Leader looked at his panel and saw fifty large devices surrounding his ship. The Scan Leader was stunned. He took recordings of the probes until they disappeared. He looked at the Ship Leader and moved his head forward and back. He couldn’t believe what he had just seen. The Ship Leader pressed his console, “I really didn’t expect you to do this. However, I thank you for your honesty.”
“Let us know if you need our help.”
The Ship Leader leaned back, “I’ll let my leaders know of your offer.”
Dat smiled, “Just keeping our promise.”
“Let us hope my Leaders believe you.” Dat watched the ship jump away.
Angel shook her head, “I almost brought a hundred Jukeboxes here, Admiral. That would have been a huge mistake.”
Dat looked at his daughter and smiled, “Why didn’t you?”
“I saw they weren’t advancing on the planet. It made me wonder what they were up to and I decided to find out.”
“You’re forgetting that the planet has the latest force field installed.”
Angel smiled, “No, that knowledge is what allowed me to delay. If the planet didn’t have a force field, I would have had to respond to prevent a bombardment.”
“You see things rather clearly, Admiral. You’re a lot like your mother.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
“However, next time, if there is a next time, don’t hesitate. If they come again it will be war between us.”
“Why do you think they came this time?”
Dat’s head lowered slightly and he looked at Angel through his eyebrows, “I think they were planning an attack and something happened to change their mind.”
Angel nodded, “They detected a probe.”
Dat’s head went up in surprise. He shook his head, “And since we don’t currently have one in their galaxy…?”
“They were totally caught off base.” Dat nodded for her to continue. “If they can’t see our probes here, why would they be able to see them there? They came to confirm whether or not our probes are still invisible.”
“And when that ship confirmed ours were not detectable…”
“They are faced with a problem on just who is their first priority to remove.”
“Admiral, make contact with Fleet Operations and make sure you’re notified if any planet in the galaxy has blue battleships show up. Don’t wait for authorization to act. Your units will take on the initial invaders while the Senior Staff organizes the rest of the fleet for the follow up forces.”
“Yes Sir. I am moving my fleet above the plane of the galaxy with the edge toward the Alien’s Galaxy under us. We will continue our training while we wait for another incursion.”
“I’ll let Admiral Hull know about your location.”
“Are we going to launch the Rovers and Scouts?”
“That is under discussion at the moment. Do you have a recommendation?”
Angel looked at Bret and he whispered. “Right now, we’re not the main fear.”
Angel nodded, “I’d hold off. If they confirm another civilization has probes in their galaxy, that civilization is where I’d send the Rovers.”
“Why?”
“We really don’t know which represents the biggest danger to us. I would suspect that if those probes are monitoring their communications, they know about us. They haven’t come and asked if we would be an ally against the Blue Ships. That tells me they could be a possible danger to us as well. We already know the dispositions of the Aliens major planets. We know nothing about who sent these new probes.”
Dat tilted his head to the left, “That is exactly how I see it as well. I am going to notify the Rovers and Scouts to stand down and remain on standby.”
“We’ll be jumping above the Galaxy in two hours.”
“I’ll let you know what we decide, Admiral.”
Angel nodded and her panel went dark. Bret looked at her and slowly shook his head. Angel saw him and her eyes narrowed, “What’s wrong?”
“Have you thought about the possibility of that new agency joining up with the Blue Ships?” Angel’s eyes went wide and she shook her head. Bret looked at his display showing the four battleships. “It just entered my mind that the other agency may be investigating the Blue Ships to see if they could be a good ally.”
Angel pressed the button on her console and Dat appeared on her display, “Admiral, my XO just mentioned a possibility to me that I didn’t consider.”
“What is that?”
Angel told him and Dat’s expression turned hard, “Tell the Rovers to stay where they are. We can’t wait to be caught in the dark on this.”
The display went black and Angel looked at Bret. He held up his hands, “Hey, don’t get mad at me.”
Angel looked up and rolled her eyes, “Just when I thought things might be going our way.”
“They could still be…but we just don’t know.”
Angel nodded and looked out of the Wellington’s port, “Notify the units to prepare to move.” Bret turned to his panel and began sending instructions.



Chapter Nine
The Ship Leader stood behind his Master. He was surprised when he was moved up to the number three position at the table and he saw the three Military Masters were not happy about it. The Leader couldn’t remember when a Military Master did not occupy a position in the top three. Now their highest rank was five. The telltale light orange coloring around their eyes indicated they were quite upset about what happened. The Leader glanced at the Lead Master and saw he was aware of their unhappiness but didn’t really care.
“Number Three, what was your Ship Leader able to determine?”
The Third raised a device and pointed it at the huge wall monitor. An image appeared of the hull of a blue battleship surrounded by numerous black colored probes. “The beings in the Spiral Galaxy allowed us to record their probes.”
All the Masters at the table briefly flashed a light orange color indicating their surprise. The Leader said, “How was your Ship Leader able to persuade them to reveal them?”
“I brought him here to be available to answer any of your questions. Does he have permission to speak?”
The Leader looked at the Ship Leader standing behind the Third Master and said, “You will answer our questions.” The Ship Leader lowered himself on his middle leg and leaned backwards. “How did you get them to reveal their probes?”
“I simply asked to see them, Master.”
The entire room went silent. After a long moment the Fifth Master rose slightly. The Lead Master looked at him and moved his head slightly back. “Are you telling me you jumped in on one of their planets with a hundred battleships, asked them to show you their probes, and they complied?”
“I jumped in outside the orbit of the second moon and did not move any further into the system. I waited for ten minutes and those four ships appeared between me and the planet. I had ordered all the ships in my battle group to jump away when they appeared and they complied.”
The Military Master turned bright orange in his anger, “And you did not attack them with your battle group!?! What kind of cowardice is this?”
The Ship Leader lowered himself slightly and said nothing. The Lead Master looked at the Ship Leader and said, “Answer the question.”
“I didn’t think my mission was to attack them but to determine whether or not they possessed probes that were invisible to us.”
The Fifth interrupted, “Those ships were sent to determine the strength of that galaxy.”
The Third looked at the Fifth and said, “If you would have been paying attention, you would have heard the Seventh tell us that probes have been detected in our galaxy. The Leader asked that it be determined if they belonged to the beings in the spiral galaxy. It was my understanding that was the mission.” The Third turned to the Lead Master, “Or am I mistaken? If the mission was to attack, I’m the one that ordered my ship leader to do all he could to determine if those probes are from them.”
The Lead Master looked at the Third and then turned to the Fifth, “It appears that you have no other tool in your possession but a blaster. You want to attack first and ignore everything else.” The Lead Master turned to the Seventh, “Have you done a comparison of the probes?”
“Yes Master.”
“And?”
“They are nothing alike. The probes we’re finding here are from somewhere else.”
The yellow hide on top of the Lead Master’s head turned slightly orange and the Masters knew this was the angriest they had ever seen him. The Second saw his anger and said, “So if the Ship Leader had gone in and attacked those three ships, we would not have learned that there is another civilization spying on us. And your charge of cowardice is ridiculous. He faced those three ships alone, knowing they had the power to overwhelm his defenses.”
The Fifth knew he was in trouble. He lowered himself but saw the Leader’s color was turning more orange. He knew his life was on the line. He lowered his head and said, “I have lost my objectivity. I am a danger to the Table and I hereby resign from the Lead Masters. I apologize to the Ship Leader, who like you say, was incredibly brave in his actions.”
The Lead Master was actually shocked at the Fifth’s resignation. He almost decided to not accept it but decided there was another way to make sure the lesson was learned. “Your resignation is accepted and I appreciate your honesty. You will be given the honor of leading our ships in the front wave when we determine just who it is we’re going to war with.”
The Fifth fought hard and knew he was being given a death sentence but at least it wasn’t being carried out now. He lowered himself and left the chamber.
The Leader turned to the Ship Leader, “Why did you choose to send your ships away?”
“I listened to the Third speak with them and it dawned on me that they might possibly be telling the truth and would not come here without permission. They also offered to help us if we need it.”
“They did what?”
“Those beings are smart, Master. I’m reasonably sure they suspect that the only reason I would ask to see one of their probes is because we detected a probe here. They revealed one so we would know it’s not one of theirs.”
“So you believe they haven’t sent probes here?”
“Not at all; I believe they’ve had probes here as long as we’ve had them in their galaxy.”
“WHAT!”
“I asked myself why they would be willing to show me a probe and it occurred to me that there had to be one of two reasons.”
“What are they?”
“They had already mapped our dominion and didn’t really need to send probes to scout us.”
“And the second reason?”
“They don’t have probes here now. I suspect they withdrew their probes when they eliminated ours. That’s why they have no worry about any probe we might see here would be one of theirs.”
“What do you think they will do now?”
The Ship Leader shrugged, “If I were them, I’d be launching as many probes as possible to our galaxy.”
“Why?”
“We’ve now sent warships into their galaxy twice. If the reverse was true, what would we be doing?”
The Lead Master stared at the Ship Leader and turned to the new Third, “You were right. He is talented.” The Leader turned to the Sixth, “Why has he not been promoted to command a fleet?”
“He has no sponsor, Master.”
The Lead Master turned to the Second and his anger was back. The Second quickly said, “Are you telling me our warrior’s leaders are chosen through political means and not ability?”
“Yes Master.”
The Lead Master turned to the Ship Leader and said, “You are now promoted to the Fifth Seat at this table. Your first task will be to determine if our Fleet Leaders are qualified for their positions!”
The Ship Leader was stunned, “Master, that can be easily done.”
The Second said, “How?”
“All of our Ship and Fleet Leaders are ranked by their grasp of tactics and leadership by the Table’s computer.”
The Lead Master said, “Computer.”
“Yes Master.”
“I want you to look at the Fleet Rankings of all our officers and compare it to all the positions higher than Flight Leader and tell me how many positions are filled by those not at the top of the rankings.”
“Sixty percent are filled by lowered ranked personnel. Fleet Ranks are a hundred percent.”
The Second said, “When did this process of needing a sponsor start?”
“The current Lead Master’s predecessor implemented it. It was the deficiency of those officers that led to the loss of more than a hundred thousand battleships in the war with the Servants and led to the former Master being replaced.”
The Lead Master looked at the Second and the Second knew he had no choice but to ask, “There are three Military Masters serving at this table; where do they rank in the proficiency list?”
“There are ten thousand higher rated officers.”
“Where does the Ship Leader with us rank?”
“He is in the top three percent.”
“You don’t have an exact number?”
“Skills change through experience. The top three percent rankings are constantly changing. The mission this Ship Leader just carried out will probably put him in the top five of all Dominion War Leaders.”
The Lead Master said, “You will put the right ones in command of our Warriors. You may want to start with the three at this table.”
The new Fifth said, “Master, the abilities needed to function at this table are not the same as fighting a warship. These three have vast experience at getting our ships armed, stores to feed them, and communications to keep them linked. I really think they are needed here.”
The Lead Master looked at the Three Military Masters and turned back to the new Fifth. “It is your responsibility to make sure we are prepared for any conflict. I will honor your request.” The Second tried not to show a smile. By saving the three Masters, the new Fifth had them committed to the success of their new leader. He wondered if the Fifth planned it that way. The Lead Master looked at the Second and he knew something was on his mind.
• • •
Captain Mark Anderson looked at the display on his panel and saw his reflection on its surface. He needed it replaced; the anti-reflection coating was wearing thin. He stared at his face and wished he had a scar running down his cheek. He knew he was incredibly good looking; he’d been told so all his life. His black curly hair was tied back in a ponytail and his chiseled face was ruggedly handsome. He used his looks early in life but later tired of them. Getting the attention of the fairer sex was simple; too simple. They never really saw him. Now he had struggled through the Academy and was finally given the command of a Jukebox Battleship under Commodore Bank’s command. He needed his crew to perform at high levels and he couldn’t get the female crewmembers to focus on their tasks. They kept staring at him. He finally decided to be a tyrant and if he couldn’t get them to focus on their tasks, he could get them to have no desire to focus on him. So far, his strategy had worked. He was quite intimidating; six foot three inches and built like a tone tree trunk. He had just received orders from the Commodore that a pilot trainee was reporting to his ship for training. The engineers had come in an hour earlier and installed the trainee’s chair. All the links to the ship’s systems were made and checked out. He contacted Steve Young on the Jacksonville and asked what was going on.
“They’ve discovered that the Jukeboxes should be commanded by an officer that can effectively pilot one. They have to know what their ship is capable of doing during combat. The Academy has begun finding officers that possess the leadership skills and piloting skills to fly the Jukeboxes. They’ve been put through an accelerated program and the last four months of their training is done onboard a Jukebox where they will be called on to fly the ship during extensive maneuvers. My trainee is really impressive; he’s a former Rover and though, I hate to admit it, is actually better at flying the Jacksonville than I am.”
Mark nodded slowly and looked at his panel, “My trainee’s name is J.L. Connor.”
“Sorry, I don’t know anyone coming out of the program. It’s our job to prepare them to fight a Jukebox. That’s what I intend to do.”
“Thanks, Steve. This is the first I’ve heard about this program.” Mark thought for a moment, “What is the rank of the trainees?”
“They’re First Lieutenants; they’ll receive their Captain’s Bars after they complete their training.”
“Are we supposed to automatically pass them?”
“No, we’re not. You’ll have to sign off on them being competent in commanding the Union’s most advanced warship.” Mark nodded and signed off.
Lt. Tara Green said, “Captain, the trainee has arrived and has been ordered to report to the bridge.”
“Have him put his gear in his quarters before coming to the bridge.”
“Uhhh, Sir. The trainee is a woman.”
Everyone on the bridge saw Mark’s disappointment. He sighed and said, “Even so, have her store her gear before reporting.” Tara nodded and pressed her panel. She felt so sorry for the trainee. She doubted she would pass Tyrant Anderson’s inspection. Oh well, bad luck for the trainee.
• • •
The trainee entered the bridge thirty minutes later and came to attention, “Lieutenant Connor reporting, Sir.”
“Does it take you that long to store your gear?” The trainee held her salute and Mark finally returned it. “I asked you a question.”
“Did you give me a time to report to the bridge or did you tell me to store my gear before coming here?”
Mark stared at her and didn’t like her attitude, “Does it take thirty minutes to store gear, Lieutenant?”
“No Sir, it does not.”
“Then why did it take that long?”
“It normally takes forty minutes to connect the computer to the connections in my quarters; I did it in twenty five.”
“What computer?”
“All trainees are assigned a computer where they can take tests when they are not on duty. The tests have been downloaded into your ship’s database but my computer must be set up and logged in to make sure the connection is completed….Sir. Did you not see that in the instructions sent to you about my arrival?”
Mark stared at the Lieutenant and decided she wasn’t going to be approved to command anything. “You may log in to your chair, Lieutenant.”
Mark watched the raven haired woman go to her chair and begin activating her panel at an incredible speed. He tried to keep his expression neutral but knew he couldn’t have done it as fast as she did. He heard her computer say, “State your name.”
“Jillian Loree Connor.”
“Name is incorrect; state correct family name.”
Mark sat up straight in his chair. He heard the trainee say, “Jillian Loree Anders.”
“Name accepted, your helmet is active; please use it to link with me.”
Mark typed the trainee’s name into his panel and saw a bio appear. Jillian Loree Anders; daughter of Admirals Jon Anders and Jillian Connor. Mark closed his eyes and knew he was in trouble. This trainee’s pedigree was extraordinary. He was going to have to walk a tight line around her or face real problems from her parents. He wished he could just pass her and get her off his ship. He heard the computer say, “Link is active, your combat visor is now operational.”
Mark watched the Lieutenant go through the visor’s programs at a speed that was faster than he had ever witnessed and he had seen some fast officers at the academy. Jillian turned around and said, “My chair and visor are operational, Sir.”
Mark stared at her and said, “Why don’t you take us out of dock and rejoin the third unit.”
Jillian turned and moved the giant ship out the dock smoothly without having to use the lateral thrusters. The bridge crew watched her and the women smiled. It appeared the Tyrant had someone to challenge him. They had all looked up her bio and knew Tyrant Anderson’s life was going to be miserable for the next three months. They loved it.
• • •
The Denver arrived at Dizzy’s mini-fleet and three hours later was given orders to take part in an evasion maneuver. Mark read the exercise’s instructions and said over the ship’s intercom, “We will be jumping to open space shortly and taking part in an evasive maneuver. We have been ordered to escape three Jukeboxes that will jump in on us and give pursuit. Have your weapons set to training and let’s see if we can win this.”
The crew went to battle stations and Mark saw all departments check in. He watched the countdown and saw Jillian with her helmet on and her visor down in the chair to the immediate right of his command chair. He gripped the ship’s controls and said, “Jump in three, two, one…”
The Jukebox broke into normal space and Mark hit full acceleration and watched his visor for the pursuers. They appeared immediately behind him and spread out as they gave chase. Mark pushed the wheel forward and dove below their approach and the three ships moved to cut the corner. Just before Mark pulled back on the wheel he heard Jillian say, “One of them has jumped and I believe they are anticipating you going vertical. It will appear as you reach the top of the curve.”
Mark had pulled back on the wheel and wondered how she had known he was going vertical. The Denver screamed out of the dive and went vertical as the two ships had already turned vertical and were closing in on his line. He pushed the wheel hard forward and the Denver dove again. The port and starboard side blasters had a clear shot at the two ships that had started moving vertically ahead of his climb and they were both hit. Ten rear blasters fired at empty space behind them and kept firing as the third Jukebox appeared and was hit by all ten blasters. The ship’s speakers announced, “Exercise is over, victor is Denver in fleet’s fastest time.”
Mark slowed the ship and brought it to a stop. The three Captains of the pursuers appeared on his panel and congratulated him on his win. Mark smiled graciously and as soon as they disappeared from his panel, he stood and said, “You have the ship, Lieutenant.” He stormed off the bridge and disappeared through the entrance.
Jillian watched him go and wondered what was bothering the Captain. She saw a message come in from fleet and read it to the bridge crew, “We have been ordered to report to space port and have two days liberty due to our victory.”
“Sir, you better check with the Captain first.” Jillian’s eyebrows went down and Tara said, “The Captain doesn’t allow liberty very often.”
Jillian looked at the microphone on her visor and said, “Captain, the Denver has been ordered to Space Port and given two days liberty for the excellent job. I will send them in shifts so the ship will be manned appropriately.”
“It’s your ship, Lieutenant; so do what you deem appropriate.”
The bridge crew was stunned and then grew excited at the prospect of liberty. Jillian wondered what was going on. After a few minutes she began to suspect what it was. She didn’t like what she was thinking.
• • •
Jillian sat in her cabin and thought about Captain Anderson. He was without doubt the most handsome man she had ever seen but his negative attitude destroyed his good looks. The crew called him the Tyrant. She looked him up in the Academy’s database and saw that he was voted the most popular cadet in his class. The photo of him with his graduating class showed him with a huge smile and his arm around two other cadets. What had changed him?
She shook her head and decided that wasn’t her problem; however, the way he was treating her was. She knew he was on the bridge and she left her quarters and went to the bridge. She found it empty except for the Captain. He had ordered the entire crew to the surface and he had remained on the bridge for the first day. She entered the bridge and saw him staring out of the view port. The armor had been raised and the view was extraordinary. The Milky Way was far below and was incredibly beautiful. She took a breath and walked forward. Mark turned and saw her. His expression was neutral. “Sir, permission to speak frankly.”
Mark stared at her and said, “I really don’t want to hear anything you have to say, Lieutenant.”
“Then permission to tell you what an ass you are, Sir.”
Mark stared at her and a small smile appeared on his lips. “Have at it, Lieutenant.”
“I am here to learn how to command a Jukebox Battleship and you are damaging my chances of learning what I need so that I can command it successfully.”
Mark’s smile disappeared. “Go on.”
“I am getting the sense that you read my bio and are avoiding any confrontation with me because of possible repercussions from my family.” Mark just stared at her and Jillian said, “You should treat me like you do everyone else on this ship…awful.”
Mark took a deep breath and blew it out. He nodded and waved her away. Jillian turned and took a step to leave…but then she got mad. “What changed you since you left the academy?” Mark looked at her and his eyes narrowed. “You were voted the most popular cadet in your class. What changed you?”
“I was given that recognition by the female cadets. I won it with my looks, not my personality.”
Jillian was surprised by the response, “Don’t be ridiculous.”
Mark’s eyes narrowed, “Be careful, Lieutenant. You’re close to insubordination.”
“How many females were in your class, Sir?”
“Eighty.”
“There were five hundred and twenty males. If all of the female cadets voted for you, you would still need a third of the male cadets to vote for you and they would number more than three times the females. You won it on your merits not your appearance. Or are you really that bad at math?”
Mark’s frown was huge but he started thinking about what Jillian said. She saw the wheels turning and waited. After ten minutes Mark said, “How did you know I was going vertical after the dive?”
“I studied your recordings in Fleet’s database.”
“What?”
“I was allowed to select the ship I would train on and I looked at all the ships in Commodore Banks’s unit. I chose to train with you. I naturally looked at your training records.”
“For God’s sake why; my crew calls me a Tyrant?”
“You know about that.”
“That’s the nicest term they use. But how did you know?”
“You’ve did that in every escape maneuver at the Academy. It’s worked in the past but now it can be anticipated if the ones chasing you take a moment to look at the database.”
Mark nodded slowly, “I’ve developed a predictable pattern.”
“I saw one of their ships jump and it was clear they were anticipating your vertical move.”
“Why did you choose my ship?” Jillian remained silent and Mark said, “Answer the question, Lieutenant.”
“Your reputation for being a stone hearted officer gave me hope that you would not be intimidated by my parents. I want to earn my command; not have it handed to me.”
Mark blew out a breath, “You are fighting to make it on your own merits and not who your parents are.” Jillian nodded. “Well, I planned to outright fail you until I learned who your parents are. So you’re right about me treating you with kid gloves.”
“Really?”
“Really. I don’t like anyone to challenge me. However, I’ve watched you operate your board and I’ve looked up your Academy records as well; your scores are remarkable Lieutenant. I’ve tried to lie to myself but the truth is that you are a superior pilot to me. I’ve also seen the crew has already developed a respect for your ability during the last exercise. I’m of the opinion that you will make a great Commander.”
“Why can’t you act like this with your crew?”
“I thought you were smart enough to figure that out on your own.”
Mark looked away and Jillian stared at him, “You lose the female’s focus and the male crew members resent you.” Mark’s eyes went wide and Jillian saw she had it right. Both of them were trying to make it on their ability. Jillian shook her head, “Captain, you are the most handsome man I’ve ever seen but I didn’t select you for your looks. I need you to show me how to command a Union Warship. Everyone on this ship is depending on you to make the right decisions to keep them alive. Your looks have nothing to do with your ability to make that happen.”
Mark leaned back in his chair and rocked slowly back and forth. “Is there anything else, Lieutenant?”
“No Sir.”
“I will treat you as I would any other trainee. You will pilot the ship in our next maneuver.”
Jillian smiled, “Thank you, Sir.”
Mark nodded and said, “We’ll be chasing the London.”
Jillian knew he didn’t have to drop that little tidbit of information. She saluted and he returned it. She left the bridge leaving a Jukebox Captain thinking about the award he received at the Academy.



Chapter Ten
The crew was back on board the Denver and the Bridge Crew saw the Captain sitting in his command chair staring at his panel. Jillian entered the bridge and saluted. Matt returned her salute and said, “Take the ship out of Space Dock, Lieutenant.”
“Yes Sir.” Jillian wondered what had the Captain’s attention. She took control of the Denver and moved the ship out of dock and moved several miles away from the giant station. She brought the ship to a stop and waited on the Captain to issue her instructions. The crew sat nervously for thirty minutes wondering what was going on. Finally, Mark lifted his microphone and said, “Attention all members of the crew. Please report to your training rooms for a video conference.” Mark looked up and said, “The personnel on the bridge will remain here.”
Fifteen minutes later, every training room had Mark’s face on the wall monitor. Mark said, “I’ve been thinking about how we can fight our ship and increase our chance of survival against multiple threats. I want your input on what I’m presenting so if you see a flaw in my logic, interrupt me and point it out.” The crew was nervous; no one was going to challenge the Captain on anything. Mark looked at the camera and said, “I know all of you are thinking; that you will not say anything challenging my point of view; but this is important. We are all on this ship together and your performance has been outstanding in the recent exercises we’ve participated in. You know more about your area of expertise than I ever could. The ship needs your wisdom.”
Mark paused and said, “Where is the most dangerous place on the Denver for an enemy to attack?” Mark waited and sat back in his chair with a relaxed expression. After ten minutes Tara said, “Most of our weapons would be available to use against an enemy on the ships flanks.”
“Very good, Lieutenant. You just won an extra day of liberty.” Mark looked at the camera, “Someone in the blaster crews tell me why she’s right?”
A Midshipman in the Forward Blaster Unit said, “There are only eight blasters on the bow and tail; there are more than three hundred lining the ship’s hull.”
“Very good, Mr. Orton.” The Midshipman was surprised the Captain knew his name. “But isn’t there another reason?”
“There are only three penetrator tubes on the bow and tail, Sir. There are eighty tubes on the flanks.”
“Very good, Mr. Vaughn. So if the majority of our weapons are on the sides of the ship, why do we run or attack with the bow?” Everyone remained silent. Finally, Lieutenant McAfee from engineering said, “If we’re running or chasing, we’re using the rear thrusters to escape or move in on a target.”
Mark smiled, “You’re exactly right, Lieutenant McAfee. And all the training we’ve done as pilots is to use the ship’s superior maneuverability and speed is based on using the rear thrusters to move the ship. We have not given thought to what we’re doing to our weapon units while we’re jerking the ship around in violent turns.” Mark leaned back in his chair, took a breath, and blew it out. “While you were taking liberty over the last two days, I went to Mr. Orton’s blaster and looked at the recording that was done during our last exercise. I had the computer run the simulation and I tried to track the ships that were chasing us. Guess what I discovered?”
Orton said, “You constantly lost lock on your targets because the ship twisted and turned your blaster away from the target putting the hull between the target and my blaster.”
Mark smiled and nodded, “Give Mr. Orton a cupiedoll. I was totally frustrated at getting a target locked in long enough to get a shot off. The ship twisted and rolled and, quite frankly, I’m genuinely surprised that any of you were able to hit the pursuers. That had to be totally frustrating for those of you manning the ship’s blasters.”
Petty Officer Bohannon yelled, “Welcome to our world, Sir.”
“I am responsible for that. I haven’t really factored in the difficulty of getting an enemy ship targeted with the current maneuvers I’ve been using. So I’m going to try something new and I need you to tell me if it works.” Mark paused and pulled up an image of the Denver on the monitor. It started moving and Mark said, “Here is what I saw; whenever I made a radical turn with the Denver, I turned the wings so the bridge would stay on top of the ship. If I made a hard right turn, I brought the left wing up and turned into the move with the bridge on top.” Mark removed the image and said, “Now that is required if gravity or an atmosphere is acting on the ship as the turn is being made. However, outer space is airless and weightless. Keeping the bridge on top of the turn isn’t necessary.” Mark started another video and this time the Denver made a hard right turn and the wings stayed on the same plane they were on through the turn.” Mark said, “Can anyone tell me the benefit of flying the ship this way?”
Orton said, “My blaster would remain in position as the ship turned. The ship wouldn’t move between me and the targets I lock on.”
“Sir, can you fly the ship that way?”
Mark tilted his head, “I really don’t know, Miss Arnold. I will have to unlearn some behaviors that are habitual. However, I am going to make the effort to fly the Denver that way in all future maneuvers.”
Lt. McAfee said, “Sir, you have us here for another reason. You could have made this change and just told us what you were doing. What’s really on your mind?” The entire crew expected the Captain to chew the Lieutenant out. Everyone started looking at each other waiting for the screaming to start.
“You’re right, I have you here for another reason that has to do with the first question I asked you. I am going to implement a new maneuver that is not approved by fleet. I am going to explain that maneuver and see if any of you can find flaws in doing it. I could just do it but, in order for it to work, I need the entire crew working together to make it effective.” Mark pressed a button on his panel and all the monitors on the Jukebox split down the middle and a computer generated image of the Denver appeared on one half of the screen. “I’ve had the computer produce a video of the maneuver and I’m going to run it in slow motion. In this particular simulation, there are six Jukeboxes chasing us.”
The image of the Denver began moving and the crew saw it was on a high speed run from the six pursuing ships. The six ships were slowly moving in on the fleeing warship. “Here’s where it starts.” The crew saw the rear pulse blasters on the Denver launch a barrage toward the pursuers. The barrage was much wider than the Denver and was higher and lower than the ship’s profile. The pursuers couldn’t see the Denver for a moment as the barrage moved toward them.
The Denver suddenly turned and whipped the tail forward and the nose back. The rear thrusters stopped firing and the ten side thrusters started firing. The Denver was now flying away from the chasing ships sideways. Mark stopped the video and said, “Comments?”
McAfee looked at the image and shook his head, “You’re using the portside thrusters to accelerate the ship.”
“Yes, I am. How fast can those thrusters push the Denver?”
McAfee’s head started shaking, “I have no idea.”
Mark said, “What is the tactical advantage of this maneuver?”
Ensign Miller said, “If you can turn the ship into that position as fast as it was done on this video, the advantages are huge.”
“Go on and tell us why, Ensign Miller.”
“Notice that the pursuers have not come over and under the barrage that was fired at them. They think they are closing in on the tail of the Denver that only has eight blasters and three penetrator tubes. When they come around that barrage they’ll be facing two hundred blasters and sixty penetrator tubes.”
“Very good, Mr. Miller. Do any of you have any other insights?”
“That’s not going to work if they come around that barrage at a high velocity. They’ll be on us before we could target them.”
“That is the key to this working. Can the full power of the engines being diverted into the port thrusters keep the ship moving at a fast enough speed to allow us time to target the ships as they come around the barrage.”
“It might work anyway, Sir.”
Mark looked at Jillian, “Tell me what you see, Lieutenant.”
“If you launch six penetrators as soon as the ship comes around, they’ll arrive at the barrier at the same moment the pursuers move around the barrage.”
“Will they have time to lock on the pursuers?”
Jillian looked at Mark and he could see her mind was working furiously, “I don’t know. They would have to be close to the ships as they came around the barrage to hit them.”
Lt. Vaughn commanded the standard blaster teams and he said, “It still might work. We know in advance what our orientation is going to be and we can set out blaster’s targeting computers to lock on the first targets that appears and fire. I suspect we would do significant damage to the pursuers.”
Mark nodded, “Am I hearing you say that this maneuver might still be worthwhile even if we’re not accelerating at a high enough speed to stay ahead of those chasing us?”
The crew all looked at each other and either shrugged or nodded. Lt. Vaughn said, “I think we agree with that assessment, Sir. This is something that’s never been tried, at least I’ve not seen it in any of the fleet records, and I wouldn’t want to come over that barrage and face the full power of a broadside that the Jukeboxes can deliver.”
“Alright, I’m going to run the rest of the simulation so you can see how I envision the entire crew being used to defend the ship.”
The video started moving again and the bow and tail blasters fired pulse barrages to the sides of the ship. The Starboard side blasters were firing a barrage in front of the ship as the port side thrusters pushed it forward. “Notice that three sides of the Denver are being covered by barrages. The blasters that are facing the coming attackers are clear for engagement of the enemy ships as soon as they appear. They aren’t needed to fire barrages to defend the other sides.”
“Sir, what happens if a superior force comes after us from the sides or front of the ship?”
“The Pilot flying the ship is going to have to keep their full attention on modulating the port thrusters to keep the ship stable. The second Pilot will only be paying attention to the tactical display. If they see a superior threat approaching our ship, they will take control of the ship away from the first pilot and direct the thrust back into the rear thrusters and make an immediate escape. The second pilot could also jump the ship out of trouble if the situation calls for it.”
There was silence for a moment as the video replayed itself over and over. Mark smiled, “I’ve had the computer slightly modify your targeting systems. If control of the ship is taken by the second pilot, your boards will have a corner of your display immediately illuminate with a red light. Someone tell me what you should do if you see that light.”
“You drop any target you’re following and move your blaster back to standard defense posture.”
Mark nodded slightly, “You saw that quick, Mr. Daniels and you’re exactly right. The ship will no longer be flying sideways and there will be openings through our coverage if you don’t move back to standard blaster and penetrator coverage.”
“So when do we start practice, Sir?”
Mark looked at Tara and smiled, “First, do you think this maneuver is worth risking our lives to perform? Please poll your units and send your response in to my panel.”
Mark turned off the communication panel and leaned back in his chair. Jillian looked at him and shook her head, “What?”
Jillian whispered, “Sir, this is an incredible idea. I’ve asked the computer to make an estimate on the speed the side thrusters could push the ship and the best guess is there will be no appreciable loss of speed.” Jillian stared at Mark and saw a small twinkle in his eyes. “You already knew it.” Mark tilted his head and smiled. “Then why did you put this up to the crew?”
“I’ve found people will work harder on something they believe in, Lieutenant. The crew has to be totally behind this to make it work.”
Jillian’s eyes narrowed as she said, “Do you know everyone’s name on this ship?”
“I do, Lieutenant.” Jillian didn’t know whether to believe him or not. “When you command your own ship, you will as well.”
“Sir, that’s over nine hundred names.”
Mark nodded, “And you’ll be responsible for keeping them alive. You’ll know them all, Lieutenant, even if you don’t want to.”
• • •
Within thirty minutes, all units reported in and the poll was unanimous. Mark activated the ship’s intercom, “We will begin practice on this new maneuver in an hour. Get something to eat and take some time to relax. The bulk of the work is going to have to be done by myself and Lt. Connor as we try to break some learned behaviors. We do promise you that we won’t stop working until we are proficient at making this happen.”
Orton looked at the fifty sailors in the training room, “He’s not like I thought.”
“Something has changed him.”
McAfee looked at Midshipman Sadler, “Perhaps he was so tough initially to prepare us for what we are going to face.” The sailors thought about the observation and most of them agreed. This Captain was one smart cookie.
A week later, Mark took control of the ship away from Lt. Connor before the blaster crews could fire at the Rovers. He watched the status board and saw only fifty percent of the crews had moved their weapons to standard coverage within ten seconds. Jillian looked at the status board and shook her head. Mark said, “Computer, send the times on going to standard coverage to all the blaster crews.”
“Times sent, Captain.”
Mark leaned back in his chair and Tara said, “I’m surprised you’re not yelling at the ones that were tardy, Sir.”
“They’re probably yelling at themselves for being slow. My blaster crews are professionals; they won’t be late again.”
Mark activated his panel and said, “Lt. Walters, what have you determined about attacking the Denver?”
“Sir, we know what’s coming and still can’t do anything about it. If we’re in pursuit, we have to chase the ship at full speed. The barrage comes at us with an incredible closing speed. We can’t just allow it to hit us; it would probably destroy our ships. We can’t turn and run from it; it’s coming at us too fast. We’re forced to go over or under the barrage and no matter how hard we attempt to evade the Denver’s blasters, there are just too many of them.”
“Have you thought about jumping away?”
“Then we have lost the pursuit. Once you detect our jump, you’ll have the second pilot take the ship and move away from us. Better minds than mine will have to come up with a defense against this tactic.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant. I greatly appreciate your willingness to train these long hours.”
“Sir, if you’re willing to do it; I know my pilots will not complain.”
“Are you up for one more go?” Walters looked at Mark and smiled, “I’ll move to the starting location, Sir.”
“This time we’re going to make a slight change.”
“Oh, what is that?”
“We’re going to chase you.”
Lt. Walter’s smile was huge, “That should be fun, Sir.” Mark smiled and Walter’s found it wasn’t fun at all. The Denver could be flown sideways as fast as the Rovers could fly at top speed. They were forced to jump away or be knocked out of the exercise.
Lt. McAfee appeared on Mark’s display, “Sir, we’ve discovered something really interesting.”
“What is that, Lieutenant?”
“The effective range of the ship’s blasters is doubled when more than twenty hit a target. We should be able to take out any ship at double the range if we attack in a broadside approach.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“The computer confirms that one or two blasters will not take out a Jukebox beyond normal range; however, when twenty or more hit close together, the combination of the beams is three times more powerful than two beams at normal range.”
“We’ll start learning how to fly the ship using the side thrusters. You prepare your teams to work together on long range targets.”
“Yes Sir.”
The Denver’s crew was elated and now they belonged to their Captain. They believed in him and something special was born on that Union Warship.
• • •
Angel and her command team looked at Admirals Hull and Arvolo on the wall display. Katherine said, “Tell me what you want, Admiral.”
“Sir, we’re growing too fast. Our three units are now up to six thousand ships in each and maintaining control of that many in combat operations has become problematic. We need to divide the units half with the current commander controlling each.”
“What’s the problem?”
Angel shook her head, “Sir, what rank will the commander of the small units have?”
Katherine looked at Arvolo and he shrugged, “We don’t have a rank between Commodore and Captain, Sir.”
Angel nodded, “And it’s difficult to choose a Captain over another that has more seniority.”
“Are you saying the best candidates you have don’t have the most seniority?”
“That’s exactly what I’m saying, Sir. You might remember that you were promoted over a large number of Admirals with more seniority when you took command of the Fleets. Even my father was incredibly young when he was promoted and it was kept secret because of his young age.”
Katherine looked at Dat, “Is she always this logical?” Dat took a breath, blew it out, and said, “She gets it from her mother.”
Katherine turned back to her monitor showing the four officers in the Wellington’s conference room, “Do you have the ones chosen you want to promote?”
“No Sir.”
“Don’t you think you might want to do that before you come asking for promotions?”
“It wouldn’t make sense to do it if you wouldn’t authorize it.”
“You’re concerned that if I promote you and your Commodores that the fleet might think I was giving you preferential treatment.” Angel looked at Admiral Hull and then nodded. “Well, I think we’ve seen from your readiness reports and the recordings of your fleet exercises that your fleet is the most prepared for combat. It’s my belief that you do what’s right and the truth will become obvious. I’ll issue a promotion for you to Vice Admiral which will keep you junior to our current Admirals. Your four Commodores will be promoted to Rear Admirals.”
Bret said, “Sir, I’m Admiral Arvolo’s Executive Officer and don’t require a promotion.”
Katherine saw Angel’s face turn red and knew there was something going on between her and her XO. Katherine looked at Angel, “If one of your Unit Commanders dies, who will replace them?”
Angel looked at Bret and said, “Commodore Stone would, Sir.”
“Then there’s no sense in not preparing for that eventuality. He will also be promoted. I’ll hold six open promotions for the Commodores you select. Notify General Robinson upon their selection.”
“Thank you, Sir.” The monitor went black and Angel said, “We’ve got to find the ones to command the Task Forces.”
Grest said, “What are the qualifications to be considered?”
“This entire fleet is built around flying skills. It would be difficult to have respect from those you command if you aren’t at least as good as the best in your Command. They would also require the leadership skills necessary to garner the respect of their ships.”
Dizzy said, “The first parts easy.” Everyone turned to her. “Have a competition and see who wins.”
Arve smiled, “I like that idea. How would we do it?”
“Set out a section of space and have all ships restricted inside the boundaries. They are all charged to remove all the other ships and let them have at it.”
Grest said, “You know that some of our best Captains might be eliminated strictly by bad luck.”
“Then we’ll end up with the ones that are lucky. I suspect the one’s that survive will be quite good.”
Angel looked at Bret and he said, “That is what space combat is; ships chasing ships.”
Angel looked at the three new Rear Admirals and smiled, “Set up the area where the exercise will take place and make sure the computer places the ships so that no one has an advantage due to location.”
Bret tilted his head, “That will require a huge volume of space, Sir.”
“Perhaps, but in real combat there are no limitations. This will tell us a lot about where we are as a fleet.”
Bret shrugged and nodded, “I’ll get Fleet Control to set up the area and the coordinates each ship will be assigned to start the exercise.”
Dizzy smiled, “I expect ships from the same unit to possibly work together until the majority are eliminated.”
Angel smiled, “Bret, see if Fleet can distribute the ships so that they are uniformly mixed so that no two ships from the same unit are next to each other.” Bret nodded and lifted his communicator. “Arve, please send out a notification to all ships about the coming exercise and what the restrictions are.”
Arve’s eyes narrowed, “What restrictions are you talking about? Other than staying inside the confined zone and using training weapons, what other restrictions are there?”
“None.” Arve smiled and lifted his communicator to contact his XO.
Bret said, “I’ve asked Fleet to have any ship that is knocked out of the competition to be immediately jumped out of the area and their communications blocked so they can’t assist anyone still in the exercise.”
Dizzy laughed, “I like it. It will give them time to see what they did wrong. You should have the feed from the competition sent to their ships so they can watch; they’ll learn from that as well.”
Angel pursed her lips and nodded, “I’m really looking forward to this.”
Bret looked up from his panel, “Fleet says they’ve received instructions to work with us and they can have the exercise set up in two days.”
Grest said, “You might want to delay sending the orders until six hours before the exercise begins.”
Angel looked at him and Bret said, “You don’t want them to work together.”
“If I had two days, I’d have forty ships working with me until all the others were eliminated.”
Angel looked at Arve, “Delay sending the orders.”
Arve picked up his communicator and started rapidly speaking. After a moment he leaned back in his chair, “My XO was about to push the send button. He hasn’t sent them yet.”
Angel smiled, “Good! Let’s see what we’ve got, shall we?”
• • •
General Robinson rushed into Katherine’s office, “Sir, a Blue Warship has emerged into normal space outside the edge of our galaxy.”
Katherine sat forward and pressed her panel, “Arvolo, where are you?”
“I’m boarding my Rover to go out and watch the Fleet maneuvers.”
“We have a Blue Warship holding position outside the galaxy. I need you to take the three Jukeboxes and see what they want.”
Dat shook his head, “That will prevent Angel from being present at her exercise.”
“Reality trumps games, Admiral. Get them moving.”
“Yes Sir.”
• • •
Bret looked up from his panel, “We’ve been ordered to wait for Fleet Admiral Arvolo and to then go with him to meet a Blue Warship!”
Angel shook her head, “But the exercise kicks off in ten minutes!”
“The orders come from Admiral Hull’s office.”
Angel pushed a button, “Dizzy, we have been called away. You will have to manage the exercise in our absence.”
“I’ll do my best, Sir.”
“Grest, you and Arve jump to my location and form up on the Wellington.”
“Yes Sir, I’ll notify Arve.”
“Angel, have you been notified?”
“I have Admiral; we’re forming up and waiting on your arrival.”
“I’ll be there in less than a minute. You should have the jump coordinate before I arrive.”
Angel looked at her panel, “It just came in, Sir.”
“I’m sorry about taking you away from your exercise.”
“We understand. We’ll be jumping as soon as you are on board, Sir.”
Angel saw her eighteen thousand battleships arrayed in the exercise zone and wished she could see how they performed. She looked at Bret and he smiled, “You have to have your priorities, Sir.”
Angel smiled and heard, “The Admiral is on board.”
Angel lowered her visor and said, “Jump in three, two, one…” The three white battleships disappeared just as the exercise began. Dizzy sighed and watched the exercise zone explode into motion as thousands of starships began maneuvering at high speed. She was glad she was present; it offered her an advantage in selecting the ones to command her two task forces. That was the benefit of being left behind. She laughed and hoped the others wouldn’t be back too quickly.
• • •
Mark looked at Jillian, “Are you still in agreement that we only operate defensively?”
“I am, Sir. The order of the day is survival, not how many ships you can eliminate.”
“The first jump coordinate is still clear; jumping now.”
The Denver jumped to one of the eight corners that bounded the site of the exercise. He whipped the ship round sideways and kept it five hundred yards out from the boundary. The only way a ship could attack was to come at them from directly ahead. The bow and tail blasters were launching barrages of weak training pulses out preventing a ship from coming in from the sides. The only open channel was directly in front of the huge warship.
Jillian ignored the ship’s status and focused on any Jukeboxes moving toward them. She kept the other seven corners of the operational area in her helmet and locked in the coordinates. Three of them were still empty of ships. She saw a Jukebox dive away from an attacker and turn toward the Denver, “Launch barrage in two, one, now!” The barrage left at light speed and moved toward the incoming warship. She saw that it would meet the ship outside the effective range of the attacker’s blasters. She heard Lt. McAfee say over the tactical channel, “You have your assigned zones; hit that ship as soon as it moves around the barrage.”
Jillian watched and saw two ships turn and move toward the ship moving in to attack and knew the attacker saw them as well. She used her visor to read the distance between them and knew the attacker saw that he could get off a volley at the Denver and jump before the other two ships could arrive. Ummm, what would those two ships do if the ship they attacked didn’t reappear on their displays? She decided to wait until the Denver was endangered by more than three ships before she jumped away. She prayed she was making the right decision.
The attacker came over the top of the barrage and was immediately hit by a broadside of eighty blasters. It immediately disappeared as the computer determined it was out of the competition. Jillian yelled, “Launch another barrage, now!”
The barrage moved out from the Denver and Jillian saw that the two attackers would arrive inside the range of their blasters. She used the helmet to determine that they would need two tenths of a second to lock on the Denver. She decided she would know if the theory of multiple blasters hitting a ship would block the beams they fired. She knew McAfee’s crews had worked hard on targeting all zones around the barrage and hoped their hard work paid off. If she jumped away, it would tell them she didn’t trust them. She stared at the tactical as the two Jukeboxes came over the barrage. The two attackers were instantly hit by twenty blasters each and more piled on. The two ships disappeared as they were knocked out of the competition. “That’s using excellent patience, Lieutenant. Great shooting, weapons!”
“We have another ship coming in; launch barrage in four, three, two, one…”
Jillian kept the Denver up against the barrier for thirty minutes and more than fifty attackers were eliminated. It became known that the ship in the corner was dangerous. Twenty ships banded together and charged in on the Denver. Jillian launched a barrage and immediately jumped the ship to the bottom portside corner of the exercise. The twenty ships came around the barrage and discovered their target had jumped away. Fifty ships came roaring in on them from the rear and twelve of the twenty were knocked out of the exercise. The other eight forgot about going after the ship in the corner.
• • •
The Denver arrived in the corner and Jillian was barely able to stop it three feet from crossing the barrier. She had applied full port thrusters and then had to use the starboard thrusters to stop the Denver ten yards from the boundary. She swore and knew they had almost been knocked out of the competition due to poor piloting. She heard Mark say, “I don’t know if I could have stopped us, Lieutenant. Great job.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
Mark looked at the tactical and saw two ships coming in at the very bottom of the boundary attempting to hit the bow of the Denver. “Stop bow barrages, launch two penetrators, then start barrages after the launch.”
The two Jukeboxes skimming the boundary flew under the barrage and found a penetrator flying in too fast to avoid. They dove under them and crossed the boundary and were knocked out of the competition. Mark shook his head. Ships weren’t supposed to work together but his ship was being attacked by multiple ships. It made him angry as ten ships flew in at top speed. “Launch barrage in three, two, one, now! Weapons, we have ten coming in. Cover your zones!”
Lt. McAfee knew trying to give orders was useless. The blaster teams were going to have to maintain their discipline or it would be over in a moment. He saw the ten ships come over and under the barrage and he closed his eyes. A moment later he opened them and saw the Denver was still fighting. The Captain flew the ship behind a forward barrage and the blaster teams were covering their standard zones in less than half a second. The Denver followed the barrage and the blaster teams knocked out twenty more ships before the Captain jumped back to the original corner they fought in. Jillian took over tactical as the Captain maintained the ship’s position.
• • •
“Sir, I think you need to see this.”
Dizzy looked at her XO, “What is it?” A recording appeared on her display and she saw the Denver knock out ten ships attacking it. She then watched the Denver accelerate away from the boundary and knock out twenty more. It jumped away and Dizzy yelled, “Keep that ship on my display.”
• • •
Jillian stared at her visor and said, “Computer, status?”
“Two thirds of the starting ships have been eliminated from the exercise. Six thousand ships are still active.”
Mark said, “I heard that, Lieutenant. We still play defense until the odds are better.”
“Yes Sir, three ships coming in. Launch barrage in four, three, two, one, now! Weapons are clear.”
• • •
Dizzy stared at the Denver and shook her head, “Where did they come up with those tactics?”
“I don’t know, Sir, but they’re knocking ships out at twice the normal range of blasters.”
Dizzy stared at the display as three more ships were knocked out of the exercise, “Computer, what approach would allow a shot at that ship?”
“There is no approach they don’t have covered, Sir.”
“So how does one take that ship out of action?”
“The only way is to overwhelm its defenses.”
“Sir, forty ships are banding together to attack.”
Dizzy looked at her display and wondered what the Denver was going to do about the coming attack.
• • •
“Sir, I have forty ships moving on us from all approaches.”
“How many are coming from the sides?”
“Ten on each side.”
“I’m taking the ship; I want you to accelerate us toward the thirty that are attacking us from head on. Weapons, I want a double barrage launched in ten seconds; we will follow that barrage into the formation moving at us and you will fire on the ships as they fly over and under us. Lieutenant, if any of them detect what we’re doing, jump us away. Barrage in….three, two, one, now! Hit em hard!”
• • •
Dizzy watched as the Denver suddenly fired a double barrage ahead of it and accelerated toward the incoming ships. She stood up and shook her head; the Denver was flying broadside into the oncoming ships. She jerked her head and yelled, “How fast is the Denver moving?”
“It is ten miles an hour slower than maximum speed, Sir.”
“How is that possible?”
Dizzy saw the Denver blow by the thirty ships that were unable to see the giant ship behind the barrage it was following. Ships began disappearing as they were knocked out of the exercise and the last ten ships flew vertical to see what was happening behind the barrage. The Denver immediately disappeared and entered normal space in another corner of the boundary. Dizzy started smiling. She sat back and had to give the ship credit. This was amazing.



Chapter Eleven
The three Jukeboxes appeared in normal space and surrounded the dark Blue Warship. Dat pushed his panel and said, “Did you find our revelation informative?”
The Third leaned back and forth showing his amusement, “We were surprised you did it. However, the one we sent here to communicate with you says you offered to assist us.”
“In what way do you need assistance?”
“There are numerous probes in our galaxy and we don’t know who is sending them. Could you determine where they originate?”
Dat paused and looked at Angel before saying, “You know it will require sending ships into your galaxy.”
“How many?
“How many probes are there?”
The Third looked at his Ship Leader who could only shrug, “We really don’t know. We’ve only seen several and that was due to them blocking light from a star.”
“We’ll need to send in a thousand unmanned probes initially.”
“Why so many?”
“If there is a large number of them, they will be gathered around your major planets.”
The Ship Leader stood up and looked at the Third. The Third stood up on his central leg and said, “How did you know we have a thousand major planets?”
“We sent probes in eighteen years ago when you sent probes into our galaxy. We’ve pretty much mapped your galaxy and know where your major planets are located.”
“Why are you telling me this; you know that will cause deep suspicion from our Leadership?”
“And you sending probes into our galaxy wouldn’t do the same thing? We assumed that if you wanted to come take a look at us, you were inviting us to do the same. However, that’s not the real reason I’m telling you this.”
“Then why?”
“You need to know that we aren’t going to see anything we don’t already know. If you want to know the full extent of the strange probes, we’ll need to find them all.”
The Ship Leader tilted his body right and the Third nodded for him to speak, “You’re going to try and bait the ones that sent them to send a ship.”
Dat was impressed, “Very good. Just finding probes in your galaxy won’t tell us where they came from. We’re going to have to cover every probe with a field that prevents them from communicating. That should cause the ones that sent them to send a ship to investigate. We’ll have probes around your galaxy and we will find that ship and follow it back to where it came from.”
The Third stared at the Ship Leader for a long moment and said, “Why are you willing to help us find them? I would expect you to hope they will attack us and weaken our defenses.”
“We’ve thought about that but there’s too much unknown to hope that will happen.”
“I’m not sure I understand what you’re saying.”
“If someone has sent probes to spy on you, they must not be too frightened of your capabilities. If that’s the case, would they then come after us once they disposed of you? We need to know just as much as you do.” The Third was silent for a moment and Dat said, “You’ll know if you’re being set up for an attack by the number of probes they have in your galaxy.”
The Ship Leader leaned slightly back, “He’s right; if there are thousands of probes in our galaxy, they’re planning an invasion.”
The Third looked down at his communication panel and saw the Masters standing around the table. They had listened in on the exchange and the Lead Master said, “How do we know you don’t have probes in our galaxy as well?”
Dat heard the new voice and tilted his head, “Actually, you don’t. However, we removed all of our probes when you sent the new probes to our galaxy. Currently, we don’t have any probes or ships in your galaxy. Now I’d be remiss in not telling you that we were planning to launch a huge number but your last visit made us pause.”
The Third looked at the Ship Leader and turned light yellow, indicating a smile. He looked at the Lead Master and waited for him to respond. “You may send your probes and ships to find the probes here. I request that you keep the one there with you informed of your progress. He will give you a frequency where he can be contacted.”
“Are you planning an invasion of my galaxy?”
The Lead Master paused and said, “We were planning to do just that but your behavior has us confused. Your willingness to assist us and your blunt honesty needs to be evaluated. However, you are right about one thing. Before we attack each other, we need to see who is spying on us. I suspect they know about you.”
“If their probes are worth anything, they would see your trips here.”
Angel looked at Dat and whispered, “There is a probe a thousand miles out from that Blue Ship.”
Dat muted the communicator, “Have a probe scan it down to the smallest molecule and then destroy it.”
Dat unmuted the microphone and said, “Don’t get alarmed but we’re going to fire a beam in a moment.”
The Ship Leader moved quickly into his Command Chair and started to activate the ship’s force field but saw a blast a thousand miles away. He looked at the Third and said, “We were followed.”
Dat said, “We’re changing the number of probes we’re sending to fifty thousand.”
The Lead Master understood the significance of the Third Master being followed by one of the strange probes. There had to be large numbers in order to send one to follow a ship leaving the galaxy. “You may send small ships and probes; do not send your major warships.”
Dat’s nodded, “We’ll do as you request. I’m ordering them to launch within a day. Send me the frequency to stay in contact.”
The Ship Leader pressed his panel and nodded. The Third said, “I just sent it to you.”
“I’ll let you know as soon as we jump in.”
“Do you think that probe heard our discussion?”
“I’m sure it did. However, my probes did not detect it broadcasting. It was probably programmed to record and send the data later. I suspect the ones that sent it will soon be warned that their probes can be seen when this one doesn’t report in. We need to start moving quickly.”
“I’ll be waiting or your update.”
Dat watched the Blue Battleship jump away and said, “Just when you think the universe is a safe place, BAM! Two new adversaries appear.” Dat turned to Angel, “You need to get back to your competition. I’ll handle the probes with Admiral Hull.”
Angel nodded and said, “We’re jumping back to our fleet competition in five, four, three, two, one, and now.”
• • •
The three Flagships arrived back at the competition to discover it was over. Dizzy appeared on Angel’s display and said, “Admiral, I wonder if you would mind helping us.”
Angel saw something in Dizzy’s expression, “What do you want me to do?”
“The ship that won the competition has been ordered to remain inside the exercise’s boundaries and I was hoping you and your two brothers would go in teach them some humility.”
Angle looked at Bret and saw him smile. “Don’t you think just one of us could do it?”
“Well, actually, I don’t think all three of you can do it but I think you’ll learn a lot from the effort.”
Angel’s eyes narrowed, “Are you serious?”
“As a skunk in Rover.”
Angel lowered her visor and saw the Jukebox in the center of the exercise area. “Arve, Grest, did you hear what Admiral Banks just asked?”
“I did and let’s have at it.”
Grest said, “I did as well and look forward to the challenge.”
Angel smiled and pressed the blue button sending all hands to battle stations. She saw everyone report in and said over the ship’s intercom, “All weapons will be changed to training mode. We will be participating in a pursuit momentarily. Make us proud.” She looked at the microphone on her visor and activated Dizzy’s frequency, “Call it out, Admiral.”
“Admiral Arvolo, please move your three ships inside the boundary of the exercise and prepare to start in one minute.”
• • •
Mark looked at Jillian and tilted his head, “The Arvolo Triplets are the best pilots in the Fleet.”
“They could be the best in the universe and still not defeat our tactics, Sir. How do you want to handle this?”
“Play it straight; we’ll flee and have them give chase. Admiral Banks didn’t warn them about what we’re doing so it should work against them.”
“I’ve seen the videos of their training exercises. I suspect one of them will jump ahead of us as the others push us toward them.”
“Let’s play it straight. The Admirals need to see what we’ve developed. We won’t pull any special jumps to set them up.”
“Yes Sir, who has tactical?”
Mark smiled, “Lieutenant, show them your stuff.” Jillian smiled and grabbed the wheel and watched the countdown reach zero. She accelerated away at full speed and then made a hard right turn. The Arvolo’s cut the corner and moved in quickly on the Denver. Jillian watched them move in and turned directly away from them, “Rear blasters, launch a barrage.” The barrage left the ship and Jillian whipped the Denver around and went to full power on the starboard thrusters.”
Angel said, “Arve, jump ahead.” The Melbourne disappeared as the Wellington went over the barrage and the Haven went under. Both ships were immediately hit by eighty training beams each and their computers announced they were out of the competition. Angel saw the Denver flying sideways in front of her and saw the ship was still out of range of her blasters. How was that ship flying sideways?
• • •
Arve jumped in ahead of the Denver and saw a massive barrage moving toward him. How the heck had they managed to fire that large of a barrage from the bow blasters? He had no choice but to immediately go vertical and his computer recorded a hundred training beam strikes and fifteen training penetrator hits. The exercise was over in less than three minutes after it started. Angel activated her communicator, “Dizzy, what just happened?”
“Don’t feel bad, Sir. The last five hundred and fifty ships in the competition ganged up together to take out the Denver and all of them were defeated. It appears that ship has developed a new tactic in using their Jukebox. They can hit ships before they can move into range to fire on and knock them out.”
“How does that happen?”
“If twenty or more blasters hit a ship in a short time, the cumulative effect is enough to break through a force field. By flying their ship sideways, they have more than a hundred and forty blasters to fire in any direction. Targeting thirty blasters on ships chasing them is child’s play.”
“This sounds like a defensive maneuver.”
“Sir, they knocked out the last hundred and fifty ships in the exercise by chasing them down flying sideways.”
Angel looked at Bret as she said, “Have all four Admirals meet on board that ship. I want to have a discussion with that Captain.” Bret nodded and opened a channel to the Denver.
• • •
Mark and Jillian met the three Arvolos on the bridge and the crew came to attention. Angel said, “As you were!” She looked at Captain Anderson and her eyebrows lowered, “Captain, where did you come up with this new tactic of flying your ship sideways?”
“Sir, I looked at how our ships are at a disadvantage when chasing an enemy bow first. There are only eight blasters available and it just seemed like there had to be a better way to utilize the Jukebox’s armament. I explained what I wanted to try and the crew were all on board with making it work. Most of the credit should go to the blaster teams that have done an outstanding job of targeting ships maneuvering around our barrages. Lt. McAfee has done great work in organizing their target zones.”
Tara had left the ships intercom on and the crew listened in on what was taking place on the bridge. The blaster teams were amazed that the Captain didn’t take credit for their success. Their pride in their ship increased with the Captain’s praise.
“This tactic has not been approved by fleet. Who authorized you to use it in the competition?”
Mark stared at Angel and said, “Admiral, if I’m not mistaken, you held this competition to encourage the ships under your command to learn how to handle their ships effectively in combat. Flying sideways is not much different from using the thrusters to spiral away from an attacker. We just turned and didn’t twist the ship.”
Angel stared at Mark and saw he wasn’t intimidated by her. “I’m going to discuss this infraction with fleet to see if any discipline is required. I want all the records you made during your perfecting this tactic sent to my ship immediately. Is that clear?”
Mark’s eyes narrowed and he said, “Yes Sir, it is.”
Angel looked around the bridge and saw the bridge crew didn’t like what she was doing. She looked at Bret and he looked confused. She had read Captain Anderson’s file and saw that he was called The Tyrant by his crew. It didn’t appear they were happy at him being disciplined. “You will keep your ship here at this location until I decide what action I’m going to take.”
“Yes Sir.”
Jillian said, “Sir, I was also involved in developing these tactics. Captain Anderson didn’t do it alone.”
Angel stared at Jillian and saw four officers enter the bridge. She turned and one of them said, “Sir, we were also involved in developing these tactics and whatever discipline you give Captain Anderson, we deserve as well.”
Angel looked around the bridge and said, “How about the rest of you; do you feel the same?”
Tara stood and said, “Yes Sir. We decided to do this as a team. We all chose to work overtime to learn how to operate the ship flying sideways. We deserve whatever punishment he receives.”
Mark said, “Sir, I am ultimately responsible for whatever happens on the Denver. My crew followed my orders and they are not responsible for my decisions. I accept full responsibility for what we’ve done.”
The roar from the crew could be heard throughout the ship. Angel shook her head and smiled, “Captain, what happened to the Tyrant?” Mark was stunned by the question along with everyone on the bridge. Mark didn’t respond and Angel said, “Answer the question, Captain Anderson?”
Mark took a breath and said, “Lt. Connor allowed me to see myself in her.” Jillian jerked her head around and stared at Mark.
“What do you mean?”
“She allowed me to see that the Tyrant was nothing more than my own insecurities controlling my behavior. I saw that I have an outstanding crew and I was not allowing them to be as good as they were capable of being. No one would take a risk out of fear that the Tyrant would punish them. I decided that it was time I grew up. Sir, this new tactic worked because an excellent crew decided to make it work. However, it was my decision to do this and I bear the responsibility for their actions.”
Angel looked around the bridge and saw that the Tyrant was truly dead. This crew would follow their captain wherever he led them. She looked at Dizzy, “You’re not going to allow us to take either of them; are you?” Dizzy smiled and shook her head. Angel looked back at Mark, “That was excellent flying when you defeated us.”
Mark shook his head, “Actually, Lt. Connor was commanding the ship during that maneuver, Sir.”
Angel looked at Dizzy, “Are you sure?”
“I am, Sir.”
Angel said, “Captain Anderson,” She looked at Jillian and said, “Lt. Connor, the two of you are promoted to the rank of Commodore and will each take command of half of Admiral Bank’s fleet. You will immediately train your Task Forces on how to use this new tactic. This ship will be your flagship, Commodore Anderson and Commodore Connor will receive her flagship as soon as she decides which ship she wants to carry her flag.”
The bridge erupted in cheers and the entire crew roared their approval. Dizzy looked at the two new Commodores and said, “What will you need to make this happen?”
Angel smiled, “Not so fast, Admiral.” Dizzy looked at her and Angel said, “Every member of this bridge crew, along with the four officers standing over there, will be given command of a Jukebox in our fleets to start training our fleets. You can have these two but I’m pulling rank on the others.” The bridge crew and the Blaster Officers were stunned. Then they realized their good fortune and ran up and shook Mark’s and Jillian’s hand.
Mark said, “Sir, in order for this tactic to work, two pilots are needed to fly the ship. The chairs you’ve been placing on the Jukeboxes for trainees need to be filled with qualified pilots to assist in fighting the ship.”
Angel’s eyebrows lowered and she said, “Why do you need two?”
“One pilot flies the ship and goes after targets; the other pilot keeps their hand on the override button to fly the ship out of harm’s way. The second will only be focused on tactical scanners and be looking for any superior force that poses a danger to the ship.”
“That’s how you avoided being overwhelmed in the competition?”
“Yes Sir, it is. The first pilot will then scan the tactical scanners while the second flies the ship.”
Angel slowly nodded and then looked at Lt. Green, “Get Admiral Kune on the communicator.” Tara started pressing buttons and in a few moments, Admiral Kune appeared on the wall Monitor, “Admiral Arvolo, you requested I contact you.”
“Yes Sir, I need eighteen thousand top notch pilots. Are there any Rovers under your former command that might be available?”
Kune shook his head, “I have more than a million that are suffering the indignity of no longer participating in combat operations. Why do you need them?”
“We’re going to need two pilots on each of my battleships to conduct a new tactic we’ve developed.”
Kune tilted his head, “Why are you asking me? You can get all you want by going through Fleet Operations.”
“I know that, Sir; but you know who the best pilots are in your former fleets. I want the best.”
Kune lowered his head and looked at Angel through his eyebrows, “I still have the rankings of all the Rovers. I’ll give you the list if you’ll agree to share this new tactic with me.”
“If you’ll get fleet to send me double the number, I’ll train eighteen thousand for you to take back and train your ships.”
Kune smiled, “I think I can make that happen.”
“Sir, I need them yesterday.”
“You’ll have them in three days. I can’t tell you how many of them have begged for a place to fight.”
Angel smiled, “Thank you, Sir.”
Kune slowly shook his head, “You’re going to keep the best aren’t you?”
“Yes, but I suspect all of those you send me will be excellent sailors, Sir. I’ll also send you the training records of the tactic so you can see what you’re going to be getting.”
Kune smiled, “I’ll get on it now. Send the records to this contact number.”
“Yes Sir.” The monitor went dark and Angel said, “I don’t think you’re going to have to worry about explaining about the new pilots. Everyone saw what the Denver did in the competition and will want to learn how to fly their ships the same way.” She looked at Bret, “As soon as you receive the names, assign them to ships.”
“Do you want one for our ship as well, Sir.”
Angel smiled, “Absolutely not, you and I will do the piloting.”
Dizzy shook her head, “Always getting the best, Sir?”
Angle smiled, “Rank does have its privileges. You need to get with your new Commodores and get their task forces up to speed. They’ll be the ones we send in first. They have a head start.”
Dizzy nodded, “Yes Sir.”
• • •
The Arvolos left and Mark shook his head. Jillian looked at him, “What are you thinking?”
“She is so young but that is one smart officer.”
Jillian smiled, “Because she promoted you?”
“No, because she made sure I had the support of my crew. That discipline issue was just to take a measure of where I stood with my crew. If they were happy at me being disciplined, she never would have promoted me.”
Jillian nodded and said, “We’re the same rank now; I hope you’ll allow me to visit you occasionally.”
Mark looked at Jillian, “Why would you want to do that?”
“Because of your looks.” Mark stared at her and started laughing. Jillian smiled, “Mark, a pretty face is a dime a dozen. You deserved the popularity award.”
“I think I can work you in my schedule.”
“Oh. Going to play hard to get are you?”
Mark saw Admiral Banks walking toward them and whispered, “Not with you, Jillian.”
Jillian smiled and heard Admiral Banks say, “Alright you two; Anderson, you need to issue promotions to replace your bridge crew and Blaster Officers. Connor, get the standings from the competition and choose your flagship. You can select one from the other fleets if you want.”
Jillian smiled, “Do you think they’ll let me have it?”
“You leave that up to me.”
Jillian smiled, “Yes Sir.”
• • •
Dat arrived at Admiral Hull’s office and filled her in on what was happening in the Blue Ship’s Galaxy. “I need fifty thousand probes launched to that galaxy and have them start searching for probes.”
“Do you think fifty thousand will do it?”
“You know that civilization is located in a specific region and not scattered around the galaxy. I don’t think an enemy would over saturate that small an area. If we find more than that, we’ll send more.”
“What are you planning to do?”
“I’m going to send the Stealth Rovers with the probes and they will be watching for any probe that is called out of the galaxy. We’re going to block the communications from those probes and I believe whoever sent them will send a ship to investigate. That ship is what we’re after.”
“You intend to follow it back to its origin?”
“I am going to try and get a Marker Probe on it and attempt to follow it as well.” Katherine stared at Dat and he said, “I suspect that ship will go through some intensive gyrations to make sure it isn’t followed. I don’t want to run the risk of losing it.”
Katherine nodded, “Are you sending the Matadors with the Rovers?”
“I’d like to get one on a planet those probes were sent from if it’s possible.”
“Your daughter has requested thirty six thousand pilots from the ranks of the Rovers.”
“Oh, why did she do that?”
“I was hoping you could tell me. It appears Admiral Kune is working with her and has given her the names of all the best pilots.”
Dat shook his head, “That’s my girl. Ask Kune what’s going on; I’m going with my Rover to that galaxy.”
“I don’t know if I agree with that risk, Admiral.”
“Sir, I’m the one that’s been communicating with the Aliens. We shouldn’t turn that task over to someone else. Besides, someone is planning to take on the Blue Ships. We need to know who has big enough brass…”
“I know, just make sure you don’t get yourself killed.”
“I’ll keep you in the loop, Sir.”
Dat ran out of the office and Katherine sighed. She called Admiral Kune and said, “What’s going on with the request for Rover Pilots?”
Kune’s face lit up, “Sir, you won’t believe what the Arvolo Triplets have come up with!”
“Educate me, Admiral.” Kune downloaded the recordings of the competition and Katherine forgot about Dat. This was incredible information.



Chapter Twelve
Leon looked at Mitch Mitchells as he stared at the Probe in the center of the Rover’s display. “What can you determine about that probe?”
Mitch kept his eyes on the display, “It is not very far behind our technology and is slightly ahead of the probes used by those yellow colored beings. The field it uses is not derived from dark energy but from a polarizing energy source that allows it to see through the field but not allow anything outside it to see it.”
“How are you able to see it?”
“The field we use filters out the polarization. It is also armed with a blaster.” Mitch paused and squinted at the data readout, “I don’t think it’s strong enough to penetrate our defenses. I won’t know for sure unless it takes a shot at something.”
Leon looked at the display and rolled his head down to the level of the display, “Do you think the probe’s creators are more advanced than the yellow beings?”
“Not really. This polarizing energy is nowhere near as strong as the force fields on the blue ships. They’re close…but not as powerful.”
“That means they think they have overwhelming numbers.”
Mitch looked up from the display, “How do you come up with that?”
“They’re here. That has to mean they think they can take on the blue ships. If they’re not as strong, they have to have a larger number to make up for the difference.”
Mitch thought about it and looked back at the display, “You may be right. However, according to the scans we made of the Yellow Civilization, they have millions of ships.”
“Think about it, Mitch. Would you send sixty thousand probes into a galaxy to spy on a civilization if it was more powerful than your own?”
Mitch took in a breath and blew it out, “No, I might send in a few to spy on their main planet and I’d make sure the probe couldn’t be seen.”
“Yet there are more than sixty thousand here. They are mapping their targets.” Leon paused, “How long before you cut off their communications?”
“The last of our probes arrived yesterday and we think we have all of them accounted for. Admiral Arvolo will make the call on when we shut them down.”
“What do you think they will do when that happens?”
“Higher command thinks the intruders will send a ship to investigate. Once it arrives, we’ll stop preventing them from communicating.”
“Who will follow the ship?”
Mitch shrugged, “If I had to guess, I suspect it will be us.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because you are the leader of the Matadors and Admiral Arvolo would trust you to do it without causing a problem. I hear he thinks highly of your father.”
Leon’s head rolled up his body and he stared at the display. He really hoped Mitch was right.
• • •
Dat waited on his Rover and heard a message come in from General Anderson, “We’ve not been able to find any more probes, Admiral.”
Dat nodded and looked at his panel, “Loree, contact the Yellow Being.” Dat waited a moment and then saw the yellow colored creature on his display, “We’ve found more than sixty thousand of those probes in your galaxy. We’re about to extend our probe’s fields around them and shut down their communications. I’ll let you know if a ship comes to investigate.”
The Third Master leaned back and said, “I’ll be waiting for your contact.”
The display went dark and the Second Master looked at the Lead Master, “I’m really surprised you allowed them to send their probes here?”
“Could we have stopped them? And how would we know if they didn’t already have them here? No, this is what we must do to determine who is here spying on us. We already know about the spiral galaxy.”
The Third said, “I suspect they have a huge number of those three large battleships they keep sending out to meet us.”
All the Masters around the table turned and looked at him. The Second said, “Why do you believe that?”
“That being told me they knew we were spying on them eighteen cycles ago. There is no way they could have hidden the construction of those three ships from our probes. They had to be built somewhere else. They’ve had eighteen years to build them. I suspect they have many more than we suspect.”
The Lead Master leaned back, “I agree. It would be foolish to invade them without knowing their capabilities. If we’re not going to attack them, we might as well use them to find out about these strange probes.”
The Third knew the Leader had already determined that the Spiral Galaxy was a clear danger. The Leader was even more brilliant than he thought. He looked at the huge table and knew that more than a million probes from other civilizations were in his galaxy and they were unable to see any of them. There was cause for fear. The Leader didn’t reveal any of this and he hoped that someday he would be able to hide his emotions as well as the Leader.
• • •
Dat waited outside the huge galaxy with eight thousand Stealth Rovers. The small ships were scattered around the galaxy and waited for one of the probes inside the glowing giant to be called out. The fields prevented the strange probes from broadcasting but they could still receive communications. Two days passed and nothing happened. Dat began to wonder if his plan was going to fail. “SIR, I HAVE A PROBE JUMPING OUT!!”
“Don’t lose the jump track! Stay on it!” Dat waited for the Rover that spotted the probe to report in. Everyone had been ordered to complete silence until the probe was followed to its destination.
• • •
Lila Allen stayed on the probe’s path as it moved through Green Space. She stayed in the skip barrier and didn’t break into Green Space where her passage could be detected. The probe jumped more than a million light years from the galaxy it was formerly occupying and emerged into normal space and remained stationary. Lila took her Stealth Rover out of the barrier six hundred miles from the probe and waited. “What do you think is going on, Lila?”
“I’m not sure, Caesar. I suspect they are scanning everything around that probe to make sure they can approach it without being seen.”
“What’s the plan?”
Lila looked at the large Matador and pressed a button on her panel, “I’m launching a tracker; move out close to that probe. I’m continuing to block it from communicating and I hope if a ship does come, they will take the probe on board to check it out. They’ll have to lower their force field to do that.”
“Why?”
“Because the probe can’t be taken through it without damaging it. If they lower their field, we’ll get the tracker to lock on the ship.”
“And if they don’t?”
“We’ll just have to make sure we don’t lose it when it leaves.”
Caesar looked at the display. He wondered how long it was going to take before a ship showed up. Two days later, he wondered if one was going to show up at all.
• • •
On the fourth day, Lila sat up in her chair as alarms began going off. Caesar was up immediately looking over her shoulder at her display, “Holy Prey!” Lila shook her head; more than a hundred thousand rust colored battleships were in normal space rushing around the probe scanning for anything that might have followed it. Caesar said, “You need to cut the field around that probe.”
“I can’t Caesar. They’ll know it was followed if it starts communicating. I have to wait until it drops its force field.”
Caesar watched the battleships expanding their search and rolled his head to his midsection, “You’re not going to have a choice; they’ll be here in a few moments.”
Lila watched her display and kept her finger on the field button, “Come on! Cut it!” She stood up and yelled, “CUT IT NOW!” The probe’s force field went down and Lila punched the field button and lowered the Rover completely into the barrier. Three seconds later, ten rust colored battleships flew through the space her ship had occupied.
Caesar watched the display and said, “That was close.”
Lila nodded and said, “The ship closest to the probe is not a battleship. It appears to be a science vessel of some sort. It’s taken the probe on board and my computer says the tracker followed it in.”
Caesar shook his head, “I thought they couldn’t detect us.”
Lila shrugged, “I don’t think they can…but I’m not willing to take the risk. Warships usually have better electronics than probes.”
Caesar stared at the images being sent from the molecule sized antenna still in normal space. “I don’t see any way we can follow them.”
“You’re probably right. We’ll have to depend on the tracker to send us their location.”
“What do you think they’ll believe happened to their probes?”
“I don’t know. They may just turn off the force fields of all the probes still in that galaxy to see if they start working properly.”
“And if they don’t?” Lila shrugged.
• • •
“Sir, the probes are moving away from the planets they’ve been scanning. Now they’re turning off their force fields for a tenth of a second.”
Dat thought for a moment and said, “Einstein, what do you make of that?”
“The Rover may have had to stop blocking that probe.”
Dat’s eyes went wide and he pressed his communicator “General Anderson, stop our probes from blocking their communications. Do it now!”
Anderson looked at the officer at the control panel and nodded. The officer pulled up a clear cover and threw a red switch. Every Union Probe stopped sending the fields around the strange probes. Einstein said, “That Rover that followed that probe must have gotten into a tight situation.” Dat nodded.
• • •
Lila waited in the barrier as the hundred thousand ships continued to sweep space. After twelve hours, they all jumped away together. Lila sighed, “We can’t skip in after them. We can’t run the risk of being seen.”
“We were ordered to follow.”
“I know; but I don’t think the Admiral thought more than one ship would show up. We have a tracker on that science vessel. We have to hope that is enough. If we skip in after that ship, I’m sure the hundred thousand battleships will have their scanners overlapped watching for anything near subspace. I can’t risk it.”
“Are you leaving now?”
“No; my sensors show a thousand ships hanging in Green Space near the place that probe was located. We have to wait until they leave. You might as well get some rest. The computer will let us know when they depart.” Caesar nodded but continued to stare at the display.
• • •
Einstein looked at the communications log, “No word from the Rover that followed the probe?”
“No, nothing.”
“That doesn’t sound good. If they were able to see it, our galaxy could become their next target.”
“I suspect it will anyway; they know the Blue Ships have been communicating with us.”
Dat opened his eyes and saw the lights flashing on his panel, “What are you two talking about?”
“We’re concerned about the SR that followed the probe.”
Dat sighed, “I am as well. It’s been six days and we should have heard from them. I was told the Stealth Rovers were hidden just as effectively as our probes. We’re going to have to try another way to find the civilization sending those probes.
“Dat, I have a Tracker Probe reporting in from a distant galaxy!”
“What!”
“I have a Tracker sending coordinates from a distant galaxy. It’s more than five hundred million light years from here.”
“That SR must have gotten a tracker on one of their ships.”
“Well what’s happened to the SR?”
“Einstein, I have no idea but that has to be where the civilization is that’s sending the probes.” Dat thought for a moment and said, “Loree, get Leon’s SR on the channel.”
Dat stared at the wall display and he saw a human and a Matador appear on it, “Leon, I think we’ve found where the probes are coming from; I want you and Lt. Mitchells to go and see if you can find out what we’re up against.”
Leon looked at Mitch and said, “Sir, isn’t Lieutenant Mitchells in command?”
Dat shook his head, “He is not, Leon. He will follow your orders and offer whatever advice he deems important but this mission is under your command. The days of not trusting your species is over; you’ve proven yourselves against the Servants. It is critical that you not be discovered and collect everything you can on what that civilization has in its arsenal.”
Leon nodded and looked at Mitch, “What would you suggest we do?”
Mitch looked at Leon and then at Dat, “Before I drop Leon, I think we need to take a look at some of their planets and see what he’d be up against. We’d be able to select the best target once we take a look around. The first thing we’ll have to do is see if they can see us.”
Dat nodded and smiled, “It appears you two will make a good team. I’m sending you the coordinates. Leave now and take a look at what’s there.”
Mitch nodded, “Sir, if we’re discovered, I’m going to send a data dump with everything we’ve collected. If they find us, there won’t be a need to continue hiding; they’ll know they are being watched.”
Dat’s eyes went down and he said, “Have a tracker programmed with everything you have. If you run into trouble, launch it. I don’t want to run the risk of your communications being tracked.”
“Yes Sir.”
Mitch entered the coordinates into his panel and backed off two hundred thousand light years from the destination. He looked up at Leon and said, “Jump in ten seconds.”
• • •
Dat watched the Stealth Rover on his panel and it disappeared. He pressed his panel and saw the Yellow Being appear, “We’ve received a communication from one of our tracker probes. It is located in a galaxy half a billion light years from your galaxy. We’re sending a ship to see if that is where the civilization sending the probes is located.”
“What are the coordinates?”
“Are you planning to send ships there?”
The Third looked at the Lead Master and saw him start to get angry. He quickly said, “You will not tell us what we can and cannot do.”
“Wouldn’t you want to know what you’re going to run into before you jump in? What if showing up there causes a massive attack on your galaxy. Do you know if you’re prepared to meet it? I will share with you whatever our ship discovers. If you jump in, it may make spying on them impossible.”
The Lead Master’s color began softening and the Third said, “Keep us informed.”
“I will.”
• • •
The Second looked at the Leader, “Do you think we should depend on them to provide us information?”
The Leader remained silent and the Third said, “The real issue is whether or not we can collect information without being seen.”
The Second turned toward the Third and showed his anger at being interrupted. The Leader said, “Go on and say what you’re thinking about, Third.”
“We know they have huge numbers of probes here; that has to mean they are planning an incursion into our space. If they’re that far along in their plans, we could precipitate an invasion if they see our ships in their space. We need to know how many ships we’ll need to meet them. Getting those fleets ready will take some time and having them attack here before we’re ready would not be good.”
The Leader leaned back, “You are right. This is an unknown and we will probably be attacked if we start organizing our fleets. Start getting our Fleet Leaders to have the ships under their commands pre-visioned for war. Have them organize on the side of our galaxy toward that spiral galaxy. The probes watching us might get their senders to believe we are going to attack the spiral galaxy and they will hold off their attack until we launch the fleets.” The Leader looked at the Third, “Tell the one you’ve been communicating with what we’re doing so he won’t think we’re going to attack his galaxy. We don’t need any mistakes right now. You will also tell the fleets that we’re going to attack the Spiral Galaxy so that if any of their communications are intercepted, the probes will have their suspicions verified.”
The Masters were once again impressed with the wisdom of their Leader and they started issuing orders to the thousands of fleets.
• • •
Lila looked at Caesar and shook her head, “I don’t think those ships are going to leave.”
“Why is that?”
“Caesar, their engines aren’t active. Even if they detected us, they’d be unable to pursue. I think they have been stationed here for the sole purpose of determining if the probe was followed. Their patience is extraordinary.”
“Would they just leave a thousand warships out in open space serving no other purpose than acting as a probe?”
“We wouldn’t; however, maybe they have enough ships to not have to be concerned. I’m not going to wait on them any longer. Timmy, do you detect any of their scanners in normal space?”
The ship’s computer was silent for a moment and then said, “No, I don’t detect anything in normal space.”
“What are you going to do, Lila?”
“I’m going to operate under the assumption that they can’t see us inside our field. I’m going to go to zero mass and fire a small thrust sending us away from their current location. We’re about six hundred miles from where they entered normal space and the thrust should get us more than ten thousand miles away in less than a minute. Once we’re ten thousand miles away, I’ll hit a higher thrust and move a hundred thousand more miles away. Then, I’ll barely hit the barrier and skip a hundred light years away. We’ll scan for an hour and see if anything shows up. If nothing does, we’ll go back and report in.” Lila dialed the gravity control back and hit the thruster. The SR accelerated away and Lila kept her eyes on her display. The ships in Green Space remained stationary, “Timmy, I want to know if any of them start warming up their thrusters.”
“There is no activity, Lila.”
Lila watched her panel and hit the thrusters again. Their speed increased substantially and sixty seconds later she hit the jump button and skipped away. The SR appeared in normal space and Lila intently watched her panel. She shook her head after an hour, “Maybe I was being too cautious.”
“Lila, a ship has appeared at the place where you skipped the barrier.”
“Show me, Timmy!”
Lila watched the ship enter normal space and hang motionlessly. Caesar was looking over her shoulder and said, “Did they see us?”
“They detected something; I should know momentarily if they think it was a ship.”
“How will you know?”
“If the other ships arrive; they’ll know. If that ship leaves, they’ll pass it off as an anomaly.” Lila watched the feed coming in from the tracer probe they left behind at the skip point and saw the ship lower its force field. She hit a button and the view disappeared.
“What are you doing?”
“I’ve sent that tracker to lock on the hull of that ship. We’ll know if it remains out here or returns to the galaxy it came from. Timmy, did you drop two trackers?”
“Actually, I released three.”
“Activate one of the others.”
The view came back on and the rust colored ship appeared to be jettisoning something from its hull. Lila shook her head, “They’re not environmentalists; they’re dumping their garbage. They didn’t see us.”
“Are you sure?”
“They are taking the opportunity to dump their garbage; they wouldn’t do that if they thought another ship was close by.” They watched the ship and thirty minutes later it disappeared. “Timmy?”
“The tracker has it jumping back to its original location.”
Lila smiled, “Let’s go back.” She hit the button and jumped back to the galaxy of the Blue Ships to report in to Admiral Arvolo.
• • •
“A hundred thousand ships!?!”
“Yes Sir. They immediately fanned out and started scanning for us.”
Dat looked at Katherine and Gresha on his display as they listened in to Lila’s debriefing and saw Gresha shake her head. “What are you thinking, Gresha?”
“Would we send a hundred thousand ships to check out a probe?”
Dat shook his head and Katherine said, “No; I can only think of one reason they would send that many.”
Gresha nodded, “They have enough ships to do it.”
Katherine nodded, “That’s the way I see it. If I had a billion warships, sending a hundred thousand wouldn’t even make me blink.”
“Sir, they left a thousand of those ships behind in Green Space to see if anything appeared. They’re still there.”
“Were you able to get a good scan of them?”
“I did.”
“Send that scan to Admiral Hull’s panel. Did you detect anything of interest?”
“I don’t think their ships are as strong as ours. The energy readings were lower than either our ships or the Blue Ships’ readings. However, they weren’t a long way off.”
Dat shook his head and Gresha said, “They don’t have to be as strong if they have numbers on their side.”
Dat looked at the display, “Lt. Allen, you said you managed to get a tracker on one of their ships?”
“Yes Sir, I did. I also sent two other trackers back to their location in the hopes they might also manage to lock on to a hull of one of the ships looking for us.”
Dat looked at Katherine who looked off away from the display for a moment and said, “What do you have?” She listened for a moment and said, “The two trackers you sent are no longer sending. That must mean they were able to attach to a ship’s hull.”
“I suspect those ships entered normal space, lowered their fields and jettisoned their garbage.”
Katherine said, “I’ll let you know if they manage to find another planet.”
Gresha looked at Dat, “Are you going to tell the Yellow Beings?”
“Not just yet. They’re itching to go and introduce themselves. This information might push them over the line. We need to hear from Lt. Mitchells and Leon before we update them.”
Katherine looked at Dat, “How is the fleet training coming along?”
“Angel’s fleet is light years ahead of the other units but they had a jump on getting the Rover Pilots first. The others are making progress but it’s going to take some time for them to master the new tactics.”
“We don’t have enough ships.”
Dat looked at Gresha, “Why do you say that?”
“The Rovers played a huge role in the last war with the Servants. All of the Jukeboxes used in that war are now outdated and we only have the new model to use.”
“The old model has been sent back and is being reworked by Belwen’s engineers. It is being rebuilt to fly sideways normally. He says the majority of them should be ready within six months.”
Gresha looked at Katherine, “How many battleships will that give us?”
“At the end of this year we should have ten million.”
“Would we send a hundred thousand with that many ships?” Katherine shook her head. “We need to ask the Yellow Beings if they need our assistance if they’re attacked.”
Dat nodded, “It would be better to take them on there than here.”
“We need to see what we’re up against before we start making those decisions. Hold off discussing that until we hear from the Scouts we sent.”
Dat nodded and looked at Gresha, “Why don’t you join me out here?”
Katherine shook her head, “I need her here getting the fleets ready. You can come and join her here until we hear from the Scouts.”
Dat stared at Katherine and begrudgingly nodded, “You’re right. I’m jumping back as soon as I get Lt. Allen’s data.”
Katherine said, “Lt. Allen, you will stay where you are and if another location is sent from your trackers, you will go and investigate it.”
“Yes Sir.”



Chapter Thirteen
“What’s wrong with this picture?”
Mitch stared at his display and shook his head, “This really doesn’t make much sense. The planet below the SR was a beautiful blue green gem and the land masses were almost entirely green. There were no huge cities and the only buildings appeared to be manufacturing facilities. There was also a giant structure on a large continent in the southern hemisphere that appeared to be shaped like a square with each side being fifty miles long. It was rose colored and rose thousands of feet into the atmosphere. There were other smaller structures of a similar color scattered around the planet but that giant was awe inspiring. The funny thing about the structure was that less than a thousand beings were in it. The populations on the planet all appeared to live out in the open. This planet doesn’t appear to be civilized.”
Leon stared at the display and shook his head, “Mitch, the population moves around like herds. They communicate verbally but they stay in groups like herds of animals.”
Mitch moved the view in closer to one of the groups and one it grew in size on the monitor. Half of them had their heads down grazing on the grassy plain they stood on. Mitch shook his head, “Leon, they all appear to be herbivores.”
Leon said, “Computer, do you detect any carnivores on this planet?”
“There are no carnivores on the planet. I detect no predator behavior within the scope of my scanner.”
“Do you detect any species other than the intelligent inhabitants that is above normal numbers?”
A view appeared on the display where hundreds of the local population was moving in a line through a forest. They were holding some kind of weapon and were shooting an eight legged creature that was running from them. The view moved out and they saw four lines moving in toward each other trapping the eight legged creatures between them. Leon said, “What can you tell me about that eight legged creature?”
“It is an herbivore as well. The numbers on the planet’s surface are extraordinarily high.”
Mitch watched the lines moving in killing the eight legged creatures. Who would have thought it; herbivores killing herbivores? He took a deep breath and said, “What are they building in those manufacturing facilities?”
“They appear to be building armaments for a warship. There are large numbers of blasters on shipping pallets out in the open outside them.”
Mitch nodded, “That explains the large number of commercial space ships around the planet. They’re taking them to be installed elsewhere. The machinery around the factories is modern and appears to be quite good.”
Leon nodded and said, “Are there any other hunting parties on the continent below us?”
There was a pause and they heard, “There are more than a thousand and they’re hunting various species that all appear to be herbivores.”
Mitch looked at Leon, “What are you thinking?”
“It doesn’t make sense that there are no predators. Either this planet is an anomaly or the predators have been eliminated by the plant eating population. If they’ve been eliminated, then this is an example of what a warlike plant eating species would look like. Notice that the intelligent species walks around on four hands. They can stand erect but their natural posture is a grazing position. I’m also of the belief that the giant structure is a temple of some kind.”
“WHAT!?!”
“It meets the standards of a place of worship. Only the clergy lives in it and it is well kept and maintained. Computer, have you been able to hear any transmissions taking place on the planet?”
“The factories use wireless communication to function and I’m recording their transmissions. There is also an ongoing communication being broadcast around the planet. It appears to be coming from that giant structure.”
“How long will it take for you to be able to decipher their language?”
“I should have most of it within another twenty hours.”
Leon’s head rolled up his body and he looked at Mitch, “Here’s what we need to do. I’m going to drop on this planet and you need to follow one of those commercial carriers to where they’re taking those blasters.”
“Leon, I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave you here. Even though there aren’t many structures on the planet, it is an advanced civilization. You could be caught.”
“I’ll be careful. Once I can understand their language, I need to see what’s going on. I’ll stay for a week and you can come back and pick me up in seven days.”
“I don’t like this.”
Leon’s head came down his body, “I don’t either…but, we need to gather as much information as possible to plan our next drops. You and I need to get a large view of what’s going on here and others can follow us and fill in the details. Staying here waiting on me is a waste of valuable time.”
“If you have to flee, send me a recall signal.”
“I will.”
Mitch shook his head and said, “Where do you want to go down?”
“Drop me in the forest close to that giant structure where they’re killing those animals. I can feed on them before I start scouting.”
Mitch pulled up the view of the hunting parties and saw they were shooting the creatures and leaving them where they fell. Leon smiled, “Their decomposing bodies will be fertilizer for the forests.”
Mitch nodded and said, “I’m dropping you above the forest tomorrow after the hunting party leaves.”
Leon nodded and said, “Computer, when you have the language deciphered, download it to my belt.”
“I’ll notify you when it’s done.”
• • •
Angel sat in her office on board the Wellington waiting for Bret to arrive. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders as he entered; this was not going to be something she enjoyed. Bret saw her expression and instead of walking forward and giving her a kiss, he came to attention and saluted, “You called for me, Sir?”
Angel returned his salute and said, “Admiral Young, you are being given command of a fleet that will be taken from the current three fleets under my command.”
Bret stared at Angel and his eyes narrowed, “Sir, why are you doing this?”
“Our fleets are still too large to manage; especially with the new tactics we’re using. We have to decrease the numbers to five thousand in each and it’s far too late to bring in another Admiral to command. You are the best one for the assignment.” Bret stared at Angel and remained silent. She waited for him to speak but she could see the hurt in his eyes and she hoped he didn’t make this harder than it had to be. She waited for him to respond but he continued to remain silent. “Your two Commodores are waiting for you on the newest flagship that just arrived. I’ll have the coordinates sent to your communicator.”
Bret saluted, did an about face, and walked out of the room. Angel stared at the door after it closed for ten minutes and then put her head in her hands and cried. After an hour her panel beeped and she saw Arve’s frequency. She pulled herself together and pressed a button, “Arve, is everything alright?”
“I just heard the Admiral Young has been assigned the new fleet. I need to know if you’re alright. What’s going on?”
“There isn’t anyone else that can come in at this late moment and command the new fleet effectively.”
Arve stared at Angel on her display and said, “He could train a new admiral, Angel. This assignment is not a temporary one. That’s a good answer you gave but not the real one. What’s going on?”
Angel blew out a breath and managed to hold back her tears, “Arve, I’m only a teenager; I’m too young to commit to anyone. He’s the first man I’ve ever been close to; I just don’t think I’m ready.”
“Did you discuss this with him?”
“Well…no.”
“So you just threw him away and didn’t even offer an explanation?” Arve shook his head, “Bret is one of the finest men I’ve ever met. What if he just walked away from you with no explanation; how would you feel afterwards?” Angel stared at Arve and knew he was right. She didn’t think this through. Arve shook his head, “Did you know that our father was the first man our mother got close to?” Angel stared at Arve in silence. “She was your age; how did that work out?”
“But…”
“For someone as brilliant as you are, you can be pretty stupid. However, the damage is done. I don’t expect he will ever trust you again. You need to leave him alone and let him deal with his pain.”
“You’re right, Arve but I do need to tell him why?”
“It’s too late now; you made the decision without his input. You made it clear it wasn’t important enough to consider. I can’t believe how hard hearted you were, Sis.”
The display went dark and Angel’s tears started flowing again. She ignored Grest’s and Dizzy’s calls. She just wasn’t up to being beat up again.
• • •
Leon activated his belt and the personal field surrounded him. He opened the port on the SR and jumped out into open space. He manipulated the gravity device and he slowly moved out of the SR’s field. Once clear, he increased the pull and shot down toward the planet’s surface at a high speed. He slowed as the field started to heat not needing to leave a heat signature moving through the atmosphere. The ground was still far below and he began neutralizing the pull. His downward speed slowed slightly and he saw the forest ten miles below. He looked around and didn’t see any aircraft moving his way. He thought about changing his shape and flying down but the computer had not seen any large flying creatures in its scans.
Evidently they were eliminated along with the carnivores. There were small birds, but they stayed close to the ground and he would be seen if he tried to fly. The forest was now three miles below him and the giant temple? It had to be a temple; was getting larger by the moment. He decided to descend quickly and added force to the pull. He dropped at an incredible speed and he added push at the last moment.
He slowed abruptly and stopped ten feet off the ground. He manipulated the controls and slowly lowered to the ground. He kept the personal field around him and looked around. There were thousands of the eight legged creatures around him and some of them were still smoking from blaster hits. He manipulated his field and removed it from under his legs and slipped into the soil of the forest. He moved underground and began extending his beak into dead creatures on the surface. He only took a small bite out of each one so as not to leave evidence of his presence; it took six hours to eat his fill. He looked at the huge temple rising above the forest and saw he was going to have to cross more than three miles of open land. He settled into the soil and began listening to the transmission being broadcast from the giant structure. He determined in less than a minute that the structure was indeed a temple and it was broadcasting an ongoing sermon. That message was troubling. He would wait for nightfall to start moving toward the giant structure.
• • •
Mitch saw Leon jump out of the small storage bay and waited for the commercial spaceship to clear atmosphere. He pressed a button and released more than a thousand small tracker probes that began scattering and moving out into the ranks of the commercial vessels above the planet waiting to pick up their loads of blasters. He was somewhat surprised that none of them had any weapons or force fields; this civilization must not have any enemies to prey on their fleets. The commercial ship moved out of the planet’s atmosphere and began moving away to the jump point. Mitch fell in behind it and hoped Leon was going to be alright. Four hours later he followed the vessel as it jumped and was shocked at what he found.
• • •
Bret arrived on the new Jukebox Battleship and was surprised at who he found waiting for him. Commodore Ray Burns was in perfect uniform and Bret immediately decided he was too much spit and polish for his taste. He looked at his second Commodore and saw that Jillian wasn’t happy at being reassigned to him. Bret looked at her and smiled, “I’m surprised to see you here, Commodore.”
“I guess your being here would be a surprise as well except for my reassignment, Sir.”
“Were you told why you were sent?”
“The story is that you’re going to need our best to get your fleet organized.”
“I suppose you don’t buy in to that?”
Jillian’s smile was small and she said, “What were you told, Sir?”
“It’s too late to bring in a new Fleet Commander at this late date.”
“Do you buy it, Sir?”
“Who signed your orders, Commodore?”
“Fleet Admiral Arvolo.”
Bret nodded, “Well, I have to say I’m glad you’re here. You can make a huge difference in getting us ready. Perhaps you and I will just have to make the best of the circumstances we find ourselves in.”
Jillian sighed, “Yes Sir.”
Bret looked at Ray, “Commodore, just between you and me, you won’t have enough time to keep that uniform as tidy as it is now. If you take the time to do it away from getting your task force ready, I’ll bust you back to commanding a ship. Is that clear?”
Jillian snickered and Ray said, “Yes Sir!”
Bret sighed, “Why were you promoted?”
“My ship won the last competition, Sir.”
“Well, that is something. Let’s get the ground rules straight; when we’re meeting in private, we will address each other by first names. We will relax with each other and I expect you to share anything of interest with me. You need not fear telling me things you might believe I wouldn’t want to know. We have five thousand ships that are going to have to learn to work together and they are only going to be as efficient as we are at working as a unit. Commodore Burns, you will follow Jillian around for the next week and watch how she operates. I expect you to emulate her. Jillian, get your ships organized and I’ll work on the others while Mr. Burns is with you.”
Jillian smiled and said, “Mr. Burns, if you’ll come with me, we’ll get started.”
• • •
Ray followed Jillian and said, “The Admiral doesn’t like me.”
“He’s holding his opinion for the moment. He’s not comfortable with someone who takes the time to wear a perfect uniform.”
“What’s wrong with that?”
Jillian stopped walking and said, “How long did it take you to shine those boots?” Ray stared at Jillian and saw her boots were worn. Jillian said, “At least thirty minutes; am I right?”
Ray shrugged, “More like forty five.”
“That’s forty five minutes you could have been working with your ship commanders getting their maneuvers perfected. Sailors should be in uniform and neat but this is not the academy; this is real life. You have to show those under your command that the most important things are what they can do with a Jukebox. You have to encourage them and tell them they are better than they think they are. Those ships will need to develop a trust in you and your judgment. We’re past deciding if they can do it; they’ve shown they can. That makes our job easier. We have to make them a team.”
Ray was skeptical but after five days of watching Jillian he saw the ships under her command almost worshipped her. He decided it was due to her worship of them. He shucked the polished brass and asked Bret if he could start working with his taskforce two days early. Bret smiled and said, “Welcome aboard, Commodore Burns. You may join me on the Europe.”
• • •
Mitch eased the Stealth Rover into normal space in the outer planets of a twelve planet system. His scanner showed all of the space around the inner planets was full of warships. He stared at his display and said, “Do you have an idea of how many ships are here?”
“About three million.”
“Do you have any of the trackers reporting other locations?”
“I have three of them reporting in.”
“Jump to the closest one.” The SR disappeared and reappeared in another planetary system. The view looked identical to the first. Mitch stared at his display and shook his head.
“One of the trackers is located in a different galaxy.”
“What!?!”
“The commercial vessel went to a different galaxy.”
“Jump us there.”
The SR emerged again and this time the number of ships was doubled. Mitch shook his head and the computer said, “I have trackers reporting in from eight different galaxies.”
“This is not good!”
“Extrapolating from what we’ve observed, this civilization possesses an incredibly large number of war fleets.”
Mitch thought a moment, “We need to take a look at the planet producing those ships. We’ll allow the trackers some time to arrive at their destinations and then we’ll have them make a quick scan and send it to us along with their coordinates. We’ll gather the information and go back and pick up Leon.”
Mitch hit the thrusters and began moving toward the inner planets.
• • •
Leon tried to decide how to approach the giant temple and knew his instincts were to depend on his natural talents. That predisposition could get him killed. There were thousands of the inhabitants between him and the structure and he knew they had intimate contact with the ground; they were grazing creatures and were much more aware of the ground around them. Going under the soil might be noticed.
He debated and also worried that his field might be noticed as well. There were so many of the light brown inhabitants in the open ground that he would be forced to come close to many of them. As he tried to make a decision he noticed movement among the beings. As it became darker, they started moving into large groups and clustered together. He shook his head. Most herd animals moved closer together at night for defense. These beings didn’t have anything to be frightened of but their instincts still made them most comfortable in large groups. The thousands were shifting around and in less than an hour, the gaps between them had grown to more than a hundred yards in most instances. He activated his field, rose out of the ground, and walked to the edge of the forest. He had his translator in his ear and could hear the closest group talking among themselves. He decided that he wasn’t going to make a trip to the temple tonight; he would listen to some of the groups to see if he could learn anything from them. He determined that the inhabitants had moved into large family clusters and were discussing the issues that affected their families. He moved ten yards closer to the group and listened.
• • •
“Jelil has threatened to leave without permission if the Elder does not approve her union to Trab.”
The male chewed and said, “He will not approve for the immediate future.”
“Why not?”
“Too many of our young females are paired with warriors. They could end up alone if the next assault turns ugly. Then the family will lose them and their possible children. They will weigh on the family having to continue to support them until they die. Jelil is infatuated with a pilot of a warship; the Elder will only approve of their union if the pilot survives the next war.”
“You know she won’t listen to reason.”
“That’s the nature of being in love. She could run to his family but they would just send her back; they will not violate the Elder’s prerogative.”
“How long do you think she’ll have to wait?”
“I’m surprised the war hasn’t already started; I understand there has been a hold for the moment.”
“I didn’t hear that.”
“It was embedded in the sermon if you paid attention.”
“You know I’m too busy with the children to listen all day.”
“I know; that’s why I’m here.”
“What do you think about this next war?”
“There is a carnivore species that eats the inhabitants of the worlds it conquers.”
“NO!”
“Yes they do. I know it’s hard to fathom but the word I’ve heard about them is that they are a highly advanced civilization and losses could be quite high. I think that’s why the Elder has insisted those couples with Warriors be pushed to start their families. It’s also why he won’t approve Jalil’s request.”
“Do you think we’ll prevail?”
“Of course. The Chosen says that our path is already a success. We must stay on it and all will be fine.”
“But if they’re really advanced…”
“They will fall like all the others. The price might be high but we will prevail.”
“You should talk to Jalil.”
“Bring her here; I’ll try to teach her to be patient. I think her fear of losing him in the coming conflict is what is really pushing her to the edge.”
“What are you going to tell her?”
“That if he dies in the war, she will never have a family. The bonding is for life and she will wither and die without him. If he loves her; he will insist on waiting until he comes back. If he won’t; he’s not the one for her.”
“I’ll go get her.”
• • •
Leon moved away from the couple and moved closer to another family unit. He listened to more than thirty of them through the night and all of them were talking about the same thing. The young couples with warriors were being pushed to start their families. It appeared everyone of the inhabitants knew about the coming attack on the Yellow Beings. And the information was sent to them in the sermons being transmitted by the huge Temple. He was also bothered that there appeared to be a large number of warriors just in the family groups he listened in on but there were no warships above the planet. How were they going to be moved to their ships? He found the answer in the last group he moved in on. He saw two young males talking just outside the edge of the cluster of inhabitants.
• • •
“Have you heard anything about the call up?”
“It’s been delayed.”
“Why? I thought we had all the information we needed to launch the assault?”
“It appears the Exalted Military Commander has received information that leads him to believe the target is going to use its fleets to invade another galaxy. If that happens, we’ll go in pretty much unopposed at the start.”
“Are they preparing our ships?”
“They are ready and will be sent here when the time is set for the operation. You should enjoy this time.”
“Are you going to start a family?”
The young male moved his small proboscis side-to-side and nodded, “I have no desire to have children and leave Kelei alone to raise them. However, she has been bonded with me and if I don’t there is a possibility that she will never have children.”
“Do you honestly think it will be that bad?”
“I’ve seen the warships we’ll be facing; our ships are no match for them.”
The other young male nodded slowly and stood up, “You’re right. I’m going to discuss this with my mate.”
“You should.”
• • •
Leon listened to the conversation and was perplexed. Why would they be attacking a civilization that was more powerful? It just didn’t make sense. How could they possibly hope to win? He looked at the giant temple and saw it had a soft glow around it. That had to be a force field. It had not shown up on the SR’s scanner. He thought about it and moved back into the forest. He went deep into the thick trees. He used the neural connector to pull up the images of the giant structure and saw that there were vast grazing lands inside the walls. He had the images fast forwarded and at no time did anyone outside the facility enter it. He pulled up a section of the walls and moved the view in closer. The large raised, circular shaped object on top of the wall didn’t seem to fit in with the wall. There were numerous flowers growing on it and it added brilliant colors to the temple’s appearance. Leon looked under the object and saw that the wall was thicker. The round object had to be a blaster cover and the size of the blaster had to be gigantic. Leon moved the view out and saw there were round covers all the way around the walls with only twenty feet separating them. The temple was a fortress. He shook his head and was glad he hadn’t tried to enter. He moved into the soil and began replaying the prior day’s sermon. The adult male said the information was embedded in the sermon. He needed to see if he was being honest.



Chapter Fourteen
Dat looked at Gresha, “I have to go back to the SR’s.”
“Why? What’s happened?”
“It appears Mitchell and Leon launched a large number of Trackers; hundreds of them are sending coordinates and it appears that civilization is located in ten or more galaxies.”
“What?”
“I need to get this analyzed and see what we’re facing but I have to go now.”
Gresha moved up and hugged Dat tightly. Dat was still amazed at his wife’s strength. The Havens were powerful beings. She was beautiful but she was far from dainty. She kissed him and looked into his eyes, “Please be careful. I don’t trust those Yellow Beings.”
“I think they feel the same way about us but we may be forced to work together.”
“Let’s talk about that before you make any decisions.”
“Do you sense something?”
“They will not work with us.”
“They’re doing it now.”
“I don’t know what it is about them that bothers me so much but I sense they will not allow us to enter their galaxy with a battleship.”
“They might not have any choice in the matter.”
“Just don’t make a quick decision.”
“Now you know I always make good decisions.” Gresha leaned back and looked in Dat’s eyes as she raised an eyebrow. “Well, most of the time I make good decisions.” Dat smiled, “I promise I’ll consult the Union’s Leadership before I commit us to anything.”
“That would be good, Darling. Now stay safe.”
Dat rushed through the Jukebox and found Einstein waiting for him in the landing bay. He boarded and the SR moved out of the landing bay and jumped away.
• • •
Leon was at the edge of the forest watching the inhabitants grazing in the clear land between the forest and the temple. He stood inside the forest’s edge and knew he couldn’t be seen. Suddenly, a strong breeze blew through the forest and moved out into the plain. Leon saw all the inhabitants standing closest to him suddenly stand up on their rear arms and lift their six inch long noses into the air. As the breeze blew across the plain, more and more of the light brown colored creatures stood and lifted their noses into the air. They could smell him. He instantly activated his personal field and ran from the edge of the forest. He went left and moved at an incredible speed through the trees as hundreds of the inhabitants moved quickly toward the place he was formerly standing. Leon was stunned. His species did not have a smell. That trait was a product of their evolution. Predators needed stealth to be successful and the absence of an odor made Leon’s species dangerous to any life form. However, it was now clear that he did possess an odor and the inhabitants could smell him. It was probably a very small odor but these beings had noses that were incredible.
• • •
The inhabitants arrived in the forest and went to all fours and began smelling around the forest’s edge. They gathered at the place he had been standing but Leon’s residue had faded when he ran away.
“What was that?”
A large male shook his head as he smelled the ground, “I don’t know. I’ve never smelled anything like that.” The male stood, “Have any of you ever smelled this before?” Everyone moved their noses up and down. The male said, “Contact the temple and report this. They should bring a team in to see if they can find the animal that smells like this.”
A female said, “Don’t you think you’re overreacting? Whatever is was, it’s gone now.”
“Unless one of you can tell me what it was, I will not jeopardize the safety of my family.” The male waited and his statement was greeted with silence. The male said, “Contact the Temple.”
The young priest pulled a small item out of his pack and began speaking.
• • •
Leon saw the large crowd around the place he had been standing and then he heard a series of noises coming from the direction of the giant temple. He looked up and saw numerous small aircraft flying over the forest. Damnation, they were coming in to search for him.
He had walked through the forest all along the edge and moved through the soil the first night he arrived. They were going to determine that a strange creature had been present. That might lead to a real danger. He activated his belt and manipulated the gravity unit. He rose high into the trees and saw the aircraft had landed and hundreds of armed warriors were pouring out and forming up. He remembered that the original scan of the temple only revealed a thousand beings inside it and there were more than that starting the search. The scan had not been effective. He remained floating in the tops of the trees and held on to the top of one of the trees to avoid being pushed by the freshening breeze.
He watched the searchers move through the forest holding a device in one hand and a blaster in the other. Oh Crap! The searchers began calling out to each other as they scanned the decaying carcasses of the eight legged animals. They determined that he had taken a bite from hundreds of them. He looked out and saw thousands of small specks were moving toward the forest from the horizon. He looked around and saw they were moving in at high speed from all directions. He saw the first blasters being fired to burn the trees and he pressed the emergency recall button as he changed the gravity unit to a full push. He shot off the planet at an incredible speed.
• • •
Mitch receive the recall signal and moved quickly away from the ship building planet. He went to full speed and arrived outside the ranks of warships in less than an hour. He hit the jump button and skipped away.
• • •
Leon slowed his pace as he moved out into space. He was traveling at close to four hundred thousand miles an hour and there was nothing near for him to use to slow him down. He sighed and hoped Mitch was still alive. Despite initial appearances, this civilization was highly advanced. He continued to fly away from the planet and wondered if he was going to die.
“Where are you, Leon?”
Thank the Gods of Prey, “I’m moving directly away from the planet on a line from the forest where you dropped me.”
“I can’t see you inside your field.”
“It’s too dangerous to lower it; that fortress on the planet will see me if I do.”
“Fortress?”
“I’ll explain later. However, according to my sensor, I’m moving at four hundred thousand miles an hour and I’m a little over five hundred thousand miles from the planet.”
“I’m moving the ship to that line and accelerating to match your speed. The computer has an approximation of your location and we should be close to you.”
Mitch, can you open a small portion of the field?”
“Yes.”
“I believe all the scanners in this system are on the planet. If you can get between me and the planet and open a small section away from their scanners, I should be able to use my gravity unit to pull me inside your field.”
“Leon, we would have to be close for you to see us; you know how small this ship is.”
“Depend on the computer to put you in a good place.”
Leon waited a few minutes and heard, “I have the field open away from the planet; do you see me?”
Leon looked around, “No, I don’t.”
“Alright, I’m going to move side to side and see if we’re possibly not in your line of sight. Starting movement now.”
Leon stared back at the planet and saw nothing, “I still don’t see you.”
Mitch thought for a moment and said, “Leon, can you widen the gravity beam.”
“Yes, there is a control to widen it.”
“Well make it as wide as possible and see if you move in a different direction.”
Leon widened the beam and felt a small pull to the left, “You’re left of my current location.” Leon felt the pull move from the left to directly in front of him, “Hold that position; you’re directly between me and the planet.” Leon shrunk the beam’s width and felt his speed pick up. He backed off on the pull and watched space in front of him. In ten minutes he saw the Stealth Rover in the distance. “I see you. I’m moving toward you.” Thirty minutes later Leon entered the field and went through the small port. “Get us out of here, Mitch.”
The SR skipped into the barrier and Leon began telling Mitch what he had uncovered. Mitch turned on the display and showed Leon what he had recorded. Leon’s head almost fell off his body in shock.
• • •
“What do you mean you didn’t find anything?”
“Exalted, we burned the forest to the ground and went over every inch of it. Whatever caused the odor was not present.”
“Then where did it go?”
“I have no idea.”
“But you confirmed it was a carnivore?”
“Yes, it had taken small bites from the dead cirabow.”
“How small?”
“The creature couldn’t have been very large; the bites were small.”
“Tell me how a carnivore was able to live on the Holy Planet?”
“There is no possible way for one to exist on the planet’s Holy Ground, Exalted.”
“But one was there.”
The Warrior was frustrated and the Exalted saw it, “It defies all odds that a carnivore could survive on the planet. There are only two possibilities.”
“What are they?”
“This may be a creature that has an extremely long growth cycle and has just recently hatched.”
“What’s the other?”
“It came from off the planet.”
The Exalted stared at the Warrior Leader and said, “I want the entire planet scanned for another one of that creature. If the first possibility is what happened, others should be hatching now. However, we know of no creature like the one you’re describing.”
“Then it came from somewhere else?”
The Exalted stared at the Warrior, “Were the bites the size those Yellow Carnivores would make?”
“No, their jaws couldn’t make a bite that small. It also begs the question of how one of them could get here without being detected. They don’t possess the means of avoiding our scanners.”
“We’re missing something.”
“The only way this could happen if the creature came from off the planet is for it to have a way to avoid being seen by our scanners.”
“Have we encountered any civilization that possesses that technology?”
“No, Exalted, we have not.”
“That doesn’t help answering this.”
“Is it possible that we are being watched just as we are watching the Yellow Carnivores? A civilization that we have no knowledge of?”
“If that were the case, don’t you think we would have smelled them before now?”
“I was just throwing out possibilities; I just don’t have an answer for what happened here.”
The Exalted’s nose moved up and down and he finally said, “Perhaps the first possibility is the most likely. We’re all reluctant to accept a carnivore could still be on the planet but nature has a way of pulling tricks. Make the scans and see if another creature shows up.”
The Warrior raised his nose and lowered his head. He turned and went to organize the search. Something just didn’t feel right; he couldn’t put his nose on what it was.
• • •
The small SR hung in space waiting to see if it was followed. Leon looked at Mitch, “You need to contact Admiral Arvolo now.”
“Why?”
“The Matador Scouts are in danger if they’re sent out to the planets of that species. You know he’s been receiving the transmissions from the trackers.”
Mitch pulled up a frequency and pressed the communicator. Dat appeared on the monitor and said, “Lt. Mitchell, it’s good to see you.”
Leon leaned in and said, “Admiral, it’s imperative that you not send any Scouts to the civilization we’ve just visited.”
Dat’s face turned serious, “Why not?”
“They can detect the Matadors. They’ll be in danger of discovery as soon as they arrive on the planet.”
“I’ve dispatched more than a hundred Stealth Rovers.”
“You have to recall them!”
Dat looked away and said, “I’ll get back to you.”
Mitch looked at Leon, “I hope we’re not too late.”
Ten minutes later Dat reappeared, “We’ve stopped all but three of them.”
“Send a message to the Scouts that they have to remain inside their personal fields. If they come out, the locals will smell them and launch an attack.”
“Standby.” They waited and Dat reappeared on the display, “The three have been notified and they’re changing their locations. One of them has barely escaped and managed to be picked up by his ship.”
“The other two should be picked up and all the Stealth Rovers recalled. I think we have enough information for you to decide what to do next.”
Dat nodded and disappeared from the monitor. Leon looked at Mitch, “How much longer do we need to wait?”
“I think we’re safe; if they had tracked us they would have shown up with several thousand ships. I’m make ten random skips away from the Yellow Galaxy and then skip back to the SR’s holding station.” The small ship disappeared.
• • •
Dat looked at the downloads Mitch sent to his computer and shook his head. Loree said, “Dat, these creatures make the Servant’s forces look like a small squadron.”
Dat sighed and nodded, “Send this information to Admiral Hull and ask for a meeting of all the Senior Officers.”
There was a slight pause and Loree said, “Done.”
Gresha looked at Dat from his display, “Are you going to send this information to the Blue Ship Leaders.”
“They call themselves Pumgas. I really don’t see how I can avoid doing that; do you think I shouldn’t?”
“I have no idea on whether or not that would be the right thing to do. What do you think they’ll do once they receive it?”
“My best guess is to either launch an immediate attack against the planets we’ve found or enlist our aid in taking them on.” Gresha shook her head and Dat said, “What?”
“Dat, we’ve not seen anywhere near the scope of that civilization and what little we’ve seen is horrifying. Do you think they know the location of the Milky Way?”
Dat paused and slowly shook his head, “We did detect one of their probes that followed one of the Blue Ship Squadrons to our galaxy. However, our probes did not detect a transmission from it before we destroyed it.”
“What about the other incursions they made to our galaxy?”
“Our probes did not detect one of those probes before. They might not know about us.”
“I would suggest you send the information and remove all traces of our presence from the Pumgas’ Galaxy. We can decide later if we want to return.”
Dat nodded and activated the frequency of the Pumgas Master, “I have collected some information on the civilization that is sending the probes.”
The Third looked at the monitor on his section of the large table and said, “Send what you have to me.”
Dat hesitated but pressed the send button on his console. “I’ve included the location of all the planets we were able to uncover but suspect we are nowhere close to their total planets.”
“You’ve been helpful and we thank you. You may now remove your probes and ships from our galaxy.”
Dat was surprised at the statement, “Are you sure you want us to leave before you look at the data?”
“We are; we do not accept foreign forces in our domain. This was a rare exception.”
“I will order my ships and probes out.” Dat’s display went dark.
• • •
The Third looked at the data and saw the fear of the Masters absorbing the information. The numbers of warships were in the millions and that was just at one planet. The Second looked at the Lead Master and said, “This is unsettling.”
“They are very much like the Servants. However, they appear to know they are no match for our Battleships.”
The Third leaned back, “But they still plan to attack?”
“We will not wait for them to come to our galaxy. I want the locations of those planets with the fleets of warships sent to our Fleet Commanders and we will launch a preemptive strike against them. Those ships do not have crews on them at the moment and we should be able to reduce their numbers considerably if we act immediately. We’ll jump our fleets from their current location; we should have complete surprise. Once the ships are destroyed, we’ll send out our scouts and find the other planets of this intruder. Our fleets will jump back here to await their reports.” The Third looked at an image of one planet with two million warships parked in ranks around it. What if this was only a small number of their total planets? He wanted to say something but knew the Leader would not welcome his view. The Master’s color showed he was determined. He did say, “We should bombard the planets to eliminate them from building more ships. Do we send a fleet to that planet that doesn’t have any warships around it?”
“No, manufacturing blasters without ships to put them on does not represent a danger to us like those others. We’ll visit it later.”
The Third leaned back showing his agreement and for the first time began to doubt the Leader’s wisdom. They should know what they were up against before launching an attack. He was right to feel that way.
• • •
The massive gathering of Blue Warships began organizing into a hundred units. Their targets were sent to them and the Fleet Leaders began assigning vectors for the individual squadrons to attack. The Admiral looked at the Third on his monitor and shook his head, “I don’t like the feel of this.”
“What has you bothered?”
“The beings from that Spiral Galaxy said that this was just an initial probe; we have no idea of the total number of ships the intruders have to use against us. It appears they know they aren’t our equal but they are still planning an assault. That tells me they have superiority in numbers and these planets alone would not be enough to overwhelm us. There have to be more warships we don’t know about.”
“Those planets are located in eight different galaxies; I suspect you might be right.”
“Did you mention this to the Lead Master?”
The Third leaned forward slightly, “No, he was not in a frame of mind to hear it. You know how he is driven to prevent any intrusion into his domain.” The Third hesitated and moved side-to-side, “It would have been dangerous to mention it.”
“I would recommend that you board your ship and stay there for the immediate future.”
“Why?”
“What happens if you poke a grunet’s nest?” The Third stared at the Admiral on his display in silence. The Admiral leaned forward and said, “You’ll kill several hundred at the surface but the thousands that immediately emerge will clean your bones. I suspect that if I’m right, the response from that civilization will be immediate.”
“You know I can’t leave my galaxy.”
“You just might not have a choice. Make sure you take your family with you.”
“How am I going to get the Master to agree for me to leave the table?”
“Tell him I’ve asked for you to come here and look over my plans. I’ll send the request now. I’ll include that I trust your judgment and want to discuss some issues with you.”
The Third hesitated and said, “Send the message.” The Third went back into the Chamber and the Second said, “Oh, there you are. The Fleet Admiral wants you to come and look at his plans. You should take your ship and go there now.”
The Third leaned forward and then turned and left the Chamber. The Lead Master stared at him but then turned his attention back to the table.
• • •
Dat sat in a chair in the Fleet Conference Room on Earth and watched the feed being sent from the probe that was still located at the Blue Ships Fleets. He shook his head, “They’re organizing to go after the hundred planets that our trackers have reported warships. They should wait and go take a good look at those eight galaxies.”
General Robinson shook his head, “We’re not waiting. I’ve sent every advanced probe we have into those galaxies. We should start receiving information shortly.”
Gresha looked at Brad, “Is that a good idea?”
Katherine looked at Gresha, “Do you think it’s a bad idea?”
Gresha looked around the table, paused at Dat, and then said, “I don’t know if they know our location. If they don’t, we shouldn’t make them suspicious of our presence.”
Admiral Gibbs said, “Their ships aren’t as powerful as the Blue Ships and we know our ships are stronger than theirs. Why would we worry if they did discover us?”
Gresha stared at Gibbs and said, “In Africa, what is the one creature that all other animals fear the most?”
Everyone looked at each other and Gibbs said, “I suspect it would be a Lion or the now extinct Tiger.”
Gresha shook her head, “No, it’s called a Driver Ant.”
Dat said, “You’re talking about Army Ants.”
Gresha nodded, “Everything in the jungle runs from the oncoming wave of ants. They devour everything in their path and no animal or insect is safe from them. They overwhelm everything in their path by sheer numbers.” Gresha looked around the table, “Any of us could easily kill a single ant. It would be extremely simple and even a few hundred don’t really pose a problem. However, none of us would survive a wave of them in the millions. Those creatures know they are no match for the Blue Ships but they’re still planning an attack against the evil carnivores and they all know they will emerge victorious. That tells me more than anything else that we must remain hidden from them until we can build our forces to meet them.” Gresha looked at Katherine, “Have you listened to the sermon being broadcast from that giant temple?” Katherine shook her head. “I have. It’s a call from their religious leaders to never lose sight of the holy mission or removing all carnivores from the universe. If just one of their ships takes a scan of Earth, what do you think they’ll see?”
Gresha waited for an answer and Angel said after a few moments of silence, “They’ll see our livestock.”
Gresha smiled and nodded, “Exactly right; and that would place us on their list of species to eliminate.” Gresha looked around the table, “All of you should listen to that sermon. It’s frightening and horrifying at the same time. They will show no mercy and I really believe they will come in numbers too high to comprehend. This entire species is driven by a collective religious fervor. They will not back off and they don’t care if they die in the conflict. That is a dangerous thing to have to face.”
Leon sat in a chair away from the conference table and he stood up. Katherine looked at him and nodded. “I suspect they already are suspicious of our presence.”
Katherine’s eyebrows went up, “Why do you say that?”
“They encountered two of my species on two different planets. I suspect they will compare the odors and see that the carnivore was on two different planets. Oh they’ll know someone is on to them and they’ll know it isn’t the Pumgas.”
Katherine looked at Brad, “I want a probe sent to those planets where the Rust Fleets are located.”
Brad nodded and began speaking quietly into his wrist unit.
Dat looked at Katherine, “We need to know how we match up against them.”
“Why?”
“We need to know how many ships it’s going to take to defeat them.”
Katherine nodded and said, “I want the Strike Fleet jumped away from our galaxy and to hold station close to a distant galaxy where they cannot be followed back here. If the Yellow Civilization calls for our assistance, we’ll look at sending them in.”
Gresha shook her head, “I wouldn’t advise that, Admiral.”
“I know the danger; however, if what you suspect is real, the more of them we can eliminate with the assistance of the Pumgas the better.”
Dat said, “I worry that if the Pumgas are threatened with extinction that some of their ships might jump here to escape. We need Angel’s fleet to prevent that from happening.” Gresha stared at Dat and then nodded. Dat said, “If the Pumgas fall, we will send in Angel’s fleet at the end to pick a fight. We need to know if we can survive a space battle against their forces. They’ll skip away if things get dicey.”
Dat stared at Gresha and slightly shook his head. She was going to disagree but held her tongue. Katherine looked at Dat and the other Admirals around the table and then looked at Angel, “Take your fleet out into deep space and get them ready.”
Angel nodded and said, “Yes Sir.”
• • •
Gresha cornered Dat after the meeting and said, “We can’t reveal ourselves to them.”
Dat shook his head, “Gresha, we have to know if the Rovers can take part in the fight. I expect Admiral Hull to come up with the same idea shortly and we have to know. If the Rovers can stand toe-to-toe with them, we’ll have twenty million more ships we can use against them. We can also build the Rovers much faster than the Jukeboxes. I refuse to send Rovers in alone against them to see.”
Gresha stared at Dat and slowly started nodding, “You’re right. We have to know. I just hope they don’t track us back to our galaxy.”
“We’ll discuss this with Admiral Hull but, either way, we do have one advantage.”
“What is that?”
“All of the Union’s planets now have the updated force fields. We know they would hold off a Blue Ship Fleet for an extended time; I suspect that time will be longer with the Rust Warships.”
“Not if their numbers are too high.”
“We have more than eighty thousand planets in the Union. If they attack them all, they’ll have to divide their forces and we’ll destroy them piecemeal. If they attack a single planet, we’ll roll in with hit and run tactics. However, I want to avoid that if at all possible. I’ll meet with Katherine later next week after things settle down and see what we should do.”
“The Fleets are getting much better, Dat. I do have confidence that we can make a huge dent in their numbers…whatever those might be.” Dat leaned forward and kissed Gresha and then they turned toward the landing field.



Chapter Fifteen
The Third said, “I don’t think I am going to be allowed to stay here after you jump away.”
“Tell the others that I’m leaving a support fleet to be sent to assist any of our units that are threatened to be overwhelmed. You will receive our reports and decide on where to send it.”
“Would the Master in charge or the Military take offense to this?”
“You out rank him, he’ll say nothing.”
“What’s the real reason for leaving this fleet?”
“If things go bad, you should take the fleet and escape to a distant location and start a new civilization there.”
“I could go to that Spiral Galaxy and request asylum.”
“Do you honestly think they’ll accept a species that eats other intelligent species?”
The Third swelled with a large breath and said, “No, you’re probably right about that.”
“Just don’t wait until it’s too late. If we’re overwhelmed, get out of here. They won’t be far behind us.”
“Surely you’re not going to stay there and fight them off? You should bring the fleets back here to defend the domain.”
“That is exactly what I’m going to do; however, they will arrive here immediately after we do. Jump the fleet out and don’t look back.”
The Third stared at the Admiral and said, “Thank you, my old friend.”
“Let us hope I’m wrong and it doesn’t come to that. I wish the Leader had taken a closer look.”
“Would it have made a difference?”
“We could have joined forces with the Spiral Galaxy and we might have been in a better situation. We’ll know shortly if I’m right.”
“The Leader would never agree to foreign military forces in our domain.”
“He would if his backside was about to be blasted.”
The Third jerked slightly in laughter, “That would tend to make one look at things differently. Good luck and keep me informed on what’s happening.”
“Just remember, don’t hesitate.”
“I will.”
• • •
“Admiral, I have a disturbing development.”
Katherine looked at Brad, “What?”
“One of our trackers followed a ship to a planet that builds those probes that are being used in the Pumgas’ galaxy.”
“And?”
“The scan revealed more than a billion of them around the planet.” Katherine’s eyes went wide. “If we send some of our ships against them, what do you think they will do, Admiral?”
“They’ll launch every one of those probes to go out and search every galaxy in this corner of the universe for the presence of a Jukebox Battleship.”
Brad nodded, “They’ll probably do it anyway due to two Matadors being detected. The point is; if they see a Jukebox, we will be their next target.”
Katherine leaned back in her chair and thought for a moment. “Do you think those probes will be looking for carnivores?”
Brad shrugged, “I have no real way of knowing but if their mission is to find the source of the Jukeboxes, they won’t have time to stop and look at individual planets. They have a giant area to scan and they’ll be focused on the frequency of the Jukeboxes.”
“That means we can’t destroy any probe that comes here.”
“That would tell them just as much as finding a Jukebox here.” Brad sat down, “The Rovers have a similar frequency to the Jukeboxes.”
Katherine leaned forward, “You know, I’ve been thinking about that. The Rovers can’t stand up to the Blue Ships; how do they stack up against the rust colored ships?”
“I honestly don’t know, Sir.”
Katherine shook her head, “Dat is right; we have to take a shot at them and we need to use the Rovers in the attack to see if they can survive.”
“What are we going to do?”
“Notify all our warships that once the attack on the Pumgas starts, every warship will jump out to the Strike Fleet’s location and form up. They will remain there until ordered otherwise. We’ll see if the probes are launched after the attack.”
“What if our ships are discovered at that other location?”
“We just might stick around and take them on before we run. However, at least they will be sent on a false trail.”
Brad nodded and left the room to issue the orders.
• • •
Angel sent orders for all her Admirals and Commodores to meet her in the conference room onboard the Wellington. Bret, Jillian, and Ray were on a Rover and skipped to the Wellington’s location. Jillian looked at Bret, “Are you going to be ok?” Bret smiled and nodded.
Ray frowned, “What do you think is going on?”
Bret blew out a breath and looked at him, “Combat. We’ll be going to war shortly.”
Jillian’s eyes narrowed, “How do you know that?”
“The Admiral was on Earth in a conference will all the Senior Staff. The first thing she does after leaving is call for an immediate meeting with her Senior Staff. She’s been given orders and I suspect they are war orders.”
Ray looked at Bret and tilted his head, “Well, this is what we’ve been busting our humps to get ready for; I’m glad we had the time to prepare.”
Bret nodded and heard Jillian remark, “The new Jukebox B’s really shortened the time needed to get ready.”
Bret nodded as he stared out of the viewport at the Wellington, “We should thank the Admiral for sending the initial delivery to our new fleet.” Jillian and Ray nodded.
• • •
The four Rear Admirals arrived with their Commodores before Jillian made it back to the Wellington and they renewed old friendships. Arve went immediately up to Bret and looked him in the eyes, “Are you alright?”
“I’m fine, Arve; thanks for asking.”
“I really don’t understand why…”
Bret interrupted Arve, “It really doesn’t matter, Arve; she had her reasons. She’s got a lot on her and we have to support her decisions.”
Arve stared at Bret and then slowly shook his head, “You’re a much better man than I am. I would have ripped off her neck and screamed down her neck.”
Bret started laughing and after a moment Arve joined him. Bret said, “Brothers do have a different way of looking at their sisters.”
Arve shook his head and smiled, “It’s good to see you again. I’ve heard good things from your fleet.”
“The new B model is incredible. You need to get one.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Suddenly they heard Grest yell, “Admiral on Deck, Attennshun!”
Everyone came to attention and Angel entered the room and said, “As you were, at ease. Take a seat; we have a lot to cover.” Angel sat down at the head of the conference table and saw Bret sitting at the far end. She kept her face neutral and wasn’t able to read anything in his expression. She placed a data chip in the panel in front of her and activated the main wall monitor, “We have been ordered to skip out and find a distant galaxy to set up our operations. The galaxy we choose must be far enough away and on a different bearing than our own from the Pumgas’ galaxy. I have sent four hundred Rovers out to find an appropriate location.”
The room was silent and Angel waited a moment and was impressed that they waited on her to answer the obvious question. “We’re being sent there to prepare to jump into the Pumgas’ Domain and take part in the attack against the Blue Ships if it looks like they are going to be defeated by the Rust Colored Ships. Our Senior Admirals believe the Blue Ships are more advanced and powerful than the ones coming to attack them but there is a real concern that the numbers coming will dwarf anything we’ve ever encountered in the Union’s history. Grand Admiral Hull believes the numbers will even dwarf the numbers of M87 during the Union’s first Intergalactic War and even exceed the Servant’s numbers.”
Angel saw the expressions on her officer’s faces and said, “That is why we’re going to launch the attack from that distant galaxy and that will be where we fall back if we have to retreat.” Angel’s board pinged and she saw a Fleet Priority Message coming in. “Excuse me a moment.” Angel began reading the message and the officers saw her concern. This new message must be serious. Bret stated at Angel and saw her stress. The others wouldn’t see it because she hid it so well but he knew the way her ears were slightly back from normal and eyebrows being slightly closer were an indicator that she was worried. He sat back and waited for what was coming.
Angel looked up, took a deep breath, and blew it out, “Well; it appears that every Jukebox and Rover will be joining us when we select a galaxy.”
Grest frowned, “Why would we do that, Sir? Aren’t we leaving the Union undefended?”
Angel pressed a button and the group looked up and saw a planet completely surrounded by tens of millions of probes. “The Admiral thinks that if we jump in and take part in the coming battle, that civilization will send all those probes out to find the source of our ships.”
Dizzy said, “But Sir, there are billions of galaxies in our universe?”
Angel nodded, “That’s true but the odds are great that whoever sends ships will not be located so far away as to have an interest in what’s happening in our neighborhood. They will narrow their search to this section of the universe and there aren’t a billion galaxies within a billion light years. They’ll send those probes out to the closest galaxies and work their way out. Our computers estimate one of their probes will arrive at the Milky Way within two months.”
The officers all looked at each other, not grasping the magnitude of the situation. Bret took a breath and said, “Admiral, what is the ratio of Advanced Probes to Battleships in the Union?”
Angel looked at Bret and said, “I don’t know. Give me a moment.” Angel queried her computer and forced herself to keep her composure. She heard his voice and her heart beat sped up. She looked up and said, “We have one Advanced Probe for every five Jukeboxes.”
Bret looked at the other officers and said, “What if the ratio is the same for the Rust Ships?”
Arve said, “Five billion warships?”
Bret nodded, “If the ratio is the same.”
Angel smiled and realized that she missed Bret’s wisdom. She looked at him, “Thank you, Admiral Young. That gives us a starting place to see what we’re up against. We have also been ordered to take an equal number of Rovers with us if we are committed to an attack. We know they won’t stand up to a Blue Battleship but they may survive a Rust Warship. The Admiralty needs to know how we match up to them.”
Grest shook his head, “It really won’t matter if they have five billion warships.”
Angel looked at Grest and tilted her head, “The Union will decide its future course of action based on what it learns from our attack. That information is critical to our survival. I’m sending you all the information collected on the Herbivores and you need to take a look at it as quickly as possible. I’ll be sending you updates on what’s going on but you should go to your Commands and get them ready for combat operations. Do you have any questions?” No one spoke and Angel said, “You are dismissed to go to your ships. Admiral Young, may I speak with you a moment.”
Bret took a breath and hoped it wouldn’t happen but here it was. The officers picked up their tablets and looked at each other as Bret stood and walked to the front of the room. “Yes Sir?”
“Bret, I just want to try and explain…”
“There is no need, Admiral.” Angel stared into Bret’s eyes and felt her heart breaking. “Sir, I know you’re young and what we had between us could be intimidating and fearful. You are a genius at commanding warships but you are woefully unprepared for a romantic relationship. You won’t find anyone else out there that is better for you than me. I have no fear of your taking a look around and finding out what you want. I’ll not make things difficult for you while we’re working together and take all the time you need. You know where I am.” Angel stared at Bret in silence. Bret smiled softly and whispered, “Does that cover the issue, Sir?”
Angel’s eyes lost their stress and she smiled, “Yes it does, Admiral. Thank you.” Bret turned and walked toward the door where Jillian and Ray were waiting on him. He saw their concern and knew they really respected and liked their commander. She looked at Jillian and began to worry if she might lose Bret to someone else. She hadn’t considered that when she sent him away.
“Sir, I have Fleet Admiral Arvolo wanting to speak with you.” Angel nodded and turned back to her console.
• • •
The Fleet Leader watched his monitor as his million ships entered normal space. Arrayed in front of him were millions of rust colored warships hanging in space. The Blue Fleet rushed forward and opened fire on the unmanned vessels. The explosions were massive and thousands of Rust Warships began blowing up and slamming into the ships parked next to them. The destruction was unbelievable. Fifty thousand large Blue Warships accelerated away from the main fleet toward the planet and charged their blasters.
The Ship Leader watched the giant space docking facility above the planet growing larger on his monitor. He saw fifteen warships trying to move out of the giant dock but it was clear they weren’t going to make it. The Blue Ship roared up on the facility and fired ten intense blaster beams into the structure and watched as it caught fire and suddenly exploded, taking out the fifteen warships still trying to release their moorings and maneuver away. He looked at the tactical long view monitor and saw hundreds of the giant facilities exploding above the planet.
He turned the ship down to the edge of the atmosphere and took station above a giant manufacturing plant on the surface. One nuclear missile would have destroyed it but he launched a hundred in a giant rectangular formation that covered more than a hundred square miles of the planet’s surface. He looked at the tactical display and saw that hundreds of small mushroom clouds were rising up from the planet next to the place he had launched his missiles. The planet’s surface was burning as a huge wave of atomic fire roared across the lands around the construction facilities. The radiation from the millions of missiles would render the planet uninhabitable and a living planet died under the nuclear bombardment.
The fifty thousand ships attacking the planet turned and rushed away to take part in the destruction of the giant fleets of warships hanging in space. In less than two hours, the planet and all the millions of ships were destroyed.
• • •
The Fleet Leader stared at the vast wreckage of the Rust Colored Ships and smiled. This would be a lesson to those that thought they could attack his civilization without being punished.
“Fleet Leader, I have numerous ships arriving at the jump point.”
“How many?”
“A million…make that six million…the number is now twenty million.”
The Fleet Leader jerked his head toward the main monitor and saw a wave of rust colored warships appearing and rushing toward the planet. The numbers suddenly appearing in normal space was mind boggling. “Jump the fleet back to the assembly coordinates.”
“We must flee toward the jump point below the planet.”
The Fleet Leader watched the wave of ships accelerating toward him and he yelled, “I don’t care how you do it; get us out of here now!!”
The Blue Fleet accelerated away from the planet on an angle away from the incoming wave of ships. The massive tsunami of ships turned to follow but the Blue Ships were faster and opened the gap between them. The jump point was reached and the million Blue Ships jumped away.
• • •
The massive Blue Ship Fleets jumped back to the planetary system of the Pumgas’ main planet. The Fleet Leaders began reporting in and the Masters at the table were hearing of unbelievable numbers of rust colored ships that arrived at the attacked planets and forced their fleets to flee. The Lead Master looked at the Masters gathered around the table and said, “These reports can’t be true.”
The Seventh said, “I’ve been receiving the recordings and they are actually understated. When our fleets left, there were still huge numbers of those ships still arriving at the planets we destroyed.”
The Leader looked at the Military Masters, “Can we handle that many ships?”
“We don’t know. Our ships are more powerful but those numbers are beyond anything we’ve faced.”
“Get the Fleets organized to defend the planet. Set up the orbital defense satellites to prepare for combat.”
• • •
The Third saw the Fleet Admiral appear on his monitor, “You should leave now.”
“What happened?”
“The numbers that arrived at each of those planets we attacked are larger than any force I’ve ever encountered. Send your fleet out into deep space and run. Don’t wait for them to come and start tracking you.”
“Are you sure; the Leader is calling me now.”
“Get out of here! You don’t have long to make your escape,”
The Third looked at the Fleet Admiral on his ship and said, “Have all your ships jump away and start making the random jumps you’ve programmed. We’ll meet at the assembly coordinates in two weeks.”
“But Master…”
“DO IT NOW!”
The Admiral looked at his communications leader and said, “Activate the jump command in all my ships.” The million Blue Ships jumped away. Three minutes later, a massive wave of Rust Ships appeared.
• • •
The Lead Master suddenly heard, “The Rust Ships are jumping in to our system!”
The Leader looked down at the huge table and saw a massive wave of ships pouring into normal space and accelerating toward the planet. The numbers were mind numbing and they didn’t stop appearing. He looked at the Second and saw his shock. “It appears I made a mistake.” The Second couldn’t even show agreement. The hundred million Blue Warships moved out to meet the incoming wave and the destruction was beyond belief. Rust Ships were exploding in massive numbers but they continued to pour into normal space and the Blue Ships began exploding as well. Thousands of Rust Colored Ships would attack each Blue Ship and they would be destroyed in huge numbers but even more replaced those that were destroyed.
The Sixth looked up from the table and said, “All of our planets are facing waves of ships just like this one.”
The Leader could only lean forward in dismay. This was impossible.
• • •
Angel watched the massive waves of Rust Ships jumping in on the Pumgas’ domain and knew the magnitude of the attack was beyond imagination. She shook her head and wondered if attacking was a good idea. She heard her Communication Officer say, “We’ve been ordered to go in at one of the planets on the edge of the Pumgas’ territory.”
Angel nodded and said, “We will not jump in until they have begun attacking the planet. Send the coordinates of the planet to my Admirals and assign them their positions in our attack formation. We will jump just outside the coordinates where those ships are appearing in normal space and will hold our position there until they turn and move on us.”
Angel watched the feed coming in from the probe at the Pumgas’ Home World and shook her head. She queried her computer and saw that more than six hundred million of the attacking warships had been blasted into rubble but still they continued to arrive into normal space by the millions.
• • •
Dat looked at Katherine and shook his head, “I’m beginning to wonder if we shouldn’t just stay out of this.”
“I’d do just that if they hadn’t seen the two Matadors. They are going to be looking for them and it’s a matter of time until they come knocking on our door.”
“We don’t have the number of warships the Pumgas have in their fleets.”
“No, we don’t; but we do have the planetary force fields.”
Dat stared at the huge monitor and knew the Pumgas were not long for the universe. Dat watched the feed coming in from the probes and said, “Admiral, I don’t believe we should send in Angel’s fleet.” Katherine looked at Dat and her expression showed her surprise. Dat shook his head, “We should send in one Rover and have it take a shot at one ship as they jump in and immediately jump out.”
“Why?”
“Sir, we don’t need to let them know about our strength. If a Rover can take out one of their ships, we’ll have what we need.”
“You’re frightened by them, aren’t you?”
“Sir, we’re going to need all the time we can get to build our forces to take them on. If they know a strong force exists that knows about them, they’ll go to every effort to find us. We can’t take that kind of risk.”
Katherine stared at Dat and looked at Gresha, who was nodded her head vigorously. She turned to Brad and he tilted his head to the left and nodded toward the feed coming in from the Pumgas’ galaxy. She took a deep breath and blew it out. She pressed a button on her panel and said…
• • •
Angel looked at her helmet visor and saw a message coming in from Fleet Headquarters. They were thirty seconds from jumping and she couldn’t believe the orders. She hit the main command frequency and said, “Attention all ships in the Striker Fleet. THE JUMP HAS BEEN CANCELED. HOLD YOUR POSITIONS UNTIL FURTHER NOTIFICATION!!”
She looked at the second page and shook her head. She sent a mental query to her data center and saw the frequency she was looking for. “Lt. Mitchell.”
Mitch heard the transmission and said, “Yes Sir.”
“You are ordered to jump in to the arrival point of the Rust Ships and take a shot at one of them as it enters normal space. Stay inside your field and immediately jump away after you take the shot.”
“Sir?”
“You will carry out your orders in one minute.”
“Yes Sir.”
Leon looked at Mitch, “What’s going on?”
“It appears the numbers have caused a major concern with our Senior Staff. Buckle in and get ready to make a fast exit.”
“They shouldn’t be able to see us.”
“No, but they’ll see the beam and where it originated. I suspect there will be more than a few return shots at us.” Leon moved to the oversized chair and fastened his safety harness. He also wrapped three of his arms around the chair and looked at Mitch. “Jumping in three, two, one…”
The massive wave of Rust Ships continued to emerge into normal space and suddenly a beam shot out and hit one of the warships. The rust colored ship glowed for a moment and then a hole was blown through the hull causing it to explode in a massive blast that pushed more than fifty ships away from it. Two thousand ships saw the beam hit the warship and they whipped around and fired a massive volley of red beams at the line the beam had come in on. The Rover was hit by three of them but then left normal space and skipped away. The two thousand ships were joined by ten thousand other ships that scoured space along the line of the beam that had destroyed one of their own. A recording of the attack was sent back to the Exalted’s ship.
The Rover was rocked by the three beams that hit it but the force field was not stressed. Mitch shook his head and Leon said, “What?”
“The only way a Rover is going to be able to survive in combat against these numbers is for it to have the stealth field. If they had been able to see us and hit us with all their beams…” Mitch shook his head. Mitch added speed and skipped away toward the Rust Ship’s Galaxy. After twenty random skips; he parked the ship and waited to see if he was followed.
• • •
Katherine watched the feed coming in from an Advanced Probe and saw the Rust Warship exploded from the Rover’s beam. She stood up and said, “YES!”
Dat blew out a breath and said, “We are going to have to update the Rovers with a Stealth Field. There’s no way they can handle that number of ships.”
Katherine nodded, “I know, but they are now back in the game. That’s eighty million more ships we can add to our inventory.”
Gresha shook her head, “We don’t have eight million Rovers.”
Brad said, “No, but if we include the ones in the colonies, we may have more than that.”
Dat looked at the monitor and shook his head, “We’re going to need a billion of them.”
Gresha slowly shook her head, “I don’t think that would be enough.”
Everyone turned to her and she took a deep breath, “There are eight galaxies they inhabit and every planet we’ve seen has a sole industry of building warships. Think about that. These creatures are conducting a holy war against all the universe’s carnivores and they don’t care what price they have to pay to achieve their goal. Those ships don’t care if they’re destroyed; you’ve seen thousands of them crash into the Blue Ships they were attacking. They are driven by a religious fanaticism and, if they manage to collect one of the damaged Blue Warships, what do you think they’ll start building into their fleets?” Gresha looked at the monitor, “They’re still coming and there’s no end in sight to their numbers.”
Katherine looked at Gresha, “Are you saying we can’t win?”
Gresha looked at Katherine, “Tell me how we don’t lose if they find us.”
Dat said, “What are those?”
They turned and looked at the monitor. The giant wave of rust colored ships had stopped and they saw hundreds of thousands of giant ships appearing in normal space. Dat looked at Brad, “Get one of the probes to give us a view of the planet they’re attacking.” The monitor’s view changed and they saw massive devastation on the planet’s surface. Every defense facility had been vaporized and the defense satellites were all blown into rubble. The millions of warships above the planet hung in space and were no longer being fired on. Dat shook his head, “Those are troop transports that are going down to the planet to remove all the carnivores on the planet.”
Katherine shook her head and saw Dat was right. “Show me the Pumgas’ Home World.” The view changed and they saw a planet burning in nuclear fire. There were no transports moving in on the planet. Gresha said in a soft voice, “They knew every intelligent being on the planet was a carnivore. They won’t waste time cleansing it. The other planet had a species the Pumgas conquered that aren’t carnivores. They’ll go in and eradicate the animal predators. I’m sure the intelligent inhabitants will be offered an opportunity to join them in their holy quest.”
“What if they choose not to do it?”
Gresha looked at Brad, “Those that refuse will be treated as infidels; I suspect they will be removed with the predators.”
Brad shook his head, “Surely they’re not that brutal?”
Gresha turned back to the monitor, “Record what happens on the planet. More lives have been lost in the name of religion than any other cause in human history. Why would they be any different?”
Ten hours later, the executions on the planet began and continued for three months.



Chapter Sixteen
The Exalted looked at the image of the Chosen High Priest on his panel and tried not to show his distress at the Chosen’s intervention into his day. He just didn’t need this field of weed now. There was a new galaxy to melt into the Herd. “Good Day, Chosen. It’s good to hear from you.”
“You can stop with the field droppings. I know you don’t like it when I contact you and I take no offense at your showing it.”
The Exalted forced a smile, “It is always good to hear from you.”
“What killed that warship?”
The Exalted was surprised with the speed the Chosen used to move directly to the point, “We’ve not been able to make a determination of what caused it.”
“I’m of the belief that the carnivore that was on our Holy Planet is behind it.”
The Exalted head lowered, “How were you able to make that determination?”
“I know you are responsible for the Herd’s military forces but try to understand that all of us aren’t dumb.” The Exalted did not respond. “Our trackers found the scent and evidence of a carnivore on my home. We have no way of explaining how that was possible and you remember the way you and I struggled with how that could have possibly occurred. However, that scent was also found on another planet in the Herd…a ship building planet. I must believe that someone is scouting us and I think whoever is doing it is a highly advanced civilization that can hide from detection.” The Exalted thought about what the Chosen was saying and he began to think he might be on to something. The Chosen stared at the Exalted and after a moment said, “The beam that destroyed that warship came out of nowhere. Your ships were unable to detect anything near where it originated. If that ship was invisible to your scans, it could have brought a scout to the Holy Planet and not be seen.”
“Were you able to find anything useful?”
The Chosen smiled, “As a matter of fact, I did.” The Chosen now had the Exalted’s undivided attention. “I had my scientists examine every Cirabow that carnivore took a bite out of and found cells from it in ten of them.”
“Were they able to do a genetic modeling from those cells?”
“They were and they did.”
“And?”
“You mentioned earlier that the carnivore must have been small based on the size of the bites.” The Exalted nodded. “Well, the model shows that the being is more than seven feet tall and has ten arms. It is also able to change shape at will and can probably enter a building through a small crack; its brain cavity is huge.”
The Exalted stared at the Chosen and said, “There’s no way it could have evolved on the Holy Planet.”
“No, there is not.”
“That means we are being watched.”
“That’s how I see it, Exalted. I am ordering you to release every probe in our inventory to go out and run scans for the creature.”
“This could wait until we have melded this galaxy into the Herd.”
“Ordinarily I would agree with you but this time I must insist.”
“Why?”
“They put a Carnivore on our Holy Ground. That is not something that can be tolerated and the communities around the Temple know about the creature.”
The Exalted blew out a breath and knew the Chosen was right. This was something that had to be acted on immediately. He looked at his Communicator and saw she was paying attention to the conversation, “I will issue the orders to prepare the probes for launch. I need the genetic pattern they will be searching to find.”
“I’ll have my Lead Scientist send it to the planet immediately.”
The Exalted nodded, “I’ll inform you if we find anything.”
“That would be good.”
The display went dark and the Exalted said to his Communicator, “Tell the Probe Priest to only program the probes to find that creature. We don’t need to find another carnivore civilization; we’re too busy wrapping up this one to move on another.”
The Communicator turned to her station, “Yes Exalted, I’ll send the orders now.”
The Exalted wondered what would turn up but pushed it out of his mind. He was shocked to find that many of the planets the Carnivores had conquered were angry at their destruction. How crazy can that be? They would accept the new structure or they would be eliminated. Dissension was not allowed. He was starting to believe that every intelligent creature in this crazy galaxy was going to have to be killed. They were too contaminated to meld into the Herd. That would be a real pity. This would have been a large expansion of the believers.
• • •
Dat Arvolo sat on board Lt. Mitchell’s Rover and debriefed him on what he discovered when he fired on the Rust Warship. Leon listened in to the conversation and remained silent. Technology was not something he was knowledgeable enough about to add anything to the conversation.
“Sir, the warships appearing in normal space responded to my beam at an incredible speed. I kept the beam firing until I had some sort of confirmation that it was having an effect on the target. I was being hit before that ship exploded.”
Dat nodded, “That would indicate their scanners and blasters must work together.”
“That is the only way they could have fired that quickly, Sir.”
“What was the intensity of the beams hitting you?”
“They were strong but not powerful.”
“What do you mean?”
“The Rover’s force field was not really affected by the three that hit it; however, if more than fifty hit…”
“The field will fail.”
Mitch nodded, “The vast majority of the beams fired at me missed. I believe if they could have seen my ship it would have been destroyed.”
“How do you see us using the Rovers against these creatures?”
“Well, it would have to be hit and run tactics. A Rover won’t be able…”
“Admiral, an incoming emergency message from the Admiralty!!”
Dat heard the computer and said, “Put it on the speaker.”
“Admiral Arvolo, the Rust Civilization is launching all the probes they have at that planet.”
Dat was stunned, “Brad, what would they be going out to find?”
“We don’t know, Admiral.”
“They wouldn’t launch all those probes without something for them to be programmed to find. I’m certain they didn’t get a scan of the Rover that fired on their ship; this doesn’t make sense.”
Leon said, “They’re looking for my species.” Dat and Mitch turned and looked at the huge Matador. “I was worried that this might happen.”
Dat shook his head, “Why?”
“I fed on several hundred of those dead animals. I know I had to have left some cells behind in them. If they’re really advanced in genetics, they could use those cells to model what my species looks like and get a genetic pattern to put into their probes to scan for. Admiral, they’re out looking for me.”
“Brad, did you hear that?”
“I did, Admiral. Do you agree with him?”
“I don’t have any other idea and they definitely have something they’re looking for, General.”
Leon’s head rolled down his body, “Admiral, I made the mistake of scouting the planet where their high priest, or whatever they call him, is located. This had to be considered a blasphemy and they are looking for blood.”
“Brad, get this information to Admiral Hull and see if she can come up with a plan on how to deal with this.”
“I’m sure she’ll want your input.”
“I’m going to the Matador’s Planet first. I need to discuss this with Jolam.” Dat looked at Leon, “You should be there with me.” Leon’s head went to the top of his body and he shrugged.
• • •
Jolam and Ringie looked at Dat and Gresha and they could see his anger, “So this civilization has decided to kill every predator in the universe?”
Leon said, “No Father, only the ones that prey on animals. They’re leaving insects and fish out of it.”
Jolam looked at his son, “That is a very small difference.” Leon shrugged, “Perhaps we should send out warriors to their planets and teach them a thing or two.”
Dat stared at his old friend and was reluctant to tell him the hard facts but Leon spared him. “Father, we wouldn’t last a week.” Jolam looked at his son in shock. “They can smell us and they have tools that would make it impossible to hide. We would be forced to live inside a personal stealth field and if we came out, they’d have us. They also have ten galaxies under their dominion and every planet in their civilization is dedicated to building warships.”
Jolam stared at Leon and Ringie said, “Can you defend us if they find us here?”
Dat slowly shook his head, “We can’t defend ourselves at the moment. Their fleets would overwhelm our fleets.”
“I know we’ve not allowed you to put the planetary force field here but would that prevent them from destroying us?”
Dat shook his head, “First, we couldn’t build the system before they arrive here; and second, the force field will fail if enough of their warships fire on it continuously.”
Leon looked at Dat, “They’re a very long way from this galaxy. Why do you say they’ll arrive before you could build the system?”
“General Robinson has determined that they didn’t just launch their probes in all directions. They’ve sent them on a direct line toward the Pumgas Galaxy and they are searching all the galaxies on that line. As luck would have it, the Milky Way is on that line.”
Leon said, “Bad luck.” Dat nodded.
“But there still must be millions of galaxies between them and us?”
Dat sighed, “Jolam, there are but they’re sending out more than a billion probes. General Robinson thinks they’ll be here in less than a year.”
Ringie looked at Dat, “What about the Servant’s Galaxy?”
Dat looked at her, looked up at the sky, and rolled his eyes, “I didn’t think of that. I’m losing my mind. They had to have been watching the Pumgas when they attacked the Servants in their galaxy. They would know about the Servant’s home galaxy.”
Jolam head rolled down his chest, “We have thousands of colonies in that galaxy.”
Dat hit his communicator, “Admiral Hull!”
There was a slight pause and they heard, “Yes, Dat.”
“Jolam just pointed out that there are thousands of planets in the Servant’s Galaxy with Matador Colonies.”
“Angel reported that piece of information two days ago. We are discussing what can be done but so far none of our suggestions seem practical.”
Jolam said, “What ideas have you come up with so far?”
“Transport all of your species out of that galaxy is all we’ve been able to come up with so far.”
Leon shook his head, “It won’t work.”
Dat, Jolam, and Ringie looked at Leon. Admiral Hull said, “Why not?”
“If they could model my species from a few cells I left behind in those creatures I bit, they will still be able to see the cells of our presence even after we leave. I’m reasonably certain we couldn’t find all of the dead bodies that died in the war with the Servants. They’ll know we were there.”
Jolam stared at Leon, “If that’s true, they’ll also know we are here.”
Leon’s head didn’t move, “If we leave, they will still know that we had a recent, massive presence here. They will be able to determine that we left after their two planets were scouted.”
Ringie said, “But if we leave, that would cause them to try and follow us, wouldn’t it?”
Dat shook his head, “No, Ringie.”
“Why not?”
“Because they’ll see that this planet did not produce any warships. They’ll know that the ships used to take the two scouts to their planets had to have been built elsewhere. They’ll saturate this galaxy with probes and they’ll find Earth. There were enough Matadors on the planet to confirm there was a relationship with your species and humans.”
“But if we’re not there, they should leave.”
Dat blew out a breath, “If they stop long enough to take a look at Earth, they’ll see that humans are carnivores; they’ll see our livestock. They will decide to take action and the war will be on in earnest when we activate the planet’s force field.”
Leon’s head rolled under his body, “This is my fault.” Jolam’s head rolled in agreement.
Dat said, “We ordered you in to the planet, Leon.”
“I know; but I didn’t think it through. It never dawned on me to suspect the local inhabitants would be able to smell me. I should have stayed inside the stealth field and not eaten. This is my fault.”
Jolam’s head rolled back and forth on top of his body, “All of us would have made the same mistake. We’re often blinded by our superior skills. However, self-blame won’t change what happened.” Jolam looked at Dat, “What do you think we should do?”
“Get the hell out of here. You should board transports and have them take you back to the galaxy you were in originally. I’m sure there’s a planet there that will support you until you can find one on the other end of the universe. I’ll contact Haven and have them find one for you.”
“We could stay here and fight with you.”
Leon said, “You’ll never get the opportunity. I suspect they will blast any planet they find our genetic pattern into rubble.”
Ringie put an arm around Jolam, “Fortunately, we travel light.”
Dat lifted his wrist, “Admiral, we need transports to move the Matadors off this planet.”
“Where are they going?”
“Back to Haven. They’ll stay there until they can find another planet several billion light years away from this part of the universe.”
“Do you think Haven will provide a planet?”
“Get Gresha to make the call. However, in the mean time you need to get the transports moving.”
“You’re right; they’ll do whatever Gresha asks of them. The first transports will arrive in two days. Make sure they’re ready to leave.”
“They’ll be ready.”
Jolam looked out at the vast plain with the herds of animals dotting it and his head rolled down his body, “What is going to happen to them?”
Dat shook his head, “I suspect they will die. I’ll try to get as many as possible transported after your population has been moved. I hope we can spare the transports but we may be moving our own populations and they will have priority over the animals.”
“Thank you, my friend.”
Dat smiled softly, “Good luck. I don’t believe we are going to be able to move the Matadors in the Servant’s Galaxy.”
Jolam’s frown was an indication of his sorrow for what was coming.
• • •
A week later, Dat and Gresha stood at the temple and looked out at the giant transports scattered around the wide plain. A giant transport would complete loading and it would ignite its thrusters and move up into the atmosphere. The plain looked like giant hot air balloons were rising as others descended. Gresha stared at one of the closer transports and saw a large group of Matadors carrying something on the vessel, “What are they doing, Dat?”
“They are taking thirty of every species of animal on board with them. They’ve stunned the strongest of the prey animals and they’re not going to risk that we’ll be able to take them later.”
“That’s a wise decision.”
“Truth be told, we couldn’t handle the task even if we wanted. The herds of impala are too fast to capture and there’s no way we could insure we selected the best animals to take. With the thousands of transports coming in, they should have enough to have a good breeding stock for their new home.”
Gresha watched a hundred transports lift and move rapidly into the sky. The view was incredible to behold. “It looks like they have a good chance to survive.”
“I wish we could say the same.”
Gresha nodded, “The Colonial Government has ordered all the scientists and specialists to leave and go to the colonies.”
“I know. Most of the planets in the Union are shipping huge numbers of their populations out as well. The process will stop when the enemy probes are searching close by galaxies.”
“Have they been to the Servant’s Galaxy?”
Dat shook his head, “No, it appears they are going to search it when they arrive at it within their normal search pattern.”
They stood at the temple and watched as the Matador’s Planet emptied of intelligent life. The millions of Matadors gliding into the transports were awe inspiring and still they arrived from over the horizon. Most of them were juveniles, the species was prolific in the numbers they produced but the youngsters could fly with the agility of the adults. Dat sighed and felt the full impact of the bitter-sweet moment. The future looked dark but he was there with the love of his life and he just couldn’t force himself not to glory in having her close.
Gresha shook her head, “It’s so hard to believe that just one being caused all of this.”
Dat heard her but didn’t say anything. Suddenly his mind gripped her comment and he turned and looked at her, “What did you just say?”
Gresha looked at him, “I said it’s amazing that that original being, I think they call him the chosen, could cause all of this.”
Dat’s eyes narrowed and he lifted his communicator, “Admiral Young!”
After a moment they heard, “Yes Sir?”
“Report to the Matador’s planet immediately. Meet me on the planet’s surface with an officer in your fleet that you trust implicitly.”
“Uhhh, Yes Sir.”
Gresha stared at Dat, “What’s going on?”
“I’m going to create a fail-safe device.” Gresha shook her head in confusion. Dat looked out at the transports and his face was grim, “Perhaps we can be the nemesis of this civilization coming to destroy us.”
An hour later a Rover moved out of high atmosphere and landed at the temple. Bret and Jillian stepped out and walked over to Dat, where they came to attention and saluted. Dat returned their salute and said, “I am giving you an assignment and you will keep this information as a State Secret Priority. Is that clear?”
Bret said, “Yes Sir.”
“I am removing you from your current assignments and you will not take part in any combat operations from this time forward.”
“But Sir, I have a fleet to command.”
“Angel will have to find another. You will do as I order!!”
Bret took a deep breath, looked at Jillian and said, “Yes Sir.”
Dat started talking and after a few moments, Gresha, Bret, and Jillian sat down. Bret started shaking his head and Dat said, “You will do this, Admiral.”
Bret blew out a breath, “Do you honestly think it will come that?”
Gresha said, “I can answer that; it will.”
Bret stared at Gresha and said “You should know that I love your daughter.”
Dat smiled, “Get in line. This may be the only way to save her.”
Bret sighed and Dat said, “Einstein.”
“Yes.”
“Open file CCJCendtimetrumpet.”
“Are you sure about that, Admiral?”
“Yes I am. You will also accept Admiral Young as your new commander until I notify you otherwise and transfer the contents of that file to him and Commodore Connor.”
“Sir, meaning no disrespect, Loree and I feel we need to be with you in light of where the current situation is headed.”
“I understand; however, this is a direct order and you will maintain communication silence until I order otherwise. This is a Fleet Priority Protocol and you will not go over my head for confirmation or answer any message. You may use the code JENZE, JENZE, JENZE for confirmation.”
“Code accepted, Sir.”
Bret said, “Sir, what if I have to contact you?”
“You won’t be able to do it. You are going to have to do this on your own.” Bret’s face showed his concern and Dat put his hand on Bret’s shoulder, “I’ve chosen you because I know your abilities and because you love my daughter. Now take Einstein and follow the directions in the file. I’m sending six thousand advanced probes with you for you to record what you need to make this happen.”
Bret stood and Dat extended his hand, “Good luck, Admiral.” Bret shook and Jillian shook it and went to the Rover parked next to the temple. Dat and Gresha watched it rise into the atmosphere and Gresha shook her head, “Will this make any real difference to us?”
“It will if he does it right.” Gresha sighed and watched the Rover disappear high above them. Dat pressed his wrist unit and saw Angel appear on the small display, “Admiral Arvolo.”
“Yes Sir.”
“I have reassigned two of your officers for the duration of the coming conflict. Admiral Young and Commodore Connor have been given a priority assignment and will not be part of your unit after this moment.”
Angel’s face showed her shock and then he saw her anger. “Admiral, I need them to command one of my Task Forces.”
“Admiral, you will find replacements for them and you will not mention this assignment to anyone; is that clear!?!”
Angel stared at her father and knew that he had just removed any possibility of her going over his head. Gresha pulled Dat’s wrist unit over and looked at Angel. Angel was shocked to see her mother. “Angel, you are going to have to trust us that we are making the right choices. You must do as we ask!”
Angel stared at Gresha and said, “You know how I feel about him?”
“That’s why he’s been put on this assignment.”
Angel took a deep breath and blew it out, “I’ll do as you order.”
Dat moved his wrist unit back and said, “I never doubted you wouldn’t. If I might offer a suggestion, there is a Rover Pilot by the name of Mitch Mitchells that would be an excellent choice to replace Commodore Connor.”
Angel nodded and the display went dark.



Chapter Seventeen
The Senior Fleet Admirals sat at the table and waited on Grand Admiral Hull to arrive. Shane looked at Gibbs and shook his head, “Has anyone developed a plan on how to handle the coming invasion?”
Gibbs shook his head, “Not really. Their tactics are pretty simple; they pick a spot and send millions of ships through it.”
Matt looked at them and said, “It appears to me that if we’re at the place they’re coming through, we should be able to provide a heck of a welcome for them.”
Gem’s eyes narrowed, “Have they shown any consistency in where they choose to enter?”
Kune looked at his computer and said, “I’ve just checked the locations at fifteen planets and they jumped in at the jump point closest to the planet’s location.”
Gibbs looked at Kune and said, “Get Fleet to check the others and see if that is the manner in all the others.” Kune nodded and raised his wrist unit.
Dat looked at the Admirals, “The problem will be when they learn we’re waiting on them at that point and change the entry point.”
“Is there any way to prevent them finding out?” Everyone looked at Kelli and she said, “If we can kill them as fast as they emerge, they shouldn’t be able to get a message out.”
Gem shook her head, “You know they’ll have probes observing the attack.”
Gresha said, “I expect them to come after Earth first and then move on the other planets. We can have every advanced probe in our inventory matched up with one of their probes to take it out the moment the first ship appears.”
Dat leaned back in his chair, “Gresha, they have millions of probes.”
“That’s true, but will they send millions here? I’m sure they don’t want them damaged by random beams or missiles. They’ll also be continuing their search for the Matadors so I really think the vast majority of their probes will still be searching for them.”
The Admirals thought about the idea as Katherine entered the room. Gibbs stood to call everyone to attention but she said, “As you were; continue what you were discussing.”
Dat nodded at Katherine and said, “It bothers me that we will run out of penetrators rather quickly with the numbers coming at us.”
“I’m trying to help with that issue.” General Robinson activated the monitor and a transport appeared; the transport looked like it was covered with holes in its hull. “We’re modifying transports as quickly as possible by installing penetrator launch tubes and high speed belts to feed them. These ships will hold more than four million penetrators each.”
Shane stared at the image and shook his head, “How do you intend to use them?”
Brad smiled, “I was hoping you would come up with a plan on how they would be most effective.”
Everyone looked at each other and no one spoke. After a minute Katherine looked at Dat, “How would you use them?”
“I’d place them behind our ranks and have them fired at any warship that made it past our ships.” Dat paused and said, “I’d also have a huge number of them gathered in one area to jump to any other site of a breakout. We’ll have about two seconds warning of an impending jump into normal space. The transports could be there launching before any ships could enter normal space.”
Angel listened to the Senior Admirals and said, “My Strike Fleet is smaller than your fleets. We could be stationed with the transports and jump with them to the site and begin the initial barrages. With the transports, we might be able to hold until you could send ships to reinforce my fleet.”
Everyone thought about the idea and some were nodding at the suggestion. Matt said, “We could also have the Rovers with your fleet to add their fire to your fleet.” Angel smiled and nodded.”
Katherine said, “And what happens if they break through our ranks?”
Dat said, “We explode a nuclear device in green space kicking every Rust Ship that hasn’t entered normal space out beyond our solar system. They’ll have to come in the old fashioned way and I’ve not seen their ships attain any velocity close to light speed. It will buy us time to reform and hit them as they move in.”
Shane nodded, “We’ll have to do that quickly before enough of them break through and overwhelm us.”
Katherine nodded, “We’ll handle the detonation of the device. All of you should be focused on combat.”
Kune tilted his head to the left, “You know if we detonate that device that none of our ships will be able to escape.”
Dat shook his head, “That’s not entirely true. The Rovers will all have the Stealth Field and can slip away without being seen. The Jukeboxes will be able to skip out on the barrier as long as they are outside the orbit of Jupiter.”
“What are you saying, Admiral?”
“If it becomes clear we will lose every ship if we continue the fight, we should consider sending them away to fight the enemy at other planets.”
Gibbs shook his head, “We can’t leave Earth defenseless.” He looked at Katherine, “Isn’t that right, Admiral?”
“We won’t be entirely defenseless.”
Gibbs leaned back, “Oh?”
“We’ve been receiving massive shipments of penetrators from the colonies and we’ve been loading them on commercial platforms. We have more than a billion heavy commercial haulers on the planet and we’re modifying them to accept a large load of penetrators.”
Kelli’s eyebrows came together, “How can a commercial hauler stand up to a single penetrator launch?”
“The Penetrators will have their gravity units set to push them off the haulers. Once they’re a mile above them, they’ll activate their normal systems and select a target to hit.”
Gresha smiled, “That should be quite a show; at what point do you intend to use them?”
Katherine’s lips came together and she looked around the table. “We’ll use them after we disrupt green space. Once the Rust Ships arrive at Earth and start their bombardment of the force field, we’ll lift the haulers and start launching.”
Gibbs looked around the table and shook his head, “I don’t see how any civilization could survive that many penetrators.”
Katherine looked at Gibbs, “I sincerely hope you’re right.”
Dat looked at Brad, “How much longer do we have before their probes arrive?”
“We estimate we have about sixty days. The exact time will depend on whether or not they stop to remove the colonies of Matadors in the Servant’s Galaxy.”
Dat nodded, “And if they don’t?”
“Sixty days. We’ll have longer if they pause to attack.”
“They’ll stop to destroy them.” Everyone turned and looked at Gresha. She raised her shoulders and held her hands up, “What if someone went into your church and desecrated it. Would you pass up the opportunity to let them know how much you disapproved of their actions?” Gresha saw everyone still staring at her, “They won’t either.”
Katherine looked at Dat, “I’ve been notified by the colonies that all shipments will be stopped today. They can’t run the risk of a ship being followed back to their location.”
Gibbs said, “If we disrupt space, there’ll be no way to resupply Earth.”
Katherine stared at Gibbs and shook her head, “If we have to be resupplied, I suspect we’ll no longer be here.”
Gem lifted her hand, “Admiral, have the essential personnel been transported out?” Katherine nodded, “Why do you ask?”
“My parents were scheduled to leave in the last ship.”
“They left two days ago. They’re fine.”
“Thank you.”
Katherine stood up, “I’m going to leave it up to Admiral Arvolo to set up the plan for Earth’s defense. Brad and I need to get the commercial haulers ready; I know all of you will make us proud.” The Admirals rose from their chairs and came to attention until Katherine left the room. Dat said, “Take a seat.” He looked at Admiral Kune, “Make sure the Rovers know their initial assignment is to destroy every enemy probe the moment they launch their attack and to kill any others that appear once combat operations begin. I suspect that once their leaders find they’re not receiving any information, they’ll start launching high numbers of probes to see what’s going on. At some point it will become fruitless to continue to destroy them; they’ll send enough that we don’t have enough ships to kill them all.” Dat turned to Admiral Matthews, “Shane, I want your fleet with Angel’s strike fleet and be prepared to jump to any other breakout point that appears. Your fleet is the best we have at jumping in formation. Gem will join you as quickly as possible.”
Kelli said, “I suspect we will be over crowded at the first breakout.” Dat looked at her and she continued, “We’ll have a hundred and twenty million old and new model Jukeboxes. Their pattern appears to flood through an entry point that is about nine hundred miles wide. The Jukeboxes average about half a mile in length so it will only take eighteen hundred of them lined up nose to tail to cover the entire length.”
Dat pressed a button on his wrist unit and a formation of ships appeared on the monitor. Angel looked at it and was surprised at what she was seeing. Dat said, “This is what I call the Can. All of the ships in this formation will form a three dimensional shape that surrounds the break out point. The distance to the center of the Can is fifty miles. Can anyone tell me why?”
Angel said, “That is the range of blasters when fired at full power.”
Dat smiled, “Very good, Angel.” He looked at the monitor and said, “The cylinder will be wide enough so that none of our ships will be damaged by beams fired from other ships across from them in the formation. It will be a hundred miles in diameter.” Dat looked back to the attendees, “Gibbs, Kelli, Matt, and Gresha’s fleets will compose the walls of the cylinder. Admiral Kune’s fleet will fill in the ends and prevent any ships from exiting the Can.”
“What about the Rovers?”
Dat looked at Gresha, “They will be standing by to go to any other breakout points; however, until another breakout happens, they will surround the Can and attack any ships that manage to escape.”
Angel stared at the formation, “What happens if multiple breakout points happen?”
“We have six major fleets. Each of you will learn to move into this formation and attack a breakout point with just your fleet. We’ll do all we can to stop them but if they open more than six entries into our solar system, Katherine is going to disrupt Green Space. Your fleets will then move out into the outer planets and start killing as many enemy warships as possible. If we’re pushed back to Jupiter’s orbit, you’ll jump out and go to other planets in the Union and fight to prevent them being destroyed.”
Gibbs looked at Kune and saw what he was thinking. He took a breath and said, “Sir, if we’re pushed back, what good are we going to do at other planets?”
Dat raised his right hand and scratched his left eyebrow, “Probably no good at all. However, at that point our goal is to do all we can to weaken the Rust Civilization to the point where they will not be invading other galaxies for a long time. If nothing else, we’ll buy the colonies time to rebuild the fleets and start preparing to eventually meet this menace.” Dat stared at the Admirals, “Are there any other questions before we start discussing the coming operation.”
Angel said, “When do we open fire on the breakout points”
Dat smiled, “I’m glad you asked that. I don’t want to use the Jukebox’s penetrators during the breakout defense unless I’m absolutely forced to do it. We’ll open fire at the breakout point as soon as we surround it. Every ship will fire their standard blasters and launch barrages continuously until ordered otherwise. I want those fanatics to emerge into normal space in the middle of a hell storm.” Dat looked at Angel, “Does that answer your question.” Angel smiled and nodded.
Matt said, “You know if you have the Can set up prior to their arrival, they’ll not jump in at that location. Their probes will see it and warn them.”
Dat nodded, “The Can will be located in deep space and will jump in the moment the oncoming wave is detected in Green Space. We’ll have three seconds to jump in and open fire. The enemy probes will be taken out at the same moment by our Rovers and Advanced Probes. The incoming enemy ships won’t have any warning prior to their emergence in normal space. We’ll be there ahead of them.”
Gresha shook her head, “Dat, we can’t jump that many ships in that close together without collisions.”
“Actually, the Can will be three times its normal size when we jump in. We’ll close up our ranks as we open fire. Everyone will have their coordinate locked into their jump boards so we should be fine. The only ships here will be Admirals’ Matthews and the Strike Fleet. They will be holding position above the planet directly below the jump point we’re anticipating they’ll use.” Dat looked around the table, “Let’s read the operational plan and see if we come up with anything we can modify or add to it.”
General Robinson stuck his head in the door and said, “The enemy’s probes have entered the Servant’s Galaxy. I’ll send you a feed if anything happens.”
Dat nodded and knew time was getting shorter.
• • •
The Exalted looked at the reports that were sent to his panel. His nose jerked up and down as he read the findings. The second display on his panel illuminated and he saw the Chosen appear, “I’ve been told you’ve found the species that was on my planet.” The Exalted’s nose rose in agreement but it still twitched left and right. The Chosen saw his expression, “What’s bothering you?”
“We have found that species on hundreds of planets and our probes are still discovering more each minute.”
“This must be their home galaxy!”
“I don’t think so.”
“Why not?”
“How did that scout get here?”
The Chosen’s nose went straight down and then back up, “What do you mean?”
“So far, none of the planets they’ve located have any ship building facilities on them. The Probes have also uncovered that there was a massive galactic war here. There are derelict, burned out battleships scattered all over this galaxy. Someone came in here and exterminated the builder of those dead ships.”
“How many ships have you seen?”
“Close to a billion.”
“Are there any burned out ships of the ones that exterminated them?”
The Exalted looked at the Chosen on his display, “No, there is not.” The Exalted looked back at the data stream coming in, “It appears that species you’re so interested in lives in rather primitive societies.”
The Chosen thought about the statement and said, “If you look at most of our worlds, we also appear, on the surface, to live in primitive societies.”
“I know that; however, there are advanced manufacturing plants on all of our planets. There’s nothing on these.”
“Well, you know they have the capability to hide their ships. There could be millions of ships in that galaxy and you’re not able to see them. I suspect they could also hide manufacturing plants if they chose.” The Exalted’s nose slowly moved up and the Chosen smiled, “I scored on that one, didn’t I?”
The Exalted nodded, “Yes you did; I hadn’t considered that. I’m launching an attack fleet on these planets and will watch to see what happens. If my fleet is attacked by warships we’re not able to see, I’ll open a major campaign here.”
“That sounds like a good idea.”
The Exalted’s display went dark and he sent the orders.
• • •
Trab’s warship broke into normal space fifty thousand miles from the planet and he moved into formation with his gathering. He had missed the attack in the Yellow Carnivore’s Galaxy; his ship had been destroyed by one of their attacks in the Herd’s Galaxy. He had taken possession of a new one two weeks earlier and was assigned a position in the next leading wave due to his absence from the prior operation. Everyone expected to be killed in the leading waves; they paid the price of having the highest casualties in most attacks made by the Believer Fleets.
They were little more than fodder used to open a path through enemy forces. At least he had a great view of the planet. He had mixed emotions about missing the last attack. Since his ship was destroyed, he and his crew had been taken off the active duty list until a new ship could be built. That allowed him and Jalil to have their bonding approved by the community Elder. She was now expecting their first born and he wished he would live to see it born. However, the odds did not favor that happening and Jalil had wept when he left. His tension was high and he stared at his scanners looking for an enemy vessel to come in and blow a hole through his ship.
The Gathering’s Commander warned of possible enemy ships that would not be seen by his scanners. He gripped the steering controls and saw the rest of his crew was also highly nervous. But…the planet was getting larger and no ships around him had been attacked. If they were going to attack, they should have done it by now. The planet was now in scanning range and he could see the locations of the black carnivores appearing on his panel. He knew his crew was worried and he announced, “Nothing has appeared on my detectors. The targets on the planet have scattered and I have selected one located in a cave in the mountain range that bisects the land mass below us. Weapons, lock a missile on the target and launch on my order.”
“Yes, Ship Believer.”
Trab saw the blue light illuminate on his panel and knew the data had been fed to the missile. He absently noticed that there were thirty thousand of the Carnivores on the planet’s surface. He sent the data on the one he targeted and he saw the number in the targeted total on his panel increase by one. He ran more scans but nothing appeared on his threat list. Did this planet not have any protection? He had another minute before he arrived at his launch location and he absently noticed that all of the carnivores had been targeted.
“Believer, a message just came in from the High Believer that no nuclear missiles will be used. It’s been determined that the local population is not carnivores. The Priests want the opportunity to convert them to believers.”
Trab reached forward and toggled the launcher from a nuclear missile to a high explosive, heat missile. He barely had time to make the change when the computer auto-launched the missile from just above the planet’s upper atmosphere. “Weapons, track it in and confirm the location of the hit.”
“Yes Believer.”
Trab watched the missile leave his ship and it left a long light trail following it down. He looked out of the armored viewport and saw thousands of bright lights moving toward the planet. He activated his look down system and focused it on the cave where the carnivore was hiding. It hadn’t moved and he suspected it thought it wouldn’t be seen through the rock surrounding it. It was wrong. The small hole in the side of the mountain disappeared in a massive explosion. Trab kept the site on his display and saw tons of rock sliding down the mountain. The wind blew the dust away and there was a huge gap in the mountain where the cave had been located. He turned on his biological scanner and saw a cloud small particles made from the Carnivore’s body being blown away in the dust. He pressed a button on top of his panel and the Target Destroyed total increased by one. Only nine hundred targets had to be hit a second time. Five required three shots; they were underwater and hard to hit.
Trab waited for further commands but none came. His Sub Gathering held their position above the planet waiting to see what they would do next. Then he heard, “Hold positions to support the transports when they arrive.”
Trab and his crew’s joy was immense. They had great fortune being assigned this mission. Their Gathering would now be placed at the bottom of the Active Gathering List and he would be in the back formation during the next attack. The Deity had looked after him and his crew. He couldn’t wait to surprise Jalil when he went home.
• • •
The Admirals watched the feeds coming in from the Servant’s Galaxy and their expressions were grim. Angel was shaking her head and heard her father say, “It appears their ability to scan for specific biological readings is phenomenal. I know many of those they found would have been missed by our scanners.”
“Admiral, transports are arriving at numerous planets.”
Dat shook his head, “More converts for the faith. That Galaxy will be the next one to build ships for them.”
Kune looked at Dat, “Admiral, shouldn’t we just destroy the probes when they arrive here?”
Dat shook his head, “They have more than a billion probes. If they choose to see something, there’s not much that can be done to stop them. Also, if we destroy their probes, they’ll know for certain that the ones they’re searching for came from this galaxy. No, we allow them to come through and hope when they find the Matador’s former planet they leave and look for them elsewhere.” Dat stared at the monitor and said, “Although, I really don’t think they’ll fly away.” The other officers looked at each other and were forced to agree with him.
Gresha stared at the monitor as well and shook her head, “I hate being right about this.” She saw Dat look at her and she continued shaking her head, “They’re going to look for ship building planets. That’s what will bring them here.” Dat nodded.
• • •
The Exalted contacted the Chosen and waited for him to appear on his panel. After ten minutes, the Chosen smiled and said, “Well?”
“This galaxy was not the Carnivore’s home.” The Chosen’s smile vanished. “However, the inhabitants here have been conquered in the past and are perfect subjects to become a member of the Herd. They are herbivores like us and accept the removal of carnivores from the universe without any issues. This will become another galaxy to join us.”
The Chosen’s smile returned, “Perhaps the Deity is leading us in our pursuit. What happens now?”
“We must be getting close to the home world of the Carnivore. The inhabitants tell us that they came with the white ships that killed their captors and stayed behind.”
“White Ships?”
“It appears the Carnivores actually work for, or with, the ones that built the warships that killed their captors.”
“Keep searching. I’m beginning to feel that we are being led by the Deity in this quest.”
The Exalted lowered his head and ended the call. He sensed that it wasn’t going to take much longer. He knew he had chosen the right path to search.



Chapter Eighteen
Brad entered Katherine’s office and she saw by his expression that the waiting was over. “The first of their probes have arrived and are making a fast run through our galaxy.”
“Keep me informed; notify the fleets of what’s happening and keep them up to date on what develops.”
“Yes Sir.” Brad turned to go and stopped. He turned around and said, “Kat, you know I love you very much.” Katherine smiled and nodded. “I just felt I needed to tell you again.”
“Brad, turn your duties over to your XO and we’ll take a few moments for each other.”
Brad’s smile grew larger, “I’ll meet you on the first floor.”
“That would be good, Darling.”
• • •
Dat looked at the wall monitor in Gresha’s conference room. The Jukebox B hung in open space with the rest of the Union’s fleets and they waited to see if their prayers would be answered. Ten probes had gathered around the Matador’s former planet and they had not moved for more than an hour. Dat looked at Gresha’s blonde hair and marveled at how beautiful she was. She appeared to not have aged at all since the first day he met her on Haven. She was beautiful, brilliant, and breathtaking. He was so lucky to have found her. She looked at Dat and caught him staring. She smiled, “What?”
“I’m so lucky to have you.” Gresha stood up from her chair and walked over to Dat and sat down in his lap. She put her head on his shoulder and blew out a slow breath. “This is where I love being.”
Dat put his arms around her and held her close. Gresha closed her eyes and after a moment said, “It looks like they’re discussing what they want to do.” She felt Dat nod. She closed her eyes and found comfort in Dat’s arms.
• • •
The Chosen and Exalted stared at the images being sent from the spiral galaxy. The Exalted said, “We found a planet that was recently occupied by a huge number of the Carnivore that came to our planets. It appears they knew we were coming and they fled the planet.”
“Can you determine where they went?”
The Exalted’s nose moved to the left, “Probably not.”
“I don’t like that they escaped after sending one of them to the Holy Planet.”
“You know how big the universe is and we have no idea which direction to search for them.”
The Chosen considered the situation and after a moment said, “Didn’t the inhabitants of the galaxy we just conquered say they were allies with the builders of the white ships?” The Exalted’s nose went up and down. “I notice that one planet here has millions of white ships hanging in space above it.”
“I saw that as well.”
“If we attack that planet, do you think they might come to their aid?”
“That’s reaching.”
“What else can we do at this point? Besides, the inhabitants of that planet are carnivores and we will have to eliminate them at some point.”
“Actually, they’re omnivores; they eat plants, too.”
“That’s also reaching.”
“I guess. We’ve determined that most of the civilized planets in this galaxy are in an alliance with that planet. Are we prepared to attack all of them? We have two galaxies that are going to require most of our attention for the foreseeable future, melding them into the Herd.”
“I’m thinking that we were led to this galaxy for a reason. We have nowhere to go from here so I think we should take it and add it to our believers.”
“Are you sure about that, Chosen?”
“I am.”
The Exalted didn’t feel right about the decision but he didn’t have a good reason to turn away. He looked at his Active Gathering List and said, “I’ll launch an attack against the one planet and we’ll take on the others after we take it. You should send the probes out again and see if you get lucky in finding the carnivores.” The Exalted nodded and began sending orders.
• • •
Brad’s probes intercepted the transmissions from the Exalted and he sent a transcript of it to the senior Admirals. Dat read it and looked at Gresha, “Showtime, get your fleet ready. Brad and the SR’s have targeted the probes still in our galaxy and are ready to take them out.” Dat pressed his communicator, “Attention all fleets. Earth will be attacked shortly; lock your jump panels to the signal I’m sending and open fire as soon as you emerge into normal space. We’ll be activating the plan as soon as the Rust Warships are detected moving through Green Space.”
Gresha looked at Dat, “Have you heard anything from Admiral Young?”
“He’s spent the last eleven months learning the system. Let’s hope we don’t need him.” Gresha nodded and left the conference room with Dat for the Havana’s bridge.
• • •
Angel saw Shane appear on her display, “Stay alert. We’ll jump as soon as we detect another jump point.”
“Yes Sir.”
• • •
Angel activated her combat helmet and turned on the communication function, “All Admirals and Commodores, you know how to fight your units. Work together and stay in your formations. The enemy will be arriving shortly. Stay on your toes.” Angel ended the transmission and wished she had been able to see Bret. She missed him so much and she hated herself for sending him away. She had deprived herself of so much happiness; Arve was right; she was so stupid. She heard over the Fleet Frequency, “A massive incoming wave has been detected in Green Space.”
Then she heard her father say, “Take out the probes; open fire upon emergence in normal space.” She saw more than a hundred explosions in open space around Earth and then she saw the millions of Jukebox Battleships appear. They opened fire with all their blasters and the space inside their formation exploded into brilliant light.
• • •
The front ranks of the Believer Fleet entered normal space and disappeared in gigantic explosions. The following ships pushed through right behind them and the heat of the thousands of burning ships in the first wave coupled with the millions of blaster beams disintegrated them. Dat sat on the Havana and remembered the final battle with the Masters in the Haven Galaxy. The temperature was so hot that the ships emerging into normal space were burned out of existence and their molecules added fuel to the fire. Dat looked at the Weapons Officer, “Force Field status?”
“Sir, it’s starting to climb and will be in the red in less than ten minutes.”
Dat activated the communicator in his helmet, “All ships, back away from the point of attack. Continue to fire but move far enough away to prevent force field overload.” Dat looked at his Sensor Officer, “Lt. Towland, how many enemy ships have entered normal space?”
“Sir, I have no way of knowing. It’s impossible to scan through the heat.”
Dat looked at Gresha, “Do you think they are still coming through?”
Gresha looked at her visor and spoke quietly. She listened for a moment and looked at Dat, “The probe in Green Space shows the wave continuing to move toward the breakout point.”
Dat thought for a moment and then said, “Computer, how many ships are needed to keep that area at its current temperature?”
“One Fleet, Admiral.”
Dat looked at Gresha, “Move your ships around the area of devastation and continue to fire.” Gresha nodded and started issuing orders. Dat activated the fleet frequency, “All fleets currently in the Can Formation, except Admiral Arvolo’s, will disengage and join Admiral Matthew’s fleet and prepare to attack any other break out point that appears. Execute the order now.” Dat watched the giant cylinder dissolve until twenty million ships were left firing beams and barrages into the massive ball of fire. Gresha looked at him, “Why are you doing this?”
“According to my scanner, that area is approaching a temperature that can start a fusion reaction. We don’t need a small star this close to Earth.”
Gresha’s eyes went wide and she shook her head “I should have seen that.”
“I can’t understand why they haven’t opened another entry to the planet.”
Gresha nodded, “That doesn’t make sense.”
• • •
The Exalted looked at the thousands of feeds coming in from the other planets in the Milky Way and was working with his staff to determine how many fleets were going to be needed. He shook his head and saw something out of the corner of his eye. He jerked his head around and saw the video coming from the planet that was being attacked was dark. Nothing was coming through, “Why is the feed coming from the planet under attack dark?”
“We lost it just before the attack began, Exalted.”
“How many probes were there!?!”
“A hundred and eight.”
“And you’ve lost the feed from all of them. GET ME A PROBE IN THERE NOW!!”
The operator turned to his panel and pressed numerous buttons. The operator stared at the dark monitor and said, “Exalted, “I’ve sent more than a thousand and none of them are reporting.”
The Exalted walked over to the Operator’s panel and said, “If you don’t get me a view of what’s going on at that planet, I will execute you myself.”
The Operator’s nose was frozen against his mouth and he pressed buttons almost faster than the eye could follow. “I’ve sent two million probes there, Exalted.”
The monitor came on and the Exalted saw the giant fireball that was burning almost too bright for the monitor to handle. There were millions of large white ships around the planet and there wasn’t a rust colored warship in sight.
“Stop the fleet!”
“Exalted, all of them have entered normal space.”
The Exalted stared at the monitor and knew that more than a billion warships had been sent through that jump point. His two stomachs turned over and he felt his lower two arms weakened as he collapsed into a chair. The Herd had never suffered this magnitude of a loss. His anger was immediate and his face became a snarl, “Send three fleets against this planet and divide them between six entry points.” He turned to the Probe Operator and snarled, “If you lose the feed you’re dead.”
“Exalted, more than three quarters of the million probes I sent in are no longer reporting.”
“Then send ten million! You better not lose that feed.”
The Operator pressed a button and every probe the Herd had in their inventory moved into Earth’s Solar System.
Dat queried the probes in Green Space and said, “Gresha, pull your fleet back and organize to defend a jump point.”
Dat watched the twenty million ships jump back in line with the other six fleets and form up. Dat announced, “The probes tell me the wave has stopped. I suspect another will be arriving and Shane will take the first jump point to appear. If no others appear, Gibbs will join him. If another appears, Gibbs will take that one followed by Mark, Kelli, Kune, and then Gresha. Start firing immediately and this time launch a million penetrators. I want to start that fireball as quickly as possible. Angel, you and the Rovers will attack any that get through. Any questions?” Dat saw an alarm on his visor and looked at it. “Here they come. Make them pay.”
• • •
Angel watched space and suddenly saw six places begin glowing on her visor. All six fleets immediately jumped and opened fire. The six fleets didn’t form a complete cylinder but formed a half pipe with all their weapons discharging into the disturbance. Rust colored warships burst into normal space and were immediately obliterated by the massive barrages and penetrators. The missiles and reactors on board the Believer Warships were blasted and the explosions caused as much damage as the beams and penetrators fired by the Jukeboxes. All six jump points were exploding with a violence that was beyond belief.
Angel saw thousands of Believer Warships manage to move away from the carnage and she said over her fleet frequency, “Dizzy, your fleet will handle the first group of leakers.” Angel watched Dizzy’s Fleet rush out and engage the Rust Warships. Thousands more began escaping and she said, “All Ships in Strike Fleet, pick a target. Engage now!” The twenty four thousand Jukeboxes rushed forward and the battle beyond Earth’s moon took on an even higher intensity. The Exalted stood and screamed at the monitor, “None are breaking through!” He turned to his Communications Believer, “Order in three more fleets through six more jump points.” The Believer lifted his microphone and started speaking.
• • •
Katherine watched the battle and saw that the Union’s Fleets were holding their own against numbers that were unbelievable. “Admiral, another massive wave is moving through Green Space toward us.”
“Estimate on the numbers?”
“At least as many as are here now.” Katherine shook her head. Brad said, “Six new entry points have appeared.”
“Detonate the bomb!”
Hundreds of thousands of Believer Warships blew into normal space an instant before their entry point was closed by the nuclear blast disrupting Green Space. The Union Fleet saw the entry points disappear and they turned and fell on the million plus Believer Warships that had come through. They were all chased down and blown into fragments.
Dat looked at the wall monitor and shook his head, “All Fleets, form up and start moving out toward the outer planets. We’ll try to take out as many as possible before they arrive at Earth.” Gresha shook her head, “There’s an understatement if I’ve ever heard one.”
Dat looked at her and saw her staring at the monitor. He looked at it and saw a mass of rust colored warships gathering outside the orbit of Neptune. It was beyond belief. Gresha saw his expression and said, “Fleet has more than three billion of them.”
Dat stared at the monitor and thought about how to go about attacking a force that large. If they attacked in formations, they would be immediately overwhelmed. Dat punched a frequency, “Angel, how do you see us going after those ships?”
“We’re all going to have to go in alone and kill as many as possible. Trying to work together will only get us killed.”
Dat started slowly nodding and knew she was right. He activated his panel and said, “Attention all Union Ships; we are going to skip out to those incoming ships once we arrive at Jupiter’s orbit and start attacking them. Every ship will operate alone and attempt to kill as many as possible. If we’re pushed back to Jupiter, skip away and go to other Union Planets and try to defend them. Take every opportunity to attack but don’t get trapped inside their formations. Hit them at the edges and run. Good luck and make your lives count.”
• • •
The Exalted looked at the Chosen on his display and expected him to be furious at the loss of ships. He was surprised when the Religious Leader was remarkably calm. “You’ve lost how many warships?”
“Close to two and a half fleets.”
The Chosen stared at the Exalted and after a long moment said, “Those ships are much more advanced than ours.” The Exalted nodded. “I see your pain at the loss of your forces but we knew that we would eventually encounter a foe that would challenge our faith. You must destroy that planet.”
The Exalted looked into the Chosen’s eyes and saw something. He looked at the monitor showing more than a hundred million of the large white ships accelerating way from the planet and moving toward his fleets. “It is going to take us more than twelve days to get to the planet. Our jump drives are inoperative and we’re going to be forced to fight our way through those ships moving out to meet us.”
The Chosen nodded and said, “I’ve ordered three more fleets to join you. They’ll be arriving shortly and you should wait for them to augment your numbers.”
The Exalted was shocked; more than fifty percent of their forces were being committed to this attack. “Thank you, Chosen.” The monitor went dark and the Exalted said, “Stop the fleets until the others arrive.”
• • •
Dat looked at his visor and saw the massive incoming wave of ships stop. “I wonder what they’re doing.”
Gresha shook her head and then knew the answer, “They’re waiting on the late arrivals.” Dat saw the new wave of warships appearing at the edge of disrupted space and start moving toward the first wave. He shook his head and heard Gresha say, “Looks like we have our work cut out for us.” Her statement struck him as funny and he started laughing. After a few moments, the rest of the bridge crew joined him and he said, “Indeed it does.”
• • •
The Union Ships arrived at Jupiter in two days and immediately skipped out to the incoming wave of rust colored ships. The Jukeboxes began savaging their ranks and death walked the outer solar system. The incoming wave was forced to fight on; they couldn’t use their jump drives to escape. Truth be told, they wouldn’t have run if they could. They were on a holy quest and none of them would shirk their duties. The Jukeboxes were defending their home and they attacked with a vengeance. Neither side asked for quarter nor would have accepted it if offered.
Arve flew the Melbourne over the top of the giant enemy formation and started firing barrages into the massed ships below. His beam crews targeted individual ships and the explosions below the Melbourne’s path marked its passage. Lt. Tisdale kept the tactical scan in his vision and saw a massive number of enemy beams being fired into the path of the fast moving Jukebox. He hit the jump button a moment before they hit the wall of beams. The Melbourne appeared ten thousand miles away from the enemy ships and Arve found another place to attack and jumped the Melbourne back in. Fatigue was becoming a factor after more than four days of fighting but he wouldn’t back off; the enemy would arrive at Jupiter’s orbit in three days and then there was no more stopping it. The Melbourne made three more runs and on the fourth, ten thousand enemy warships moved into the Jukebox’s path and it didn’t have time to avoid them. The Melbourne exploded taking out more than six hundred of the enemy with it.
• • •
Angel saw a small red light illuminate in the top right corner of her visor and she took a deep breath and hoped it was something else. She looked at the light and saw, “Melbourne lost with all hands.” She fought off her tears. Grest had died the day before and now she was the only survivor of the Arvolo Triplets. She loved her brothers more than life and now they were gone. Something inside her died with them. She jumped the ship out and took a moment to collect herself. The invading fleet had been reduced in size, but what remained was still huge. She blew out a breath and jumped the Wellington back into the fight. She noticed on the Fleet Frequency that more than two thirds of the Union’s Ships had been killed. Why did the universe have to be so ugly? She blasted more than five hundred enemy warships and barely escaped fifty rust colored ships attempting to ram her. Three days later, thirty five million Jukeboxes watched the giant invading fleet pass Jupiter and continue toward Earth. Angel went to her quarters and wept. The last ship destroyed in the fighting was the Havana. Her mother and father were gone along with her brothers. She had lost her entire family trying to stop the invaders. The very thing that gave her strength was now rubble left in space. The love she drew from her family was dust and felt more alone than she could handle. She wept for her loss and soon another emotion entered her consciousness; rage.
She pulled herself together and went back to the Wellington’s bridge. She looked at Lt. Detforth and said, “Status?”
“Sir, you’re the only surviving flag officer. What are your orders?”
Angel took a breath and watched the giant fleet moving toward Earth. Notify all ships to form up on the Wellington. Get me the names of the senior Captains and I’ll issue promotions. We will remain here until we know what happens at our home.” Angel thought for a moment, “How may Rovers survived?”
“We have more than six million, Sir.”
“Have them follow that fleet in to Earth and to stand by. I want them there in the event the penetrators can cut their numbers down. They can rejoin us afterwards.”
Detforth nodded and began sending the orders.
• • •
Katherine looked at Brad, “Are the commercial haulers ready?”
“Yes Sir, they are.” Brad looked at the wave of ships on the monitor and shook his head, “There are twice as many ships as we have penetrators.”
Katherine smiled, “Brad, we just have to take out two with each one. I have seen that they are prone to explode if they’re hit hard enough, right?” Brad nodded. “We have to allow them to gather around the planet and fire an even spread into their ranks. We should have enough to do that.”
“We do but the haulers are set to launch them one at a time.”
Katherine stared at her terminal and after a moment looked up, “Get word out to the teams to change the launching protocol. I want all of them fired simultaneously.”
Brad looked at the monitor and then back at Katherine, “I’ll issue the instructions.”
Brad left the office and Katherine watched the massive wave of ships move inside Mars orbit. They would arrive in another day.
• • •
The Exalted watched the fleet move past the single moon circling the planet and start spreading out to surround the planet. He had to admit that it was a beautiful world but it was going to pay a price for the number of believers that had died to its warships. The fleet was ten thousand miles away from the planet’s atmosphere when a bright white light burst out and surrounded the planet. He stood up from his chair and stared at the planet. It was now surrounded by what was obviously a force field. He moved his nose from side to side and up and down; what was it going to take to kill this civilization? He watched the first ships arrive just outside the force field and fire six nuclear missiles at the white field. The explosions were huge but had no visible effect on the planet. He looked over his shoulder, “What reading did you get from the missiles?”
The Probe Operator looked at his panel and then looked up, “They did not appear to have any measurable effect on the field.”
The Exalted stared at the planet on his monitor and was growing angrier by the moment. “Order all of our ships to surround the planet and commence firing into that force field. Take readings and tell me if it has any effect.”
The billons of ships moved into position and started firing their blasters into the force field. After twenty minutes the Operator said, “The energy of the field has decreased slightly.”
“Why are there ships not firing on the field?”
“There’s not enough room for them.”
“Move our ships closer together and order those ships in to take part in the bombardment.”
• • •
“Brad, it appears all of their ships are now next to the field.”
“We still have more than a day before the field fails. Give them time to relax and let their guard down.” Katherine nodded and looked back at the huge wall monitor.
• • •
Angel watched the bombardment and wondered why Katherine had not launched the penetrators. Detforth said, “She must be waiting for them to relax and let their guard down.”
Angel looked at him, “Why do you say that?”
“What do you think those ship commanders are doing?” Angel stared at him saying nothing. “They’ve got their hand on their thruster buttons looking for anything to make them run. Once they relax and take their hands off those buttons, they’ll be a better target.”
Angel looked back at the display and nodded. He was right. That’s exactly what she would have done in similar circumstances.
“Admiral, now is the time.” Katherine looked at Brad and nodded. He lifted a small transmitter and pressed a yellow button. He waited for the signal to go out and arm the billion plus penetrators on the commercial carriers that were hovering five miles above Earth’s surface. A green light appeared on the unit and he looked at Katherine as he pressed the red button.
• • •
One moment, three billion rust colored warships surrounded Earth continuously firing their blasters into the force field surrounding the planet. A moment later, a billion heavy penetrators shot into their ranks causing a massive chain reaction. The entire planet looked like a massive explosion had erupted around it. The ships hit by the penetrators exploded adding the blast to the penetrator’s and exploding the ships holding station next to the targeted ship. High speed recorders were hard pressed to track the progress of the explosions and after a few seconds, the only ships alive above Earth were those that were blown away by the blast. Most of them died in the shockwave that bounced off the force field and roared away from the planet. The Rovers had just arrived and they found less than ten million of the enemy ships were still operational. They selected a target and in less than an hour, every one of them was chased down and destroyed.
The Exalted sat in his chair and couldn’t move. He stayed there for an hour and then saw the Chosen appear on his panel. “I’ve ordered our remaining ships to attack that planet.” The Exalted stared at the Chosen and shook his head. “They exhausted their supply of that weapon. We can destroy them now.”
“How do you know?”
“If they had more, they would have used one for every ship in orbit.”
“We should have ships at our planets to defend them.”
The Chosen shook his head, “They don’t know where our planets are located. I’ve ordered a hundred ships to stay at each planet.”
The Exalted stood and said, “I’m going with them this time.”
The chosen smiled, “You should.” The panel went dark and the Exalted looked at his Ship Believer, “Take us to the fleets.”



Chapter Nineteen
The bridge crew on the Wellington started cheering and Angel smiled as she watched the final Rust Warships being destroyed. Earth had survived the attack and the surviving Jukeboxes celebrated the victory. She lifted her visor and reached to press her communicator when Detforth yelled, “Sir, I have massive numbers of ships appearing at the orbit of Neptune.”
Angel felt a sinking feeling in her stomach and she whipped her head around and looked at the wall monitor. The massive wave was pouring in through more than a thousand jump points. She said, “Computer, put a ship count on the top right corner of the monitor.” She stared as the size of the massive wave grew and in less than twenty minutes the number was larger than four billion. She shook her head and knew her mother was right. The size of that civilization was beyond comprehension.
The surviving Union Ships watched the massive wave move toward them from Neptune. Detfort looked away from the monitor, “What are we going to do, Sir?”
Angel remembered her Father saying that if they could do nothing else they should do everything they could to reduce the power of the attackers so the colonies and the Matadors would have a chance to build their forces to take them on. She blew out a breath and said, “Pull me up a view from one of our probes at one of their ship building planets.” The view appeared and Angel said, “Query the probe as to how many warships are defending that planet.”
Detfort started typing and after a moment he said, “A hundred and fifteen, Sir.”
Angel looked at her Sensor Officer and knew he was excellent at his job. Let’s see just how good he was. “Detforth, see if you can find the planet that has the most ships defending it in those ten galaxies.”
Detfort smiled and started typing. In less than an hour he said, “None of the manufacturing planets have more than a hundred and fifty ships defending them. The planet the Matador visited with the giant temple has a million.”
Angel looked at Detforth and said, “I want you to do the following.” She started talking and Detforth’s expression turned serious. He stared at her when she stopped and then turned to his board.
Just before the giant fleet arrived at the Union Ships, they disappeared. The Exalted smiled. They were wise to leave. An hour after the mammoth fleet passed, the white ships reappeared and remained in place as the Rust Warships flew toward Earth. Once the fleet arrived, it spread out around the planet and the Exalted picked up his communicator. “All ships will commence launching nuclear missiles at the force field around the planet. You will launch one missile every minute until your inventory is depleted.” Billions of missiles left the ranks of the invading fleet and the force field around Earth exploded in brilliant nuclear blasts.
• • •
Katherine looked at Brad and saw him shake his head, “What are you thinking?”
“At the current rate of bombardment, the force field will fail in eighteen hours.”
Katherine stared at him and sighed, “Is there anything we can do?” Brad shook his head. Katherine punched her board and said, “Everyone go home and be with the ones you love. Make the most of the time we have remaining.” Katherine looked at Brad, “Do you think we can make it to that beach in New Zeeland?”
Brad smiled, “I’ll get us there.” Katherine smiled and turned off the lights in her office as they exited the room.
• • •
Angel sat up from in her command chair. She had just transferred the language of the Rust Civilization to her mind from the computer. She looked at her panel and said, “Computer, have you isolated the command frequency of the invaders?”
“I have.”
“Send it to my panel.” Angel saw the frequency appear and pressed the communication button, “I hope there is some way I can convince you to back off your attack and leave my galaxy.”
The Chosen and Exalted heard the voice on their speakers. Neither responded. Angel’s frown grew, “I know you tell your followers not to communicate with non-believers, but I really think you should consider the consequences of your actions. I cannot just stand by and do nothing while you’re attacking my home world.” Angel waited and still there was silence. “Will you please listen to me and stop your attack.”
The Chosen lifted his communicator, “Nothing you can say or do will save that planet. Stop your whining and know that we’ll be coming after your puny fleet next.”
Angel had played the conversation over the fleet’s general frequency and she knew every Union Sailor was just as angry as she was. She was glad they were; she was going to demand a lot from them. The fleet continued to watch the bombardment and after fifteen hours had passed, they saw the force field fail and billions of nuclear missiles hitting Earth. The entire planet’s surface went up in flames.
Angel stared at the image of the planet as it died and her expression hardened. She looked at Detforth, “Have you done it?” He nodded. She lowered her visor and said, “All ships jump to your first target and start broadcasting a feed on the frequency I just sent you.” Angel took the Wellington’s controls and hit the jump button. The Jukebox Battleship arrived in a planetary system and saw more than a hundred rust colored warships moving out toward her. It took forty minutes to kill all of them. A hundred ships were no match for a Jukebox. Angel skipped the Wellington in to the inhabited planet and smiled as she spoke into her communicator.
“I really don’t understand why you chose to ignore my request. After much discussion, my ships and I decided that we didn’t adequately entertain you on your voyage in to my planet. We’ve decided to rectify that issue on your voyage out.” The Chosen and Exalted were confused by what Angel was saying. The Exalted’s confusion ended abruptly when he saw an image of his home world appear on his console. Right behind that image, every video on the wall illuminated with a view of another Believer Planet. “What you see on your monitors is some of the planets my millions of ships are approaching as we speak. I’m going to start the entertainment and the others will join in afterwards.”
Angel’s expression turned savage as she moved in close to the monitor, “I believe this is the home planet of your Military Commander that led your ships to my planet. You have twelve days before you exit my solar system. We will make sure you’re entertained the entire voyage.” Angel looked away from the monitor and nodded.
• • •
The Exalted’s head was jerking side to side as he saw the large white warship accelerate around the planet firing hundreds of beams into every construction facility in orbit. They were all obliterated and blown into vapor. He stared at the planet and knew his family was still there waiting for his return. He saw the being who had contacted him look away and nod. Three streaks left the white ship and hit the planet. The penetrators blasted into the planet’s core and the explosion broke the planet apart. It appeared to separate into eight giant pieces that moved slowly away from each other. The Exalted sat down and looked up at the other videos and saw every planet was being blown apart. He heard the being say, “We weren’t able to show you all thirty nine million planets we just destroyed. However, we’re now off to the next thirty nine million. I hope you enjoy the show.”
The Chosen appeared on the Exalted’s panel, “They know the location of all our planets!”
The Exalted couldn’t speak. He looked at the Chosen and could only shake his head. Then he said, “They know where you are.” The Chosen’s face showed his instant fear as the Exalted said, “They sent one of their scouts there.”
The Chosen was forbidden from leaving the Holy Planet. His fear was growing by the moment. He looked at the Exalted and said, “We have lost the Deity’s favor. We were led to that planet to punish us.”
“What did we do to deserve punishment?”
“I don’t know. It’s clear to me now that the Deity has turned its back on us.”
“What can we do? We’ll never arrive in time to save our people.”
The Chosen could only shake his head and say, “Pray for forgiveness.”
• • •
Angel was surprised at how quickly the Union’s fleet had killed a civilization spanning ten galaxies. The last ten million planets had to be destroyed with nuclear missiles instead of penetrators. The Jukeboxes just didn’t carry enough to complete the job. Now the fleet was moving in on a planet with a giant rose colored structure on its surface. The million Rust Warships had been dispatched without the loss of a single ship and Angel was proud of the ships she commanded. She arrived above the planet and activated her communicator, “I do hope you enjoyed our show. However, now it must come to an end. Is there anything you wish to say before your miserable life comes to a close?’
The Chosen appeared on Angel’s display and it said, “Nothing I can say will stop you. However, you should not destroy this planet. It is the chosen home of the Deity we worship. Kill all of us but I would caution you to leave the planet intact. I’m sorry. I know now we are being punished for something we’ve done. I don’t know what it is but I can see the Deity had turned its back on us.”
The display went dark and Angel said, “Launch one of the penetrators we’ve saved for this planet.”
Detforth nodded and pressed a button on his console. A bright blue streak left the Wellington toward the planet. Angel smiled in anticipation and waited for the massive explosion. After a moment she looked at Detforth, “What’s going on?”
Detforth was staring at his combat visor and shaking his head, “Sir, the penetrator hit the surface and stopped.”
“WHAT!!”
“It’s laying on the planet’s surface intact. It stopped instantly on contact.”
Angel pulled the image in on her visor and saw the huge penetrator laying on the ground. She started shaking her head and said, “Launch the second.” The second penetrator lanced out and once again there was no explosion. Angel began feeling nervous. This wasn’t possible. She looked at Detforth and said, “Launch three nuclear missiles at that structure.”
Angel saw the three missiles leave the Wellington and there was a giant blast on the planet’s surface. She watched the shock wave blow out from the impact site and smiled, “At least explosions worked normally.” She started to order more missiles but heard Detforth say, “Admiral, there’s something disturbing on the surface.”
Angel looked in her visor and saw something in the center of the expanding shockwave. A small rose colored building was in the middle of the massive mushroom cloud rising above the surface. She looked at Detforth and he shook his head. Angel decided it was time to leave. “All ships, skip back to Neptune’s orbit. Form up on the Wellington upon arrival.”
• • •
Angel watched the giant fleet of Rust Warships moving at maximum speed toward the edge of disrupted space. In another two days, they would enter normal space. She wondered what it was going to do. She knew the being commanding the monster knew all of his civilization’s inhabited planets had been destroyed. She said, “Computer, what would happen if I overloaded all of my ship’s reactors simultaneously?”
There was a pause and she heard over the wall speaker, “The ship would explode into a blast hotter than the core of a star.”
“What area would the blast cover?”
“More than two hundred miles in diameter.” Angel nodded and continued to stare at the monitor showing the approaching fleet.
Detforth heard Angel’s question and the computer’s answer. He thought about why she would want that information and then he knew. The fact that she wasn’t doing anything with it showed she was not going to act on it. He lifted his communicator and started speaking.
• • •
Angel didn’t know what to do. She thought about what she would do if she was in the enemy Commander’s place and she knew she would take the fleet and attack every civilized planet in this galaxy. She didn’t have enough warships to stop him from doing it. “Sir.”
Angel turned and looked at Detforth, “The fleet has taken a vote and we’ve decided to exercise the overload initiative.”
Angel’s head tilted, “You’ve what?”
“Sir, our duty is to protect the Union. Earth is gone but the other planets are still alive. If we allow this enemy fleet to escape, it will go after the rest of the Union’s planets. We’ve done a study on what would happen if all of our ships overloaded our reactors inside the ranks of that fleet. We wouldn’t kill them all…but there wouldn’t be enough survivors to break through a planet’s force field. Every ship has voted to do this.”
Angel shook her head, “We could escape to the colonies and live out our lives.”
Detforth shook his head, “Our lives were on Earth. My family is gone and I choose to kill the bastards that murdered them.”
Angel stared at Detforth and said, “Are you sure about the vote being unanimous?”
“Yes Sir.”
Angel saw the fleet moving closer to normal space and she sighed. She didn’t know if Bret was on Earth when it died but he probably was. Her family was dead; killed by these monsters. Detforth was right. Her father’s last order was to make their lives count. This was the way to do it. She activated her visor and said, “All ships form the can on the Wellington. Move your ships hull to hull and once we’re in formation, we’ll accelerate at maximum speed behind a forward barrage. All ships will fire barrages from their ships as we move into the center of their formation. Once there, we’ll scatter and overload our reactors. I’m proud of you. Let’s do this for Earth.”
• • •
Every planet in the Union was receiving the feed from the advanced probes following the Believer Fleet. They watched as the surviving white battleships formed a tight cylinder and suddenly accelerated at an incredible speed toward the giant globe of rust colored warships. The cylinder disappeared as it struck the outer ranks of the oncoming fleet. A few moments later, a massive black colored light flashed inside the giant sphere and a shockwave blew through the giant globe of Rust Warships. The light blinded the probes for a moment and then the Union Planets saw burning hulks of Rust Warships being blown out on the wake of the expanding shockwave. More than five billions warships were in the globe. Less than three million survived the blast and a third of them were severely damaged. Only the ships on the outer edge of the formation that were blown away by the pressure of the blast survived. The undamaged ships flew to the damaged vessels and moved the crews out. They flew out of disrupted space and jumped away. The Union was safe.
• • •
The Union mourned the loss of Earth and the heroes that had given their lives to protect them. The legends of the heroes grew over time and the one whose name was the largest was Angel Arvolo. A viewing facility was built on Earth’s moon for a thankful civilization to come and view the site of the Galaxy’s most horrific war. Earth would never support life again. Its crust and atmosphere were blown away by the billions of nuclear explosions leaving a cratered rock orbiting the sun. The humans in the Colonies came and assisted the surviving planets in the Union to form a new government to lead them. They were told that Humans would not come back to the Milky Way. Earth had been destroyed twice and now it was time to move on. They promised to assist the Union in building its defenses and in a hundred years, the Union was able to protect itself from any aggressor.
Union historians told the story of Earth’s sacrifice and over the centuries the Union wished that mankind would one day return to the galaxy of its birth. They never did. The huge black beings called Matadors did return on holy pilgrimages to thank and mourn for the ones that had given them back their lives. They would never forget the gift they were given.



Chapter Twenty
“What are we going to do?”
“I’m not sure.”
“The Union has survived.”
“Yes, but Earth didn’t.”
“Are you willing to jeopardize the outcome?”
“We don’t know if we can. I’m not going to tie myself up in knots trying to figure that one out.”
“So you’re going to do it?”
He looked at her and smiled, “Yes, I am. I would hope that you agree with my choice.”
“I do.”
• • •
Kune slowly shook his head and said, “Admiral Arvolo, build something special here. I can see you’re on the right path to make it happen.” He turned to Dizzy, “Make me proud.”
Dizzy fought hard to prevent her tears but her eyes were moist, “You know I will, Sir.”
Kune walked toward the door and Angel said “Attennnshun!” The three officers stood and saluted. Kune returned their salute and left for his Rover in the landing bay.
Dizzy sat down and sighed, “I hated every moment.”
Angel put her hand on Dizzy’s shoulder, “It’s the only way to show him, Commodore. Plan to meet with the entire Senior Staff in three hours.” Angel turned to Bret, “Leave immediately for Fleet Headquarters and get Commodore Banks copies of the personnel folders on the ships in her command.” Angel looked at the helmsman, “Plan to move the ship back to our formation as soon as Commodore Young jumps away and clears the area.”
“Yes Sir.”
Angel left the room and Dizzy looked at Bret, “I can see why you love her.” Bret’s eyes went wide. “Yes it’s obvious. You made an excellent choice, Bret.”
“Thanks Dizzy. I also made a good choice picking you.” Bret left the room for a Rover and it took Dizzy a few moments to see that he was talking about her being selected to join Angel’s team. Dizzy smiled; Angel came out pretty good as well. Bret was a keeper.
• • •
Dizzy saw the Rover leave the Wellington’s landing bay and looked at the helmsman to jump the Wellington back to the fleet. She saw he was staring at his panel as he pressed a button, “Admiral, I’m picking up something on the scanners that’s unusual.”
“What is it?”
“I don’t know, Sir. There is some kind of green energy field that is forming about ten miles out.”
“Go to battle stations; I’ll be right there.”
Dizzy looked at the wall monitor and saw a hazy green energy field forming in open space. Angel rushed on the bridge and sat down in her command chair. She stared at the field and looked at the Sensor Officer, “What is it?”
“I don’t know, Sir. I don’t have anything in my databanks that matches up to it.” Suddenly a large white ship came through the green field. The Sensor Officer said, “It appears to be a Jukebox, Sir. However, it doesn’t match any of the ships in our fleet.”
“What’s its name?”
“Europe is written on the bow, Sir.”
The wall speaker activated and they heard, “Admiral, Arvolo. I need to have a short meeting with you. Will you please come to my ship?”
Angel stared at the speaker and pressed her communicator, “Identify yourself.”
There was a pause and they heard, “You know who I am. Please trust yourself and come here now.”
Angel stared at the ship on the monitor and turned to Dizzy, “You are in command until I return.”
“Sir, is this wise?”
Angel smiled, “He’s right. I don’t know what’s going on but I do know who he is.” Angel rushed off the bridge and Dizzy sat down in the command chair. She looked at the Sensor Officer who could only shrug.
• • •
Angel arrived in the landing bay and boarded a shuttle. She went through the landing bay’s protective force field and turned the Rover toward the Jukebox. As she moved closer she saw that the thrusters on the ship were different from any she had seen. It appeared the thrusters running the length of the ship were as large as the rear thrusters. She saw the landing bay door opening and she flew the Rover inside. She landed and stepped out to find an Officer wearing the uniform of a Jukebox Captain waiting for her. He smiled, “Please follow me.” She entered the high speed chute and arrived just outside the bridge where the Captain took her to the ship’s conference room. He nodded and she entered the door. She saw Bret standing at the viewport staring at the Wellington.
She shook her head, “How did you get on this ship so quickly?”
Bret turned around and Angel’s eyes narrowed. He looked different. “Angel, the Bret you sent to gather fleet personnel records is still on Earth.” Angel stared at Bret and her confusion was obvious. Bret walked over and pulled her into his arms and hugged her tightly. She heard him whisper, “Thank God; for one last time.”
She leaned back and said, “Bret, what’s going on?”
“Angel, I’ve just come here from the future. I don’t have much time so I need you to lay down on this transfer table and allow me to transfer information on all that has happened. Once you have it, I’ll answer your questions.” Angel started shaking her head and Bret said, “The Earth is a blasted rock and you along with everyone in your family is dead. I’m here to try and stop that from happening. Now lay down on the couch and help me.”
Angel saw his anguish and she sat down on the couch. He lifted the transfer cap and put it on her head. She started to question him again but he started the transfer and her eyes closed. He caught her and laid her gently on the couch. He looked at his wrist unit and saw the high speed transfer would be over shortly. He sat beside her and gently rubber her cheek. He was unable to stop his tears.
• • •
The Sensor Operator looked at Dizzy, “Should we contact fleet?”
Dizzy stared at the ship on the monitor and shook her head, “No. We’ll give her some time.”
• • •
Angel’s eyes opened and she looked up at Bret. She quickly sat up and pulled him into her arms, “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s alright. You did what you had to do.”
Angel leaned back, “But I was wrong to do it.” Bret looked in her eyes and then nodded. “You watched me die?”
“I did. I should have been there with you.” Bret stood and walked over to the conference table and picked up two high speed transfer chips, “Take these along with the one you just absorbed and make the transfer with me. You need to act quickly.”
Angel took the chips and shook her head, “Bret, do you love me?”
Bret’s smile was soft, “That’s why I’m here.”
Angel reached up and kissed him and then left the room. Bret hung his head and fought to control his emotions. He walked out of the conference room and entered the bridge. He saw Patterson staring at the Wellington. Bret sighed, “I know what you’re feeling but we can’t stay here.”
“Why not?”
“Are you going to take the place of the one here?” Patterson looked at Bret and then shook his head. Bret saw the Rover leave and head toward the Wellington, “Take us back through, Captain.”
“Yes Sir.”
• • •
Dizzy saw the Rover leave the strange ship, watched as it started moving and then disappear through the green energy field, which immediately vanished.
• • •
Angel arrived on the Wellington’s bridge and she lifted her wrist unit, “Bret, where are you?”
“I’ve just arrived at Fleet personnel.”
“Get back to your Rover and join me immediately.”
“Is something wrong?”
“Just follow your orders!”
“Yes Sir, on my way.”
Angel entered another frequency, “Grest.”
“Yes Angel.”
“I am leaving you in command until I can return.”
“Where are you going?”
“Bret and I have an issue to resolve. I should be back shortly.”
“Yes Sir.”
Angel put on her combat helmet and pulled up the computer’s database. She found the last hour’s recordings and erased them. She saw Dizzy watching her, “Commodore Banks, you will stay with the Wellington until your Flagship arrives. You will command the ship during that time.”
“Yes Sir.” Angel turned and ran off the bridge.
• • •
Bret jumped away from Earth and arrived at the Wellington. He lined up on the giant landing bay and was once again amazed at the flight activity taking place. Rovers, shuttles, repair ships, and couriers were constantly coming and going when the Wellington stopped and held a position in space.
He lined up the route he had been assigned and wondered why Angel hadn’t taken her flagship back to the fleet. She usually answered his questions; but not this time. Something was going on. He brought the Rover in to a Military landing pad and heard, “Open the port, Bret.” He looked at his external monitor and saw Angel waiting beside the ship. He activated the port and Angel rushed in to the small bridge. “Slide over!” Bret moved out of the command chair and went to the co-pilot’s position. “What’s going on, Angel?”
“I’ll fill you in when I get time. Hang on.”
Bret’s heart went into his throat as Angel whipped the Rover around and flashed out of the landing bay violating every fleet regulation dealing with ship safety. Bret closed his eyes as Angel flew the ship under a repair tender and over another Rover. Once clear of the Wellington, Angel skipped the Rover away.
• • •
Dizzy watched Angel exit the ship and she stood up and left the bridge. She went to the ship’s library and began asking the computer questions. It took her more than a day to find the answers to her inquires. She struggled with what to do next. After eight hours she decided that she would have to trust the young woman she chose to follow. She went back to the bridge and sat in the command chair. It wasn’t going to be much longer.
• • •
Bret remained silent as the Rover skipped in to a planetary system with a red dwarf at the center. The star had gone through its old age and blasted all of the inner planets as it went nova. The Dwarf was a shadow of its former glory. Bret watched as Angel jumped the ship in to the fourth planet and moved directly toward the outer moon. He started to ask what she was doing but the Rover’s alarms went off at full blast and the wall speaker blared, “YOU ARE ENTERING QUARANTIED SPACE…YOU WILL BE FIRED ON IF YOU CONTINUE!!”
Bret looked at the Rover’s monitor and saw massive blasters rising up from the moon’s surface and start swiveling toward them. What in the hell was going on!?! Angel punched in a series of entries into the computer’s panel and pressed the send button. A moment later, the alarms stopped and the blasters began disappearing into the surface of the moon. He looked at Angel and saw her concentrating as she brought the view of the moon’s surface closer on the monitor. He wanted to ask, no demand, what she was doing but he was reluctant to break her train of thought.
“Ah ha!” Angel took the Rover down at high speed into a deep crater on the moon’s surface and entered another series of numbers into the computer. She pressed the send button and just as she slowed down in front of a tall crater wall, Bret saw a huge section of the wall rising. Lights were coming on inside the opening and he could see the low power force field covering the entrance that kept the atmosphere inside the cave from escaping.
Angel moved the Rover slowly into the opening and Bret turned and looked at Angel, “What is this place!?!” Angel brought the Rover down to the floor of the giant facility, looked at Bret, and nodded toward the viewport. Bret turned and looked out of the front port and his mouth fell open. Sitting on the floor of the cave directly in front of the Rover was a black ship resting on its landing legs. On the bow of the ship Bret could see the word NINJA.
He turned and looked at Angel who said, “The creation of Chris and Jillian Connor thousands of years ago.”
Bret managed to stammer, “Th..the original Ninja wa..was..a….time ship.”
Angel looked at Bret and said, “This is the original, Bret…and you and I are going back in time.”
Bret tore his gaze away from the ancient ship and looked Angel in the eyes, “To do what?”
Angel’s eyes narrowed and she said, “To commit a murder.”



Chapter Twenty-One
Angel sat up from the couch as the transfer completed. She stared at Bret on the couch next to her; he had to absorb two chips; his transfer was going to take longer. She worried about what he would feel once he awoke. She sighed heavily and hoped he’d understand.
She stood up and looked around the Ninja’s bridge and understood how all the systems operated. The future Bret and Jillian had done an excellent job of deciphering all of the ship’s functions. It had taken the better part of a year to unravel the systems. The transfer chip reduced the learning time to less than twenty minutes. They had also taken the time out and found the coordinates of where they had to go to receive the light needed to make the trip.
She remembered the future Bret whispering when he hugged her, “Thank God for one last time.” She saw the agony in his face and felt his love in his embrace. He was thankful for being able to hold her one more time. That showed her how he felt about her; she didn’t realize the depth of his feelings and she knew she had sent him away in the other Bret’s future. The chip Bret was currently absorbing was going to reveal what she did. She worried again that she would lose him because of it.
• • •
Bret opened his eyes and saw Angel sitting next to him with a worried expression. He sat up and rubbed the back of his neck. He looked at her and said, “What did I say to you when I came back.”
Angel lowered her head, “Thank God for one last time.”
“You don’t need to worry, Angel.”
Angel looked up, “I don’t?”
“You sent that Bret away. Are you going to do the same with me?”
Angel rushed over and wrapped her arms around Bret’s neck, “Never! I’ll never let you go!”
Bret smiled, “Even after you did; I still loved you. That should tell you something.” Angel held on to Bret and felt her tears. He held her tight and they remained in that position for a while. Finally, Bret said, “Why didn’t they go and do this themselves?”
“You saw what the original Admiral Arvolo speculated about time travel?” Bret nodded. “Well, my father feared that if the change was made from a point in the future, a parallel universe would be created at the exact moment the Ninja left and the original universe would continue without change.”
Bret nodded, “So one Universe would exist with Earth destroyed and the other would have whatever change happens as a result of our actions.”
“Exactly. However, if we do it now, Earth has not been destroyed and both universes would have a living Earth if a parallel universe happens.”
“That causes a problem, Angel.”
“What is that?”
“If our current universe continues, we will have to face the events that led to Earth’s destruction. If the change we cause is minor, then a parallel universe won’t form. The End result could be the same.” Bret sighed and said, “However, what we’re planning is major! I don’t see how causing a parallel universe could be avoided.”
Angel shook her head, “I don’t know if it will work. Trying to figure it out will drive both of us crazy. We have to do it.”
“How do you want to do it?”
“You will maintain the field and I’ll take the Rover through.”
Bret nodded and said, “Are you sure you want to do this?” Angel took a deep breath and nodded. Bret sighed, “I’ll power up the reactors; you should move the Rover into the landing bay.” Angel started to leave and Bret said, “I do have one question.” Angel stopped and looked at him. “According to the Union’s history, the Ninja was lost with a Jenze named Zack.”
“It was. However, another was already built and it replaced the one that was lost. After the war with the Red Civilization ended, this technology was outlawed by the Union and Colonies.”
“Then why wasn’t this ship destroyed?”
Angel smiled, “When peace is declared, you should always have a gun put away in safe keeping.”
Bret smiled and nodded, “Against a day like this one.”
“Exactly right.” Angel turned and left the bridge to move the Rover on board. Bret went to the command chair and started flipping switches. He smiled and thought, “It looks like people in the past were infatuated with toggles.” A deep vibration started that he could feel in the console. After ten minutes it disappeared along with the humming sound that permeated the bridge. He smiled again at the old technology and Angel said, “What’s so funny?”
He turned and saw her entering the bridge and said, “When people say we don’t build them like we used to.”
“Yes.”
“I always thought they meant they built them better in the past.”
“So?”
“I was wrong.” Angel laughed and went to the chair beside Bret and buckled in. Bret pressed the only button on his primary panel and the door to the cave began rising. The Ninja’s gravity compensators whined and the ship rose and moved out of the entrance. Bret looked at Angel, “This one won’t handle like a Jukebox.”
Angel nodded, “Let us pray it won’t have to.” Bret nodded and the Ninja accelerated away from the moon and then disappeared.
• • •
Dizzy sat in the command chair on the Wellington’s bridge and heard, “Commodore, I have a transmission coming in from Commodore Grest.”
“Put it on my panel.”
Dizzy looked at her panel and saw Angel’s brother. “I understand that a strange Jukebox Battleship arrived at your location.”
Dizzy was surprised that piece of information had made it back to Grest. “Yes, one did appear and Angel went to meet with the ship’s commander.”
“Where did my sister go, Commodore Banks?”
Dizzy struggled with how to handle the question but decided to play it coy. Dizzy smiled, “Are you accustomed to questioning the Admiral’s actions, Commodore? If we’re allowed to do that, I think I’m really going to enjoy working here. I didn’t know I would have that much authority.”
Grest’s expression underwent a series of changes. “No, I do not question the Admiral’s actions. I just heard the ship wasn’t like any ship in the fleet.”
“The Admiral didn’t tell me where she was going but perhaps that ship is a Union State Secret and she’s going to see its capabilities in the colonies. I think information about it should not be shared.”
Grest thought about it and nodded, “You’re right. I’ll issue orders that all information about it will be kept secret.”
Dizzy smiled, “I think that would be wise. I’ll issue the order on the Wellington.” Grest nodded and the display went dark. Dizzy stared at the display and shook her head. “I hope Angel knows what she’s doing.”
• • •
The Ninja arrived at the coordinates given them by the future Bret and oriented toward a distant galaxy. “I’m going to extend the fields to collect light. I wonder how they knew this was the correct place.”
“The sermon being sent on the Rust Civilizations Holy Planet always starts with the time that has passed since the original Chosen met with the Deity.”
Bret’s eyes narrowed, “I didn’t pay attention to that.” He looked at Angel, “How were they able to collect all the recordings of what happened?”
“I’m sure my father assigned a large number of advanced probes for them to use to follow what happened. Knowing you, I’m sure you assigned quite a few of them to follow me wherever I went.”
Bret smiled, “You know me too well.”
“I’m also sure Jillian also sent a large number to follow Mark.”
“What are you going to do about that?”
“I’ll handle it when we get back.”
They sat on the Ninja waiting for the light from the Chosen’s Galaxy to be found. Bret looked at Angel, “I’m amazed at this technology. Chris and Jillian Connor were so far ahead of Earth’s science when they invented this.”
Angel nodded, “It was a ship like this that went back in time and found the technology Earth had to have to survive the Moet’s attack. Now their invention is needed to try and save Earth again.”
“This is still dangerous technology.”
“I know. But where would we be if we don’t use it?”
Bret looked at Angel and shrugged as he said, “We’d be dead.”
Angel sighed, “We might still be dead at the hands of the Blue Civilization.”
Bret looked back out of the viewport, “Our chances are better against them.”
Angel nodded, “I hope you’re right.”
• • •
Two hours later they heard a ping. “We’re receiving the light that left the target a hundred and twenty six thousand, seven hundred and eight years ago.”
Angel watched the panel and saw a planet. “Focus us in on the surface.” The view of the planet moved in and they saw the central continent growing in size. “Move the view more to the left.”
“I know, give me a moment.” The view moved and after ten minutes they saw a small rose colored structure in the middle of a plain next to a huge forest. Bret said, “That’s it.”
Angel nodded, “We’ve arrived before the meeting actually happened so we’re going to have to accelerate into the light until we find what we want.”
Bret nodded and the Ninja started moving forward. The planet started rotating at an incredible speed and the computer received the images and began processing them.
“What if it happens when the building is on the other side of the planet?”
Angel looked at Bret and tilted her head left, “According to the sermon, the Chosen sat outside that structure for more than six weeks teaching the Herd. The computer has been programmed to search for that as well.”
“How long do you think this is going to take?”
Angel blew out a breath, “If the sermon is accurate, it shouldn’t take very long. It’s all automated so you might want to take a break and stretch your legs. Things will happen fast once we find what we’re looking for.”
Bret nodded and stood up. He stretched and raised his arms toward the ceiling. Angel stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him. He smiled and lowered his arms around her, “Now this is what I call a nice break.”
“Get used to it.” Angel raised her face and Bret tenderly kissed her.
• • •
Two days later they were in the small kitchen having breakfast when the alarms went off. Angel jumped up and beat Bret to the bridge, “It’s showtime.”
Bret jumped in his chair and stopped the Ninja. He rewound the computer’s recording six days and brought the rose colored building into focus. They stared at the monitor and saw a single light brown colored being walk up to the building and stop. A door opened and the being fell back two steps. It appeared to be listening to something and then it walked forward and entered the door. Bret said, “The sermon appears to be quite accurate. It also states that the Chosen stayed in the building for two weeks. We’re right where we need to be.”
“How long before he emerges?”
Bret looked at the panel and said, “Tomorrow.”
Angel smiled and said, “I’m going in, in the morning.” Bret nodded.
• • •
The next morning, Angel extended the field Jillian had invented and saw a green energy field form above the planet directly above the small building. “You have the controls.” Bret nodded and locked in the fields. He had to keep them stable for Angel to make it back. Angel stood up and said, “This planet doesn’t have space travel, yet. They’re still a primitive culture. You shouldn’t be worried while I’m on the planet.”
Bret nodded, “Just get it done and get back. I don’t want to have anything go wrong with this ancient technology.”
Angel nodded and ran to the landing bay. She belted a blaster holster around her waist and boarded the Rover. She exited the Ninja and flew through the green field. She flew at high speed through the atmosphere and landed a hundred yards from the structure and walked out of the port and sat down. She saw a large group of the local inhabitants more than two miles away and hoped they would stay away until this was over. She sat down in the grass and leaned back against the hull of the Rover. She stared at the rose colored building and waited. Two hours later, the light brown colored being came out and sat down on the ground. Angel stood up and walked toward the being who was the first Chosen.
• • •
The being watched Angel approaching and she saw his face was…something. As she moved up to him the being said, “Good day.”
Angel stared at him and said, “This is going to be your last day.”
The being’s expression didn’t change, “Why is that?”
“I’m going to blast you into atoms and rid the universe of your miserable existence.”
The being stared at her and said, “I’m not sure I understand.”
“Your followers are going to become the most dangerous civilization in the universe. Your teachings are going to cause them to kill billions of civilizations and enslave billions more. They are going to destroy my home world along with all of my family.”
“How do you know this?”
“I watched it happen. The only good thing that happened was that my civilization was able to kill every planet your followers inhabited in ten galaxies along with more than ten billion of your warships. I’m ending it now before it can ever begin.”
“Are you saying you come from the future?”
“I am.”
“How far in the future?”
One hundred twenty six thousand six hundred years in the future.”
“You say my followers destroyed your home world.”
“They did.”
“You should not have been consuming other intelligent species. You know that is wrong.”
“We didn’t.”
The being’s serene expression changed for the first time. It looked troubled. “My followers would never attack a planet that did not feed on other intelligent civilizations.”
“Your followers attack any creature that consumes protein. They not only kill intelligent species but every animal that consumes meat. They killed all the predators on billions of worlds.”
The being started shaking his head, “That would be ludicrous; how would the populations of the other animals be controlled?”
Angel looked at the being and shook her head, “You should have thought about that when you were teaching your future murderers. Your followers go out in hunting teams and blast the other populations.”
Angel saw the being’s eyes close and his expression turned to anguish. “You must be wrong. The Deity has taught me that all life is precious. Living creatures are beautiful and when life was created it was given free will to become whatever it chose to be. The only evil that came into existence was those intelligent species that fed on other intelligent species. Animals do not know it is wrong but intelligence should allow one to see that you’re evil if you feed on others. The Deity has asked that I try to remove that evil carnivore from his creation.”
Angel stared at the being and shook her head, “Well, somewhere along the way your message was corrupted in a major fashion. Now your followers are killing all the universe’s carnivores. That stops now.” Angel raised her blaster and pointed it at the being.
“What is your name?”
Angel pushed the activate button on the blaster’s handle, “Why do you want to know?”
“I think anyone should know the name of the one that kills them.” Angel stared into the being’s open eyes and heard it say, “The Deity will have to choose another to deliver its message.”
“My name is Angel.” Angel saw the being’s face become serene and it smiled as it lowered its head. Angel’s finger tightened on the blaster’s trigger…but she couldn’t force herself to pull it. She lowered the blaster, took a deep breath, and raised it again. The being continued to wait with its head down and Angel couldn’t do it. She knew she had to kill him…but she couldn’t. She took a deep breath, holstered the baster, turned and walked to the Rover.
• • •
The being raised his head and watched the small ship lift and move into the bright sky. He was still staring at the sky when the first inhabitants arrived. They had seen the strange ship lift and saw him come out of the rose structure. They all wanted to know what was inside. The being looked back up at the sky and then told them.
• • •
Angel landed the Rover on the Ninja and Bret waited for her on the bridge. She entered and Bret stood up, “You have to go back and kill that creature!” Angel raised her face and looked at him. Bret saw her expression and sat back down. The pain on Angel’s face was clear.
Angel released a heavy sigh, “It wasn’t him that caused what happened. I don’t know what it was about him but…I just don’t know. I can’t do it.”
“Should I go?” Angel looked at Bret and shook her head.
Bret stood up and walked over to Angel and took her in his arms. She released her tears and wept for her lack of strength. He held her for a long time and then helped her sit in her chair. He turned off the time fields and then entered new jump coordinates into the panel; the Ninja jumped away.
• • •
Bret and Angel were back on board the Rover above the moon where they found the time ship. They had taken the Ninja back to its hiding place and reset the security systems. Bret entered the Wellington’s coordinates and Angel looked at him, “If we couldn’t change it then, we have to change it now.”
“What do you mean?”
“We have to prevent the Chosen’s followers from finding us.”
“How are we going to do that?”
“Why did they come to our galaxy, Bret?”
Bret closed his eyes for a moment remembering and said, “They were looking for the Matadors.”
Angel nodded, “And why were there Matadors on their planets?”
Bret stared at her for a moment and said, “Because we agreed to help the Pumgas.”
“That’s exactly why. We have to prevent my father from helping them.”
Bret tilted his head, “But the Pumgas were planning an attack against us before we agreed to assist them.”
“Who would you rather face, Bret?” Bret’s expression showed his answer. Angel nodded, “We have to provoke a war with them and stay out of their galaxy where the Chosen’s Probes can see us.”
“But they’re stronger than our fleet, Angel.”
“If everything is the same, if they attack us, their galaxy will be attacked by the Chosen and they’ll leave to go and defend their home.”
Bret tilted his head to the right and thought about that idea, “You may just have something here. How do we prevent losing most of our ships against them?”
Angel smiled, “We teach our ships to fly like a crab.”
Bret nodded and skipped the Rover back to the Wellington.
• • •
Angel entered her conference room with Bret and pressed a button on her console. Dat appeared and Angel said, “Admiral, I have a request to make and I want you to trust me in allowing it to happen.”
Dat stared at Angel and said, “What is that?”
“Commodore Young and I have developed a new maneuver that will increase the power of our Jukeboxes. It will, in our opinion, allow the old model to stand up against the Blue Warships.”
“Are you serious?”
“I am and we need to get the fleets trained on it immediately. Will you send all of our ships out and let us get started training them on it.”
“Angel, I don’t know about this?”
Angel stared at her father on the display and said, “Dad, I’ve got to ask you to trust me. Please, make this happen.”
Dat stared at Angel and saw she wasn’t telling him everything. He took a deep breath and said, “I’ll have the fleets sent in a week. I hope you’re right about this.”
Angel smiled and said, “Thank you.”
The display went dark and Bret said, “I’m surprised he agreed.”
“He did it because I broke our agreement.”
“What?”
“I agreed to never call him anything on fleet channels but Admiral. By calling him Dad he knew it was something important.”
Bret shook his head and Angel said, “Pull up the frequency of the Denver.” Bret did a double take but then smiled. Angel had already pulled up the frequency of the Academy’s commandant. He heard her say, Admiral, I need you to assign one of your current graduates to the Denver and have her report immediately.” Bret watched Angel and saw her smile as she listened, “Sir, I will get you the appropriate paperwork by tomorrow. Please send her now.” Angel listened and then ended the call, “You’ll take care of that I trust.”
“Done; the Denver’s frequency in on your panel.”
Angel pressed the frequency and saw Captain Mark Anderson appear. “Yes Admiral.”
“Captain, it is my understanding that you have been working on a maneuver where a Jukebox Battleship is flown sideways in combat; is that true?”
Mark’s expression showed his shock. He hadn’t discussed that maneuver with anyone. “Uhh, yes Sir, it is.”
“It is my belief that the maneuver will function better with two pilots controlling the ship. One keeping track of tactical to initiate an escape if needed while the other fights the ship.” Mark nodded slowly and Angel said, “I am sending you a pilot from the academy who will arrive later today. That pilot is one of the best in the navy and you will take your ship and perfect that maneuver over the next week; you will then send the information on how to use it to all the ships in the fleet. You will be the authority on how to master it.”
“How do you know about it, Sir?”
“Come on, Captain; Admiral’s know everything.”
Angel ended the transmission and smiled at what Mark must be thinking. She wondered if the chemistry would be the same between him and Jillian but she knew she had at least given it a chance. That was all she could do for the woman forced to leave the one she loved and watch him die. She sacrificed so much to warn them. She looked at Bret and said, “We need to start training our fleets on the maneuver now. We’ll start with Arve, Grest, and Dizzy. I’ll go and talk with the blaster crews while you set up the training site.”
Bret nodded, took Angel in his arms, kissed her, and left the room. Angel put her fingers on her lips and decided that a wedding was in order. But first, get the fleets ready.
• • •
Five days later the Angel’s task forces were progressing at a high rate in using the new maneuver. She watched her monitor as they maneuvered in training exercises and smiled. They were really making progress. She looked over at Bret and said, “Get me Jillian Connor on a channel.” Bret’s eyebrows went up and Angel said, “You can listen in.” He nodded and turned to his board.
A few moments later Jillian appeared on her display, “Good morning, Admiral.”
“Good Morning, Lieutenant. I wanted to call and apologize for assigning you to a ship without offering you a choice. Your scores at the academy gave you the right to select a ship to serve on. I’m going to allow you to transfer to the Jukebox of your choice.”
Jillian’s expression didn’t change as she said, “Thank you, Admiral, but I will stay with the Denver.”
Angel smiled and said, “So you’re getting along with the Tyrant?”
Jillian’s expression barely changed, “He no longer has that title, Sir and you don’t give him respect for what he’s been able to accomplish.”
“What is that, Lieutenant?”
“He has recorded all of the possible moves a Jukebox can make coming out of flying sideways to avoid enemy ships. He’s prepared a download for all the other ships in the fleets, Sir.”
Angel smiled and said, “That is excellent. Please extend my thanks to him and send it to Commodore Young as quickly as possible.”
Jillian nodded, “I will, Sir.”
The display went dark and Angel looked at Bret, “Promote them as soon as the training starts. Give them three thousand ships to command.”
“Are you going to put them on separate ships?”
“Absolutely not.”
Bret shook his head, “Are you certain they’re an item.”
“She gave it away when I called him the Tyrant.”
“I noticed her tone of voice changed slightly but I didn’t see any other indication.”
Angel smiled, “You have to know what to look for, Bret. Her shoulders went up. He may not know it yet but she does. Captain Anderson is hers.”
Bret shook his head and turned to his work station.



Chapter Twenty-Two
Bret looked at his panel, “Sir, I have a priority message coming in from Fleet.”
“Put it on the Monitor.”
Angel watched the monitor and saw her father appear, ““How far are you and your brothers from Earth?”
“We’re about twenty minutes out between Neptune and Uranus.”
“I’m jumping out to your location. An Alien Battleship has appeared outside the edge of our galaxy and is hanging in space with its force field down. I’m going to see what they want and I don’t want to give them any information about how many new Jukeboxes are in our inventory. I’m certain they will be able to tell if I take a different ship out to meet with them; so I want you and your brothers to go with me.”
“We’ll be waiting.” Angel turned to Bret and nodded. He saw the sadness in her eyes and guessed at what was coming. He contacted the Haven and Melbourne and they skipped in next to the Wellington.
Angel saw her father’s Rover appear and smiled as her father and her mother entered the bridge. Dat came in and everyone came to attention; Angel saluted and said, “Welcome aboard, Sir.”
Dat returned the salute and said, “As you were; do you have the coordinates?”
Angel looked at Bret and he nodded, “Yes Sir.”
Dat went to the command chair and Angel went to the second’s chair. Bret moved to the weapons console. Gresha stood behind Dat and Bret said, “Sir, you should buckle into one of the chairs.” Gresha looked at him with eyes narrowed and Angel said, “This ship is capable of overwhelming the gravity compensators.” Gresha’s expression changed slightly and she moved to the second chair at the weapons console. Dat looked at Angel and said, “Admiral, you have the ship. Take us out.”
Angel looked at Bret and he nodded again, “Melbourne and Haven, we’ll be jumping to the coordinates in four, three, two, one…” The three ships shimmered for a moment and disappeared.
The three ships arrived and surrounded the navy blue warship. Bret ignored the monitor and kept his eyes on Angel. He noticed something out of the corner of his eye and saw the control of his weapons board had been transferred to Angel’s control panel. A moment later, a penetrator shot out of the bow launch tube and two blasters fired on the ship. All three hit the Blue Ship and it exploded with debris flying out from the ship’s hull.
Dat jumped up out of his chair and yelled, “WHO FIRED ON THAT SHIP!?!”
Angel took a deep breath and said, “I did, Sir.”
“ARE YOU INSANE? YOU MAY HAVE JUST STARTED AN INTERGALACTIC WAR!” Angel sat at her panel and Dat yelled, “Take Admiral Arvolo to the brig now!”
Angel stood and walked toward the entrance to the bridge and was greeted by two Marines who led her away.
Gresha looked at Dat and he saw the shock on her face. What was going on!?!” He looked at Gresha and said, “You have the bridge. I’m going to find out what’s happening.”
Dat stormed into Angel’s holding room and screamed, “WHAT ARE YOU DOING!?!”
Angel blew out a breath and said, “It had to be done, Admiral.”
Dat shook his head, “Have you lost your mind? We are outgunned and outnumbered by the Blue Civilization. They’re going to attack us for this destruction of a ship that had its force field down.” Dat stared at Angel and saw her sorrow. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”
Angel said, “I do.”
“Why did you do this?”
“I can’t tell you.”
Dat’s anger got the best of him, “Well you are out of this navy and your court martial will lead to a death sentence for your treachery.”
Angel lowered her head and said, “I know.”
Dat threw his hands up and stormed out of the room.
• • •
Bret listened to Dat contact Admiral Hull and tell her what happened. He looked at Angel’s mother and saw her distress. Angel had refused to tell her anything as well.
“I know what this is going to cause. Get General Robinson to issue a war warning and get the fleets organized to meet the expected attacks.”
Katherine looked at Dat, “What are you going to do about your daughter?”
“She’ll be held in confinement until a Board of Inquiry can call for her trial.”
Katherine shook her head, “I’m so sorry, Dat.”
“Thanks, Admiral.”
Bret looked at his panel and then made a decision, “Admiral, may I have a word with you.”
Dat looked at Bret, “Yes.”
“In private.”
Dat stood up and walked toward the conference room. Bret opened his panel drawer and took something out. He followed Dat off the bridge. He entered the door to the conference room and went to the reader on the front station. Dat watched him go to the reader and insert a chip, “What are you doing?”
Bret activated the reader and picked up a transfer helmet, “Please put this on.”
Dat’s eyes narrowed and he said, “I will not; what is this about?”
“Do you want to know why your daughter destroyed that ship?”
“Tell me!”
“No Sir. You’ll have to take the transfer.”
“I just told you I’m not going to do that.”
Bret went back to the reader and removed the chip, “Have it your way, Sir.”
Dat raised his head and said, “AUUUUGGGGGHHH.” He looked at Bret, “Will what’s on that chip explain her actions?” Bret nodded. “Start the transfer.”
Bret reinserted the chip and held the transfer helmet out to Dat. Dat jerked it out of his hand and laid down on the couch. Bret started the transfer, saw Dat close his eyes, and then he stepped out of the conference room.
Gresha saw Bret exit the room without Dat and she said, “What’s going on?”
Bret smiled, “Fleet Admiral Arvolo is going over a number of secret files and he’s asked that he not be disturbed.”
Gresha started to stand up and go in but decided it would set a bad image for the rest of the bridge crew. She leaned back in her chair and decided she needed to try and get Angel to tell her why she fired on the Blue Warship. She stood and looked at Bret, “You have the bridge, Commodore.”
“Yes Sir.” Gresha left and entered the tube shuttle. Bret sighed and prayed he was doing the right thing. Twenty minutes later he worried he had made a mistake when Dat stormed out of the conference room with the transfer helmet still on his head. He headed toward the tubes and Bret said, “Sir!”
Dat turned and said, “WHAT?”
“Uhhh, you still have the helmet on.”
Dat’s reached up and snatched the helmet off his head and threw it at Bret, “You know where it goes!” He went to the shuttle tube and pressed buttons. When the shuttle didn’t instantly appear, he slammed his hand on the panel. The door opened and he disappeared into the tube shuttle. Bret took the helmet back to the conference room and then came back and sat down in the Wellington’s command chair. He hoped he had not made things worse for Angel.
• • •
Dat arrived at the holding room and saw Gresha sitting with Angel and it was clear his wife was not happy with the conversation. He stormed out of the shuttle and the marine on duty barely had time to shut off the force field before the Admiral walked into it. Dat had his chin thrust out and Gresha and Angel saw him coming. Both of them said, “OH CRAP!” They both knew what he was like when he was this angry. Angel jumped to attention and Gresha joined her just in case it was her he was angry with. When Dat stormed up to Angel and stuck his nose a quarter of an inch from hers, Gresha released a sigh of relief. It wasn’t her, thank God.
“WHY COULDN’T YOU BE HONEST WITH ME FROM THE BEGINNING!?!”
Angel said, “Sir?”
“WHY DID I HAVE TO FIND OUT FROM THAT BOYFRIEND OF YOURS!?!” Angel stared into her father’s eyes and he said, “I saw the transfer!”
Angel leaned back slightly as Dat leaned in closer. She said “Then you know why I didn’t tell you.”
Dat said very slowly and very deliberately, “AND WHY WAS THAT?”
“You didn’t instruct anyone to tell you.”
Gresha saw Dat’s expression change from almost rage to surprise and then to introspection. She saw him thinking intently about Angel’s comment and he stepped back and walked over to the small port hole and stared out of it as he reflected on her statement. After a minute he said, “No, I guess I didn’t.”
Gresha looked at Dat, “What’s going on?”
Dat shook his head and said, “Angel was carrying out my orders.”
“What orders?”
“I haven’t made them…yet.”
Gresha shook her head, “WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT!”
Dat looked at her, “Sit down and try to catch up.” Gresha sat down on the small cot and stared at her husband and daughter wondering what was going on. Dat said, “So you didn’t do what you were sent to accomplish?”
“No, Admiral, I didn’t.”
“It’s probably good you didn’t.”
Angel’s eyes narrowed and she tilted her head, “Why do you say that?”
“Angel, what happened when you fired a penetrator at the planet?” Angel remembered the recording and her eyes widened. Dat said, “I suspect the one you thought would die wouldn’t have been killed.”
“I didn’t think about that.”
“That doesn’t tell me why you chose to kill that ship. They are coming again in a few weeks and that would give us more time to prepare.”
“Yes, but they’re coming with thousands of ships. If I did it there, the war would have kicked off immediately. Our ships at the site of the attack would have been overwhelmed. I think you would have given them hope of helping them with the ship I destroyed. That’s why they sent the ships away before our arrival when they came the next time.” Dat remembered the second meeting from the transfer and blew out a breath. Angel said, “Something different had to be done and the sooner the better.”
Dat nodded, “We might still be defeated.”
Angel’s expression changed, “I’ll take might over certainty any day.”
Gresha was still lost. Dat lifted his wrist unit and punched in a code. Grand Admiral Hull appeared on the small display and Dat said, “I’m placing Angel back in command of her fleet, Sir.”
“Why?”
“She was following my orders, Sir.”
Katherine stared at Dat and said, “I trust she put the Ninja back under lock and key.”
Dat and Angel were shocked at Katherine’s statement. Dat started shaking his head and said, “You never cease to amaze me, Katherine. You are incredible.”
Katherine smiled, “I guess we lost the first round, let’s make sure we win the second.”
Dat nodded and said, “Please have Brad send out a war warning and have the fleets organized to be sent where they’re needed. I trust Fleet Operations will stay on top of any invasion.”
“You know we will. Use what time you have to continue to prepare for what’s coming.”
Dat nodded, “Yes Sir.”
The call ended and Gresha looked at Angel, “You used the Ninja.”
Angel looked at her mother and nodded. Dat said, “I had Commodores Young and Connor assigned to learning how to use it. I ordered them to come back and have Angel go and kill a very critical being that caused the destruction of Earth.”
Gresha looked at Dat and then Angel, “But I heard she didn’t do it.”
Dat turned his head to the right and then back, “I suspect she wouldn’t have been able to do it even if she wanted. There is some kind of…I don’t know…something on the planet where it was that would have prevented it.”
Gresha nodded and said, “What now?”
“You will go to our fleet and kick the crap out of any Blue Ships that come here.”
“You’re not going to be with me?”
“No, my Love. Angel and I are going to have to stay together on her ship directing the actions of the Union Forces. We can’t make the same mistakes again.”
Gresha went to Angel and hugged her, “I knew you were right in choosing to destroy that ship. I’m glad your boyfriend let us know why.”
Angel looked at Gresha and then at Dat, “Mom, Dad, I’m going to marry him.”
Dat’s eyebrows went together, “When did he ask you?”
“He hasn’t yet. But he will.”
Dat’s head lowered as he said, “Isn’t he somewhat older than you?”
“Dad, everyone’s older than me except Arve and Grest. I’m nineteen and he’s twenty five. I think that’s not too bad.”
Gresha sighed and said, “It’s probably better he is older. He’ll need to be to keep her in line.”
Dat and Angel laughed. Dat said, “He doesn’t scare easily. He held his ground with me. I think you’ve chosen well.”
Angel smiled, “The thing that makes me certain is that he chose me first and never gave up on me. Even when he could have,”
Dat’s eyes softened. He knew that was in another time, but it still held true now. Dat said, “Alright, let’s get moving we have a war to fight.”
• • •
Bret sat in the command chair and wondered what was taking so long for the Admiral to return to the bridge. When he and Angel walked through the port he jumped up and came to attention. Angel’s expression said it all. She walked up and put both hands on his cheeks. She pulled his face down and kissed him hard. Bret’s face turned deep red. They had never shown any affection on the bridge. The crew began cheering. Dat yelled, “Yes, she’s back in command. Now let’s jump out to the fleets and get things moving.”
Angel held on to Bret’s face and said, “Thank you. I love you.”
Bret stood frozen. This was the first time Angel had used those three words. He smiled as she turned and went to the Ship Commander’s Chair. Dat sat in the Command Chair and he moved to the Second Pilot’s Chair. The Wellington was ready.
• • •
The Pumgas Masters stood around the table and watched the Blue Ship sent to communicate with the Spiral Galaxy blown into rubble. There was silence around the table until the Second said, “Well, I expected that to happen.”
The Sixth said, “It worries me that they don’t appear to be concerned about their actions. If we are so much more powerful, why would they fire on our ship?” The Sixth paused and said, “We have also been detecting strange probes in our domain.”
The Leader looked quickly at the Sixth, “Have you been able to destroy one?”
“No, we have not. They disappear as our forces move in on them.”
“Do you think those probes are from the Spiral Galaxy?”
“Who else would have sent them? They have to have come from them.”
The Leader pondered what to do. The Second looked at the Sixth, “How many warships like the one that fired on the ships we’ve sent to their galaxy do they have?”
“My seekers have not seen any ships but those three. Every other ship is the model they used to defeat the Servants.”
“That ship cannot stand up to our battleships.”
“No, but they do have more than seventy five million of them in that galaxy.”
The Second leaned back, “That is still far below our hundred and twenty million first line battleships.”
“If they only have those three new ships to use against us?”
The Leader looked at the Sixth, “How many probes do we have that are not currently being used?”
“Six million.”
“I want every one of them sent to that galaxy to find the true extent of their forces.”
“They’ve shown they can destroy our probes.”
“They won’t destroy them faster than that number could take a look around.”
The Sixth raised his head in a shrug, “We can also extend the time they have by having them constantly jumping away every time their warships are not detected immediately after emerging in to normal space.”
The Leader’s head rose slightly, “Get the fleets into attack formations. Launch the probes and find out what’s going on in that galaxy.”
The Second looked at the Leader, “How long before we launch our attack?”
The Leader was silent for a moment and then said, “We will give our probes time to collect information. We’ll attack once we see what we’re up against.”
• • •
Dat looked at Angel, “There are millions of probes jumping in to the Milky Way.”
Angel nodded and turned around to look at him, “We need to send the old model Jukeboxes in to the planets in the Union. The new ships should be jumped out into deep space now so they won’t be seen.”
Dat nodded and said, “You and your two brothers are going to have to jump in to Earth and hold station above the planet.” Angel’s eyes narrowed. “They know about your three ships and if they don’t see them, they’ll suspect we have more than they’ve seen.”
Bret said, “They probably suspect it anyway.”
Dat turned to look at Bret and smiled, “Knowing and suspecting are two entirely different things. They’ll want to believe we only have three.”
Bret shrugged and Angel said, “Assign at least a million old Jukeboxes to Earth’s defense. I am going to have Arve and Grest turn their ships over to their Second-in-Command and go with the new Jukeboxes to continue their training. We’ll jump them back when our probes show the Blue Ships preparing to jump.”
Dat nodded, “That is a good idea.”
Bret said, “Has General Robinson managed to have enough penetrators moved from the colonies to make the commercial haulers an effective tactic?”
“We had them delivered by eight thousand transports last week. We won’t be receiving any more until the probes have been eliminated.”
Angel nodded, “Then what we have is probably all they’re going to get. How many were delivered?”
Dat smiled, “About two billion.”
Angel started laughing, “I think that should do the trick.”
Dat said, “We’re not going to use them against the Blue Ships.”
Angel and Bret looked at Dat and knew they were going to be saved against the possibility of the Rust Warships attacking Earth. “That is a good idea, Sir.”
Dat smiled, “I thought you might like it.” Dat looked at Bret, “Transmit the orders and get the fleets moving. Angel, get us into Earth orbit.”
The Wellington, Melbourne, and Haven skipped away. Arve and Grest were on Rovers and they skipped away to the Strike Fleet’s location. The other new Jukebox fleets arrived right behind them. Training took on a new intensity as the Jukeboxes struggled to master the crab flight pattern. Flying sideways was starting to become second nature and the Arvolo brothers were thankful for the time to prepare.
• • •
Bret was on duty at night and Dat was sitting in the Command Chair. Angel was in her quarters trying to catch up on sleep. Bret blew out a breath and said, “How much longer do you think we have?”
“We’re not taking out their probes at a very high rate. We’re killing about ten thousand a day. As long as they can search our galaxy for our forces, I suspect they’ll wait.”
“That was a good idea; who came up with it?” Dat shrugged. Bret shook his head and smiled, “Sir, you and your children are incredible tacticians.”
Dat nodded, “Actually, my wife is the best at tactical planning in our family.”
“Really?”
Dat nodded, “Angel really gets most of her talents from her mother.”
Bret smiled, “Oh, I think you’ve contributed more than you give yourself credit for, Sir?”
Dat liked this Commodore. He looked at Bret and said, “So when are you and Angel going to get married.”
Bret was shocked by the comment. “Sir?”
“Oh, you haven’t PTQ yet?”
Bret’s eyebrows went up, “PTQ?”
“You know; popped the question.”
Bret smiled, “Sir, do I have your permission to PTQ to your daughter?”
Dat leaned back in his chair, “I’m surprised you haven’t already done it. You know she’s a great catch.”
Bret nodded, “I didn’t know if she would accept.”
Dat stared at Bret, “Now whose selling themselves short? You should be able to look in her eyes and know.”
Bret stared at Dat and after a few minutes smiled, “Thank you, Sir.”
“Don’t mention it…please.”
Bret started laughing and after a moment Dat joined him. “I’ll keep it between us, Sir.”
Bret went back to his station and after thirty minutes of silence on the bridge he said, “Sir, what do you think is going to happen?”
Dat sighed, “I don’t know. Even if we did the very same thing we did before, something will be different.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because Angel communicated with the first Chosen. That is the first difference. Killing the Blue Ship was second.”
“There’s been other things as well, Sir.”
“I know. The Mark and Jillian thing happened differently. I’m glad it worked out for them.” Bret nodded, “I think if we can conduct this war in our galaxy and not allow the Chosen’s probes to see us, we might avoid their attention and escape being attacked.”
Bret nodded, “I’ve been thinking that if they send all their ships to attack us the Chosen’s fleets will attack their home worlds and the Blue Ships will leave to defend their galaxy.”
Dat nodded, “Very good! It’s my hope that is exactly what happens.”
Bret nodded and said, “Have any of the Chosen’s probes shown up here?”
Dat shook his head, “General Robinson has not seen any probes here except the Pumgas Probes.”
“That is a good thing, Admiral.”
“Indeed it is.”



Chapter Twenty-Three
The Pumgas Masters were getting impatient. A month had passed and nothing new had been uncovered in the Spiral Galaxy. The Second said, “If they have more of those new ships, they aren’t in that galaxy.”
The Fourth raised his head slightly, “I’m forced to agree with you. The only ones we’ve found are at the Main Governing Planet.”
The Sixth said, “They could have them away from the galaxy in deep space.”
The Fourth leaned forward, “You could be right. Does that mean we call off our attack in fear they have more of those ships?”
The Second leaned forward, “Absolutely not. They are a real danger to us.”
The Leader said, “Especially after we sent six ships to attack their main planet.”
The Fourth knew the attack was his idea and he worried he was going to be punished for his actions. “What’s done cannot be undone. Do we wait for them to attack us or take the initiative and invade their galaxy?”
“Have you been able to capture one of their probes?” The Sixth leaned forward, “No, Master, we have not.”
The Lead Master stared at the large table and looked at the collected data. “We will launch our attack. Send a third of our ships to destroy the Main Governing Planet. If we can eliminate it, their leadership will be removed and we’ll have a decisive advantage.”
The other Masters gathered around the table leaned back in agreement and the Fourth picked up a communicator and began issuing instructions.
• • •
Brad picked up his communicator, “Attention all Union Forces; the Blue Fleets are forming up and powering up their weapons. We will be removing their probes in our galaxy momentarily and you will receive your assignments. Once we issue an All Clear, skip to your assigned coordinates and be prepared to be moved where you’re needed.”
Dat rushed in to the Wellington’s bridge as Angel took her chair. The alarms sounding general quarters were blaring as Bret rushed to his station and silenced the alarms. The bridge lights went to combat level as all the console’s displays and lights grew brighter while the ambient lights changed to orange and dimmed. Every one put on their combat helmets and activated their visors directly connecting them to the ship’s systems.
Dat looked at his visor and said, “Admiral Gibbs and Arvolo, I suspect we will have a rather large number of guests arriving shortly. Have your fleets prepared to skip in to Earth with weapons active and free. All ships will attack any target of opportunity. Make the Union proud.”
Dat looked at Angel, “Have Arve and Grest arrived?”
“Yes Sir, they have and are waiting for the All Clear to skip out to their fleets.”
Dat nodded and looked away from Bret to Angel, “How are you going to use the old model Jukeboxes here?”
“They are being formed up in a broadside formation and will launch barrages at any enemy ships moving in on Earth. If the enemy moves inside the effective range of their blasters, the old ships will jump away and attack them one-by-one.”
Dat smiled, “What about your ship?”
Angel smiled, “Bret and I are going to give our blaster and penetrator crews a lot of targets to introduce themselves to. We do want to be good hosts to our guests.”
Dat nodded and Bret said, “The rest of the Strike Fleet will arrive here…”
The wall speaker activated and they heard, “All Clear! The enemy probes have been eliminated. Skip to your assigned coordinates.”
Bret smiled and said, “Now!” The eighteen thousand new Jukeboxes in the Strike Fleet appeared in formation around Angel’s ship.
Angel smiled, “Now this feels like home.”
• • •
The Sixth shouted, “All of our probes have been destroyed.”
The Masters all turned to him. The Second said, “Why haven’t they destroyed them before now if they could have done it?”
The Leader said, “We gave them more time to prepare.”
The Third said, “Should we call off the attack?”
The Second leaned forward, “And do what? Wait for them to grow stronger?”
The Masters all turned to the Leader as he studied the table. “The attack stands. Have all our ships send a feed to our table. We’ll make decisions as the operation unfolds.”
The Masters looked at the feed coming from their fleets. After an hour, the giant gathering of ships began disappearing as they jumped away. The die was cast and there was no turning back. They discovered there were millions of the new ships but the numbers facing off were even. The Masters waited to see if their Leader was going to call off the attack but he remained stationary and watched the feeds from the fleets jumping in to the spiral galaxy.
• • •
The Strike Fleet moved out and jumped into the ranks of the incoming Blue Ships. Admiral Gibbs’ fleet arrived a moment later and his twenty million ships tore into the oncoming wave of Blue Battleships just before Gresha’s fleet came behind them and ripped into the rear of their formations. The battle decayed into a gigantic dog fight with millions of ships attacking each other. The force fields around the Union Planets came on and the Pumgas Fleets knew the white battleships would have to be removed before they could attack the planets.
• • •
The Wellington was blasting out barrages as fast as the pulse blasters could fire them. Angel flew the ship sideways toward two Blue Battleships and the three hundred blasters on the forward side of the vessel began hitting them before they moved into range of their own blasters. One of them exploded as another Blue Battleship was crippled as it came over the barrages going out from the rear of the ship. Before the second Blue Battleship could be destroyed, Bret jumped the ship to another location and Angel lined up another Blue Battleship.
Before she could move into range to fire, Bret fired the rear thrusters and the Wellington shot out to the right as ten Blue Battleships came roaring in from overhead. The penetrator teams managed to kill two of the ten attackers before Bret jumped the ship to another open area in the battle zone. Angel was getting frustrated. Bret jumped the Wellington four times before she could fire on a single enemy ship. Her brow furrowed and she heard her father say, “He’s keeping us alive, Angel. Hang in there. We’re losing a lot of ships that aren’t playing defense.”
Angel took a quick look at her battle status report and saw that she had lost more than six thousand ships in the Strike Fleet. She was shocked at the total; her ships were the best. She knew the old Jukeboxes must be getting mauled. Another Blue Battleship suddenly appeared in front of the Wellington and she whipped the ship around where a broadside could be fired. Three hundred beams hit the enemy warship blowing it into vapor before it could fire on the Wellington. The Wellington skipped ten miles to the right and the penetrator crews killed six blue Warships moving in behind the Melbourne. Bret rolled the ship a hundred and eighty degrees and Angel saw five Blue Ships roaring in straight at her from what had been the rear. She held the ship on course and kept waiting for Bret to skip away. Two of the five exploded as the Wellington’s beam crews ganged up on them and she knew it was too late to evade the other three. Four old Jukeboxes came in above the three surviving Blue Ships and blew them away with penetrators. She hadn’t seen them moving in and thanked God that Bret did. The Wellington disappeared as ten more Blue Warships rushed in from the rear.
• • •
Dat watched the general tactical display and saw the battle was about even. The Union had lost more than twenty eight million warships but had destroyed or damaged thirty three million Blue Battleships. He was surprised the old Jukeboxes were holding their own against the more powerful enemy battleships. He knew they were jumping out of trouble faster than the new Jukeboxes, which made the difference in their survival.
He saw that the ones commanding the enemy fleets were jumping in more and more ships. Fleet Operations were matching them and skipping in ships that were defending other Union Planets. Dat knew the war would be determined in Earth’s Solar System.
Matt and Kelli’s Fleets arrived and Dat saw they were at half strength. The more powerful Pumgas Battleships were starting to prevail over the old Jukeboxes. They were forming up and moving in toward Earth’s force field. The number of ships jumping in became too many to track. And still the battle continued. Suddenly, every Blue Ship jumped away from Earth and hastily organized into ranks just beyond the Moon’s orbit. Dat pulled the surviving Union Ships close to Earth’s orbit and ordered them to form a wall to launch penetrators and beams at the oncoming wave of Blue Ships. He knew the enemy was in a stronger position and would be able to protect each other with a devastating cross fire. He shook his head and saw the Blue Ships outnumbered his defenders. He heard Admiral Hull on the Fleet Frequency, “I’ve loaded up the commercial haulers with penetrators. When the Blue Ships move inside the range of their blasters, I want all Union Ships to jump away.”
Dat shook his head but said, “Yes Sir!”
• • •
The Union Battleships were pouring a wave of penetrators into the oncoming Blue Wave and thousands of them were exploding and falling out of the oncoming juggernaut. The front ranks of the Pumgas ships started continuously firing their blasters burning the penetrators out of existence before they could hit them. Dat yelled, “Cease firing penetrators. Don’t waste them.”
Dat saw the wave move closer and he lifted his communicator to order the fleets to skip out when he heard Bret yell, “ADMIRAL, I HAVE MILLONS OF SHIPS JUMPING IN BEHIND THE BLUE SHIPS AND OPENING FIRE ON THEM!!”
Angel whipped her head toward him, “WHAT COLOR ARE THEY!?!”
Bret looked at his panel and slowly looked up, “They’re rust colored, Sir.” Angel fell back in her chair and knew they had failed. They had lost too many ships against the Pumgas to take on the Chosen’s Herd. She looked at Dat and saw he knew it as well. “Sir…more ships are jumping in and they’re not rust colored.”
Dat looked at Bret, “What?”
Bret stared at his panel, “Some are grey, others white, and the ones appearing now are tinted green.”
Angel looked at Dat and saw he was also confused at what was happening. The oncoming wave of Blue Ships suddenly disappeared and Bret said, “I have a message coming in, Sir.”
“Put it on the monitor.”
A light brown colored being with a nose that looked like a trunk appeared. They knew it was the same creature as the Chosen, “I don’t know if you understand what I’m saying but I want to thank you for distracting the Evil Ones.”
Dat had the Chosen’s language transferred with the chip he assimilated, “I understand you.”
“I’m surprised you do; however, I want to thank you for distracting the Yellow Creatures long enough for us to destroy their home world. We thought they would recall their forces but it appears there is no one left in authority to do it. We decided that we should send half of our ships to support you against them.”
Dat said, “Half of your ships?”
“My Allies said that we should come and help you.” The being paused and said, “I suspect when we attacked they attempted to contact their leaders and discovered we are destroying their planet.”
Dat looked at his visor and saw the millions of ships that had appeared to save them were jumping away, “What are you going to do now?”
“We’re jumping back to their galaxy to attempt to destroy their fleets.”
“Perhaps we can assist you in making that happen.”
The being’s nose went straight up and it smiled, “Your assistance would be greatly appreciated.”
“We’ll be there momentarily.” The display went dark and Dat looked at Angel and smiled. She smiled with him; something had radically changed. “All ships will form up on the Wellington and jump to the coordinate I just sent you on my mark. We will spread out and assist the ships that are currently attacking the Blue Battleships. Ready…MARK!” The millions of Jukebox Battleships disappeared.
• • •
The battle continued for ten days before the last Blue Warship was destroyed. The forces arrayed against them were more than they could handle. The Chosen’s Ships along with their Allies would distract the Pumgas Ships while the Jukeboxes would jump in and deliver the coup de gras. Within another three days, the Pumgas were just a foot note in history. The worlds they had conquered found they no longer needed the Yellow Beings for their prosperity and the celebrations started almost immediately after their liberation.
• • •
Dat sent the fleets back to the Union but held the Strike Fleet in the Pumgas Galaxy. Only eight thousand ships in the Strike Fleet had survived the fight. Union forces did not land on the conquered planets to remove the Pumgas; the Chosen’s Believers and their allies handled that by dropping millions of hunters on the conquered planets as their huge transports jumped in. Dat, Angel, and Bret noticed that the only ones being killed were the Pumgas and none of the inhabitants were being bullied into accepting the Chosen’s teachings.
• • •
After the last planet was liberated, the Believer appeared on the Wellington’s monitor again. “Thank you for your assistance. You prevented the loss of millions of our warships.”
“We were glad to be of assistance.”
“We will be leaving now to go back to our homes.”
“Perhaps we can assist you in future struggles against civilizations that feed on other civilizations.”
The Believer looked at Dat, “That is how we acquired our allies; all of them had been preyed on by the Evil Carnivores and they asked to help us in our quest. We would welcome your assistance. The Chosen will be delighted by your offer.”
Angel looked at the Believer on the monitor and said, “Would it be possible for me to meet your Chosen?”
The Believer looked at Angel and everyone saw something change in his expression. He took a deep breath and said, “Would you please remove the covering on your head?”
Angel’s eyes narrowed and she turned and looked at Dat who could only shrug. She looked at Bret who nodded to her. She reached up and took the combat helmet off her head and her blonde hair spilled out. The Believer fell back in his chair, “What is your name!?!”
Angel wondered what was going on. She shook her head, “What’s the matter?”
“What is your name!?!”
Angel said, “Admiral Arvolo.”
The Believer almost relaxed but it thought for a moment and said, “Is that your complete name?”
Angel hesitated and said, “My complete name is Angel Cyanna Arvolo.”
The Believer’s eyes flew wide open and his nose jerked back and forth on his face. His eyes filled with tears and he lowered his head and said, “Thank you. Thank you for letting me be the one chosen.”
Angel said, “You have no reason to thank me for anything.”
“I wasn’t thanking you; I was thanking the Deity for allowing me to be here at this moment.” The Believer leaned to the side and Angel saw a set of coordinates appear on her panel. “The Chosen is expecting you and those coordinates will take you to him. I’ve notified the Temple to expect your arrival. Thank you!”
The monitor went dark and Bret said, “There are millions of messages being sent between their ships that you have been found.”
Angel’s expression showed her dismay. She looked at Dat and he smiled, “You shouldn’t keep him waiting.”
Angel continued to shake her head and Bret said, “I’ll go with you.” Bret looked at Dat and he nodded. He stood up and walked over to Angel and offered his hand, “Your father is right; you shouldn’t keep him waiting.” Angel sighed and took his hand. He pulled her up and led her off the bridge.
• • •
Bret flew the Rover to the Believer’s Holy Planet and saw the giant rose colored Temple from above the planet’s atmosphere. He looked at Angel and smiled, “Are you ready?”
Angel sighed heavily and said, “I guess so.”
Bret reached over and took her hand, “Angel, after this is over, I’m hoping that when we go back home that you will marry me.”
Angel’s eyes went wide and she stood up and wrapped her arms around Bret’s neck and kissed him. She finally broke the kiss and Bret said, “Is that a yes?”
Angel kissed him again and smiled as they parted, “It is. I love you so much, Bret.”
Bret held her close and said, “Let’s get this over with. I want to have some alone time with you.”
Angel hugged him and went back to her chair. She reached over and kept her hand on Bret’s arm as he moved the Rover into the planet’s atmosphere and spiraled down toward the giant Temple. A voice said over the Rover’s wall speaker, “There is a landing pad beside the main entrance that has been built for your arrival.”
Bret flew in over the temple and saw the giant gate in the Temple’s main building. He brought the view in closer and smiled, “It is the exact length of a Rover, Angel.” Bret brought the Rover in and landed it on the landing pad. Angel pulled his arm and Bret said, “He’s expecting you; not me.”
“But…”
“Go and find your destiny, Angel. I’ll be waiting here for you.”
Angel looked into his eyes and then walked off the small bridge for the exit port. She opened the port and saw two of the Chosen’s species dressed in long flowing rose colored robes waiting for her. They lowered their head and turned toward the sixty foot high doors. They each grabbed a ring on one of the two giant panels and pulled; the two huge panels moved and they nodded toward the opening. Angel walked through leaving the two Believers at the door. She walked a hundred yards through a corridor and then saw the small rose colored structure she had seen when she had landed more than a hundred thousand years earlier. It had not changed at all; everything looked identical. She saw the Chosen standing outside the structure and he waved her forward.
She walked up and the light brown being lowered his head, “Welcome. I’ve been hoping you would come while I am tending the Herd.”
Angel shook her head slightly, “I’m confused by all this. Why were you expecting me?”
“Because the first Chosen said you would be coming during this millennium. His instructions to all of those that followed was that during the thousand years after a hundred and twenty six thousand years would be the time of your appearance. He gave us a message to hold for the time of your arrival.”
“But how do you know I’m the one you’ve been waiting for?”
“The Chosen’s instructions were quite clear. He said the one would have white hair on her head. She would come in a white ship that was the exact length of the landing pad he had built for you. He said your name would be Angel and you would ask to come and communicate with his successor.” Angel shook her head and smiled. The being looked at her and said, “Did you come and speak with the first Chosen?”
Angel stared at him and after a moment said, “Yes, I did.”
The Chosen pulled a packet out of his robe and said, “He left this for you.”
Angel looked at the packet and blew out a breath, “Will you read it to me?”
The Chosen’s eyes turned moist, “You would give me that honor?” Angel nodded. The Chosen took a small knife out of his robe and cut the top of the packet. He turned the packet so Angel could see the rose colored seal on it. “The Chosen made this seal with one of his fingers. I can’t bring myself to break it.”
“I understand.” The Chosen pulled the contents of the package out and looked at the writings. He started smiling. Angel said, “What?”
“The stories about our First Chosen say that he had a quick wit and sense of humor. This confirms that history.” He wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his robe and began reading, “If you’re here hearing this then I have one thing to say to you; ‘What do you think about my message now? Can I teach a lesson or what?’” Angel chuckled and the current Chosen continued reading. “I made sure that there would never be any misunderstandings about what the Deity has communicated to me. It appears my message was not changed. If it did, you wouldn’t be here now.”
“After you left, I stayed at the Deity’s Holy House and thought about what you told me. I pondered on this issue for quite a long time and it eventually became clear that you and I coming together at the exact moment I emerged from the Holy House with the Deity’s communication was not an accident. I was given a lesson to teach to all that would listen. I was quite the teacher. You were also sent to teach a lesson; only in your case, you had just one pupil…me. You were also an excellent teacher.
“Thank you for coming. You were sent to prevent me from causing the Deity’s message to be corrupted thus bringing a worse evil into the universe than the Evil Carnivores. The Deity was not going to allow his only direct intervention to lead to a universe that was worse as a result. Both of us were chosen and both of us carried out our duties to the best of our abilities. I’m truly sorry for all the pain and anguish your civilization had to endure to prepare you to teach me. However, I do hope all that has changed. Your humble student wishes you and your people long life and joy.”
Angel’s tears fell and she didn’t care who saw them. She could still see the shock on the first Chosen’s face when she told him what he had caused. She turned and walked over toward the Deity’s Holy House and stopped in front of the doorway. She stared at the door for a long moment and then said, “You chose well. He really was the right one at the right time.”
The current Chosen was standing behind her and he said, “He also made a good choice with you. Thank you for all that you’ve done.” He lifted the message and held it out to Angel.
Angel shook her head, “I think you should keep that message and share it with your believers. It will prove to them that this was the plan of the one they worship.”
The Chosen shook his head in amazement and clutched the document to his chest, “What you are offering is beyond value.”
“It’s what he would want done.” She turned to leave but stopped long enough to give the Chosen a hug. The Chosen was not allowed to be touched by anyone but he returned her embrace. Angel wiped her eyes and walked toward the huge doors. They opened and the two priests bowed as she walked out and stopped to look up at a beautiful sky. She had so many things she didn’t understand about what happened…but somehow, she felt at peace. She smiled and entered the Rover’s port. Bret was waiting for her and she rushed into his arms. There was so much to do…a wedding had to be planned. Now the Union was at peace and its warriors could take time to live and see what they had fought to preserve. She briefly thought about the future Bret and Jillian and hoped they would be alright. She held Bret’s hand as the Rover rose into the sky and disappeared.



Epilogue
Bret stood on the Ninja and turned off the engines. Jillian shut down the time systems and looked at Bret, “Do you think it worked?”
Bret sighed, “I really don’t know.”
Jillian started weeping and Bret stood up and went to her. He wrapped his arms around her and said, “We have to hope we were successful.”
Jillian continued to cry, “How would we know if it worked?”
Bret blew out a breath and said, “If it caused an alternate universe to exist when we jumped back to Angel, we won’t know. This universe will continue as it is now.”
Jillian looked up into Bret’s eyes, “And if a new universe didn’t come into existence at that moment?”
Bret stared at her and finally said, “Then you, I, and everything around us will just vanish. Their universe will continue.”
“I don’t want to go on existing without Mark.” Bret nodded. He felt the same way about losing Angel. Jillian continued crying and said, “I just can’t live without knowing if it worked. Can we go back and see?”
Bret took a deep breath and shook his head, “No, we can only go back in time in this universe. We can’t go to an alternate universe. There’s no way for us to know.” Bret looked at the wall monitor. The Europe was hanging in space over the moon where the Ninja was hidden. Suddenly, it winked out of existence. Bret smiled, lowered his head, and whispered to Jillian, “It worked.” She looked up at him and saw him nod. She smiled a moment before they vanished.
The End
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