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    To Dad 
 
    I miss you a lot and think about you everyday 
 
    I’ll see you again, elsewhere 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
    March 9, 2147 
 
    Location: Volux, former homeworld of the Mirimiss and Cruo races 
 
      
 
    John Roberts looked around his surroundings. The landscape was littered with damaged buildings, burnt out vehicles, and the ashen remains of the life that once flourished on this planet. It was all that was left of the civilization that once existed here. As difficult as it was seeing all this decay, the captain felt it necessary to come here. He needed to take a firsthand look at the state of the planet. After all, it was his ship’s arrival that set off the chain of events that led to this world’s destruction. 
 
    “I never thought I’d come here again.” 
 
    X, John’s personal bot, rolled up from behind the captain. The bot had helped to take care of him ever since he was born. “You have not specified the reason for visiting this planet.” Its upper body rotated as its ocular sensors scanned the area, trying to find any life forms. It picked up none. “What species inhabited this planet?” 
 
    John took a deep breath. “There were two races…the Mirimiss and Cruo.” 
 
    “How did they become extinct?” 
 
    The captain didn’t immediately answer the question. All he could do was look around the landscape. He felt responsible for all this destruction. A few years ago, the starship PHOENIX visited this system during their Screen mission. The Screen were an alien race that used fear to keep the local alien races suppressed. The Screen had trapped humanity within the solar system for over a hundred years. PHOENIX’s mission was to seek them out and determine what they had planned for the human race. In the course of their mission, they made alliances with several alien races. 
 
    Hoping to secure alliances with the Mirimiss and Cruo, Captain Roberts had tried negotiating with them. His attempts to establish a dialogue went horribly wrong. Both races were hostile towards one another, and both accused the other of trying to acquire PHOENIX’s superior weapons. Nothing the captain said could shake them of their paranoia. In the end, they launched their full weapon arsenals at each other. The PHOENIX crew could only watch from orbit as both races were obliterated. John considered what happened one of his greatest failures as a ship commander. 
 
    The captain never thought he would ever return to Volux. The memories of what happened were too painful for him. The probes PHOENIX left behind showed the radiation had dissipated to low levels, enough to support life again. He wrestled whether to come back here. What would it accomplish? He couldn’t come up with a reason for returning. In the end, he decided to come back, if for nothing else as a reminder. No matter how careful he was as a ship commander, things could and would go wrong. He was no longer a fugitive harboring a stolen starship, but the captain of TERRA’s flagship. He wanted to remember what happened on Volux. He didn’t want to be complacent as PHOENIX began its exploration into unknown space. 
 
    “Never again,” he muttered. 
 
    “The inflections in your voice indicate you are in despair,” X noted. “Did you know of the individuals who lived here?” 
 
    “No one specifically, it’s just…” The captain didn’t know how to explain it to his bot. It was complicated. He didn’t have it in himself to rehash what happened. 
 
    X’s robotic arm extended from its round body. Its claw reached out and gently took John’s hand. It found that this method of contact brought comfort to its owner. It worked. John felt instantly at ease. He was grateful that he brought his bot to live on PHOENIX. 
 
    The distant sound of engines broke John’s attention away from the depressing scene. He looked up to see a shuttle descending from the sky to land right by his shuttle. A few moments later, the side door opened. His executive officer emerged from the shuttle. 
 
    “They told me you were down here,” Julie said as she stepped onto the ground. “Mitchell and I were hoping to have a few more days before returning to PHOENIX,” she said, referring to her newly married husband. They had spent their honeymoon on Plein, the Onixin homeworld. It was a promise Julie made to a former colleague and good friend, Alex’sis Brandus, who fell in love with the planet the first time PHOENIX visited it. 
 
    “We were passing by this system. I felt it important to stop here,” John explained. 
 
    “The Onixin cruiser received new orders to conduct patrols around the Cresorian homeworld,” Julie revealed. “PHOENIX stopping here allowed us to catch up to you sooner.” Julie looked around the landscape. “Given everything you accomplished against the Screen, why rehash bad memories and come back here?” 
 
    John shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe I needed the reminder that I’m not invincible.” 
 
    “You’re not the arrogant cadet I knew at the Academy. You’ve grown through all the hardships you faced these past few years. Why start doubting yourself now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t feel right passing by here without seeing it.” 
 
    That was a trait Julie found endearing about John. He had immense compassion for others. She knew he beat himself up with how things had played out here. John struggled so much during the Screen mission. Besides with what happened on Volux, he dealt with dissidents amongst the crew, lost his love Alex’sis, learned of his sister’s death at the hands of the admiral who recruited them, and had lost his composure and tortured and killed Screen prisoners. He persevered from those hardships and grew stronger. 
 
    Julie patted her friend on his shoulder. “It was the Cruo and Mirimiss who destroyed each other, not you. We came here under the best of intentions. They were on the path to destruction long before we showed up.” 
 
    Julie’s words resonated with John. She was right. Now was not the time to start doubting himself. The Mirimiss and Cruo chose to obliterate each other. 
 
    John looked at his best friend and nodded. “There’s no reason to be here. Let’s go home.” The trio returned to their shuttles and departed Volux for the last time. There were new adventures to be had out there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    “Walters to farm deck. Water reclamation will be reduced by fifteen percent. Adjust your operations to compensate and acknowledge your status change.” 
 
    “It’s Morgan here. We have several parcels of plants we’ve seeded and need…” 
 
    Shelly interrupted him. “The reduction is needed to readjust the new flow valve system.” 
 
    “That can wait. We’re on a timetable here.” 
 
    “The reduction’s happening.” Shelly turned off the comm line before he could reply. She didn’t have time for an argument. She was swamped with resource requests and was trying to get a handle on them before PHOENIX left the star system. During its time back in the solar system, TERRA took the opportunity to upgrade some of the original systems left untouched by the Ni when they rebuilt the PHOENIX after its battle against the Screen near the Ni homeworld. The crew was still refining some of those newly upgraded systems. 
 
    She moved onto the other issues on her list. “Vish, send a confirmation to medical that their lab supplies are en route from the hangar,” as she read the delivery confirmation on her station terminal. 
 
    “Acknowledged,” the sentient computer replied. 
 
    Shelly didn’t like using the Senfo computer artificial intelligence (AI) to do her job, but she found herself relying on it to get things done. The captain chose her as senior operations officer, and she felt honored being selected. After all, he was the hero of TERRA who had saved humanity from the Screen and united several alien races. Her selection was a surprise, as she had just graduated from the Academy. Thousands of seasoned officers clamored for a position on PHOENIX. Captain Roberts had exclusive authority to hand-pick those officers he wanted to serve aboard his ship. He raised more than a few eyebrows when he selected several new graduates, including Shelly, to serve in key positions. Operations was considered one of the more challenging positions to run and was usually reserved for experienced officers. Although she was surprised at the assignment, she wasn’t willing to question the captain’s decision. Even her brother, who served as chief engineer on a capital ship, thought she was a perfect fit for the position. 
 
    “Medical bay to Lieutenant Walters,” came the voice of Doctor Roth, one of two chief medical officers who served on the ship. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Shelly replied. 
 
    “Where the hell’s the Senfo medical equipment at? I’ve got engineers here waiting to install them.” 
 
    “Crap,” Shelly muttered as she checked the assignment manifest. She remembered something about them. The manifest answered her question. Medical had put the request in but she forgot to prioritize it in requisition’s delivery schedule. 
 
    “I’m sorry, doctor. I forgot to log the supplies with the requisition. I’m doing it now.” 
 
    “I’ve rescheduled several surgeries around the installation. My patients can’t wait…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, doctor,” Shelly interrupted. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “You didn’t take care of it,” Roth shouted through Shelly’s pip. “If any of my patients suffer, it’s on you. Get it done!” 
 
    Roth cut the communication before Shelly could reply. The young officer leaned on the operations table and took a deep breath. This was overwhelming for her. How could she possibly keep up? “Vish, double-check the requisition list. Make sure everything’s been tagged with the proper priority level.” 
 
    “All submitted requisitions have been assigned,” Vish replied. 
 
    “Lieutenant.” Shelly looked up to see Jufo, the Senfo navigation officer, speaking to her from his station. “Captains Roberts and Olson are coming up from the planet. They will want to depart once they are on board.” 
 
    “PHOENIX will be ready,” Shelly assured as she got back to her duties. She reviewed her display at the incoming requests pouring in. How would she be able to handle all of this? One operations officer on duty couldn’t handle everything on a ship this big. 
 
    “Glad to hear we’ll be ready to depart,” Commander Tim Richardson said as he descended into the pit and joined Shelly at the operations table. “I just got a nasty call from Doctor Roth.” 
 
    Great! Just what Shelly didn’t need to deal with. “I told her I messed up. I’ve already corrected the issue.” 
 
    Tim held his hand up. “It’s no big deal. They’ll be fine.” 
 
    Shelly was confused. “Really? She implied some of her patients needed surgeries that were time sensitive.” 
 
    Tim chuckled. “The doctor tends to exaggerate when things don’t go exactly as planned. I checked the surgery schedule. They’re all minor, routine procedures.” The commander leaned in towards Shelly. “Seriously, it’s fine. You’re new to your position and bound to miss a couple of things. Don’t let it get to you.” 
 
    “I won’t sir, thank you.” Shelly felt relieved that the commander wasn’t questioning her abilities…yet. She resolved that she wouldn’t make any more stupid mistakes. This was the PHOENIX. Serving on the flagship came with high expectations and she was determined to meet them. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Korifluxinina made her way into The Lounge. Although the science officer wanted to visit all the various establishments in Central, she spent most of her time in her quarters reading about human, Senfo, Onixin, and Cresorian scientific advancements to further her own knowledge. She realized that when she wasn’t either on the command deck or her lab, she was in her quarters. She wasn’t interacting with others on the ship.  The primary reason why she chose to remain on PHOENIX was to enjoy the diversity of races living here. As she never spent any time at The Lounge outside the performances Chris Anne used to do, Korifluxinina elected to spend her evening there. 
 
    As the Quix science officer entered the bar, she spotted several blended groups of humans, Senfo, and Onixins socializing together. There were Cresorians present, but they were clustered at the bar and keeping to themselves. 
 
    “Last one,” Max said as he delivered a tray of drinks to the Cresorians. He was the bartender and owner of The Lounge. 
 
    “We shall see, human drink dispenser,” one of the Cresorians replied as he grabbed his drink. “You will not impede our victory celebration against the Screen.” 
 
    Max rolled his eyes at the comment. “We defeated them months ago, get over it already.” He stopped himself from throwing out anymore sarcastic comments when he saw Korifluxinina come in. He quickly moved to the end of the bar where the Quix took a seat. “What can I get for you, K?” 
 
    Unarnu Korifluxinina looked at Max with confusion. “K? My name is Korifluxinina. However, since most individuals have difficulty pronouncing my name, it is permissible to address me by my title, Unarnu.” 
 
    “Even calling you Unar….Unar…it’s hard for me,” Max admitted. “Calling you by your first initial is easier. It’s sort of a compliment. Friends give each other nicknames all the time.” 
 
    Korifluxinina had heard of the concept of nicknames among humans. It intrigued her that they would show affection by butchering their proper names. This cultural nuance was odd, but she took it as an honor that Max would choose to apply it to her. “Very well, you may call me K.” 
 
    Max smiled. “Great, what can I get you to drink?” 
 
    “Orange juice and loog.” 
 
    “Coming up.” Max poured the beverages in the glass in front of his patron. “How’ve things been going?” 
 
    Korifluxinina had been on the ship long enough to realize the bartender was engaging her in banter. She welcomed the opportunity to interact with the crew and learn more about them. “It has been satisfactory. My studies in alien science achievements go well. I hope to author some…papers…with the other scientists on the ship.” 
 
    “Sounds great.” Max wasn’t about to ask what scientific advancements she was reading up on. He barely finished secondary school and didn’t do well in any of the science classes he took. 
 
    “How are things with you?” Korifluxinina asked, wanting to show interest in the bartender’s life. 
 
    “Not too bad, although these guys are running me ragged,” he said as he motioned to the group of Cresorians. 
 
    “Are they giving you any difficulty?” Korifluxinina had not interacted with any of the Cresorians on the ship. She had heard of several disruptive incidents involving them. 
 
    “No, they’re just buying a lot of drinks and being loud,” Max replied. “They’re a bunch of blowhards, but harmless.” 
 
    Unarnu was about to ask what a blowhard was but never had a chance. 
 
    “Hey!” one of the Cresorians yelled at Max. 
 
    Max rolled his eyes. “What!?” 
 
    “Your drinks are insufficient. We require more potent elixirs.” 
 
    Max pointed at their half-empty glasses. “You haven’t finished what’s in front of you. When you’re done, I’ll get you another round. Until then, I’m talking with my friend here.” 
 
    Korifluxinina felt privileged to be addressed as a friend by Max. These humans had garnered a reputation for being open and welcoming to others. 
 
    “You think that slug is more important than us?” another Cresorian asked. 
 
    “I am the chief science officer. Unarnu Korifluxinina of the Quix Protectorate.” 
 
    “We do not care,” the Cresorian said dismissively. “Your designation does not impress us.” 
 
    “My position title dictates my level of achievement within the protectorate,” Korifluxinina explained, referring to the Quix military. “It is courtesy in my culture to recognize titles and the achievements earned from such designations.” 
 
    “We do not bother with official titles. We suffered at the hands of the Screen and spent many cycles just trying to survive,” another Cresorian said. 
 
    “You’re wasting your time explaining anything to them,” Max said to Korifluxinina, but she felt the need to clarify their misstatements. 
 
    “All of us in the alliance suffered greatly at the hands of the Screen,” Korifluxinina reminded. “That is how the alliance came to be.” 
 
    “None of you lost your worlds!” a Cresorian shouted. The outburst got the attention of the rest of the bar. Everyone stopped their conversations to look at the Cresorians and Quix. 
 
    Korifluxinina considered herself an even-tempered individual who could get along with most people, despite any cultural differences. However, she wasn’t about to be bullied by anyone. “I am certain my title alone is more important than what any of you do here. You have demonstrated you excel at being refugees unless you can tell me what meaningful contribution you have made to this ship.” 
 
    “Ah, shit,” Max muttered. He knew an insult when he heard it. 
 
    The Cresorians stood up in unison. “You are calling us useless?” as they collectively approached Korifluxinina. 
 
    “Knock it off or I’ll call security,” Max warned. 
 
    “I do not know any of you, so I cannot attest to how useless you are,” Korifluxinina said as she stood up. Her seven-foot frame towered over the Cresorians. “Are any of you prominent in any particular field?” 
 
    Some of the Cresorians were intimidated by the sheer size of the Quix, but they were not about to back down to her. She had insulted their honor. “We spent our lives roaming the stars because the Screen destroyed our world. We survived the harshness of life in space as we tried to keep our race alive.” 
 
    “It is unfortunate you could not advance the knowledge of your race,” Korifluxinina remarked. “Your situation resulted in the collective retardation of your race.” 
 
    “K! Really!?” Max exclaimed. “Now you’re just trying to piss them off.” 
 
    The Cresorians were incensed. “Are you calling us stupid?” 
 
    “I am not familiar with the term stupid,” Korifluxinina replied. “But your knowledge would appear to be substandard to mine and my fellow protectorate here. Perhaps that is the reason for your anger.” 
 
    “Arrogant slug!” a Cresorian yelled. They lunged for Korifluxinina as Max went for his stun gun and called for security. The bar patrons scattered for safety. None of them realized that Korifluxinina was never in danger. The Quix raised her arms and shot a concentrated burst of vibration waves at her attackers. They all flew back from the blast, causing the other patrons to dodge the flying bodies. Every Cresorian was rendered unconscious from her attack before they even hit the floor. 
 
    Max looked around to make sure it was safe before coming around the bar. He stood next to the taller Quix as they looked at the Cresorians. “Nice trick. Now I know never to underestimate your kind in a fight.” 
 
    “It appears I was not successful in defusing the situation,” Korifluxinina remarked. “I had thought my explanation of their place on the ship would have provided them clarity.” 
 
    Max gave her a perplexed look. “You didn’t make any Cresorian friends today. I’d probably stay away from them for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    Korifluxinina saw one of the Cresorians stirring. “I am unfamiliar with Cresorian physiology. I do not know how long they will remain inert.” 
 
    “Then we better hope security gets here soon,” Max replied. 
 
    Fortunately, security showed up moments later. They had all the Cresorians in handcuffs by the time they woke up. As they were being escorted out of The Lounge, each Cresorian looked at Korifluxinina with hatred. The Quix started waving at them, as she learned that was customary to do so in human culture when saying goodbye to someone. Max slapped her hand down and had to explain to her that action was actually insulting them. The Quix realized she needed to spend more time outside her quarters if she was going to become better familiar with how individuals interacted on this ship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    The morning hour had arrived, and PHOENIX was still in orbit of Volux. John wanted a night’s rest before deciding on the ship’s course into deep space. They were free to head out in any direction, but the captain was finding the process much more difficult than he expected. There was an entire galaxy waiting to be explored. Where to begin? 
 
    John arrived at the board room early. He sat patiently as each of his senior officers arrived. As soon as everyone was assembled, he began the meeting. 
 
    “First, I’d like to welcome Julie back from her honeymoon.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Julie smiled. She looked at Rudov, the Onixin communication officer. “I took your advice and visited the Treltrigger Falls. It was beautiful. The way the water went from black to orange was amazing.” 
 
    Rudov nodded in appreciation that she took his advice. “I am grateful you found the experience enjoyable.” 
 
    [image: ]“I took plenty of videos to share with the crew,” Julie revealed. “I’ll upload them to the public bulletin feed when I have a chance.” She figured the Onixins on board would appreciate a little something from home, given it could be a long time before they ever returned to Plein. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get to business,” John started. “I know there’s a lot of internal ship issues we need to discuss, but let’s focus on the most important thing: where should we go?” 
 
    “I have plotted a course to take us away from the region of our homeworlds,” Jufo explained. “However, the trajectory I set means we would not encounter a star system for mumbar-nax.” 
 
    “Three years,” Dr. Roth muttered, who had become familiar with most of the alien time measurements. “That’s a long time to be in open space.” 
 
    “I’ve used long range scanners to try and pick up any communications signal to indicate intelligent life,” Bret explained. “So far, nothing.” 
 
    “We can adjust our course as we see fit,” John reminded them. “I’d like to get us as far out as possible, but the science groups would scream murder if we spent three years in open space not stopping anywhere.” 
 
    The staff chuckled, but one person remained composed. “We could choose a completely different course,” Korifluxinina suggested. She brought up an image of the galaxy over the table and highlighted a course for the ship to take. “Based on our data, this route would have us pass near large clusters of star systems. No communications have been detected; however, that does not mean these systems are uninhabited.” 
 
    John looked at the proposed course and quickly discounted it. “I appreciate your research, but we’ll be sticking with heading in the other general direction. If anyone has ideas on modifying our original route, I’m all for it.” 
 
    “I will take your parameters and re-evaluate,” Korifluxinina replied. She didn’t feel it necessary to question why the captain did not want to consider her proposed course. He was the leader of this vessel. His guidance need not be questioned as he chose what was best for the protectorate. 
 
    Julie wasn’t about to question John’s decision either, but she knew why he wasn’t accepting Korifluxinina’s proposal. The course the Quix suggested was the general area the Io had headed out to, based on long-range tracking of the ship. John didn’t hide his fear of the cybernetic race, and PHOENIX had proven ineffective against them in battle. The last thing John wanted was to risk encountering them again. Julie didn’t blame him. She had no interest in another confrontation with them. 
 
    “Vish, distribute the flight path to the department heads and have them provide proposals to Shelly so she can come up with a priority list,” John requested. 
 
    A lump developed in the operations officer throat. Handling requests from all over the ship was going to be a time-consuming effort, even with Vish’s help. Shelly already could see various department heads arguing that their flight path proposal was the best. 
 
    “Flight path has been sent to all department heads,” Vish replied. 
 
    “What else do we need to talk about?” John asked his staff. 
 
    Security Chief Davers wasted no time speaking up. “We need to discuss the Cresorians.” 
 
    “Why? What’s going on with them?” Julie asked. She hadn’t had the chance to read all the status reports since coming back from her honeymoon. 
 
    John had read the reports and was disheartened by the contents. It seemed the Cresorians on board were causing disturbances on a routine basis. He was glad Drix wasn’t alive to witness how they were acting. “There was an incident yesterday at The Lounge.” 
 
    “What incident?” Julie asked. 
 
    Korifluxinina was about to explain since she was involved, but she saw Captain Roberts was shaking his head at her and remained silent. 
 
    “I’ll go over it with you later,” John promised. “We don’t need to go into details here. The bottom line is they’ve been an ongoing problem.” 
 
    “It’s the fifteenth incident of public disturbance since we left Mars,” Davers added. “Despite repeated warnings about how to behave and time in the brig, they continue to be a problem.” 
 
    John debated whether to reveal the next bit of information to the staff. He didn’t want to isolate the Cresorians as being nuisances, but it was probably a moot point with the reputation they were developing on the ship. He had overheard more than one conversation of crewmembers describing them as uncivilized. “I received a communication from the Cresorian homeworld. They’re requesting that all their people be sent back to help with rebuilding the planet and repopulating the race.” John lied about it being a request. It was more of a demand. Word had it that the government leadership had already changed hands twice. It seemed that out of all the alliance races, the Cresorians were struggling the most to get back on their feet. 
 
    “Then why are we discussing leaving the area if they want their people back?” Julie asked. “Seems like we need to resolve this first.” Four years ago, John would have taken that comment as her trying to undermine him. But he knew she was doing her duty as an executive officer and bringing up questions no one else might be willing to ask. 
 
    John explained his stance. “The Cresorians have spent generations living in isolation on ships. They finally get their homeworld back and a chance to rebuild their culture. They need to learn how to live in a community again.” 
 
    “They definitely don’t know how to live with others,” Davers reiterated. “Every disturbance has involved another race on this ship. The level of escalation is getting worse. Eventually, someone’s going to get seriously hurt.” 
 
    “They are simply trying to adapt to living with others who are not their own kind,” Korifluxinina said. 
 
    Doctor Roth didn’t expect the Quix to come to the Cresorians’ defense. “I’m surprised you’d say that Unarnu, considering they tried to attack you.” 
 
    “I was never concerned about my physical well-being,” Korifluxinina said as she looked back to John. “This ship is unique in the protectorate. It comprises a crew of many different races who respect and tolerate each other. To honor what PHOENIX represents to the alliance, we should assist the Cresorians in assimilating to life here.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jufo concurred. “My world was decimated by the Screen, yet my people have been fortunate in our rebuilding efforts. These Cresorians should be allowed to thrive here if they choose to stay.” 
 
    Julie couldn’t argue with either officer. They had all banded together to defeat the Screen. They couldn’t turn their backs on an alliance member because they were having trouble adapting to their newfound freedom. She turned to John. “If you allow them to stay, you may want to consult with the new legal liaison. We went through the Cresorian database from Drix’s ship and found they have no legal framework in their culture. We need to set some guidelines to try and mitigate further disturbances. They have to understand they need to abide by a code of conduct.” 
 
    John checked his holographic DAT. He was scheduled to meet with the new legal representative later in the week. He moved the meeting to tomorrow and sent the update to the liaison. “I’ll make this a priority for myself.” He looked over to Davers. “If you need to increase security’s presence in areas you see fit, you have my permission.” 
 
    “Thank you, captain. As most of the problems have originated in Central, I’ll beef up security there.” 
 
    John nodded as he looked at the rest of the senior staff. “Anything else?” 
 
    Shelly reclined in her seat. She felt she needed to voice her need for help in fulfilling her duties, but she didn’t want to do it in front of the entire senior staff. It would be too embarrassing. She hoped that Dr. Roth nor anyone else would say anything about her substandard performance. 
 
    Julie scrolled through her holographic DAT. “There’s one more item we should talk about. It’s the agency that’s opening up in Central.” 
 
    “The shop of procreation?” Jufo asked. 
 
    “I was told it will be a place for aliens to explore their different sexual appetites,” Rudov added. 
 
    Julie looked at John. “I knew we should have put out an announcement about it.” 
 
    “I’m a little surprised TERRA approved such an establishment for the ship,” Davers admitted. “It’s not exactly critical.” 
 
    “Central was designed to mimic a human city,” John explained. “As agencies are found in most cities back home, TERRA decided to offer one here.” 
 
    “TERRA thinks an agency is necessary, but it says no to pets,” Bret remarked. 
 
    “There was a whole set of logistical issues with letting crewmembers have pets,” John replied. “After reviewing the cultural norms of all the alliance races, they determined all races need an outlet to satisfy their sexual needs.” 
 
    “Have you read up on Quix mating practices?” Bret asked. “No offense Unarnu.” 
 
    “I am not offended,” Korifluxinina replied. “I find the human ritual of mating, although fascinating, completely disgusting. Putting one’s organ into another…” 
 
    John quickly interrupted his science officer before she could finish her sentence. “We’re getting way off topic here. What’s your concern about the place, Julie?” 
 
    “If it were just a human brothel, there’d be no issue. From what I hear the owner is planning on hiring members representing all the alliance races. There may be some unforeseen problems if individuals from different races try to…indulge one another.” 
 
    “The owner solicited some of my security officers to work off-duty at the place,” Davers revealed. “That would help to head off any such problems.” 
 
    “I don’t have an issue with security working there, as long as they’re not participating in the activities,” John said. “They can do that on their own time, but not while on duty there.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have Max pay her a visit and explain your concerns,” Bret offered. 
 
    “Why Max?” Julie asked. 
 
    “He used to work at an agency on Earth, and not as a client.” 
 
    John wasn’t aware of Max’s past. He just assumed he was always a bartender. “If he has experience in that industry, then I’d like him to be our representative. Make sure he knows we expect the place to adhere to all rules and regulations found back home.” 
 
    “I’ll let him know,” Bret promised. 
 
    “If that’s all, we’ll convene again before leaving the system,” John concluded. “Dismissed.” 
 
    The staff filed out of the board room. John and Julie remained behind so they could talk. John couldn’t help but chuckle as he read the file on the agency. “Selection…nice name.” 
 
    “Are you planning to pay a visit?” Julie smiled. 
 
    “To what? Put my stamp of approval on it? I don’t think so,” John said as he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Well, you are single, along with most of the people on the ship,” Julie reminded. “There’s something to be said for being the only TERRA captain that has an agency on his ship.” 
 
    John couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m sure I’m the envy of every other captain. No, I don’t think I’ll be taking advantage of that place anytime soon.” 
 
    “Well, if you do, don’t do anything with a Quix,” Julie joked. 
 
    John shuddered at the thought. “I’ve read what they do. Vomiting? Ugh! No thanks.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It was a busy day for Mu. Since his new restaurant, Homeworld Decadence opened there was a steady stream of patrons coming in to try Central’s newest dining establishment. It remained busy throughout the day with nearly every table occupied, despite other new restaurants opening in the city. Business was so successful that Mu was considering keeping it opened twenty-four human hours a day, the time standard the ship based its operations around. 
 
    The Rifva made it a habit to greet each new patron visiting the restaurant for the first time. He found it difficult to maintain that process as he was constantly moving between the kitchen, tables, and the front of the restaurant. Even with the additional staff he hired, he was still running around trying to get things done. He wished his human mentor were still alive to see the fruits of the alien’s labor. 
 
    After delivering some dishes to a table, Mu spotted a new patron waiting at the hostess desk. It was a Gercol. It was the only one of its kind living on PHOENIX. Mu was familiar with the race, having done business with several of them at a trading outpost. Gercols were green, translucent gelatinous life-forms, with no skeletal structures. They only needed sustenance every few juroki (months), and their diet was liquid based. There would be no reason for a Gercol to dine at any of the restaurants in Central. 
 
    Mu made his way over to the new guest. “Orvi-Denew. Is there something I can help you with, Vun?” 
 
    The alien’s upper body twisted and turned as it looked around. “You know my name?” 
 
    “You are the only Gercol on the ship. Everyone knows your name.” 
 
    “I am here to partake in this ritual of fine dining. Did I pronounce that correctly?” 
 
    Mu was taken aback by its statement. His three eyes grew wide with surprise. “My apologies if I do not understand. I thought Gercols did not need to eat.” 
 
    “Scarce resources on homeworld necessitate the need for my kind to consume sustenance only when necessary. It is frown upon to ingest solid matter; however, there are those of us who enjoy the absorption of matter and can do so freely away from homeworld. I have watched the humans, and other races repeatedly engage in this ritual. It appears to be an integral part of their daily routines. I would like to partake in it as I have elected to remain on this vessel.” 
 
    Mu blinked his three eyes in rapid succession. “I am honored you would choose my establishment.” He grabbed a menu and motioned for Vun to follow him. The Rifva took him to the largest table in the back of the restaurant. It was quieter back here and would allow Mu to take a little more time to coach his guest on the art of dining. 
 
    “Right here,” Mu motioned to Vun. The green blob rested its body on the chair. Its sides oozed over it and onto the floor. 
 
    “If you prefer I remove the chair…” Mu offered. 
 
    “No,” Vun replied. “I am accustomed to being in a variety of different forms. Although this sitting device is not required, I would like to fully immerse myself in this process.” 
 
    Mu smiled and handed the Gercol a menu. Vun seemed confused by its contents as if his micron wasn’t translating the words to his own language. “I do not know where to begin. What do you think?” 
 
    “My preference may be different from yours, as we are different species,” Mu explained. “I do not have a point of reference by which to determine what you may like.” 
 
    Vun looked at the menu once more before speaking. “Bring me one of everything.” 
 
    Mu’s three eyes grew wide again. “That is a significant amount of food.” 
 
    “I can consume ietrita my own body weight,” Vun revealed. “If I am to learn what I like, I must try everything.” 
 
    “It will cost a significant amount of credits,” Mu warned. 
 
    “I have the credits. All I ask is that you explain each dish to me as I consume it.” 
 
    “I would be grateful to do so,” Mu said as he motioned one of his waiters over. “Please have Carey take over host duties. I will be here with our guest during his time with us.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” the waiter replied. 
 
    “And bring a bottle of chardonnay to the table,” Mu added. He was looking forward to introducing Vun to the world of food and drink. His visit had reinvigorated Mu’s enthusiasm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    John was behind his desk when the office door chime rang. “Come in.” The door opened and in entered Ben Ravarius. This was the first time the captain was meeting with the ship’s legal liaison. The situation with the Cresorians had necessitated moving their meeting up. 
 
    The attorney was short in stature and appeared to be part Asian-Indian descent. He was carrying several DATs and paper notebooks. John couldn’t remember the last time he saw someone use paper. Everyone used DATs on PHOENIX to avoid having to manufacture and store paper on the ship. 
 
    John stood up and moved from behind his desk to greet Ben. “Good morning.” He didn’t bother extending his hand, as the attorney was barely able to hold his cache of DATs and papers. The captain found the whole scene amusing. 
 
    “Captain, I appreciate you wanting to move our meeting up, but it didn’t give me much time to prepare,” Ben started. “There’s so much we need to cover...” 
 
    John interrupted what he recognized what was about to be a long rant. “How about you drop your stuff and we start with hello.” 
 
    Ben was caught off-guard by the captain’s bluntness. “Oh yes, sorry.” He put his things on the couch. He tried to be organized about it, but it all dropped into a messy heap. He was nervous meeting Captain Roberts. He heard so many things about him in the media. This was the man who defeated the Screen and gave humanity the freedom to explore space. Every story about him was remarkable. 
 
    “I’m sorry, captain,” as Ben extended his hand. “Not everyone gets the chance to meet John Roberts.” 
 
    John rolled his eyes as they shook hands. “Contrary to what some people say, I can’t walk across water and heal the broken wing of a swan and magically bring light into darkness.” 
 
    Ben was confused by his statement. “Huh?” 
 
    “It was a joke,” John clarified. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Got it.” Ben didn’t expect the captain to have a sense of humor. Military types always seemed to lack personality. “It’s just that you’re quite the celebrity.” 
 
    “I’m just a military officer, and it wasn’t just me who defeated the Screen. It was the crew of this ship and the combined efforts of the alliance.” 
 
    “But it’s you who was brave enough to face the Screen,” Ben said. 
 
    John realized they could be going around in circles and decided to switch subjects. “I moved our meeting up to discuss the ongoing problems we’re having with the Cresorians living here.” 
 
    Ben was confused. “Cresorians?” 
 
    John sat back behind his desk. “Dark furry aliens who look like cats and whose clothes look like overalls.” 
 
    “Oh yes! I’ve seen a few of them,” Ben realized. He found them to be scary looking, even more than the freakishly tall Quix, unusually short Senfo, and reptilian Onixins. 
 
    “We’ve had several public disturbances involving them,” John continued. “It seems they’re having a hard time living with others. We need to determine how we’re going to apply the rule of law to them. They’ve lived isolated from each other for hundreds of years and don’t have a set of laws themselves.” 
 
    Ben sat down opposite of John. “There must be some confusion here. My specialty of law is patents and intellectual property. What you’re talking about would be in the realm of criminal law. That’s not my field.” 
 
    “Did you not look at your job responsibilities when you came on board?” John asked. 
 
    “I’ve been in my same position for the past twenty-three years,” Ben explained. “I took this position to apply my expertise to the new alien technologies we’re bound to encounter. There’s a lot of corporations back home anxious to see what the ship finds.” 
 
    John smiled. “You probably should have read the updates I made to your job description.” He grabbed a DAT, pulled up Ben’s job profile and handed it to the attorney. The captain reclined in his seat and waited patiently as Ben read it. 
 
    Ravarius reviewed the updated job profile, and his eyes widened as he read the contents. “You can’t be serious!? I’m not qualified to lead the ship’s legal department.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you are,” John countered. 
 
    “My specialty is patents.” 
 
    The captain realized he was going to have to do some convincing. “You may specialize in patents, but I took the time to read your job history. The papers you authored show an ability to think outside the box. You also spent four months in general litigation while your co-worker was out on leave. Your performance in that area was nothing less than remarkable.” 
 
    “That was seven years ago. That’s a lifetime in the legal world,” Ben said. “I just held the fort down until she got back.” 
 
    John shook his head. “We’re our own worst enemies and the last to acknowledge our own accomplishments. You may not realize it, but you have all the traits to make a great legal expert. We’re going to encounter new races with laws foreign to us. Someone needs to take the lead on how we deal with those laws in first contact scenarios. For now, we need to deal with how to apply the rule of law to the Cresorians.” 
 
    “They have to have some set of laws,” Ben assumed. 
 
    “If they did, it wasn’t included in their database when they evacuated their world,” John said. “None of the Cresorians alive today have lived with a common set of laws. They didn’t have to as they lived isolated in space. No one on board is more qualified to handle these issues than you.” 
 
    “My experiences have been dealing with human issues. I’m still trying to get used to all the aliens here.” 
 
    “Your qualifications speak for themselves,” John insisted. “Your position was the only civilian post I evaluated candidates for because I knew of its importance if we’re all going to live and work together here. But if you’re not up to the challenge, you can resign your position. I can make arrangements to have an alliance ship come here to take you back to Earth.” 
 
    The simplicity of the captain’s response surprised Ben. He was looking forward to using his legal expertise to assist human corporations lay claim to new technologies that would be discovered. Now he was finding out that the captain had other ideas for him. The attorney never expected such an important role. Now this military ship commander, one who carried considerable influence, was telling him he was to lead the entire PHOENIX legal team into uncharted waters? It was impossible to believe. 
 
    Ben was too committed to being here to say no. He didn’t want to go back to Earth. “I’m willing to take on this challenge. I can’t promise you…” 
 
    John interrupted him. “You just need to do your best. Now that you’ve agreed to stay, let’s talk about the Cresorians.” 
 
    Captains Roberts wasn’t one to fool around. Ben quickly browsed through his DATs and papers. “So, uh...you want to discuss how to handle their disruptive behavior?” 
 
    John nodded. “I’ve given them a wide latitude, but it doesn’t seem to be working. We need to come up with a code of conduct for them to abide by if they’re to remain here. Nothing elaborate, basic stuff that anyone on board would be expected to follow.” 
 
    “What about applying their code of laws?” Ben asked. 
 
    “As I already said, they don’t have any.” 
 
    “Right, sorry.” 
 
    “They’ve been nomads for hundreds of years,” John continued. “Interactions between them were brief. Any meet up was usually just for procreation. So what laws can we apply towards them?” 
 
    Ben didn’t hesitate in his response. “With no Cresorian laws to refer to as precedent, it’d be reasonable to assume they abide by the laws of the home country they’re residing in.” 
 
    John could see the attorney had put his legal thinking cap on. “Treat them as foreign visitors?” 
 
    “Correct. They want to live on PHOENIX? Then they would have to abide by our laws. It’s a concept all alien races should be able to grasp from what I’ve read up about them. Is there anything unique about the Cresorians that you think would prevent them from obeying laws?” 
 
    John smiled. This is the reason why he chose Ben. Start talking legal concepts and the attorney dove right in to postulate opinions. “Beyond their years of isolation, there’s nothing preventing them from following rules. We had a Cresorian live with us during the Screen mission, and we never had a problem with his behavior.” 
 
    Ben had more to say. “I’m still not sure I’m the man to figure all this out.” 
 
    “So far you’ve impressed me with what you’ve said. Don’t start doubting yourself.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, captain,” Ben promised. 
 
    “I’d also like you to take the opportunity to review the laws of all the races living here. Come up with a set of guidelines that they all would be expected to follow. Again, basic stuff, like not harming one another, not stealing from one another. Those sorts of things.” 
 
    “It’ll take some time,” Ben admitted. “I’ll need to make sure that there’s nothing unusual in their cultures that would prevent them from following universal laws.” 
 
    “Get on it immediately,” John urged. “In the meantime, I’ll have to make a judgment on any legal issue that comes up. I suspect we’ll have more disturbances with the Cresorians before you’re done. Be prepared to be called upon to help me deal with them.” 
 
    “Whatever I can do to help you, captain.” Although he was nervous about tackling all of this, it was too good of a challenge to pass up. 
 
    John smiled as he stood up. “Then welcome aboard the PHOENIX, Ben.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    John and Julie were having dinner at Stardust Café. Despite the popularity of Homeworld Decadence and several new restaurants opening, the two captains still preferred dining at Stardust Café. It was the one place they went to regularly during the Screen mission and dining there was a habit neither was willing to change. Mu handed off the management of the café to an assistant so that he could focus on the new restaurant.  
 
    “Once Ben starts diving into the whole law issue I’ll think he’ll do fine,” John said as he took a bite of his shrimp platter dish. “He’s understandably nervous, but he has the ability.” 
 
    Julie nodded in agreement. “He does have some remarkable credentials given his area of expertise is patent law. It’ll be nice if he and the legal group can come up with something soon.” 
 
    John agreed. “I did press upon him that time was a factor. I’d like to have something in place before we have another incident with the Cresorians.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’ll behave?” 
 
    “I’m glad Drix isn’t here to hear me say this, but no,” John admitted. “Hopefully, they’ll prove me wrong.” 
 
    As he said that, Julie spotted four Cresorians enter Homeworld Decadence. A lump developed in her throat. John didn’t notice them as his back was to the restaurant, and Julie elected not to say anything. She hoped that they wouldn’t be getting a call from security. 
 
    It was time to change the subject. “I spoke to Chris Anne this morning,” Julie revealed. “He sends his regards.” 
 
    John smiled. Chris was a celebrity singer. He spent many years on PHOENIX as its resident performer, as well as its morale officer. He left the ship to help the Senfo rebuild their homeworld. The concept of music was foreign to their culture, and Chris’s music had rallied the race together to rebuild what the Screen had destroyed. 
 
    “I heard they’ve already erected a statue of him in the main capital,” John smiled. 
 
    “He said the statue’s butt is too big, and he feels fat every time he looks at it,” Julie joked. “He’s very busy but couldn’t be happier. His music has had an enormous effect motivating the Senfo. He insisted that when we come back to this part of space that we stop at Flutori.” 
 
    “I think we can manage that,” John said. Chris was one of the original senior staff of PHOENIX. After the Screen were defeated and PHOENIX was welcomed back into TERRA, several of the senior officers chose to leave the ship to pursue new opportunities. There wasn’t a day that went by that John didn’t think about Chris, Thresha, Doctor Myers, and Kevin Jacobson. He wished all of them well with their lives, but he missed them. In some respects, he wished they were still doing the Screen mission, so they could all be here. 
 
    After chit-chatting about some other things, John and Julie paid the bill and parted ways. John decided to take a stroll around Central. He had an apartment down here and was in no rush to get home. Walking around gave him a chance to meet some of the crew. With almost 20,000 on board, it was impossible to meet and get to know everyone, but he could certainly try. 
 
    A few people stopped to chat with the captain. John took as much time as needed to converse with each of them. Everyone was eager to get out into deep space and see what was out there. 
 
    John stopped at a corner and looked around. Central was certainly a busy place now with so many new crewmembers. During the Screen mission, only 5,000 lived on PHOENIX. The ship could hold over 50,000 individuals, so Central seemed like a ghost town most of the time during the first mission.  
 
    As he did some people-watching, John spotted an unusual sight in the distance. At the other street corner stood an elderly man. John estimated him to be in his seventies. There weren’t too many seniors living on the ship. The man was holding a piece of paper and looking around. He appeared to be lost. There was something about him that the captain found endearing. This man was on TERRA’s most advanced starship and could easily be guided by Vish. Apparently, he seemed to be trying to get around with whatever was written on that piece of paper. 
 
    After watching him for a couple of minutes, John decided to approach him. “Excuse me. You seem lost.” 
 
    The man looked at the captain in confusion. “I wrote directions down to the store but still can’t find it. I think the elevator dropped me off in the wrong place. I didn’t realize how big this ship is.” 
 
    “May I?” John looked at the piece of paper. It looked like the man wrote step-by-step directions on how to get to Central. “You could have asked the computer for verbal directions, or have it outlined on your DAT.” 
 
    The man looked embarrassed. “I don’t have a DAT. I’ve never had much luck with electronics.” 
 
    How hard could asking Vish for directions be? John was about to ask that but realized he could hurt the man’s pride. He simply smiled. “Computers are complex, especially on this ship. Which store do you want to go to? I’ll walk you there.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a bother.” 
 
    “Nonsense. I finished dinner and was doing my evening walk. It’s no bother at all,” John insisted. 
 
    The man seemed relieved for the offer of help. “It’s the Phoenix General Store.” 
 
    “Oh yes, PGS. I know exactly where it is. Come on.” John started to walk but realized he would have to go slow. The man walked with a noticeable limp. John extended his arm. “If it makes it easier…” The man leaned on the captain’s arm and together they walked down the street. “I’m John, by the way.” 
 
    “Andre,” the elderly man replied. “Thank you for helping me. I thought I could get around on my own. Everyone says this Central is no different than cities on Earth.” 
 
    “They did a pretty good job approximating a city here,” John said with pride. 
 
    “What sort of work do you do?” Andre asked. 
 
    John chuckled. It seemed Andre didn’t recognize him. “I’m the commander of this ship.” 
 
    Andre stopped and looked at the captain with a shocked expression. “You’re Captain John Roberts? I’m so sorry; I didn’t even recognize you.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” John assured. “It’s nice not being recognized all the time.” 
 
    “You have more important things to do than help an old man,” Andre started. “You can’t be bothered with helping someone like me. You’re too important.” 
 
    “A member of my crew needs help, and I’m also off duty. This gives me another excuse not to go home.” The captain motioned for Andre to continue walking. 
 
    Andre was grateful. “You’re very kind.” They resumed their stroll along the sidewalk. “I took standard crew quarters when I came here. I probably should have taken an apartment in the city.” 
 
    “We can always get you reassigned. There’s plenty of room on this ship,” John said. He was about to ask Andre what he did for work but quickly deduced that he was retired. John made an allowance to have a few people who may not have possessed skills needed on a starship the opportunity to live on PHOENIX. He concluded Andre was probably one of those people. The selection was made through a lottery system, so the captain had no idea who was chosen. 
 
    “With so many people here, I’m lucky enough to meet the captain,” Andre commented as they approached the general store. “You made this old man happy.” 
 
    John couldn’t help but smile from the compliment. “I make it a personal goal to meet as many crewmembers as possible and learn about them. If you’ll permit me, I’d like to help you shop for whatever you need.” 
 
    Andre was about to reply no. He couldn’t allow the captain of this ship to waste his time helping an old man. On the other hand, it was sheer luck they ran into each other. When would he have another opportunity to meet with Captain Roberts? 
 
    “I’d appreciate the company,” Andre replied. “If it’s not too much trouble.” 
 
    “Not at all,” John replied as the pair entered the store. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
    Although The Lounge was busy, Max left the operation to his capable staff so that he could attend to an important matter. Bret had approached him earlier with a personal request from the captain. The bartender felt honored to be asked to represent Captain Roberts, and he wasn’t going to sit on the request. He headed over to Selection, which wasn’t too far from The Lounge. When Max learned who was running the place, he felt that fate was giving him this opportunity to represent Captain Roberts. 
 
    Not surprisingly, the sign to the agency was small and not attention grabbing, just as Max expected. Of course, the inside of the place would be a different matter. Sure enough, when he entered the establishment, he wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    The interior screamed fancy and alluring. Bright and glittering drapes adorned the interior, seemingly hanging everywhere in some chaotic fashion. The chairs and couches were all oversized and bulging with plush cushions. The lighting was subdued to provide an intimate atmosphere. To the side was a bar, stocked with a variety of champagne only. As PHOENIX wasn’t equipped to make champagne, each bottle was marked up considerably by the ECON system. Whoever elected to buy a drink here would pay a premium for it. On the second level were gold railings running along the walkway. Each door, leading to a private room, was gray and accented with glitter. 
 
    It was as Max expected, a first-rate establishment. He expected nothing less from the owner, who he knew. Speaking of her, he spotted her on one of the couches, reviewing something on her DAT. She was covered from the neck down in a very elaborate dress. She even wore black silk gloves that accentuated her gray and white dress. Her long gray hair was tied up in a bun. 
 
    “It must be a small world if you and I wind up in the same place,” Max said as he approached her. “Hello, Esther.” 
 
    The older woman looked up and immediately recognized who was talking to her. “Well, I’ll be. Max Coumons. I thought I’d never again set my eyes on your gorgeous self.” She tossed her DAT to the side and stood up, hugging Max. “It’s so good to see you again, darling. I’m still mad at Chris Anne for stealing you from me.” 
 
    “From what I remember, you took it as a personal compliment that Chris wanted your favorite escort,” Max reminded. “You were hardly upset when I left.” 
 
    “I expected you’d pop up in whatever agency Chris was planning to open,” Esther said. “Instead, you both disappear off the face of the Earth. I found out a few months ago that Chris had been living here. I’m a little surprised he brought you to this shabby place.” 
 
    Max laughed. “You’re dissing the ship that you just moved to?” 
 
    “Well, someone has to add a bit of class to this place,” Esther teased. “You can’t be working as an escort. They told me I’m the first to offer such services here.” 
 
    “I own The Lounge,” Max revealed. 
 
    Esther was impressed. “My, my, we’re moving up in the world. Having your own business? Impressive.” 
 
    “Chris left it to me when he left the ship. I was his bartender.” 
 
    It was Esther’s turn to laugh. “From what I remember, you couldn’t mix a drink if your life depended on it.” 
 
    Max blushed. It was true. Esther tried to teach him to bartend, and he wasn’t good at it. “Chris was a patient teacher.” 
 
    “Well, good for you.” She ran her fingers up and down his chest. “Seems like you haven’t lost any of your chiseled physique. Did you come by to get back into the game?” 
 
    Esther was always good with wooing people with compliments. Max gently squeezed her hand. “I’m here on behalf of Captain Roberts.” 
 
    “Oh, poo!” she teased as she playfully slapped his chest with her other hand. She plopped back down on the couch and crossed her legs in a very ladylike manner and regained a dignified pose. “The captain sent you? You certainly have moved up in the world. So, what does the celebrated Captain Roberts want of me?” 
 
    “He just wants to be sure that you follow all the laws regarding agencies,” Max explained. 
 
    “I uprooted my life to run an agency free of regulations,” Esther replied in a polite but sarcastic tone. “You know me better than that.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue with her. Esther ran several agencies successfully, but her loyalties were always with her staff. She went above and beyond to make sure her dancers and escorts were taken care of. She never allowed any client, no matter how much money they had, to take advantage of her people. 
 
    “I wasn’t worried about it,” Max smiled. “I didn’t even know you were running this place until a few hours ago. I’ll let the captain know he has nothing to worry about from you.” 
 
    Esther patted Max’s arm. “I appreciate your confidence in me. Does the captain have any other concerns?” 
 
    “Just about trying to employ aliens,” Max replied. “He wants to be sure you’re aware of the cultural stuff regarding the sex of the races that are on PHOENIX.” 
 
    Esther sighed. “You can let him know he has nothing to worry about. As of now, only humans will be working here.” 
 
    Max was surprised to hear this. “Really, because rumor is…” 
 
    Esther interrupted him. “I heard people here love to gossip. It appears none of the alien governments sent individuals who specialize in my particular industry. For now, Selection will be strictly for human pleasure.” 
 
    “You seem a little disappointed,” Max observed. 
 
    “You know me, darling. I’m always about blazing a new trail. I was hoping to have the first alien mixed agency, but I can be patient. With the ship’s mission of exploration, I hope we’ll have the opportunity to have new aliens come to live here.” 
 
    Esther snapped her fingers. A few moments later a bot rolled up with two glasses of champagne. She took one and handed Max the other. “For now, I’m content with reconnecting with an old, but still very handsome, friend.” 
 
    “Cheers to that,” Max said as they clinked their glasses. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Julie had planned on going home but was too concerned about the Cresorians she saw enter Homeworld Decadence. Given all the public disturbances involving them, she wanted to witness firsthand how they acted in public. She read all the reports on them and could hardly believe a race Drix was a part of could behave in such a disruptive manner.  
 
    She made her way over to the restaurant. Mu was at the host station, and she went and spoke with the Rifva, explaining the reason for her visit. He pointed over to the table where the Cresorians were seated. A group of four were seated by a window with a view of the street. They seemed content and were browsing the menu provided to them. After watching them for a few minutes from the host station, Julie was still not at ease. She wouldn’t be satisfied until they left the restaurant. She decided to take a seat at the bar and watch them from there. Mu made sure there was a seat available for her. He was grateful to have the captain there in case something happened. 
 
    Julie ordered a glass of white wine as she continued watching the Cresorians. She didn’t do it so much with suspicion; rather she was watching out of curiosity. Given her recent honeymoon with Mitchell and preparing for the ship’s journey into deep space, she didn’t have the opportunity to meet with any of the ship’s Cresorian residents. She felt she owed that to Drix. He was the first Cresorian they encountered and the first alien to live on PHOENIX. He assimilated to life on the ship and was well liked by everyone. His death had a profound impact on the crew. 
 
    If Drix could live contently on PHOENIX, why couldn’t his fellow Cresorians? This was a species that spent hundreds of years living on ships, roaming through space as nomads. For them to live in a community was a foreign concept to them. Julie remained optimistic. She was certain they could make the transition. 
 
    It was at that moment a loud shattering sound shook the captain from her thoughts. She looked over and saw the table the Cresorians were at had been overturned. Broken dishes laid everywhere as people scrambled away from the scene. The Cresorians were standing, and one seemed to be holding a knife. 
 
    “Ah, hell!” Julie muttered as she jumped from her chair and rushed over. “Olson to security, I need an armed team to Homeworld Decadence ASAP!” Her attempt to reach the Cresorians was impeded by all the patrons racing out of the restaurant. She saw Mu heading over to them. She tried to call out to him to stay back, but all the yelling and screaming drowned her voice out. 
 
    Mu reached the Cresorians and tried to reason with them. “Please, you must not act like this. Whatever has upset you we can…” 
 
    One of the Cresorians cut him off. “You think us fools. Blatrex!” 
 
    Mu held his three hands up. “There is no need for this.” 
 
    Just then another Cresorian grabbed the Rifva and hoisted him up. In mere seconds, Mu was thrown through the glass window and hit the outside payment. The impact rendered him unconscious. 
 
    People ran to get away from the violent scene, but one individual remained. Vun happened to be in proximity to the restaurant. It had enjoyed its first experience dining there so much that the Gercol decided to go again. It never made it inside when the commotion began. Vun watched as Mu flew through the restaurant window. As the Rifva laid on the street, the Gercol slid over to his aid. As Vun tended to Mu, two Cresorians jumped through the window. They were not finished with the Rifva. 
 
    “Move! Our honor must be satisfied,” one of the Cresorians demanded. 
 
    Vun never said a word. Seeing Mu laying hurt on the ground upset the Gercol. How could anyone harm such a gentle creature? It extended a portion of itself out and bound one Cresorian against the wall. The Cresorian struggled to break free but found the Gercol’s hold to be powerful. Seconds later, Vun threw him far down the street. People stopped to watch. They’d never seen a Cresorian fly through the air. 
 
    The second Cresorian pulled a knife out and approached the Gercol, but then felt something cold and metallic against his head. “Drop it or I’ll fire.” The Cresorian looked out of the corner of his eye to see Captain Olson, holding a pulse gun to his head. 
 
    “Is this how you treat visitors who live on your vessel?” the Cresorian asked. 
 
    “You’re in no position to question me,” Julie warned. “Drop the knife or I pull the trigger. Your choice.” Any guilt about threatening a member of Drix’s race left her. She was dealing with a hostile situation and would do what was necessary to protect the crew. 
 
    Security officers showed up, sealed off the restaurant, and blocked the surrounding vicinity. The Cresorian realized he was outnumbered and dropped the knife. He offered no resistance as a security officer handcuffed him. 
 
    “There’re two more inside,” Julie said to one of the officers. “And another one about a half block down that way. Secure the area and let me know when they’re all in custody.” 
 
    “Yes, captain.” As the security officer left to coordinate with his team, Julie went over to Vun, who was standing over a still unconscious Mu. 
 
    “I do not know what injuries he may have,” a concerned Vun said. “I am not familiar with his composition.” 
 
    “Olson to medical. I need a team here at Homeworld Decadence for an injured Rifva.” She looked at Vun. “Don’t worry; he’ll be taken care of.” 
 
    “I will remain with him until your medical people arrive,” Vun promised. It looked back down at Mu. “Why would they harm him? He only wanted to make others happy through the consumption of food. There was no need for this.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Julie replied as she stood up and looked around at all the damage. This was not going to sit well with John at all. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    John had already left Central before the outbreak with the Cresorians began. He was escorting Andre back to his quarters. The captain helped the elderly man with his grocery shopping, something John had not done in a long time. X handled all the captain’s shopping, as John always joked he had no time for such domestic chores. The young captain was enjoying learning more about his newfound friend. 
 
    When they were done, Andre insisted that John come to his quarters for a drink as a thank you. Seeing how much trouble he had getting to Central, John felt obligated to escort him back home. On the way, the captain showed Andre how to ask Vish for help getting around. 
 
    “Where would you like these?” John asked as they entered Andre’s quarters. 
 
    “If you can set those on the counters,” Andre said as he shuffled over to the refrigerator in the kitchen. 
 
    “I can put the groceries away for you,” John offered as he put the bags down. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Andre replied. He pulled a chilled bottle of wine out of the refrigerator. “It’ll give me something to do.” He retrieved a wine opener and looked at John. “I’m afraid I don’t have the strength.” 
 
    John took the opener and wine bottle. He couldn’t remember the last time he saw a manual wine bottle opener. “Have you considered getting a house bot? They’re great, and one could help you out with all sorts of things. We have plenty in inventory.” 
 
    “I never had much luck with them.” Andre retrieved two wine glasses. “My wife and I tried one. It always gave us problems.” 
 
    It took little time for John to open the wine bottle. “We had to do without house bots during the Screen mission. There wasn’t time to stock the ship with parts to maintain a fleet of them. That’s one of the things I remedied when we rejoined TERRA. They’re very helpful.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Andre muttered. “Machines break down.” 
 
    John could tell he was hesitant about the suggestion. “They’re some unreliable models out there, but some very good ones. I have one who’s been in my family over twenty years.” 
 
    Andre was amazed to hear such a thing. “I didn’t think they lasted that long, but it doesn’t matter. I’m too old to have new toys.” 
 
    John chuckled at Andre’s comment as he poured each of them a large serving of chardonnay in each glass. “I guess not everyone’s good with technology. I had to do without my bot during the Screen mission. I left him behind on Earth when I was recruited.” 
 
    Andre took notice of the captain’s comment. “Him?” 
 
    “His name’s X. I consider him my family,” John said as he sipped his wine. “He helped raise me after mom and dad died.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Andre said. “You have good memories of your parents?” 
 
    “I don’t remember them. They died when I was just a baby. Besides pictures, I just have the stories my sister told me of them.” 
 
    “Oh? Is your sister on this ship?” 
 
    John shook his head. “She died some years ago.” He wanted to change the subject. He still harbored conflicting emotions about what happened to her. During the Screen mission, John learned that she was murdered by Admiral Johnson, the man who selected John to command PHOENIX. John was so bent on getting revenge when they completed their mission, but he never had the opportunity as the admiral died before PHOENIX returned to the solar system. 
 
    “Maybe we should start with getting you familiar with a DAT,” John suggested. 
 
    “I’m horrible with them,” Andre admitted. “I still use pen and paper to take notes and review my finances. I know you don’t carry paper on board, so l brought as many notebooks as I could carry.” 
 
    “They’re easy to use,” John assured as he held up his glass. “For now, here’s to making a new friend.” 
 
    Andre lifted his glass up as well. “Thank you, captain. I do appreciate your offer, but they’re more important things you could be doing than teaching me how to use a device.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” insisted John. “The welfare of the crew is my primary concern. I know I can’t meet everyone, but it’s nice to have a chance to get to know some of them,” as he looked around. He spotted some pictures of Andre with an elderly woman. “Is your wife here?” 
 
    Andre shook his head. “No, I lost her about a year ago.” 
 
    John regretted asking about her. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Andre took a sip of wine. “It’s okay. We were married fifty-two years. We raised a family and enjoyed a good retirement together. I always assumed we could tackle anything. I wasn’t prepared for when she got sick.” 
 
    “May I ask what she had?” John asked. 
 
    “A rare form of dementia. It’s one they haven’t found a cure for yet. I watched her decline for six years. I took care of her, but my own health began to decline. I finally had to place her in a nursing home. It was the hardest thing I ever had to do.” 
 
    John had a lot of sympathy for Andre. He could hear the sadness in the old man’s voice as he talked about his wife. The captain was devastated when he lost Alex’sis, but at least it was during a battle, and her death was quick. He couldn’t imagine watching a loved one slowly wither away. 
 
    “I lost someone very dear to me,” John revealed. “We only had a short time together. She meant a lot to me. I miss her so much.” 
 
    It made Andre feel better that John could relate to how he felt. “You know how it is then. My wife declined quickly after I placed her. It was hard, but I knew it was for the best. I spent a year after she died trying to keep busy, but nothing seemed to help.” 
 
    “What about your kids?” John asked. “Did they help?” 
 
    Andre sighed. “I have one son, Mikal. He and I never got along. I tried making up with him after his mom got sick, but he wanted nothing to do with us. Another reason I decided to leave Earth. There was nothing for me there. When I heard about the lottery, I signed up. Never expected to be picked. I let my son know I was chosen, but I never heard from him.” 
 
    John felt bad for Andre’s family situation. He wanted to provide him some comfort. “The hardest lesson to learn is that life isn’t fair. I lost my parents, my sister, the love of my life. It was like the universe was trying to test me or something.” 
 
    Andre broke a weak smile. He appreciated being able to talk to someone who could relate to his situation. “How do you do it?” 
 
    John was perplexed by his question. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “How do you keep going? You lost so many important people in your life. How do you keep going?” 
 
    John thought about it for a moment. “I count the crew as my family. We went through a lot together during the Screen mission. Most of them are still here, and we’ve become a close-knit group. I know I can count on every one of them. I genuinely care about their happiness. PHOENIX is my home. I can’t see myself ever leaving it.” 
 
    Tears started to well up in the old man’s eyes. He wanted to feel what the captain felt: like he had a place to belong. Andre felt he was grasping at straws trying to fit in. “I don’t know if I can ever feel like that. Maybe I made a mistake coming here. I thought about trying to make a concerted effort reconciling with Mikal, but he wants nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “I’ve never been a father,” John said. “All I can say is kids grow up and have their own minds and personalities. You can’t control how he thinks or acts.” 
 
    “I go back and think what Adriana and I could have done differently with him. But we gave him a good life. We couldn’t have changed anything. That’s why I don’t understand why he turned his back on us.” 
 
    John could see Andre had a lot of anguish regarding his son. He decided to get him focused on life here. “You have to give it some time,” John assured. “You lost someone you spent most of your life with. It’ll take time, but you’ll adjust to being here.” 
 
    “You think so?” Andre looked like he was almost pleading with John to convince him things would be okay. 
 
    “I know so,” John promised. “Once you see what this ship has to offer, you won’t regret coming here. I promise.” 
 
    “I really needed to hear that. You’re the captain. If you say I can be happy here, I’ll believe it.” 
 
    John smiled. He would do whatever he could to help Andre make a new life for himself on PHOENIX. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” Bret said as the door chime rang. He didn’t look up to see who entered his quarters. He was engrossed in reading the communications logs from yesterday, trying to identify errors in any of the protocols. Once they began venturing into deep space, Bret would be responsible for establishing a satellite network to facilitate sending messages back to TERRA. 
 
    “I’m not disturbing you, am I, sir?” 
 
    Bret looked up. “Shelly! Of course not.” He motioned her to sit down as he turned off his holographic DAT. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I wanted to catch you after the senior staff meeting, but you rushed out.” 
 
    “Yeah, I had to take care of a little emergency,” Bret explained. “With the ship getting ready to head out, everyone’s scrabbling to send messages back to their homeworlds. Rudov and I have our hands full, but you don’t want to hear about communications issues.” 
 
    “No, I’m…” Shelly struggled with approaching someone on the senior staff about this. “I’ve been having a hard time and wanted to get someone’s opinion.” 
 
    “About living here with the aliens? It’s not that much of an adjustment. You just have to…” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Shelly interrupted. “I’ve been struggling with my duties. I don’t think I’m qualified to be senior operations officer.” 
 
    Bret was surprised to hear this. “I haven’t heard anyone complaining about you. Being an operations officer is complex. You seem to be doing well.” 
 
    “If I was an operations officer on a capital ship. But I’m the senior operations officer of the largest ship in the fleet. I’m expected not only to do the job but perform as an example to the other officers who work under me.” 
 
    “You don’t think you’re up to snuff?” 
 
    “I just graduated from the Academy, and this is my first post. No new graduate should be a senior officer, especially in the ops position. I don’t understand what the captain thought when he assigned me.” 
 
    “Have you asked him?” Bret asked. 
 
    The young woman shook her head. “I couldn’t let him down by telling him he made a mistake. He chose me for a reason, I just don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “I think you’re just having nerves working here,” Bret said. “You’re not just working on a TERRA starship, you’re working on their flagship that’s commanded by John Roberts. There’s a lot of pressure and scrutiny that goes with being here. You don’t want to screw up. None of us do. But you can’t doubt your abilities. You’re straight out of the Academy, so what? You’d be having these same worries if you were serving on any other ship. I’ve heard from seasoned officers the same concerns you told me.” 
 
    Bret’s words did resonate with her. “I suppose you’re right. But handling operations on a capital ship is a lot less complex than doing it on a ship that can hold 50,000 people. PHOENIX has so many unique operations that aren’t on the other ships. The farm deck, ore processing, bot manufacturing…” 
 
    Bret interrupted her. “All I can tell you is that you haven’t done anything that’s impeded ship operations. Until you cause a huge power failure or blow up the main engine, you’re doing fine. Trust me, no one thinks you’re a weak link.” 
 
    Shelly realized he was using humor to communicate his point. Bret was one of the original senior staff who served since the ship was launched. If he was confident in her abilities, then maybe she was worrying over nothing. 
 
    “I’m sorry to have bothered you about this, sir,” Shelly apologized. 
 
    “It’s Bret,” the communications officer corrected. “Remember, we don’t go by titles or formalities with each other, just with Captain Roberts. And don’t be sorry about coming to me. We’re here to support each other.” 
 
    His words brought a huge relief to Shelly. She spent her entire childhood competing to get a spot at the Academy and four years competing with her classmates to score a slot on a TERRA ship. Even though she accomplished the impossible by securing a senior officer position on PHOENIX, she felt that she still had to compete with her peers. However, she realized her fellow officers were not out to get her but work with her for the collective good of the ship. It was different from what she heard went on aboard a capital ship. Officers constantly worked to position themselves for promotion to become the next ship commander. That included undermining one another if it served their purposes. 
 
    Although Bret had alleviated her concerns, she still needed one question answered, and only one person on this ship could answer it. For her own piece of mind, she would talk to Captain Roberts and find out why he selected her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    John’s walk down the corridor on deck forty was brisk. He had just finished a call with Admiral Vespia, head of TERRA’s command council, and Chadwick Effen, the liaison between TERRA and the government. Their discussion centered around the Cresorians on the PHOENIX. The captain was on his way to deliver some unpleasant news to them. Given what he learned occurred the previous night in Central, he was eager to tell them what he discussed with Vespia. He had been more than accommodating to them, and they stomped on his good intentions. His goodwill had come to an end. He knew Drix would respect his decision. He had the welfare of the crew to consider. 
 
    Benjamin Ravarius was waiting at the main entry door to the detention center. “I received your message. What did the command council say?” 
 
    “You’ll learn soon enough,” John said as he hit the wall button to open the detention center doors. “No reason to sugarcoat this.” 
 
    Ben wasn’t about to question the captain. He was clearly mad, and the attorney had no intention to press him. He’d find out along with the Cresorians shortly. 
 
    Inside, the pair found Captain Olson and Chief Davers at the console station situated in the middle of the detention center. John approached them, with Ben following right behind. The attorney noticed many of the cells were occupied with groups of Cresorians. There were far more Cresorians here than just the four who caused the commotion at Homeworld Decadence yesterday. It looked like they were all assembled here. 
 
    “Are they all accounted for?” John asked Davers. 
 
    “We rounded them all up.” 
 
    Ben didn’t like what he’d just heard. “Captain, what are you doing? I thought you were only detaining the ones who caused the skirmish last night?” 
 
    Roberts ignored Ben’s questions. “Julie and Ben, with me.” 
 
    Julie spoke to John right after his call with Vespia. She already knew what he was going to tell the Cresorians. She was saddened about the council’s decision but understood it. The safety of the crew superseded any feelings she may have about Drix’s race. Maybe if Drix was still alive, he could have been an example for his people, and all of this could have been avoided. 
 
    John randomly approached one of the cells. He had no idea if there was an anointed leader for the group. His approach elicited a reaction as all the Cresorians knew he was the ship commander of the PHOENIX. 
 
    One of them shouted at him. “Captain Roberts! Why have you imprisoned us? Not all of us were involved in the disturbance yesterday.” 
 
    John was quick in his reply. “Number one, pretty much every one of you has been involved in at least one altercation on the ship. Number two, I can’t risk any of you running freely with the news I’m about to give you.” 
 
    None of them responded to the captain, so he continued. “I informed my military superiors and government about what’s occurred here. As you’re probably aware, your government has been mandating all Cresorians return to the homeworld to help rebuild the planet. We’ve given you plenty of chances, but it’s apparent none of you know how to live peacefully with the others here. Therefore, you’re all to be put off the ship.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “We have rights!” 
 
    “We don’t want to leave!” 
 
    Ben nudged John’s arm. “Captain…” 
 
    John stepped away from Ben. He had to finish what he wanted to say. “I advocated on your behalf to keep you here, but I have the welfare of the crew to consider. Despite repeated warnings, you continue to be a disruption. Now I have a crewmember recovering in medical because of you. I neither have the inclination nor desire to consider your wants or needs. A Cresorian ship will be here tomorrow to take you all back home.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” a Cresorian shouted. “We won’t go back!” 
 
    “If I need to order every one of you stunned or sedated to get you off this ship, I will.” John stepped towards the cell he was in front of. “The decision’s been made. I’m telling you this as a courtesy, not to debate. I don’t care what you think.” He looked over to Davers. “Did you receive the instructions I sent to you earlier?” 
 
    The chief nodded. “Yes, captain.” 
 
    John looked at his executive officer. “I sent a copy of my conversation with Vespia and Chadwick. We can talk about it tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Julie said. 
 
    “Captain, we need to talk about this,” Ben interjected. 
 
    “With me,” John said to Ben as he headed out of the detention center. “I’ll expect an update that they’re all ready to go,” he instructed the chief. 
 
    “I’ll make arrangements for their belongings to be brought to the hangar.” 
 
    As Captain Roberts and Ben left, Julie joined the chief back at the console station. The Cresorians remained vocal, demanding to be heard. 
 
    “You okay?” Davers asked her among the noise. 
 
    “Not really,” Julie admitted. “The Cresorians are going to be the only member of the alliance not represented here. It doesn’t seem right, but what other choice do we have?” 
 
    “It sucks,” Davers lamented. “I was hoping to get to know some of them and learn more about their culture.” He looked at Roberts’s instructions on his DAT. “I’ll get started on this.” 
 
    As Julie was about to leave, a Cresorian called out to her. “Captain Olson, you hold the same human military title as Captain Roberts.” 
 
    Julie approached the cell. The decision had been made, so it didn’t hurt to hear one of them out. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Limex,” she replied. “You hold equal title with Captain Roberts. Can you not block his order?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way,” Julie explained. “I may hold the title of captain, but on this ship, I serve as Captain Roberts executive officer. He’s the highest-ranking officer here.” 
 
    Limex seemed deflated hearing that. 
 
    “And it still wouldn’t matter even if I did outrank him,” Julie added. “This order came directly from our military superiors. The captain has to follow those orders.” 
 
    “You must be able to advocate…” Limex started, but Julie interrupted her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but the decision’s been made.” Julie walked away from the cell. This was heartbreaking, and she needed to walk away before her emotions got the better of her. 
 
    “Is there nothing that can be done?” Limex called out. Her question was met with silence. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
    John was walking so fast down the corridor, Ben could hardly keep up. “Captain…Captain Roberts, please!” John finally ceased his walk and looked at the attorney. “What was the purpose of having me there if you were just going to ignore me?” 
 
    “Your presence was nothing more than a courtesy,” John replied. 
 
    Ben felt insulted and marginalized by his answer. “I thought you valued my opinion and wanted my legal advice.” 
 
    “Your opinion’s irrelevant here. The decision’s been made.” 
 
    “You can’t kick them all off the ship,” Ben argued. “They have rights.” 
 
    “The decision’s been made,” John reiterated. “Even if I wasn’t ordered, I have complete authority to remove anyone from this ship.” 
 
    “You said you wanted a legal framework for everyone living on this ship,” Ben continued. “Legal rights involve a process. You can’t claim to want equal rights for the crew and then arbitrarily take those rights away. Things get tough, so you just toss your good intentions aside because it’s convenient?” 
 
    The captain felt he was being personally attacked, something he did not appreciate. He stepped towards Ben. “The decision to remove the Cresorians was made by our government. If you want to argue rights, take it up with our liaison. You can whine to him until we’re out of communications range.” He was about to walk away but added one more thing. “But let me make myself clear. I’m in complete agreement with this decision. If you want to advocate for them, you do it without my support. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    “Crystal.” Ben now felt he was being personally attacked. He said nothing more as the captain walked away. The attorney felt he had been duped. Did the captain really want his skills to make the ship a better place for everyone to coexist? It sure didn’t seem that way. If this was Earth, Ben could get an injunction from a judge, but PHOENIX was a military vessel. Military rules dictated that the ship commander was ultimately the judge on any legal matters. Until that changed, Captain Roberts could override any of the attorney’s decisions. 
 
    Ben had all this legal expertise, but at this moment he felt completely powerless. The captain did a good job feeding him a fantasy. He couldn’t help but feel his skills would go to waste here. He should have never come to the PHOENIX. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Vun slid itself into medical to see Mu, who was recovering from his injuries at the hands of the Cresorians. After being questioned by security, the Gercol was exonerated for its actions. Several crewmembers testified that Vun defended itself and Mu from an unwarranted aggressive attack. 
 
    “What brings you in here?” Doctor Howl asked, one of the chief medical officers, as she approached Vun. “You weren’t injured in that attack, were you?” 
 
    “No. I sustained no injuries. It takes a significant effort to harm one of my kind.” 
 
    Howl was relieved to hear that. “Good, because we still can’t make heads or tails of your biology. Your homeworld has refused to provide us with any medical data. Treating you would be difficult.” 
 
    “My homeworld does not like interacting with outsiders,” Vun said and looked around. In the distance, he spotted the person he wanted to see. “I am here to visit Mu. Is he able to engage visitors?” 
 
    Howl brought up the Rifva’s medical status on her holographic DAT. “He’s out of sedation and not in any pain. I think some company would do him good. You want me to bring you to him?” 
 
    Vun slid past the doctor. “I can find my way.” It approached the medical bed where Mu was lying. Some of his skin was a deep crimson red, a contrast from his normal orange skin color. The Gercol felt an overwhelming good sensation seeing the Rifva. 
 
    As Vun came up to the bed, Mu looked over to the Gercol and blinked his three eyes in unison. “I am told I have you to thank for protecting me.” 
 
    “Anyone on this ship would have come to your aid,” Vun replied. “I am grateful I was the one to protect you.” 
 
    “You put your life in jeopardy,” Mu pointed out. “You could have been hurt.” 
 
    Vun’s body shook a little. “I was never in danger. Their weapons posed no threat to me. Even if they could hurt me, it would not have mattered.” A portion of Vun extended out and gently took one of Mu’s hands. “You have shown me so many new wonders. The thought of any harm coming to you does not agree with me.” 
 
    Mu was touched by the Gercol’s genuine concern for him. The Rifva gently squeezed Vu’s gelatinous appendage. “There are many more wonders I look forward to sharing with you.” 
 
    Vun’s body vibrated in agreement. “It pleases me to hear that. If you like, I will stay with you.” 
 
    Mu smiled. “I would like the company.” 
 
    In the distance, Doctor Howl watched the pair in wonderment. She could clearly see something was developing between the two. It was a remarkable sight, individuals of two distinctively different races building a personal relationship. It was in these rare moments that Howl remembered why she joined the ship. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    “You have not touched your dinner,” X remarked as it watched John slowly pace around. When it announced dinner was ready, and it placed the plate down on the table, he continued meandering around the living room. The bot recognized this action meant John was deep in thought. 
 
    “Sorry, I have a lot on my mind.” Davers informed John earlier that all arrangements had been made to transport the Cresorians safely off the ship. He met with Julie to discuss the situation. She agreed with the government’s decision to hand them back over to their homeworld. They had become too much of a danger to the crew and couldn’t risk keeping them on board. Although the decision was made in the best interest of everyone on PHOENIX, it disheartened both the officers. As angry as John was for what they had done, a part of him wanted them to stay. “Vish, what time is it?” 
 
    “2132 hours,” the computer replied. 
 
    “You might as well put the food away,” John told X as he grabbed his glass of red wine and plopped himself on the couch. 
 
    “You have been preoccupied since coming home,” X observed. “Can this unit conclude it is regarding the Cresorians?” 
 
    “Yeah,” John muttered. “I feel like such a failure.” 
 
    “Please clarify. This unit does not understand what you could have done to alter their behavior on this ship.” 
 
    “Probably nothing,” John admitted. “It’s just that we worked so hard to defeat the Screen. I really believed the alliance races could move on from all the years they were oppressed. Each race, including ours, dealt with so much. It’s tough seeing the Cresorians implode.” 
 
    “You believed they would rebuild their world without impediment?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “Your conclusion is based upon your interaction with the single Cresorian who lived on PHOENIX for three years,” X pointed out. “He is not representative of how his species would behave.” 
 
    John realized his house bot had a point. John blindly assumed the Cresorians would be likable and easy going like Drix. But they were no different than humans. They all had their personalities; some good, some bad. It was a tough concept to accept. Drix came on board PHOENIX and immediately adjusted to life here. Was he that different from the rest of his kind? 
 
    “I feel like I owed it to Drix to make a home for his people who want to be here,” John said. “I’ve let him down, but I can’t let those feelings get in the way of my duties. They’ve scared and injured enough people. The crew’s well-being comes first. I sound like a broken record saying that, but it’s true.” 
 
    “This unit concludes you must reconcile your obligation to your deceased friend to your duty as ship commander.” 
 
    “You’re right. It’s just going to take me a little time to get over it.” 
 
    John’s pip suddenly beeped. “Detention center to Captain Roberts.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you, captain. One of the Cresorian’s has repeatedly asked to see you. She’s been quite insistent.” 
 
    John shook his head. “Let me get back to you. Roberts out.” John looked at his bot. “Seems like this situation won’t go away easily. One of the Cresorian’s wants to talk to me.” 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    “I’m not in a place to be objective about whatever she has to say. I’m still too angry. I need to send someone with more clarity than me, someone who I can give a purpose.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Ben didn’t know why he agreed to this meeting. The situation with the Cresorians was a closed matter to the captain. Even if Roberts did have a change of heart, his hands were tied. Their government had agreed to hand the Cresorians over to their ruling government in the spirit of cooperation and to maintain diplomatic ties. But the captain was insistent Ben meet with them as his personal representative. Just a few hours ago John was vehement in his stance. Now it seemed he was willing to reconsider. What had changed? Whatever it was, the attorney couldn’t pass up an opportunity to influence the outcome. This was his chance to make a difference. 
 
    Ben rang the bell for the detention center, and the door opened. He went over to the center console station where the detention officer was sitting. “Ben Ravarius here at Captain Roberts request.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the officer said and pointed over to the cell at the end. “I relocated her to a cell by herself in the corner. You can talk in private.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Limex.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Ben slowly made his way over to the cell, aware that every Cresorian was staring at him. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead from nerves. He was never asked to do something so important. A government diplomat should be handling this, not a run-of-the-mill lawyer. He hardly had the chance to mingle with any of the aliens on the ship. His experience dealing with aliens was pretty much non-existent. He wasn’t cut out for this, but whatever doubts he had he pushed out of his mind. He had a job to do, and he was going to do it. 
 
    Ben approached the cell and found the Cresorian was sitting on the bench. It appeared she was meditating, but he couldn’t be sure. “Hello.” Limex looked up at Ben. “I’m Ben Ravarius.” 
 
    Limex stood up and approached the cell bars. “I requested to speak with John Roberts Captain.” 
 
    “Captain Roberts has sent me as his representative,” Ben replied. “Whatever you wanted to say to him, you can say to me.” 
 
    “Unacceptable. I will only speak with him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but that’s not going to happen. Whatever you tell me I’ll communicate to him, but he’s done talking with any of you. This is your last opportunity.” 
 
    Limex didn’t immediately respond. Her body language indicated she wasn’t receptive to this arrangement. After about a minute, Ben decided to give up. 
 
    “Have a good evening,” he said and started to walk away. 
 
    “Wait! Jopif for agreeing to see me. You cannot send us back.” 
 
    Ben returned to the cell. “The decision was made by my government. Even if the captain didn’t agree with them, he has to abide by their decision.” 
 
    “We have lived as nomads our entire lives,” Limex explained. “None of us want to go back to homeworld.” 
 
    “Your government has mandated all Cresorians must return rebuild your world.” 
 
    “We do not recognize that government’s authority over us,” Limex snapped angrily. 
 
    “Our government recognizes their authority,” Ben explained. “We’re part of an alliance and our leaders are trying to maintain it. Part of that means abiding by the wishes of all alliance governments.” 
 
    Limex realized she needed to approach this another way if there was any hope of staying on PHOENIX. “Would you be saying that if you knew of the atrocities that were occurring there?” 
 
    Her statement caught Ben off-guard. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The ruling body has resorted to abusing those who have returned home. Many are forced to work duwo to bring homeworld up to the standards of the other alliance worlds. Individuals have been sold as commodities and used as slaves. Even our young hatchlings are forced to work in dangerous conditions.” 
 
    This was all news to Ben. “I’ve never heard of any such allegations. The captain hasn’t mentioned any of this.” 
 
    “The current ruling body does not want the alliance to know what is going on,” Limex said. “Did you not find it strange that all non-Cresorians are not permitted on homeworld?” 
 
    “I’m not privy to military information,” Ben revealed. 
 
    “Then ask Roberts Captain. He would know.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “For all I know, you could be making this up. You made it clear you want to stay on board. Even if what you say is true, that’s something that has to be brought up by my government through diplomatic channels.” 
 
    “If you access the computer on my ship, you will find all the proof you will need,” Limex offered. “Some on homeworld have risked their lives sending out covert transmissions documenting these abuses. Go and download the evidence from my ship, the FREUI.” 
 
    Ben hesitated to respond. It didn’t seem like she would lie about something like this; then again, it could be a last-ditch ploy to stay on board. “You should have come to the captain as soon as you found out.” 
 
    “We are a proud race,” Limex said. “We did not want outsiders knowing what we had become.” 
 
    This was far more than Ben expected. “You expect me to relay to the captain what you told me? He’ll think this is a last-ditch desperate effort for you to stay on PHOENIX. He won’t buy it.” 
 
    “If your captain is so intent on sending us back, we cannot stop you. All I ask is that you look at the evidence. You should know what you are sending us back to.” 
 
    Ben considered how to reply. He felt he was on a tightrope navigating a delicate situation. He never expected something like this to come up. But he reminded himself he didn’t have to make any decision, merely relay what the Cresorian had told him. 
 
    “I’ll inform the captain of what you told me,” Ben promised. “Whatever he decides to do is up to him. It’s out of my hands.” 
 
    “So be it,” Limex agreed. Jopif.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Late in the evening, Chief Davers arrived at Captain Roberts’s apartment with the data chip he retrieved from the FREUI. Ben remained at the captain’s place after conveying what Limex had told him. 
 
    As soon as he dismissed the chief, John wasted no time plugging the chip into the interface port of his wall monitor. What he and Ben saw made their stomachs churn. It was exactly what Limex had said…no, it was worse. Much worse. The images they watched would haunt the two men for years. For a race to treat their very own in such a despicable manner was inconceivable. Adults and young children beaten and berated and forced to work in deplorable conditions. Most were beaten long after they passed out from exhaustion. It was disturbing to see how a race could treat their own kind in such a reprehensible manner. This was behavior John expected from the Screen, not Cresorians. 
 
    Long after the wall monitor went blank, the captain continued standing there. He needed time to process what he saw. 
 
    “Captain?” Ben asked, anxious to see what John’s reaction would be. 
 
    “X, are you here?” John asked. 
 
    “Affirmative,” the bot replied. 
 
    “Pour me a glass of cab. And get one for Mr. Ravarius too.” 
 
    “I don’t drink,” Ben said. 
 
    “You do today,” John said as he pulled the data chip from the wall. 
 
    As X went to fetch the wine, Ben kept his eyes on the captain. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    John wanted to reply that he didn’t know, but he was already formulating a plan. He held a finger up to Ben to wait. It wasn’t until X returned from the kitchen and handed each of them a filled wine glass that he spoke. 
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to meet with Limex. You didn’t have to, especially the way I treated you earlier. Regarding that, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I was surprised when you reached out to me,” Ben admitted. “Now that you heard what she had to say, what are you going to do?” 
 
    John took a seat on the couch and took a sip of his wine. “You know the story of how I came to command PHOENIX?” 
 
    “Sure, it’s common knowledge. You and Captain Olson were recruited as cadets to command the ship to look for the Screen because no one in TERRA was willing to do so.” 
 
    John chuckled. “It amazes me that history can reduce complex situations into simple footnotes. That’s generally correct. Admiral Johnson recruited me because of my history of thumbing my nose at authority. It served me well at the Academy, but I sabotaged my career prospects. I had blown any chance of serving on a capital ship. That made me the ideal candidate to recruit into the EXODUS Project.” 
 
    “And Captain Olson?” 
 
    John laughed. “That’s a different story. Let’s just say Julie got here on her own merits. The bottom line is I was selected for the Screen mission because I was willing to buck authority and do what was needed to achieve the objective.” 
 
    Ben wasn’t sure where John was going with this. “It’s a great story, captain. What does it have to do with the Cresorians?” 
 
    “I agreed with the government’s decision because of my concern for the crew’s welfare. But I can’t take the easy way out after seeing what was on the data chip. Sending the Cresorians back to a place that’ll subject them to such atrocious conditions…I won’t do it. I may be an officer of TERRA, but I have a moral obligation to them.” 
 
    Ben was grateful to hear the captain wouldn’t send them back to their world. “If you won’t send them back, are you going to just let them leave the ship? Let them take off into deep space?” 
 
    “Despite the difficulties they’ve had integrating into society here, I don’t think they want to go back to roaming space alone. They want a place to call home. Whether it’s a planet or this ship…” 
 
    “Captain, maybe there’s some legal remedy we can explore…” Ben suggested, but John held his hand up. 
 
    “You don’t know me very well. Trust me when I say I have this covered. You need to put that wine glass down and walk out of here.” 
 
    That was an odd bit of instruction. Ben wasn’t sure what to do. From what he heard, Captain Roberts was straightforward and blunt. “Captain…” 
 
    “I’m not kidding, Mr. Ravarius,” John insisted. “No matter how things play out, I need to take full responsibility for it. I won’t let anyone else become collateral damage.” 
 
    Ben realized the captain was serious. He had obviously come up with a plan to help the Cresorians. If he wanted no one else involved, then it probably meant he’d be breaking a few rules. 
 
    The attorney set his wine glass down on the coffee table. “Good night, captain. If you need me for anything, please call.” 
 
    John didn’t reply. He merely nodded to Ben. 
 
    When Ben left the apartment, X rolled up to its owner. “Will you reveal what your intentions are with me?” 
 
    “Still not sure,” John replied. He looked at his bot and smiled. “I need some time alone.” 
 
    “Very well.” X went to the bedroom and closed the door. 
 
    “Lights out,” John said. He sat in the living room in darkness, only the lights from Central coming through the window provided any illumination. If he wasn’t going to send the Cresorians back, that meant only one thing: he was going to have to defy orders. Just when he thought those days were behind him, John found himself about to repeat his old habits and go against TERRA. Well, commanding this ship was fun while it lasted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    0100 hours. 
 
    Mitchell had a late night in engineering. He made sure not to make too much noise entering his quarters so as not to disturb his sleeping wife. As he went to grab the dinner Julie had left for him in the fridge, he checked his personal inbox. He was surprised to find a message from Captain Roberts. 
 
    0500 hours. 
 
    Julie got up at her usual time to start her day. In a few hours, the Cresorian vessel would arrive to take the Cresorians on PHOENIX back to their homeworld. It would be a sad day for her. Even though they had been a constant disruption on the ship, their presence provided a reminder of Drix for her. Losing them felt like losing him all over again. 
 
    She went over the rendezvous details on her DAT. The ship would dock in front of the hangar bay. The Cresorians would be escorted back to their ships by security. Then the ship would tow the smaller Cresorian vessels out of the hangar via an energy tractor beam. Simple and straightforward. 
 
    After adjusting her uniform, Julie stepped out of the bedroom where she was immediately swept into the arms of her husband. He planted a passionate kiss on her lips. Her spirits were immediately lifted, her sadness erased. 
 
    “Surprise!” Mitchell smiled. 
 
    “I’ll say,” Julie said as she wrapped her arms around him. “You just made my day much better.” 
 
    “There’s more,” Mitchell revealed. “I’m treating you to a surprise candlelight breakfast in the board room. 0800 hours.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Julie replied in disappointment. “The Cresorian ship is arriving around that time.” 
 
    Mitchell shook his head. “The captain says it’s going to be routine, nothing that requires your presence. He put the bug in my ear about treating you like a queen. He’s set the board room aside for us exclusively.” 
 
    That was overly generous of John to do. Julie was certain he would want her on the command deck when the Cresorians were off-loaded, if for nothing else to provide emotional support. Then again, John was going to be relieved when they were off the ship. Julie was just overthinking things. John would be fine. “Who am I to turn down a breakfast date with my husband,” as Julie kissed Mitchell. 
 
    0758 hours 
 
    John stepped onto the command deck. He proceeded down into the pit and over to the operations table. “Report.” 
 
    “All systems report normal,” Shelly replied. 
 
    “We received a transmission from the Cresorian vessel DUDOS,” Bret added. “They should be here in about four minutes.” 
 
    John nodded. “Very good.” He looked around the command deck as he tapped his fingers on the operations table. “Jufo, I’d like to take control of navigation during our rendezvous with them.” 
 
    The Senfo, along with the rest of the command deck staff, was surprised by the captain’s statement. “Captain, I did not realize you had an interest in such things.” 
 
    “A good captain tries to keep as many of their skills honed as possible,” John said as he approached the navigation station. “This simple rendezvous shouldn’t be much of a challenge.” 
 
    Jufo looked around and saw the nervous looks on everyone, which only added to his apprehension. “Jalot, but your piloting skills are quite renowned.” 
 
    John chuckled. “I’m the first to admit I can fly a fighter as well as a brick hurtling through the sky. I think I’ll do okay maneuvering PHOENIX on thrusters.” 
 
    The captain seemed confident, which put the navigation officer at ease. Jufo reluctantly gave up his station to the captain. “I will remain by your side to provide any guidance if you need it.” He brought over another chair and stood on it next to the captain. 
 
    John jumped in main navigation seat. “Much appreciated.” 
 
    “Cresorian ship has emerged from their jump and is on approach,” Tim Richardson announced from the operations table. “Whoa! That thing is huge!” 
 
    John checked the readings on the DUDOS from the navigation station. He was surprised by how big it was. It was close to the size of PHOENIX. When he heard a freighter was coming, John just assumed it was a ship only big enough to hold maybe a hundred people. 
 
    “I didn’t know Cresorians had ships this big?” Shelly remarked. 
 
    “They don’t,” John said as he reviewed the sensor readings. “The ship is comprised of hundreds of smaller vessels.” John looked at Shelly. “Cresorian ships are modular in design. They can quickly hook up to one another to make larger ships.” 
 
    “Cool concept, but what’s the point of putting together such a large ship to come and pick up only thirty-eight Cresorians?” Bret wondered. 
 
    “It’s like they’re in a pissing contest with us, wanting their ship to be bigger than PHOENIX,” Tim remarked. “Sorry, captain.” 
 
    “I’m with you on that.” John found it strange that they Cresorians would send a ship so large to meet them. There was no reason to do such a thing. Were they trying to prove something? 
 
    The captain was up all night trying to come up with a plan to keep the Cresorians on board. He thought of every underhanded tactic he could to save them and make it appear he was trying to follow orders. His plan involved maneuvering PHOENIX in such an out of control manner that the DUDOS couldn’t get in front of the hangar. 
 
    But as he sat there with the navigational controls in front of him, he had second thoughts. He realized he couldn’t go through with it. He was the captain of the PHOENIX, not a rebel cadet anymore. TERRA captains faced the consequences of their actions, no matter what. If he went through with his plan, he would just be running away from this situation. He owed it to his friend Drix. He needed to take a stand for them. 
 
    John sighed. “Open a communications channel to the freighter…ship.” 
 
    “On it,” Bret said. “We’re getting a reply.” 
 
    Above the operations table, a holographic image of a Cresorian appeared. “Human vessel PHOENIX. This is Buinox of the Cresorian vessel DUDOS.” 
 
    “Buinox, I’m Captain Roberts of the PHOENIX.” 
 
    “What is the status of our citizens?” 
 
    “They’re being escorted to our hangar as we speak,” John replied. “However, some recent information was brought to my attention.” 
 
    “What information?” Buinox asked. 
 
    “That’s for our governments to disseminate. Until such time, I’ve decided the Cresorians will remain on PHOENIX as my guests.” 
 
    “Unacceptable!” Buinox blurted angrily. “They must be returned to homeworld for rebuilding efforts. Your government agreed to the transfer.” 
 
    “And I’m no longer honoring that agreement,” John stated. “They’re staying here.” 
 
    “No, we will be docking in front of your hangar as agreed,” Buinox countered. “Hold your position.” 
 
    John punched a few buttons on the navigation console. Suddenly, a beep sounded from the operations table. Shelly checked on it. “Captain, I’m showing our engine emitter ports have opened up. We’re venting drive plasma.” 
 
    “Engineering to command deck,” came the voice of Exquinidunadurana, the Quix chief engineer. “Are you aware we have started venting plasma?” 
 
    “I opened the ports,” John replied. 
 
    Jufo tried to help the captain. “Just restrict the flow here, and you can close the ports.” 
 
    John shot the Senfo a stern look. “Negative. Stand down, Jufo. Engineering, allow the plasma to vent.” 
 
    “Understood, captain,” Exquinidunadurana replied. 
 
    “Captain, sensor resolution is being affected by the discharge,” Shelly reported. “The DUDOS will have the same problem.” 
 
    “The DUDOS is attempting to contact us,” Bret said. 
 
    “It looks like they’re still trying to maneuver towards the hangar entrance,” Tim added. 
 
    “DUDOS, this is your final warning,” John said. “Halt your advance and maintain your distance from our ship.” He wasn’t about to give them a chance to comply, and he figured they wouldn’t. It was time to put his substandard piloting skills to good use. He hit a couple of buttons, which resulted in PHOENIX lurching sideways. 
 
    Jufo looked at the data screen. “You have put us in a slow tailspin.” 
 
    John didn’t say anything as he worked the navigation controls. He activated the shields from the station before speaking up. “DUDOS, I’ve raised our shields. With them up, and the ship randomly making maneuvers, you have no chance of docking with us. If you continue your advance, I’ll jump my ship, and you’ll never see us again.” 
 
    The staff looked at one another. None of them could understand why the captain was behaving this way. 
 
    Shelly whispered to Tim. “Is this normal?” 
 
    “Just roll with it,” Tim advised. Even though he had no idea what the captain was up to, he knew enough about John to be confident that he did have a plan. 
 
    “I’m getting a message from the DUDOS,” Bret reported. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” John ordered. 
 
    “Roberts Captain. We are ceasing our docking attempts. But hear this, your actions today will be reported to our government. We will lodge a formal protest with your people. This is not over.” 
 
    “They’ve cut the signal,” Bret reported. 
 
    “I’m reading the DUDOS is jumping away from our location,” Tim added. 
 
    John sighed as he got up and relinquished the navigation station to Jufo. “Let it be noted that I have knowingly defied a direct order from TERRA to hand our Cresorian residents over to their government. I’ve done this on my own accord with no help from anyone. Roberts to security.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Davers said. 
 
    “Are the Cresorians in the hangar?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Waiting for the DUDOS to dock.” 
 
    “Please escort them back to the detention center,” John instructed. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later.” 
 
    “Understood. Davers out.” 
 
    John looked at Tim. “Keep sensors peeled for the DUDOS. They may try to return.” 
 
    “Our sensors are going to be hampered until the plasma dissipates,” Tim reminded. 
 
    “Understood,” John said as he headed out of the pit. He had no regrets for what he had done. If it cost him his career, so be it. At least he’d be able to look at himself in the mirror. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Eight hours later, John was seated behind his desk in his office. He was looking at Admiral Vespia on the display monitor. She had just finished reading his report on what transpired with the DUDOS. She was not happy. 
 
    “I don’t know where to begin” she started. “This was a simple transfer, nothing more. What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    John was stunned by the question. “What was I thinking? Didn’t you see the video feeds of what’s happening on their world?” 
 
    “I saw it,” Vespia confirmed. “As distasteful as it was to see, you still should have transferred them to the DUDOS.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m hearing this…” John rolled his eyes. 
 
    “There are protocols to adhere to,” Vespia reminded. “We could have logged a formal protest with the Cresorian government, demanded observers be sent to their world.” 
 
    “At the expense of their people’s suffering? No. It’s wrong. I couldn’t go through with it.” 
 
    “You’ve put me in a difficult position, captain. Most of our government officials want to replace me with an Earth Security officer. I’m barely able to convince them that I should lead TERRA. This complicates things for me.” 
 
    “I don’t care!” John shouted. The last thing he cared about was military politics. “If you’re so concerned about your ass, then blame me for everything. Tell the council and the government I acted alone and without your approval. If I lose my commission so you can remain head of TERRA, so be it. But I won’t hand the Cresorians over. Sending them home is sentencing them to a life of torture.” 
 
    Vespia was surprised by the intensity of John’s response. She studied him for a moment. She knew from reading PHOENIX’s logs during the Screen mission that their first alien encounter was with a Cresorian named Drix. He was held in high esteem by the crew. Whatever personal feelings John had regarding Drix, it seemed to have transferred to the Cresorians. He was willing to put his career on the line for them. It reminded Vespia of her ex-husband, Oliver Johnson. He oversaw the EXODUS Project that built the PHOENIX. He spent years living under the threat of being discovered for what he was really doing: building a ship to seek out the Screen rather than the project’s mission to build a vessel to take the best and brightest of humanity out into the stars. 
 
    “I thought I had a pretty good read on you from your Academy file and our brief interaction,” Vespia said. “You defied TERRA to do what’s right, but you didn’t do it with your own self-interest in mind. Would you really give up your career to save them and protect me? Just a few months ago we were at each other’s throats in my office.” 
 
    “Protecting them is worth losing my career,” John replied. “If you truly want TERRA to change, then saving you is worth it too.” 
 
    Vespia leaned into the monitor. “You surprise me. I thought I had you figured out, but you’ve thrown me for a loop. For what it’s worth, you just made an ally today. I’ll make sure the council and government recognize that what you did was right. Your commission is safe.” 
 
    “Thank you, admiral.” 
 
    “I do recommend that you hightail PHOENIX out of the area,” she advised. “The further you’re away, the less likely they’ll demand your head.” 
 
    “We’ll be underway this evening,” John promised. 
 
    “Then take care, captain. Safe travels.” Vespia ended the transmission abruptly before he could respond. John never expected that he and Admiral Vespia would come to an understanding. What was more remarkable was that they finally respected each other. John had viewed the admiral no differently than most officers in TERRA. She was an opportunist, doing whatever she could to advance her own career. But she was willing to jeopardize her tenuous position to support him. It was a pleasant surprise. 
 
    Before he could mull over his good fortune, the door chime rang. “Who is it?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s Julie.” 
 
    Now he had another person to answer to. John realized the conversation with Julie wouldn’t be pleasant. “Come in.” 
 
    The executive officer entered, came right up to the desk, and got in John’s face. She was clearly mad. “You really thought you were going to get away with it?” 
 
    “With what?” asked an innocent acting John. That was a mistake. It only incensed her. 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, John!” 
 
    John realized he wasn’t going to pull the wool over her eyes. They had been through too much for him to hide the truth from her. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure how this was going to play out,” John said as he got up and made his way around the desk. “I needed you out of the loop, so you could have plausible deniability, in case I was removed from command.” 
 
    “So, you manipulated my husband to keep me off the command deck?” Julie asked. 
 
    “First question they would have asked was where my executive officer was. I used Mitchell to keep you out of it. He had no idea what I was up to. Blame me.” 
 
    Julie pointed her finger at him. “I don’t need your protection. You should have told me. We’re in this together.” 
 
    “I couldn’t risk it,” John admitted. “I was trying to come up with some way to save them and get away with it. I couldn’t do it. I realized I had to be responsible for my actions, no matter what. But I didn’t want you to get hurt. If I lost command, fine, but at least you would take over as ship commander.” 
 
    “We’re military officers, John. Things aren’t supposed to be easy for us. You can’t be protecting me when you think things will get tough. No more shielding me from things, okay? You’re not my protector.” 
 
    “Okay,” John promised. “I just didn’t see any way out of this. I couldn’t send them back.” 
 
    She knew he was referring to the videos of what was occurring on the Cresorian’s world. He had given her the heads up about it. “Is it really that bad?” 
 
    “It’s bad, Julie. Real bad,” he said as he slumped on the couch. 
 
    She took a seat next to him. “Can I see the videos?” 
 
    John shook his head. “No, I won’t tarnish Drix’s memory. I don’t want you to see what his people are capable of. After watching the videos, I couldn’t hand them over. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.” 
 
    Julie believed him, and a part of her didn’t want to see what Cresorians were capable of. John wouldn’t have risked his career so carelessly. “Is TERRA going to do anything?” 
 
    “Admiral Vespia’s on my side,” John revealed. “She’s promised she’ll convince our government that I did the right thing.” 
 
    Julie was relieved to hear that his position appeared safe. “We assumed that with the Screen defeated, all the alliance races could continue as nothing had happened. The Cresorians need to learn to live with freedom now. If we’re not going to send them back, what do we do with them?” 
 
    “They won’t go back to living on their small ships, so I see two options,” John explained. “We find them an uninhabited life-supporting planet for them or figure out a way to assimilate them to life on the ship.” 
 
    “It’ll take time to find a planet for them,” Julie said. “They’re going to have to learn to live on this ship, regardless if they stay or eventually go.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s appropriate to keep them in the detention center until a solution comes up. It could be years before we find a suitable planet for them.” 
 
    “Maybe you can garner some goodwill from them now that you’ve spared them from going home,” Julie pointed out. “They may be willing to be more cooperative.” 
 
    “One way to find out,” John said. “We’ll need to come up with a plan for how to keep them on board while keeping the crew safe.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Chief Davers and Ben Ravarius were waiting in the detention center for Captains Roberts and Olson. They were going to have a meeting with the Cresorians and wanted them present for it. Davers was already aware of what the captain did, but Ben only learned about what John did through ship gossip. Both met with Captains Roberts and Olson earlier to brainstorm how to keep the Cresorians on the ship. After coming up with a plan of action, they arranged to meet that evening to inform their guests in the detention center what would happen to them. 
 
    As the two captains entered the detention center, Roberts nodded to the chief and Ravarius before speaking to the Cresorians. 
 
    “Early this morning, a Cresorian ship rendezvoused with us so that you could be transferred off PHOENIX and sent back to your homeworld. However, after learning what’s going on your world, I’ve decided to keep you on this ship.” 
 
    The Cresorians broke out in celebration in their cells. Ben smiled and nodded to Limex, who was still in the corner cell by herself. She nodded back to Ben, grateful that the human followed through on his word. 
 
    John held his hands up to get their attention. When their jubilations died down, he continued. “What happens next is up to you. You can either choose to remain on PHOENIX indefinitely or stay until we come across a suitable planet for you to settle on.” 
 
    “You are an honorable twuqoc,” a male Cresorian said. 
 
    “You’re going be on this ship a while if you want us to find you a planet,” John continued. “Because I’m letting you stay doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten about your past actions. The welfare of the crew is paramount to me. I won’t risk their safety, even for you.” 
 
    He nodded to Julie who stepped forward. “Until you’ve proven to us that you’re trustworthy, none of you will be allowed to roam the ship unattended. You’ll be relocated to a block of quarters together where you’ll remain under guard. Only a few of you will be allowed to explore a ship at a given time. Those of you out of your quarters will be under security escort. Each week you’ll meet with a legal representative who’ll evaluate your behavior and progress. Once you’ve proven you can be trusted, we’ll consider loosening up these restrictions.” 
 
    The proposal did not go over well with them. 
 
    “That’s not fair!” 
 
    “You’re treating us as prisoners!” 
 
    “Is this how you treat allies!?” 
 
    John’s patience was at an end. “Enough!” His outburst surprised the Cresorians, and they all fell silent. “This is not open for debate. This is the condition of you remaining on board. If you feel you can’t abide by these terms, then I’ll throw all of you back on your ships, and you can go back to living in open space.” 
 
    The Cresorians looked at one another nervously. It appeared that the notion of living as nomads once more didn’t appeal to them. None of them offered any further protests. 
 
    “We’ll give you until tomorrow to decide what you want to do,” John continued. “In the meantime, we’ll have one of you act as your collective representative. Limex, you’ll speak for your people.” 
 
    Davers unlocked the cell bars from the station console as Ben went to open them to let Limex out. 
 
    “Why choose her?” a Cresorian asked. “We should determine who should speak for us.” 
 
    “Because she’s the one of you who has behaved,” John replied. In reviewing all the security reports on the Cresorians, he found that Limex was the only one who hadn’t started an altercation with anyone. In fact, for some of the disturbances where she was present, witnesses reported she tried to defuse the situations. 
 
    John also had another reason to choose her. She and Ben had already cemented the beginnings of a working relationship, and the captain wanted to take advantage of it. 
 
    Limex was hesitant to leave the cell and needed some coaxing from Ben. “It’s okay, you can come out.” 
 
    Assured by his words, she exited the cell and approached the captains and security chief. She wasn’t sure what to say to them. 
 
    John studied her for a moment before speaking. “Mr. Ravarius, why don’t you and the chief escort Limex to her quarters. We’ll talk tomorrow.” 
 
    “Right this way,” Ben motioned. He and Limex walked together out of the detention center, with Davers following behind them. 
 
    “I should have thanked John Captain for not handing us over,” Limex said as they walked down the corridor.  
 
    “He’s a good man,” Ben remarked. “When he saw the videos from your world he wasn’t about to send any of you back.” 
 
    “Has my government responded to what he did?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Ben replied. “Whatever response they come back with will be dealt by our government. None of you need to worry about that. The captain won’t make you leave as long as your people can live here peacefully.” 
 
    “I do apologize for how my brethren have acted. Although we are elated that the Screen have been defeated, most are angry that it was at the cost of our world. They cannot fathom that we are left with nothing on our world.” 
 
    “What about you?” Ben asked. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “If I could do to the Screen what they did to my people, I would do so without hesitation,” Limex admitted. “However, the Screen homeworld has been destroyed. We cannot exact revenge.” 
 
    Ben wasn’t aware of that. TERRA had publicly reported that the Screen’s world was under quarantine, nothing more. 
 
    “I cannot undo what has been done to my world,” Limex continued. “It is only best to move forward. All we can do is rebuild our identity as a race.” 
 
    “Sounds pragmatic,” Ben said. “You think you can convince the others to do the same?” 
 
    “I will do what I can to convince them,” Limex promised. “What your captain did for us was honorable, and I will not allow the others to disrespect that honor. And there is your honor to consider. Because of you, the captain learned of what is occurring on our world. I will never forget that.” 
 
    Limex put her wrists together and bowed slightly to Ben. He had no idea what that meant. He just smiled and nodded as they continued down the corridor. He was happy how things turned out. Perhaps there was a chance for the attorney to make a difference on the ship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    PHOENIX finally jumped into open space, traveling at faster than light speed to begin its journey of exploration. Shelly was starting to feel comfortable in her position as senior operations officer. The last couple of days had been challenging for her. Ship systems were checked numerous times to ensure they were in optimal shape, and she’d had to coordinate with departments to allocate resources they needed. Despite feeling overwhelmed at times, she was feeling more confident doing her job and found herself more at ease using Vish when needed. 
 
    It was early evening, and Central was bustling with activity. Shelly made her way to The Lounge. This was her favorite spot to relax after work. As usual, the venue was full of people. Max, his two bartenders, and three service bots were busy serving drinks to both human and alien patrons. Shelly managed to find an open spot up at the bar. She hesitated to take it when she saw Captain Roberts. He was chatting with a couple of civilians and didn’t notice his senior officer. She still found it uncomfortable talking to him while on duty. Even though everyone said he was an easy-going individual, she couldn’t imagine talking to him off-duty. It would be weird. 
 
    She reminded herself that he chose her for a reason and that she needed to stop doubting herself. Despite her apprehension, she decided to take a chance. Taking a deep breath, she made her way to the open seat at the bar next to John. The captain had his back towards her and she did not attempt to make her presence known. 
 
    “Hi Shelly,” Max said as he made his way to her. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “Strawberry daiquiri.” 
 
    John heard her name and turned around. “Shelly! How goes it?” 
 
    “Good, sir.” She tried to conceal her nervousness. “I don’t want to bother you or your friends.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” John replied as he excused himself from his civilian friends. “We haven’t had a chance to chat one-on-one.” He motioned to Max and tapped his wine glass. “How have you been settling in your position?” 
 
    “It’s been fine, sir,” Shelly lied. 
 
    John knew better. Bret had already confided to him that Shelly was having some doubts about her ability to handle her position. “Be honest with me. If something’s bothering you, I want to know.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, sir,” Shelly insisted. “I don’t want you to think I’m not up to the challenge.” 
 
    “Shelly, you already got the job,” John reiterated. “If I wasn’t confident in your abilities, I wouldn’t have posted you to the senior ops position.” 
 
    That was the opening Shelly needed to ask what had always been on her mind. “I’m grateful you chose me for the post, but why did you choose me? There are more qualified officers serving on capital ships you could have selected.” 
 
    John smiled. “Yes, yes there were.” 
 
    Shelly was confused. He wasn’t disputing her statement at all. “So why pick me?” 
 
    John took a sip from his replenished wine glass as Max slid Shelly’s daiquiri to her. “Five and a half million credits.” 
 
    She was still confused. “Excuse me, sir?” 
 
    “That’s how much I was offered collectively by all the prominent families in TERRA. They were desperate to get their members posted to a senior position on PHOENIX and were willing to pay me good money. Hell, I could have retired and lived the rest of my life with no worries.” 
 
    Shelly wasn’t surprised he turned down the money. He was a man of integrity. “So why did you pick me?” 
 
    John demeanor became serious. “Those families used their money and influence to get whatever posts they wanted. None of them earned their positions. There’s no way I was going to let that to happen on this ship. Not while I’m in command. As for why I chose you, anyone who was coming to PHOENIX would have a huge learning curve. This ship has systems and facilities no capital ship possesses. It didn’t matter to me if an experienced or inexperienced officer was given a post. They needed to have the ability to function here. I read your Academy file. You did pretty well there…” 
 
    “I wasn’t at the top of my class,” Shelly pointed out. 
 
    “Neither was I, and I’m PHOENIX’s ship commander. A cadet’s ability isn’t measured just by their class ranking alone. What caught my attention was your tenacity. You would redo assignments over and over until you got them just right.” 
 
    “I didn’t like making mistakes,” Shelly admitted. 
 
    “And you always corrected them. You were willing to learn from your mistakes and try again. You never let failure get in your way. To me, it was the perfect fit for the senior operations position. I needed someone who could come in and work the position unafraid of making mistakes.” 
 
    “If I could be honest sir, it hasn’t been easy,” Shelly revealed. 
 
    “Has the ship blown up? Have people died because of your self-doubts?” John could see those words put her at ease. “Anyone else new to that post would have the same doubts. I questioned Admiral Johnson when he chose me to command this ship. The bottom line is that you’ve done well in ops. You’re just going to get better as time goes on.” 
 
    Shelly was relieved to have this conversation with the captain. All her worries were now gone. Knowing the reason why he selected her made the difference. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. That means a lot.” 
 
    John raised his glass as he smiled. As he did, he spotted Andre entering the bar. He was still using a cane and limping as he walked. 
 
    “If you excuse me, there’s someone I need to see.” John smiled to Shelly as he went over to greet Andre. 
 
    The elderly civilian crewmember looked around The Lounge. He had taken the captain’s advice and was trying to go out on his own more often. It was tough. He constantly felt out of place no matter where he went. Despite the captain’s assurances that it would take time to adjust to living here, Andre still felt like a stranger. 
 
    “I’m glad to see your out and about,” John said as he approached Andre. 
 
    The elderly man was relieved to see the captain. “I’ve been doing as you said and going out more. I don’t want to keep bothering you.” 
 
    “You’re not,” John assured. The captain had been enjoying his time with Andre. He never knew his father growing up and enjoyed listening to Andre’s stories about when he was younger and about raising a family. 
 
    “We can take a seat at my table.” John pointed to the empty table at the center of the club by the stage. The table was always reserved for the captain. 
 
    Andre nodded and followed him to the table. As they sat, a service bot came up. 
 
    “May I get you something to drink?” the red square bot asked. 
 
    John held up his wine glass. “I’m good.” 
 
    “I’ll have a glass of chardonnay,” Andre replied. 
 
    “Put it on my tab,” John told the bot. 
 
    “Very good,” it answered as it walked away. 
 
    “Sorry I haven’t had a chance to stop by to visit,” John started, but Andre shook his head. 
 
    “You’re a busy man. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    John leaned forward. “Are you doing okay?” 
 
    “I’m making an effort. It’s not easy getting used to things here, but I’m trying.” 
 
    “What about your leg?” John asked. “Why haven’t you gone to medical to get it taken care of?” 
 
    Andre only shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “I think you’ll be happier getting your health in order,” John suggested. “This is a big ship. Wouldn’t it be great if you could move freely without being in pain?” 
 
    “I’m not hurting,” Andre clarified. “My leg just gets numb and gives out sometimes.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” John said as the bot returned and set Andre’s drink on the table. “Do yourself a favor, get it taken care of.” 
 
    Andre looked at John’s hands, which were full of scars. “What about your hands?” 
 
    John looked at them and put them on his lap underneath the table. “Old wounds.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get those removed?” 
 
    John didn’t want to go into the reason why he had them. “I keep them as a reminder to myself. I was in a pretty bad spot at one time. I keep the scars as a reminder never to get to such a place again.” They reminded John of when he descended into darkness. He was so upset losing Alex’sis, he tortured some Screen prisoners they had in custody and wound up killing one. He vowed never to act in such a way again. The scars were punishment for his actions. 
 
    “They’re not keeping me from doing what I want,” John pointed out. “Your leg…” 
 
    “I know you just want to help,” Andre interrupted. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “I hope you do. We have the best medical staff in the fleet with some of the most advanced equipment. They’ll be able to fix you up in no time.” 
 
    Andre changed the subject as he looked at the stage. “Do they do performances here?” 
 
    John quickly checked his holographic DAT. “Doesn’t look like anything’s going on tonight.” 
 
    Andre nodded. “There is something I’d like to try.” 
 
    “Sure, what is it?” 
 
    “I haven’t spoken to an alien since coming here. Would you mind introducing one to me?” 
 
    John smiled. “I’d love to.” Now, this is what Andre needed to do to acclimate to the life here. The captain was pleased that he was making an effort. He looked around and spotted a group of Onixins and Senfo at a table. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Andre waited as John went to the aliens’ table. The old man looked around, amazed that he was actually on a starship full of different aliens. He reiterated to himself what the captain had told him. He could find happiness here. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It was just before 2300 hours when John got back to his apartment. He wasn’t tired and could have stayed out longer, but Andre was not used to being out so late. John escorted him back to his quarters before returning home. 
 
    “How was your evening?” X asked as John entered the apartment. 
 
    “It was good. Chatted with Shelly, then met up with Andre.” 
 
    “Is he doing well?” 
 
    “Pretty good,” John replied. “I introduced him to a few Onixins and Senfo. He did well with them. I then introduced him to Unarnu. I think he was overwhelmed talking to a seven-foot tall Quix, but he got used to it. Unarnu was patient answering all of Andre’s questions.” 
 
    “Can I get you anything?” the bot asked. 
 
    “Just water and maybe a little snack,” John answered as he slumped on the couch. He took a few moments to collect his thoughts as X rolled into the kitchen. He went over what he needed to do tomorrow. “Vish, any new messages for me?” 
 
    “One new message from Mars. It is from David Block.” 
 
    The name got John’s attention and he sat up. David was one of his best friends at the Academy, along with Billy Pedia. It was David and Billy who were responsible for distributing PHOENIX’s adventures to the public during the Screen mission. For a brief time, David served aboard PHOENIX but found living with aliens too disconcerting. He relocated to Mars to work at the communications station. 
 
    John was anxious to hear what he had to say. They hadn’t spoken since his friend left PHOENIX. The captain did keep in regular contact with Billy, who had just been promoted to senior communications officer of the Mars center. “Play the message, Vish.” 
 
    “Hi John, it’s David. I hope this reaches you in time before you’re too far out of range. I’ve been wrangling with how to approach this, but there’s no easy way. I wanted to give things a chance here on Mars before I sent this message. 
 
    “I made a mistake. I should have never left PHOENIX.  I’m miserable here. No one wants anything to do with me. Despite what Billy and I did, everyone acts like he’s the one who put his life on the line to get your story to the public. I’ve been treated like the rest of my family. People barely tolerate me. I’ve been told more than once I should leave TERRA. Mom’s divorcing dad and she blames me for him losing his commission. Both my brothers have also been drummed out of TERRA. My entire family say I’m responsible for what’s happened to them. They want nothing to do with me. 
 
    “I’m alone here. The only person I have is Billy, and I rarely see him anymore. I think he’s keeping me at a distance because he doesn’t want to jeopardize his own career. I know I struggled with life on PHOENIX, but I’d rather live there then spend the rest of my life here. I know I’m asking a lot of you, but if there’s any way you could arrange to get me back to PHOENIX? I’d be so grateful. You’re all I have left, John. Please help me. I anxiously await your reply.” 
 
    The message ended. John said nothing. He didn’t even notice X offering him the food and drink he asked for. 
 
    “Your body posture indicates you did not expect the message to contain such contents,” X observed. 
 
    “I had no idea how bad things have gotten for him,” John muttered. “I talked to Billy several times. He never mentioned any of this to me.” 
 
    “Is it possible David has concealed his problems from Billy?” X postulated. 
 
    John couldn’t fathom that being the case. “They’re best friends. He shouldn’t have to hide this from Billy.” 
 
    “Are you going to get him?” 
 
    John was about to reply instinctively “yes” but found himself holding back. Things weren’t that simple anymore. He wasn’t that brash cadet who would act without thinking first. He had responsibilities now, a mission to undertake. He already defied TERRA by refusing to off-load the Cresorians. They certainly wouldn’t be happy if PHOENIX showed up at Mars to pick up one person. 
 
    “I’m going to have to sleep on it,” John replied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    John barely paid attention during the senior staff meeting in the board room. His thoughts were preoccupied with his friend David. As soon as he got up to start his day he contacted Julie and had her listen to David’s message. He needed another opinion and she was the only person he trusted to give him an honest answer. 
 
    “I expect the new diagnostic test we designed for the engine will proceed uninterrupted while we are traveling at faster than light.” 
 
    “Thanks, Postun,” Julie said to the Onixin chief engineer. She turned to the rest of the staff. “That’s it for ship business. Is there anything else?” 
 
    Tim Richardson spoke up. “The astronomy department contacted me this morning with a peculiar finding. They picked up an anomalous object in their sensor sweep of one of the sectors they were studying.” 
 
    That got John’s attention. “What sort of reading?” 
 
    “I’m hoping Unarnu can tell us,” as Tim looked at the Quix. “I sent you the data this morning.” 
 
    The science officer brought up a holographic image of space. “After careful examination, I was able to isolate the location of the anomaly.” An arrow appeared and pointed to an area of space. 
 
    “It’s not too far from us,” Shelly noticed. 
 
    “Is it an energy reading?” Bret asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Korifluxinina replied. “Based on my analysis, the object is emitting a minute energy emission. Review of sensor data has been unsuccessful in determining what sort of energy emission it may be.” 
 
    “An unknown object, something we’ve never encountered.” John was excited at the prospect. 
 
    “Let me clarify my statement,” Korifluxinina added. “It is unknown as our sensors do not have sufficient resolution to determine what it could be. All I can say is the object appears quite large and is discharging a unknown energy discharge that is almost undetectable.” 
 
    “It does not appear there are any ships in the vicinity,” as Rudov looked at the surrounding area. 
 
    “Vish, how far is the nearest star system from the object?” Julie asked. 
 
    A second arrow pointed to a star on the map as Vish replied. “The nearest star system is six light years away.” 
 
    “We can get there in nupo junx,” Jufo said. “Six and one quarter human hours.” 
 
    Discovering something new is what John needed to focus his attention. “This is what we’re out here for. Let’s alter course to investigate. Unarnu, you and Shelly work with the science departments to come up with a game plan to study whatever the object might be. Tim, have a contingent of fighter bots ready to launch, both for defense and retrieval.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the staff replied in unison. 
 
    “Dismissed,” Julie said. She and John waited for the staff to vacate the board room before they talked. “I listened to his message.” 
 
    “You think I should go get him?” John asked. 
 
    “He’s your best friend. I know what you would like to do.” 
 
    “I need to know what you think,” John insisted. 
 
    “If it was anyone else…” Julie started. “But this is David. Even though he and Billy weren’t here with us, they were as much a part of the Screen mission as we were.” 
 
    “I know, but he’s asking me to turn this ship around to get him because he’s unhappy,” John said. “We’re just getting underway with our exploration mission. How can I take us back to the solar system? I can’t use this ship as my personal valet.” 
 
    Julie just shrugged her shoulders. “You can because it’s David. He deserves better than what he’s going through now. You can always take a shuttle back if you wanted.” 
 
    “Given the problems we’ve had with the Cresorians, I’m not comfortable leaving PHOENIX,” John replied. He remembered something Julie told him once. “When we first started on this ship you told me I had to stop thinking about myself and do what’s right for the crew” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “Things have changed. As hard as it was seeing some of our friends leave, I accepted that that’s life. David did a lot for us, but that’s in the past. I’m responsible for a ship of thousands. I can’t just do whatever I want to help a friend out, even if it is David. As much as I hate to say it, he made his choice. He’s going to have to make the best of his situation.” 
 
    Julie nodded. She couldn’t argue with him. “Maybe in time people will forget about his family and he’ll be able to have a good career in TERRA.” 
 
    “I’m banking on it,” John hoped. “In one respect, I’m glad to hear that the elite families are being treated with disdain, but on the other, I hate that one of our friends is being affected.” 
 
    “Will you send him a message with your decision?” Julie asked. 
 
    “I owe it to him. I won’t blame him for hating me. I hope someday he can forgive me.” 
 
    Julie was more optimistic. “I think he’ll understand.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    A few hours later the senior staff was assembled at their stations on the command deck. The ship was about to arrive at the coordinates where the unknown object was picked up. Everyone was anxious to learn what it could be. All the sensors told them was that it was big. Very big. The width of the object was far larger than even the PHOENIX. 
 
    “Approaching coordinates,” Jufo reported. “Taking the ship out of its jump.” 
 
    “Scanning the area,” Korifluxinina announced. 
 
    John looked over at Tim on the other side of the operations table. “Have the bots on standby, just in case.” 
 
    “I’ve got them queued up and ready to launch,” Tim confirmed. 
 
    Julie analyzed the sensor data. “It doesn’t appear there are any ships out here. I’m not picking up any energy readings.” 
 
    “We’re not picking up any communications either,” Bret added. 
 
    Korifluxinina’s station beeped. “I have located the object. It is 200,000 kilometers from our position. Captain…” but she said nothing more as she double-checked her readings. 
 
    “What is it?” John inquired. 
 
    “I’m picking up significant amounts of ferillics.” 
 
    Julie gave John a nervous look. “That’s the metallic compound commonly used in Screen vessels.” 
 
    The last thing John expected was to encounter something related to the alliance’s sworn enemy. “Battle stations. Raise shield, ready starburst, ruialon emitters, and load up torpedo tubes one through four. Tim, launch two groups of fighter bots. Send them out to intercept the object. Unarnu, patch into the fighter bots’ sensors. I want to know exactly what we’re dealing with before we get in range.” If the object was stationary and larger than PHOENIX, John assumed they were dealing with some sort of space station. 
 
    Everyone went into action. “Fighter bots launched,” Tim reported. 
 
    “Shields are up. Ruialon weapons are charged,” Shelly added. “Starburst is at the ready and torpedo tubes loaded up.” 
 
    “The alliance reviewed the Screen’s databases on their homeworld,” Julie said to John. “There was nothing to indicate they had an installation in this part of space. And it can’t be their ships. They pulled their entire fleet when they attacked the solar system.” 
 
    “Their data was heavily encrypted,” Rudov said from the communication station. “I heard from some of my klisde that many of their files were lost in the decryption process.” 
 
    “Fighters bots are approaching the object,” Tim reported. He looked over to Korifluxinina. “You should be receiving telemetry data from their sensors.” 
 
    The science officer’s slug-like body vibrated. “I am receiving data. Confirming the presence of ferillics. Curious, I am not reading a single object, but rather three of them.” 
 
    That didn’t make John feel better. One object was bad enough, but three? “Can we get a visual on them?” 
 
    “I believe there is enough sensor information to render a holographic representation,” Korifluxinina said. 
 
    Shelly took the initiative and accessed the sensor data. “I’m bringing up visuals now.” 
 
    Over the operations table, a holographic image of the objects appeared. They indeed were composed of the greenish metallic compound used on Screen vessels and, as Korifluxinina reported, there were three objects. 
 
    “They don’t appear to be Screen ships,” John remarked. Screen vessels, regardless if they were fighters, cruisers, or battleships, were of the same design. They were triangular and green in color. These objects had design elements dotted throughout their hulls, almost as if they were decorated. 
 
    Julie was reviewing the data. “They’re too small to be space stations. There doesn’t appear to be any energy readings coming from them, and I’m not picking up any life signs.” 
 
    “Correction,” Korifluxinina said. “I am reading an energy emission. It is a minuscule magnetic field coming from the objects.” 
 
    “Magnetic? Could it be weapons?” John wondered. 
 
    “I do not believe so,” Korifluxinina replied. “The field is too small to be a weapon. I would speculate it is to keep the objects in proximity of each other.” 
 
    “I’ve been analyzing their positions,” Julie said. “They appear to be arranged in a triangular formation in a constant circular orbit of each other.” 
 
    “Consistent with the Screen’s obsession with triangles,” John quipped sarcastically. 
 
    “If they’re not ships or space stations, what are they?” Tim wondered aloud. 
 
    “Each object contains a computer system,” Korifluxinina reported. “It is possible they communicate with each other to perform a single function. There are energy storage units in each of the objects. They are currently depleted.” 
 
    John brushed his hand on his lower jaw. “Still leaves the question of what they could be.” 
 
    “A jumpgate.” Everyone turned and looked at Bret. “Didn’t the Screen leadership report that they came from another galaxy using a jumpgate?” 
 
    The theory resonated with John. “A jumpgate was never found in any of the star systems they occupied. This could be it.” He looked at Korifluxinina. “Is there any way to verify that’s what we’re seeing?” 
 
    “Not without activating it. Based on the equidistance between each object, it is reasonable to conclude this could be such a device. The objects could output energy to each other to create a field to disrupt the fold of space.” 
 
    Julie folded her arms. “It’s a moot point. You said it yourself that the objects are barely discharging energy.” 
 
    “It is possible to reconfigure the devices to accept n’quadrin,” Korifluxinina suggested, referring to the main energy source PHOENIX used to power its systems. 
 
    “Then we can activate it,” Shelly said excitedly. 
 
    “Whoa! Hold on a second,” John interrupted. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” 
 
    “Captain, the opportunity to explore another galaxy would be part of our exploration mandate,” Rudov stated. 
 
    “There are other considerations,” John said. “The Screen said they escaped a race who had enslaved them. For all we know they could be waiting on the other side for someone to activate the gate.” 
 
    “It’s no greater a risk than exploring open space in our galaxy,” Julie pointed out. 
 
    John felt his people were coming up with any reason to activate the Screen device. “Let’s start with the basics. I want to verify this trio of contraptions does constitute a jumpgate. Have engineering and the science teams start analyzing the objects. I want to know every millimeter of what’s inside them. In the meantime, we’ll hold position. Bret, can we still do real-time communications with TERRA?” 
 
    Bret checked the numbers on his station. “It’d be sketchy, but I think I can boost the signal resolution.” 
 
    “If we deploy a communications satellite, the added power will enhance the signal,” Rudov recommended. 
 
    Bret thought about it for a moment. “Then we shouldn’t have a problem.” 
 
    “Do what you can to set it up,” John ordered as he turned to Julie. “Once we’ve verified this is the Screen jumpgate, you and I will talk with the command council.” 
 
    “Understood,” Julie nodded. This discovery was too big not to get the council involved. 
 
    John looked back at the holographic image. This was sheer luck for them to come across the Screen jumpgate, if that’s what it was. There were so many implications if this was the device the Screen used to escape their oppressors. He couldn’t help but feel he was staring at a Pandora’s Box. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Andre had finished putting away the medical supplies he was asked to organize. He shuffled over to Doctor Roth’s office for his next task. He had begun volunteering in medical, helping with basic tasks so the nurses and doctors could be free to focus on their more important responsibilities. Andre found the experience pleasant. He quickly became acquainted with many of the staff and made some new friends. He also found he was having an easy time conversing with the alien crew who came in for care. 
 
    The doctor’s glass office door was open, so Andre knocked to get her attention. “I’ve put away the supplies. What else can I do?” 
 
    Roth smiled at the elderly man. “Gregory can use your help in the lab, but I’d like to chat with you first if you don’t mind.” She invited him to sit down. 
 
    Andre carefully sat in the chair. It was difficult to sit or get up. He tried to hide his difficulty sitting in front of the doctor. 
 
    Amie leaned over the desk with her hands folded. “I know we talked about your back. I took another look at your scans and stand by my assessment. I believe we can improve your condition and get rid of your numbness.” 
 
    Andre shook his head. “You shouldn’t have wasted your time doing that…” 
 
    Amie interrupted him. “Captain Roberts asked me to review them.” 
 
    Andre smiled. “He has a good heart.” 
 
    “He thinks highly of you,” Amie revealed. “He just wants you to be happy. He believes if you get your health squared away you’ll feel much better.” 
 
    “He’s spent a lot of time showing me around,” Andre said. “But there’s nothing that can be done. I have a bad back.” 
 
    “Your condition is degenerative, but with surgery you could be free of your cane,” Amie explained. 
 
    “I’ve gone through four surgeries,” Andre revealed. “I’m too old to go through anymore.” 
 
    The doctor wasn’t about to give up. She’d dealt with plenty of stubborn patients. “We have the most advanced medical equipment here. We have things that no hospital on Earth, Luna, or Mars possess. Any surgery carries risk, but you’re in good health. You can pull through another. The surgery I’m thinking of would be less invasive than your previous ones.” 
 
    “I think you're too optimistic,” Andre countered. 
 
    Amie could see she wasn’t going to convince him now. Pushing him would do no good. “All right, just promise me you’ll think about it. I’ll send all the info on the surgery to your inbox to review. If you have any questions, you can call me anytime.” 
 
    “I appreciate that doctor,” Andre said. “I don’t want to waste any more of your time,” he said as he got up and left her office. 
 
    Amie felt sympathy for him. The captain had given her a brief history of Andre’s background. It was brave of him to take a chance on coming to live on PHOENIX and starting a new life. She, like the captain, wanted him to flourish here. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    “You are bartender, Max, correct?” 
 
    Max looked up from cleaning glasses to see a Gercol approaching him. “That’s me. Do you want something? I thought your species didn’t eat or drink anything?” 
 
    “Although not required, I have learned to enjoy the taking in of sustenance.” Vun sat on the bar stool, and its body oozed over the stool as a portion of it lay on the bar top. 
 
    Max was ready to ask the alien to remove the portion of itself from the bar top but figured he could wipe the area down when it left. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “Puu’lo,” Vun requested. “I had it once on the trading outpost. I do not know where it originates.” 
 
    “Uh, never heard of that one. Vish, do we have a recipe for….puu’lo?” 
 
    “No such information is on file,” the computer stated. 
 
    Max shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry. Anything else?” 
 
    “Mu has introduced me to a variety of beverages. However, I cannot recall any one of them specifically.” 
 
    “Let me make something for you,” Max offered. “Vish, monitor the ingredients I’m using and let me know if any of them would be harmful to a Gercol.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    As Max began coming up with a cocktail for his new bar patron, he decided to engage the alien in small talk. “You just came in to get a drink?” 
 
    “No, I have spoken to several human crewmembers on this matter. They say if I wish to learn more about social engagements, specifically intimate ones, that a bartender would be a good person to obtain information on the matter. I assume you have engaged in many intimate encounters.” 
 
    Max wasn’t sure how to take its statement. “Uh, I wouldn’t say a lot. I think they meant I’ve seen a lot of interactions between people in my job.” 
 
    “That will suffice,” Vun said. 
 
    Max slid a full drink glass to Vun. Vish didn’t raise an alert, so Max assumed the concoction was safe. “That’s a white Russian. Let me know what you think.” 
 
    Vun extended a portion of itself and absorbed the entire glass and drink into its body. Max watched in fascination as the glass floated inside the alien and the drink slowly dissipated throughout its body. A few seconds later, Vun expelled the glass out back onto the bar top. 
 
    “Your concoction appeals to me. Thank you.” 
 
    Max wasn’t about to take the glass as it was stained with a greenish goo. “So, uh…you’re interested in a human?” 
 
    Vun’s body vibrated. “You exhibit humor common in many of your kind. I find your species repugnant and off-putting.” 
 
    Okay, so it wasn’t a human. “So, who is it then?” Max asked. 
 
    “The Rifva, Mu. I have found him to be the most compelling individual.” 
 
    Max never expected he’d be asked for advice about two aliens he knew little about. Before protesting that he was the last person to talk about such things, he decided to start with the basics. “Okay, so what about him has caught your attention?” 
 
    “He has taken the time to introduce me to aspects you humanoid creatures enjoy. Food, liquids, social interactions.” 
 
    “Well, that’s part of what being on this ship is all about,” Max explained. “Different aliens living together in a community.” 
 
    “I have found myself enjoying time with Mu,” Vun continued. “When I am not with him, I find myself thinking about him. When he was attacked by the Cresorians, I found I could not control myself while defending him. I could have killed the Cresorians for harming him.” 
 
    It was quite apparent to Max what Vun was feeling. “Sounds like you’re in love.” 
 
    Vun’s body shook. “That is a concept for you humanoid creatures. It is non-existent in my culture. Gercols procreate out of necessity. We merely come together if our genetic compatibility offers the greatest chance of survival for offspring. I do not understand how I could be experiencing this…love…when it does not exist in my society.” 
 
    “Part of living on PHOENIX is learning about other cultures. You may not consciously think you’re doing it, but you had to adapt to life here. Are you bothered by what you’re feeling for Mu?” 
 
    “No,” Vun replied. “I find the experience enjoyable. However, I do not know how to proceed. How do I communicate my intentions to become intimate with Mu?” 
 
    “What would you do on your world?” Max asked as he tried not to think about how a Rifva and Gercol could “get it on.” 
 
    “A Gercol would offer a portion of themselves to a prospective mate for genetic analysis.” 
 
    There was nothing there that sounded romantic to Max. “That probably wouldn’t go over well with Mu. Have you checked what Rifvas do in their culture?” 
 
    “I have not considered that,” Vun admitted. 
 
    “Vish, do we have any information about Rifva culture?” Max asked. 
 
    “Their government provided an extensive database,” Vish replied. 
 
    “Well, there you go,” Max said. “Sounds like you’ve got some reading to do.” He looked down at the glass. “You want another?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vun replied. 
 
    “I’ll get you a new glass,” Max offered. It seemed the polite thing to do rather than expect the Gercol to absorb the glass a second time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    It had been three days since PHOENIX uncovered what they believed was a Screen jumpgate. After extensive studies and analysis, the engineering and science teams jointly submitted a report to the captain. After reviewing it with Julie, John sent it to TERRA for their consultation. Both captains were in John’s office, waiting for TERRA’s response. 
 
    “Bret to Captain Roberts,” the communications officer said through John’s pip. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “I have Admiral Vespia and the council on the horn.” 
 
    “Patch it through,” John instructed. A few moments later, the wall monitor flickered to life. There was Admiral Vespia and the rest of the council. “Admiral.” 
 
    “Captain Roberts, Captain Olson,” Vespia greeted. “We’ve finished deliberating on the report you sent us. Are you still holding position by the gate?” 
 
    “We are,” John replied. “We’ve been unable to come to a consensus here about how to proceed.” The senior staff was split on whether or not to activate the gate. Some wanted to proceed through it, but others wanted to destroy it. 
 
    “We’ve come to a universal agreement here,” Vespia revealed. “We already communicated our decision to the alliance. They agree to abide by our decision.” 
 
    Vespia paused before continuing. “There’s a great interest in exploring where the jumpgate leads, but PHOENIX is not the ship to undertake such a mission. Although your mission is to explore space, the primary reason is to uncover any hostilities that might threaten the human or alliance races in this galaxy. None of us are comfortable having PHOENIX travel to another galaxy. If a threat came to our doorstep, we would want you able to return home to help deal with it. Therefore, you’re ordered to continue your mission to explore space in this galaxy. The jumpgate is no longer your concern.” 
 
    John was relieved by their decision. He didn’t want to pursue anything relating to the Screen. If TERRA ultimately chose to activate the gate, they had the entire alliance fleet to handle whatever threat might be on the other side. 
 
    “Understood, admiral. We’ll leave behind a contingent of fighter bots to guard the gate,” John offered. 
 
    “Very good, captain,” Vespia said. “Safe journeys on your continued travels.” 
 
    John nodded as the communication ended. He looked over at Julie. “Well, that takes care of that.” 
 
    “I initially wanted to explore the gate, but I’m kind of glad we’re not,” Julie admitted. “The Screen was destructive to so many races here. I could only imagine what their oppressors were like.” 
 
    “A part of me felt like we were obligated to explore the gate. But we spent four years in pursuit of the Screen. That chapter for us is closed. We need to move on.” 
 
    Julie agreed with John’s perspective. The first few years on PHOENIX was dedicated to finding the Screen. They had been defeated by the alliance, then exterminated by the Io. Going through the gate could reopen old wounds. Julie had reconciled what they had to do to achieve victory, but John had done things she was certain still haunted him. No, it was best to let TERRA figure out what to do with the jumpgate. 
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Limex was in her quarters, assembled with four of her fellow Cresorians. They had decided to remain on PHOENIX until a suitable world was found where they could set roots. With the decision made and the ship’s command informed, they were all relocated to a collection of quarters on deck sixteen. So far, all the Cresorians were adhering to the stipulations outlined by Captain Roberts. Despite their newfound willingness to cooperate, Limex had heard that many were still unhappy. To ensure continued cooperation, she invited four to meet with her weekly to discuss their concerns. She purposely chose the four Cresorians who were the most disruptive. If she could convince them that following the ship rules was worthwhile, then the others would fall in line. 
 
    “I have received the reports from the legal representative of each group,” Limex started. “I am pleased that everyone has been behaving.” 
 
    “We do so only because we have no choice,” Jumix grumbled, one of the more vocal Cresorians. “It is unacceptable for us to be treated like common prisoners.” 
 
    “We are in this predicament because of our actions,” Limex reminded. “We must learn to live with the aliens here until we find a home.” 
 
    “How can we live with species who have never wanted for anything?” Wulex asked. “We spent cycles barely living with enough to survive in space. These others, particularly humans, seem to enjoy their overindulgence. It is an insult that they behave in front of us in such a manner. We lost the most all of all the races the Screen terrorized.” 
 
    “They are willing to share their resources with us,” Limex stated. “We should be grateful for such generosity.” 
 
    “I call it giving in. We are looked upon as second class citizens,” Jumix argued. “And why should we take the word of someone who is in league with them?” 
 
    Limex did not appreciate the insult. She got right up to Jumix’s face. “I have suffered as much as the rest of you. Do not confuse my willingness to cooperate with the humans as being their puppet. Unlike you, I am not shortsighted about our situation. You want nothing more than to continue fighting.” 
 
    Jumix clenched his fists in anger. “We have spent generations fighting to survive. For the honor of those who came before us, we must remind these others of the sacrifices we made.” 
 
    “They also have sacrificed and lost,” Limex pointed out. “No one was spared from the Screen.” 
 
    “Not like us!” Jumix shouted. “They will never understand the hardships we all endured.” 
 
    Limex looked around as the others nodded in agreement with Jumix. “Then what will you do? Continue fighting here with those who consider us allies? You heard Roberts Captain. If we cannot live here peacefully, he will expel us from the ship. We will be living in space again unless you want to return to homeworld?” 
 
    “I will not be a slave, even to our own kind,” Jumix replied. 
 
    “But we will not return to space, separated from one another,” Grovenix added. “Apart, we cannot hope to rebuild our culture and what it means to be Cresorian.” 
 
    “You think we can recover our identity living here?” Jumix asked. 
 
    “What other choice do we have?” Limex said. “We either learn to live here in peace or return to our former way of life.” 
 
    The others looked at one another. They all realized Limex had outlined their circumstances accurately. 
 
    Jumix relented. “We will remain here and cooperate, but we are not happy.” 
 
    “I never said it would be an easy process,” Limex acknowledged. “But if we have any hope to thrive, we must learn to co-exist with the other races. We must convince our fellow Cresorians that we can start the foundation for our new society here. If we are successful, we can push for change back on homeworld.” 
 
    “You make a compelling argument,” Jumix admitted. “Very well.” 
 
    The group put their wrists together and bowed to one another before the four left Limex’s quarters. 
 
    Grovenix joined Jumix as they were escorted back to their quarters by security. Grovenix whispered in his friend’s ear so security couldn’t hear him. “You really believe these humans will give us more freedom on this ship? It is not worth being treated like vumis by them.” 
 
    “We are at a disadvantage,” Jumix reminded. “For now, we will cooperate with the humans and adhere to their rules. Keep a lookout for any opportunity we may use to our advantage.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It was Mu’s first day back working at Homeworld Decadence. He took an extended time off after being released from medical to recover from his wounds from his attack by the Cresorians. Rifvas took a longer time to heal from physical injury compared to other races. He remembered what Mario, the human cook who trained him, had once said. “Sometimes the best thing to do is keep busy with work.” Surprisingly, that piece of advice seemed to be working for Mu. He found himself less bothered by his aches and pains while focused on his duties. 
 
    Mu was in the kitchen putting together the evening’s menu for the restaurant as one of his bots was taking inventory. He overheard one of his staff talking to someone outside. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I am here to speak with Mu. The computer stated he was here.” 
 
    Mu recognized the voice of Vun and went out front to see it. “I am right here.” 
 
    Vun’s body vibrated when it saw Mu. “Klenot. I hope I am not out of place coming here to see you. I know you are preoccupied with this operation.” 
 
    “It is agreeable to see you,” Mu said as he motioned for the Gercol to join him at a nearby table. “I was going to contact you tonight after the dinner rush.” 
 
    “Are you recovered from your ailments?” Vun asked. 
 
    Mu blinked his three eyes in unison. “Yes, I am utradih. The doctors say I should have no prolonged negative effects from the attack.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear that,” Vun said as it shifted its body from side to side and contemplated what to say next. 
 
    Mu picked up on the Gercol’s struggle to continue the conversation. “Is there something specific you wanted to ask me?” 
 
    “I have conducted extensive research into this avenue I wish to pursue with you,” Vun started. “I studied Rifva culture on mating practices, but it is incompatible with Gercol practices. I decided the best course of action is to pursue what I would like with you through an alternative means. As we are living on a starship populated with mostly human creatures, their customs should be used. Therefore, I would ask you to dinner so that we may learn more about one another.” 
 
    Mu was familiar enough with human culture to know Vun was asking him on a date. He found the proposal surprising, but heartwarming. “I am honored you would ask me to partake in such activity. I accept your offer.” 
 
    Vun’s body shuddered with glee. It was unfamiliar with the sensations it was feeling towards Mu but was enjoying the experience. “I am elated to hear that. As you have said yes, how do we proceed?” 
 
    “You do not know?” Mu admitted. 
 
    “I have read up about human dating practices, but am still unsure how to move forward,” Vun said. “It seems there are many variations. The proposal for dinner seemed the safest course of action.” 
 
    “It can be confusing,” Mu agreed. “We should agree on a time and place to meet to talk while enjoying food and drink. Humans call it getting to know each other.” 
 
    “May I suggest that we meet at my quarters tomorrow,” Vun offered. “I have been learning the art of cooking.” 
 
    Mu was surprised by this revelation. “I did not know you cooked.” 
 
    “I have carefully observed your skills in the restaurant kitchen,” Vun revealed. “It is my attempt to show you appreciation for showing me the indulgences of humanoid creatures.” 
 
    Mu was touched by Vun’s response. He had enjoyed the time spent with the Gercol. The thought of spending more time with it appealed to the Rifva. 
 
    “Tomorrow will do,” Mu said. “Let us say at 1900 hours.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” Andre said when he heard the door chime rang. 
 
    “Good morning,” X said as it rolled in. It was carrying two full bags of groceries. It immediately headed over to the kitchen and placed them on the counter. 
 
    “You can leave them there,” Andre instructed. “I can put the stuff away.” 
 
    “You make that statement each time this unit delivers your groceries,” X pointed out. “It is part of my function to perform such tasks.” 
 
    “I don’t want to put you to any trouble,” Andre insisted. “I’m sure you have some errands to do for the captain.” 
 
    “Assisting at the home is the primary function of this unit,” X explained. “I am merely fulfilling what my programming dictates. This unit can attend to the needs of both you and the captain with no difficulty.” 
 
    “Well at least let me help you put the stuff away,” Andre said as he hobbled into the kitchen. After much prodding by the captain, Andre reluctantly agreed to have X come over a couple of times a week to help around his quarters. He and his wife never owned a house bot; they never felt they needed one. It took some time for him to get acclimated to the bot’s presence. But he soon found himself enjoying it coming around. 
 
    “How’s the captain doing?” Andre asked. “I haven’t seen him in a few days.” 
 
    “He has been preoccupied with a variety of duties relating to the operation of this vessel,” X replied. “He does send his regards to you and promises to be in contact soon.” 
 
    Andre smiled. Although he didn’t want John taking time out of his schedule to see him, the elderly man was enjoying his company. It made it easier for him to deal with his loneliness. Despite volunteering regularly in medical and going out with some of the staff for social engagements, he still often felt lonely. In some ways, he and the captain were alike. They both lost someone they loved very much. John made it no secret to Andre that he missed Alex’sis and thought about her daily. Andre thought of his deceased wife constantly. But the captain didn’t seem lonely. As he told Andre, he considered the crew his family. 
 
    “Do you have any plans for the evening?” X asked. 
 
    “Nurse Drew invited me to meet her and some of the other nurses at Smitty’s,” Andre said. “But I’m not up for going out. I’m going to stay in.” 
 
    “This unit would be willing to stay with you this evening,” X offered. 
 
    Andre found the offer unexpected. “Don’t you need to be back at the captain’s apartment?” 
 
    “John has plans tonight and will not be home.” 
 
    “Well, the company would be nice,” Andre admitted. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “The needs of this unit are irrelevant. It is up to you to decide what you would like to do. We can engage in a game or watch a movie.” 
 
    Andre shuffled out of the kitchen over to the living room. From underneath the coffee table, he pulled out a large photo album. “Adriana enjoyed making hardcopies of pictures we took. I haven’t looked through this in years. If you’re up for it, I’d like to show you.” 
 
    “This unit would be amenable to such activity.” X put the last of the groceries away and rolled into the living room. “I will return in a few hours once I have finished my remaining tasks for John.” 
 
    Andre nodded. “Sounds good.” After X left, he took a seat down on the couch. He was hesitant to go through the album, unsure how he would react seeing the life he and his wife built together. But showing the album to someone else, even a house bot, might be good for him. Maybe this would be the therapy he needed to get past his apprehension living here. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    “Dad, the food’s ready” Julie called out as she sat down at the kitchen table. David emerged from the bedroom and kissed her on the cheek before sitting down. 
 
    “You didn’t have to come all the way here,” he said as they both began serving themselves. “I could have picked up lunch and gone to your quarters.” 
 
    “You’ve been coming over all the time for dinner,” Julie pointed out as she set some more food on the dining room table. “It’s my turn to visit you.” 
 
    “I appreciate the time with you, no matter where we spend it.” He looked at one of the containers of food. “This isn’t alien food, is it?” 
 
    “It’s one hundred percent human,” Julie assured. Her father tried some alien dishes and didn’t care for any of them. “A couple of calzones, some macaroni salad, and veggies.” 
 
    “Good choice,” he said as they began eating. “How’s Mitchell?” 
 
    “He’s good. Things have been quiet in engineering. I’m the one who’s been working late these past few days.” 
 
    “You have a lot of responsibilities being executive officer,” David remarked. 
 
    “It’s become a bit much,” Julie admitted. “John and I can’t keep up with all the daily status reports. PHOENIX is just too big. We realize we can’t run this ship like a capital ship. There’s too much going on. We’ve talked about hiring an assistant to handle all the administrative tasks.” She turned on her holographic DAT. “You don’t mind, do you? I’m just going to run a search of crewmembers who’d be qualified.” 
 
    “Not at all,” he replied as she ran the search. “It’s smart to get someone to help you. With so much going on, it’s unreasonable for you and Captain Roberts to keep up with everything. I’d offer to help, but I’m just a farmer. Paperwork wasn’t my strong suit.” 
 
    Julie appreciated her father’s willingness to help. “How’s it going on the farm deck?” 
 
    “Good. I’m still amazed at how they were able to replicate a farming environment on this ship. Sometimes I think I’m back in Nebraska. It’s nice working as a hired hand and not running the entire operation.” 
 
    “You always ran the home farm solid,” Julie said. 
 
    “That farm was nothing when I bought it,” David recalled. “I’m proud what I was able to turn it into, but don’t miss all the work that I put into it.” 
 
    Suddenly, a name popped up on the DAT that caught Julie’s attention. “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    Julie’s face beamed with delight. “I think I found our assistant!” 
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    John was in his office reviewing the latest reports from Ben’s legal team on the Cresorians. So far, it seemed they were behaving themselves. It was one less thing to worry about. Things on the ship were proceeding smoothly, but it still took time to get through all the reports. John would rather be in his apartment relaxing or socializing in Central than reading these mind-numbing reports. 
 
    Julie called earlier and asked to meet with him regarding their administrative problem. As he was getting burned out reading status reports, he welcomed her distraction. 
 
    The door chime rang, and it couldn’t have come sooner. “Come in,” John said as he switched off his holographic DAT. The door opened. Julie stepped into the threshold so that it would remain open. 
 
    She wasted no time. “I found someone who would be perfect as our assistant.” 
 
    John got up and walked around to the front of his desk. “That didn’t take long. Who is it?” 
 
    Julie turned and motion for someone to come in. John was taken aback when the older woman entered. 
 
    John was dumbfounded. “Sally? Sally Cornich?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Hello, John. It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    Sally Cornich was the head receptionist at TERRA Academy. She was like a mother to the cadets who passed through that institution over the years. Like so many others, John held her in high regard. As he was routinely sent to the superintendent’s office for his various infractions, John often saw her. She always encouraged him, despite his constant disruptions. 
 
    “I…I didn’t even realize you were on this ship,” John started. With so many new crewmembers on board, John focused on reviewing and approving the military officers who applied for positions on this ship. He left the approval of the civilians who wanted to live here to the various department heads. 
 
    “I wanted to contact you when my application was approved, but I couldn’t find the right time to reach out,” Sally explained. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” John hugged her. “After all the encouragement you gave me when I was in trouble…” 
 
    “He’s right,” Julie added. “We would have wanted to see you.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Sally smiled. 
 
    “But what are you doing here?” John asked. “You’ve spent your entire career working at the Academy.” 
 
    “And I loved every minute of it, but it was time to move on.” 
 
    “I hope it wasn’t because of us,” John worried. He had heard the government had forced TERRA to clean house in most of their divisions, replacing many high-level officers with individuals from Earth Security. That included the Academy. Many of the long-term instructors were forced out. Although Sally wasn’t an officer, she had spent over twenty years working at the Academy and was considered a fixture there. 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Sally replied. “I was thinking about making a change for a while. With the Academy now jointly run by both TERRA and Earth Security, it seemed like the perfect time to leave.” 
 
    “What about your kids?” Julie asked. “I checked the crew manifest. Neither are serving here.” It was known Sally had a son and daughter who were officers, but she never talked about them. It was odd she never mentioned them, as having family in TERRA was considered quite an achievement. 
 
    “I’ve never been close to my kids,” Sally revealed. “They let their positions in TERRA get to their heads and looked down on anyone who wasn’t a high-ranking officer. They weren’t proud that their mother was only a receptionist.” She looked at John. “I did smile when you denied their application to serve on the ship.” 
 
    “They didn’t show anything remarkable in their careers to warrant a position here,” John explained, knowing he didn’t have to defend himself. “But I didn’t even connect their last names as being your kids.” 
 
    “I hope the best for them, but they’re better off where they’re at,” Sally said. “Hopefully, them being denied working here will serve as a wake-up call to them. They, like so many people at the Academy, wrote you off as a troublemaker who’d never amount to anything. I knew you had it in you and was so proud when you proved all of them wrong.” 
 
    It was heartwarming for John to hear those words. Although he only saw Sally the times he was summoned to the superintendent’s office, she always treated him with respect and kindness. He never forgot her. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” John smiled. “Julie’s right, you’re the perfect person to help us.” 
 
    “Julie’s explained your admin issues,” Sally said. “But I’ve spent my career working at the Academy. I don’t know anything about starship operations.” 
 
    “PHOENIX operates uniquely compared to TERRA’s capital ships,” Julie explained. “We do things differently here, but the administrative functions are pretty much the same. You’ll pick it up in no time.” 
 
    “You can ask us or any of the senior staff about anything you’re not sure about,” John promised. “You’re the only one qualified for this job. Julie and I are overwhelmed and need help.” 
 
    “I appreciate your confidence in me,” Sally said. “I’ll be glad to take this on. Consider me your new admin.” 
 
    Both John and Julie felt the pressure immediately off them. With Sally taking over their administrative duties, they could better focus on ship operations. This made sense, having another good person from TERRA on this ship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    PHOENIX spent six days at faster than light speed. They were far enough beyond alliance territory that real-time communications were no longer possible. Many of the crew took the opportunity to talk to friends and loved ones back home one last time before they got out of range. John didn’t waste the opportunity either. He spoke with Thresha and Chris Anne, who was on Flutori. Thresha was the Yearden, the spiritual leader of the Aldarians. Her entire race, which only consisted of about 300, lived on PHOENIX during the Screen mission. When the mission ended, the Aldarians chose to return to the crystal city on their homeworld. Elected as the new Yearden, Thresha returned with them. She had nothing but good news to report to John. 
 
    The talk with Chris Anne was good but bittersweet. The singer lived on PHOENIX and served as the ship’s morale officer. The Senfo asked Chris to live with them on their world as the concept of music was foreign to their culture. John pushed Chris to go, even after learning that the singer had harbored romantic feelings for the captain. Although John did not reciprocate those feelings, he felt a close friendship to Chris. It hurt to see him go. 
 
    John told Julie about his talks with both Thresha and Chris on the command deck as they waited for PHOENIX to exit its jump. She was thrilled to hear that both former crewmembers were doing well. 
 
    “Chris also sent me the latest compilation of songs he’s composed,” John added as they hung out at the operations table. 
 
    “Chris has new songs?” Commander Tim Richardson asked as he overheard them talking. “You’re going to distribute them to the crew, right?” 
 
    “Well, I was, but maybe I’ll hang onto them for myself,” John joked. 
 
    Tim gave a sad look to Julie. “Do something please.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. One general announcement that the captain is hoarding new songs from Chris Anne and the crew will go after him.” 
 
    John stuck his tongue at Julie. “You’re no fun. Fine, soon as I finish listening to them, I’ll have Vish make them available to the crew.” 
 
    “That’s better,” Tim quipped as the operations table beeped. “Looks like we’re getting ready to exit our jump.” 
 
    “You are correct, Tim,” Jufo confirmed from his station. “Approaching system designated J-26C.” 
 
    “Exit jump and take us to the fifth planet,” John ordered. “How’s it looking on sensors?” 
 
    Julie reviewed the readings. “Still showing significant water on the planet, same as our long-range sensors picked up. I’m detecting several large land masses. They look like continents.” 
 
    “The big question is whether there’s any life,” John wondered. 
 
    “The planet’s atmosphere is highly charged with electromagnetic particles,” Tim said as he reviewed the readings. “It’s wreaking havoc with our sensors.” 
 
    “I can’t even see what the atmosphere is composed of,” Julie added. 
 
    “It would also conceal any communications,” Bret added from his station. “I’ve tried looking for any artificial signals, but nothing so far. Also, I’m not picking up any satellites.” 
 
    “What about sending a bot probe?” John asked. 
 
    Shelly spoke up. “I wouldn’t recommend it. The atmosphere’s influence may extend to the planet’s orbit.” 
 
    Julie shrugged her shoulders. “Looks like we do it the old fashion way.” 
 
    John agreed. “Take us to the planet and put us in a high orbit.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Jufo replied. “We should make it there in fifteen human standard minutes.” 
 
    “Let’s keep an eye on the systems and make sure the planet doesn’t mess with any of them,” Tim told Shelly. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the operations officer replied. “I’m issuing recommendations to critical departments to reinforce their systems as a precaution.” 
 
    John looked at Julie. “We’ll do some cursory scientific scans on the planet, but nothing too in-depth. I don’t want to deprive people the chance to attend tomorrow’s grand opening.” 
 
    Julie nodded. “I’ll let the science departments know. Have you written your speech yet?” She was referring to the celebration for the opening of the remaining portions of Central. During the Screen mission, only a part of the artificial city was opened due to the small crew complement living on the ship. With almost twenty thousand now on board, the remaining areas were open for occupation and business use. They had planned on having the ceremony sooner, but the situation with the Cresorians had put it on the back burner. 
 
    “Sort of.” It was a lie. John tried writing a speech but felt it would be disingenuous reading something he had prepared ahead of time. He wanted his speech to come from the heart. He believed the only way to accomplish that was by standing up on stage and saying whatever came to him. “Vish, send the list to Sally of the individuals I’ll want to be seated with me.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    “Do I get a seat at your coveted table?” Tim joked, who already knew the answer. Captain Roberts decided not to have the entire senior staff seated together during the celebration. He felt it would appear like the senior officers were royalty. Only Julie would be at his side. He wanted the other senior officers to spread out and mingling with the crew. 
 
    “Anyways,” John continued, ignoring his commander’s remark. “Anything else about the grand opening we need to take care of?” 
 
    “The Cresorians,” Julie reminded. “Ben asked if they could attend the ceremony.” 
 
    “I read his latest report,” John said. “I’m meeting him in his quarters tonight to discuss it.” The reports showed the Cresorians’ behavior had been exemplary under restriction, but John didn’t think enough time had passed to trust them fully. Yet he was concerned about how they would react if they were left out of a major celebration. He couldn’t go off a status report. He needed input from Ben, who had been working closely with them. 
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon. With PHOENIX in orbit of the purple colored planet and scans of it underway, Julie felt it was a good time to go down to the botanical gardens to clear her mind. The garden was the one place she could wander around and not feel she was on a starship. She also had another reason to come down here. It was a chance to visit Drix’s grave. Given the problems with the Cresorians on board, she wanted to spend some time with him. It would help her remember when he was alive and living on PHOENIX. 
 
    As Julie made her way to the gravesite, she was surprised to find someone already there. She was flanked by two security guards. “Limex?” 
 
    The female Cresorian turned around. “Hello, Julie Captain. I learned this was the resting place of Drix, and my curiosity brought me here. I asked your computer what this stone structure is with his name on it but am still confused by its purpose. Why did you not adhere to Cresorian death tradition?” 
 
    “Because of her.” Julie pointed to the other gravestone with the name Sulix on it. “When her body was found, Drix didn’t want her to be alone. He asked if we could apply human burial practices. When he died, it seemed only fitting to do the same with him.” 
 
    “Was Sulix his mate?” 
 
    Julie sighed. “No, Sulix was already dead when we found her ship. She was the first female Cresorian he’d ever encountered. He wanted to serve his people by mating with her.” 
 
    “Meetings between males and females were rare,” Lemix admitted. “We still do not have a count of how many of my kind are left. I am certain our numbers have shrunk since our race left homeworld so many cycles ago.” 
 
    “Do you have any children?” Julie asked. When Limex gave her a perplexed look, Julie clarified. “Offspring.” 
 
    “I have one gogankin,” she replied. “My suhokei perished barely a cycle after hatching. My gogankin is fully mature now. I count myself fortunate for producing offspring. Do you have any…children, captain?” 
 
    “I’ll look after her,” Julie said to the guards as she motioned Limex to join her on a walk, which the Cresorian accepted. “I don’t have any kids.…offspring. My husband and I do want children but are going to wait.” 
 
    “Husband…that is your mate,” Limex confirmed. “Yes, I have heard that term numerous times here. You humans remain with a single mate for most of your lives.” 
 
    Julie chuckled. “If things work out, yes.” 
 
    “Does John Captain have a mate?” Limex asked. 
 
    “He did. She died when we protected the Ni homeworld from a Screen attack.” 
 
    “For his mate to sacrifice herself to protect an alliance race is a selfless deed,” Limex said. “It is the single notion I have impressed upon the others. We must honor the sacrifices this ship made to free us all from the Screen.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Julie asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Drix was the only Cresorian we dealt with before you all came on board. He never had any problem living with humans and adapted to life here very easily. I don’t understand why your people are having so much trouble.” 
 
    “There is a lot of anger among us,” Limex explained. “They believe the other alliance races lost very little from Screen oppression.” 
 
    Julie took exception to that. “Really? Go ask the Senfo what they think. Most of them were killed off because of the Screen. They’d argue they lost the most out of the entire alliance.” 
 
    “But their homeworld was left intact,” Limex countered. “Our entire world was laid to waste. There is nothing left. We look at you other races and see you enjoy prosperity. You have a bounty of goods and luxuries your technologies afford you. We have nothing but hardship for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “We can argue who suffered the most under the Screen, but the bottom line is it was a cooperative effort among the entire alliance that freed us from them. Your people don’t have to rebuild alone. The alliance is more than willing to help you.” 
 
    “That is where the problem lies,” Limex admitted. “Cresorians pride themselves on making accomplishments on their own, without the help of others. If they are to be considered equals in the alliance, they believe they must rebuild on their own.” 
 
    “That’s a ridiculous notion,” Julie remarked. “The purpose of the alliance is to share each race’s advancements and help each other.” 
 
    “I agree with you, Julie Captain,” Limex said. “I believe our future lies in cooperation with the alliance. However, I fear that isolation is the path my people will pursue. We already see it on homeworld.” 
 
    She had a point. The last report from TERRA was all communication from the Cresorian homeworld had ceased. They had stopped responding to the alliance races. Whatever was happening, the Cresorian government wanted no outsiders to know about it. 
 
    “What do you want?” Julie asked. 
 
    The question caught Limex off-guard. “No one has ever asked me that question. What does it matter? I must focus on the welfare of my kind here.” 
 
    “It does matter. I understand you have to look out for your people, but that doesn’t mean you have to give up what you want.” 
 
    “I spent my existence ensuring the continuation of my race,” Limex explained. “I was never allowed to do what I wanted for myself.” 
 
    “You have that opportunity here,” Julie pointed out. “PHOENIX is a place for people to pursue their goals, regardless of their race.” 
 
    “I must ponder that, Julie Captain,” Limex admitted. “It will take time for me to reflect upon what I would want for myself.” 
 
    The pair came upon the garden pond. Limex spotted various orange creatures moving underneath the water. She approached the edge to get a better look at them. “Are there lifeforms in the water?” 
 
    Julie knelt by Limex at the water’s edge. “They’re koi, aquatic fish native to Earth.” 
 
    Limex was mesmerized by how effortlessly they moved through the water. One of the fish came up to the pair and stuck its head out of the water. It seemed to acknowledge Julie and Limex. 
 
    “That’s Niko, the oldest koi in the pond,” Julie explained. “I think he’s saying hi.” 
 
    Limex was fascinated by the koi as it remained in place, its mouth opening and closing. Limex had no idea if this creature was dangerous, but she extended her furry hand out to the fish. Niko gently grabbed one of Limex’s digits and shook it. It then let go and swam back into the pond with its brethren. 
 
    “I think you just made a new friend,” Julie smiled. 
 
    Limex said nothing. This brief exchange was something she never experienced before, but it felt good. This ship did indeed hold many wonders. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Captain Roberts was looking at the various sculptures adorning Ben’s living room. They were abstracts of the human body made in a variety of materials. Some were made from plaster, some with wire mesh, others composed of metal. It wasn’t John’s first choice of art. He preferred abstract paintings that played with your imagination. 
 
    “Sorry, captain,” Ben said as he emerged from his bedroom. “I was meeting with my staff and lost track of time. Thanks for letting me get cleaned up.” 
 
    “Not at all,” John replied. “You’ve made yourself quite at home here.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Ben made his way to the kitchen to get a glass of water. “It was hard to choose what to bring with me. I had a five-bedroom house and had to get rid of most of my stuff. Would you like something?” 
 
    John held his hand up. “I’m fine. I lost pretty much everything when my house was destroyed. All I had was what I brought to the Academy. My apartment is pretty spartan compared to your place.” 
 
    “I read about your house in the news,” Ben remarked. “Bad run of luck.” 
 
    John didn’t want to dwell on his childhood home. The story released to the public was an energy leak caused the explosion. What really happened was Admiral Johnson destroyed the house while he was on the run from TERRA. Both the military and government didn’t think it was a good idea to have the truth made public, so they came up with a cover story. 
 
    “I read all the reports from your team about the Cresorians,” John started. “Seems they’ve all decided to fall in line.” 
 
    Ben emerged from the kitchen. “Any concerns?” 
 
    “I really don’t have anything.” 
 
    “Some of them are still grumbling about being monitored,” Ben admitted. “Grovenix and Jumix have been the most vocal about their unhappiness. Limex seems to keep them in line.” 
 
    “You’ve been working closely with them, so I need your opinion,” John said. “I’m considering allowing them to attend the grand opening celebration tomorrow night.” 
 
    The news surprised Ben. He just assumed they wouldn’t be allowed to go. “Really? The last time we met you weren’t ready to ease up on their restrictions.” 
 
    “They’ve been good. Letting them attend the grand opening would be a good gesture towards them,” John explained. 
 
    “How would that work logistically with security?” Ben asked. 
 
    “They wouldn’t have any escort,” John replied. Ben felt uneasy hearing this. John could see his apprehension. “I’d have security beefed up down in Central. I won’t have attention drawn to the Cresorians by having them tailed by escorts.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of trust you’re giving them.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’re ready? I want to extend some goodwill towards them, but I need you to tell me it’s okay. If you have doubts, tell me. I’ll keep them confined during the celebration.” 
 
    Ben had no doubts about the Cresorians until the captain wanted his input about whether they should attend the ceremony. The attorney didn’t want to be put on the spot. If anything happened, he’d feel responsible. But he couldn’t let his apprehension keep them locked up. They had been cooperating and done everything Ben and his legal team had asked. 
 
    “They’ve done everything we’ve asked of them. I think they deserve a chance to prove themselves.” Ben tried to sound convincing but felt he wavered in his response. 
 
    If John picked up on Ben’s apprehension, he didn’t mention it. “I’ll let Chief Davers know that they can be released from their quarters tomorrow afternoon. I’ll also inform the senior staff. If things go all right, I’ll let them have access to the rest of the non-critical portions of the ship.” 
 
    “Sounds good, captain.” Ben was nervous. He had committed his reputation on the Cresorians’ behaviors. He hoped nothing would go wrong tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the planet from where PHOENIX was situated, the DUDOS was holding position. Although PHOENIX had not picked them up, the massive ship was monitoring the human starship as they had worked diligently on modifying their sensors to adapt to the planet’s atmosphere. 
 
    The captain, Buinox, was seated on the bridge. His government had sent a formal protest to the human government when Captain Roberts refused to transfer the Cresorians onto his ship. When the human diplomats brought up the videos showing the atrocities occurring on the Cresorian homeworld and refusal to send any Cresorian there until the situation could be ascertained, Buinox’s government recalled their representatives and cut off all communication with the alliance. The captain was ordered to pursue PHOENIX and take whatever means necessary to get the Cresorians back. 
 
    “Any indication they have changed their plans?” Buinox asked his communications officer. They were able to monitor internal communications on PHOENIX. It was a challenge, given the number of individuals on board. They had to filter through a lot of irrelevant discussions. 
 
    “They still intend to survey the planet. There has been talk of our people settling here.” 
 
    Buinox reclined in his seat. That was an option he could not permit. He could allow them to settle on the planet and then come in to take them once PHOENIX left the system. However, if these Cresorians were determined not to go back to homeworld, they might fight back. Buinox was under explicit orders to bring them back alive. He couldn’t risk a potentially lethal fight. 
 
    Luckily, they had the necessary equipment on board to ensure no one would occupy the planet. They would wait to see how the situation developed, then take the appropriate action. Buinox was determined not to fail in his mission. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Shelly asked Bret as she looked at her blue dress in his living room mirror. 
 
    “Positive,” he replied from his bedroom. “He doesn’t want any of the senior staff in uniform. It’s a party, not a military function.” 
 
    “I know, but we represent the military,” Shelly said. “It seems strange not to wear a uniform.” She also was looking forward to wearing her ceremonial uniform and thought the grand opening was the perfect opportunity to put in on. But if none of the senior staff were going to wear theirs, neither would she. 
 
    Bret emerged from the bedroom. He was wearing a black collared shirt and casual blue pants. “You still need to get used to things here. Captain Roberts is trying to operate this ship differently from the other capital ships.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Shelly muttered. Maybe if she heard the captain’s announcement at this morning’s staff meeting that no one was to wear a uniform, she wouldn’t be worrying over it. But she was helping the hangar bay personnel with some logistics for the planned survey of the planet and missed it. 
 
    “I’m ready to go,” Bret smiled as he extended his arm. “Shall we?” 
 
    Shelly smiled and took his arm as they left his quarters. Bret had asked her to accompany him to the celebration. It wasn’t a date. Both were assigned to sit at the same table, and he thought it’d be fun if they showed up together. No doubt rumors would start about him and Shelly being a couple, but Bret was used to rumors on this ship. 
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Central was packed. Anyone who wasn’t on duty or tending to ship operations was down in the artificial city. The main square, which had been closed during the Screen mission, is where the tables were set up for the dinner and entertainment. They were situated around the large water fountain in the center square. A large stage was erected for the performances. Several crewmembers volunteered to showcase their musical or comedic talents. It was a chance to see some cultural aspects of the different aliens who lived on the ship. Rumor had it that a group of Senfo were planning to sing a song, something unheard of in their culture. 
 
    At a table near the stage sat John, Julie, her father David, Mitchell, Ben, Sally, Andre, and X. John made sure that Sally and Andre sat next to each other. From what he saw, they seemed to have hit it off. They were engrossed in their own conversations and barely paid attention to anyone else. 
 
    “I’m glad we got here early,” Mitchell remarked as they watched people pouring into the square. This place is a madhouse.” 
 
    A couple of service bots came by and delivered champagne to the table. “Any problems so far?” Julie asked John as she grabbed her champagne glass. 
 
    “Just got off the line with the chief,” John replied. “Except for a trio of drunk Senfo in front of Phoenix Grocers, no problems so far.” Julie chuckled imagining the diminutive Senfo carrying on inebriated. Hopefully, they weren’t the ones scheduled to perform later. 
 
    Ben was relieved to hear the captain’s words. He was trying to relax. It was hard with the Cresorians on his mind. A few hours ago, they were released from their quarters. Every single one of them elected to attend the celebration. Ben worried that there would be a disturbance involving one or more of them. He gave his assurances to Captain Roberts that they would behave. He didn’t want to be proven wrong. 
 
    As if destiny was determined to keep the thoughts of the Cresorians at the forefront of his mind, Ben spotted Limex in the distance approaching the table. She was with two other Cresorians, who looked around in wonderment at their environment. Limex’s eyes were focused on the table. 
 
    “John Captain, Julie Captain, Ben Attorney, it is pleasurable to see you,” she greeted. 
 
    John nodded to her. “It’s good to see you, too. I hope you’re enjoying the celebration.” 
 
    “We have never experienced anything like this,” Limex admitted. “However, we are finding it quite enjoyable. May I inquire who these others are at your table?” 
 
    “Next to Julie is her husband, Mitchell, and next to him Julie’s father, David,” John explained. 
 
    Limex had become familiar with the proper designations of human relations to know Mitchell was Julie’s husband and Julie the suhokei of David. She nodded to them as John continued the introductions. 
 
    “Over here is Sally, our administrator. Then we have Andre, and finally my personal bot X.” 
 
    “It is nice to meet all of you,” Limex said as she and her associates put their wrists together in the standard Cresorian greeting. 
 
    Andre was transfixed. He had never been this close to a Cresorian and was mesmerized by how they looked. He was glad he got injected with a micron when he came on board so he could understand what they were saying. Sally was also elated by the experience of being near aliens. 
 
    “John Captain, I want to extend my appreciation to you for allowing us to partake in this celebration,” Limex said. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” John nodded. “There’s lots more to see and a full night ahead of us. Go out and enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    Limex smiled as she and her associates departed. 
 
    “They seemed very nice,” Andre remarked. 
 
    David leaned over to Julie. “Now they were the first aliens you encountered?” 
 
    Julie nodded. “We came across Drix’s ship at Alpha Centauri.” 
 
    “Amazing,” John muttered. 
 
    Julie turned to John. “That they seem to be behaving? Yes.” 
 
    “Not them, that.” John pointed. 
 
    In the distance, the group saw Vun and Mu walking along the perimeter of the main square. What caught everyone’s attention was Vun had an appendage wrapped around the Rifva’s waist. 
 
    “Is that green thing an alien?” Sally asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Julie confirmed. “It’s a Gercol and the only one living here.” Julie looked to John. “Are they…together?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” John smiled. If they were dating, it was validation that the various aliens here could co-exist together. PHOENIX was a unique ship in the alliance. 
 
    “How can they…?” Andre tried to ask. His mind couldn’t comprehend two aliens looking that different from being a couple. 
 
    “I have sufficient medical knowledge on Gercol and Rifva physiology to render a hypothesis on how they would mate,” X speculated. 
 
    John rolled his eyes. “No, that’s okay. We don’t need to know.” 
 
    Sally turned to Andre. “I’m still getting used to seeing all these different aliens.” 
 
    “Me too,” Andre admitted. “I’ve talked to some while working in the medical bay. It’s uncomfortable sometimes but I’m getting used to it.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re doing fine,” Sally assured. “I try to think of it as visiting a different country on Earth.” 
 
    Andre never thought of it that way. “I’ll have to remember that.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Grovenix was not having a good time. Despite being told they were free to participate in the celebration, he was certain they were being covertly monitored. How could he be enjoying himself? The aliens on this ship indulged in whatever they wanted. He found it repulsive. It was difficult to fathom that these creatures were strong enough to defeat the Screen. They all seemed weak. 
 
    Grovenix remembered when he was only a few cycles old, he had to learn to pilot his home ship during a crisis. The primary life support core had ruptured, and his iudomin had to fix it while they were navigating a dense asteroid field. He didn’t have time to consult the computer for guidance. All he could do was clench his hands on the two levers and dodge the asteroids flying around them. In the end, they survived the field, and his iuodomin repaired the core, but at a cost. She was exposed to the core’s radiation. Over the next cycle, Grovenix watched her wither away, helpless to do anything for her. She eventually died, and he was left alone. If it wasn’t for the Cresorian vessel he encountered shortly afterward, he would have perished in space. 
 
    As he looked around, he realized none of these aliens could appreciate the hard life of space. This ship protected them from that reality. The alliance could boast they defeated the Screen, but that paled in comparison to the hardships the Cresorian race endured these many cycles. How could Cresorians live side-by-side with creatures who had everything handed to them? 
 
    “They are kupalche!” Grovenix muttered angrily to the other four who were with him. “They know nothing!” 
 
    “Look at that one,” Orocix motioned to one of his companions. An intoxicated human male was stumbling along the wall. Grovenix noticed the bright metals hanging around his neck and wrists. They watched as the human made his way into one of the alleyways. 
 
    “Come,” Grovenix instructed his group as he followed the man. As they entered the alley, they found the man alone. He was hunched over and spitting some matter out of his mouth. 
 
    The man noticed that someone had entered the alley. He waved his hand. “Don’t worry ‘bout me. Just had a bit too much.” 
 
    “These humans have no humility,” Hiluxnix growled, another one of Grovenix’s companions. “They overindulge in their pleasures. They have no respect for the hardship of life.” 
 
    The man turned around, slumping to the ground as he faced five angry Cresorians. “Oh, you’re one them Cresori…things. Don’t want no trouble. I can find my way back,” he said as he struggled to stand up. 
 
    Grovenix grabbed the man’s wrist and examined his bracelet. “You adorn your body with shining metals. Why?” 
 
    “Uh...” the drunk man stammered, unsure how to respond. Was this some weird dream or hallucination? 
 
    Grovenix tightened his grip as the man winced in pain. “These metals should be used to create ship systems or weapons. Instead, you use them to decorate your bodies?” 
 
    “You’re hurting me,” the man sputtered. He felt nauseous from the pain. 
 
    “He is an affront to our species,” Orocix said. “He is not worthy of life.” 
 
    Grovenix bent down and stared at the man. “It is difficult to conceive that your species were instrumental in defeating the Screen. I am curious how resilient you are.” 
 
    Before he could exercise his point, a loud voice shouted from behind. “Grovenix! What are you doing?” 
 
    The group turned to see Jumix approaching them. “What are your intentions towards this human?” 
 
    “Look!” Grovenix hissed as he shoved the man’s wrist up for Jumix to see, almost pulling the man’s arm out of his shoulder socket. “They waste precious resources by using them for frivolous display on their bodies.” 
 
    Jumix got angry as he saw the shiny bracelet. “You humans do not deserve to be among the stars. You take and waste while others suffer. Someday, you will get what you deserve.” He looked back at Grovenix. “Let him go.” 
 
    Grovenix was stunned by the order. “What? He has offended our kind. He should be punished.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Jumix replied. “However, we gave our word we would not disrupt the human celebration. Holding to our word is more honorable than teaching this creature the error of his existence.” 
 
    “I will not partake in these festivities alongside these humans,” an angry Grovenix stated. 
 
    Jumix stepped up and bumped his chest against Grovenix. “Then go back to your quarters. You will not sully our honor by going back on the promise you and the rest of us made.” Grovenix clenched his fists, which only emboldened Jumix. “If I must subdue you, I will do so.” 
 
    Grovenix could see the others were not ready to fight one of their own as they all slowly stepped away. He wasn’t afraid of a fight, but he didn’t want to give the human on the ground the satisfaction of watching two Cresorians fighting. 
 
    “You are no better than Limex,” Grovenix said. “The longer we remain on this vessel, the more we become weak and feeble.” 
 
    Jumix wasn’t interested in getting into an argument. “Leave here, now!” 
 
    Grovenix motioned to the others, and they all left the alleyway. Jumix looked down at the drunk man, who had passed out during the argument. It disgusted him to have to defend such a lowly creature. They needed to stay on PHOENIX for protection. But co-existing with such inferior beings was taxing. They needed an alternative, a home somewhere where no one could find them. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    John was called up to the stage after the band finished their set to give his speech. There was roaring applause as he came up. It took a couple of minutes of patient waiting for the cheers to die down. John never got around to writing a speech. He was going to say what felt right. 
 
    “First off, I hope everyone’s having a good time.” People erupted into cheers of affirmation that they were enjoying themselves. “The celebration will go throughout the night, so please make the most of it.” People clapped again. “For those of us who served here during the Screen mission, it’s a milestone to see all of Central open for business. I’m sure I speak for many of those who never thought we would defeat the Screen. But we did it. As I look around, I see the rewards of our efforts. Our races are now free, and PHOENIX can explore space. The ship is now thriving, with thousands living aboard in harmony. The alliance we made is represented on this ship, with Cresorian, Onixin, Senfo, and Quix living and working together side-by-side. But let us never forget those who are no longer with us, the brave souls who sacrificed themselves so this ship, and the alliance could survive. This celebration is as much about them as it is about us. 
 
    “As we embark upon our travels, let’s not forget that we’re all in this together. We need to depend on one another if we’re to succeed. To all of you, I say welcome aboard the PHOENIX!” 
 
    John received a standing ovation. He stood, waved, and smiled for a few moments before leaving the stage and returning to his table. 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t write the speech,” Julie said. “That was great!” 
 
    John smiled as he looked around the table. “Where’s Andre and Sally?” 
 
    “He was feeling tired and decided to turn in,” Mitchell explained. “Sally’s walking back with him.” 
 
    “Wish I could turn in,” John admitted. He wasn’t sure if he was up to an entire night of celebrating. 
 
    Julie laughed. “I think you can expect to be stuck here until morning. This is a rare chance for people to meet you.” 
 
    John realized she was right. He looked at his champagne glass and decided to switch to coffee if he had any hope of lasting late into the night. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Andre and Sally managed to make their way through the packed crowds and reach the outer parts of Central. The celebration was an enjoyable experience for Andre, but he was worn out and wanted to turn in. He wanted to say goodnight to Captain Roberts, but he was finding himself nodding off at the table during the speech. 
 
    “It was a nice party,” Sally remarked as they approached the lift station. There was a line of people waiting to board one of the lifts to take them out of Central. 
 
    “I still can’t believe we’re on a spaceship,” Andre replied. “I’ll have to send my thanks to Captain Roberts for inviting me to sit at his table.” 
 
    “He’s a good boy…man,” Sally corrected. “I could tell you all sorts of stories about him when he was at the Academy.” 
 
    Andre chuckled. “He doesn’t come across as someone who misbehaved.” 
 
    “He’s changed a lot,” Sally admitted. “Commanding a ship forces one to grow up quickly. Putting aside the captain’s hospitality, I did enjoy my time with you tonight.” 
 
    Andre blushed at the compliment. “I enjoyed getting to know you, too.” 
 
    “Maybe you and I can do dinner sometimes.” As Sally spoke, she took Andre’s hand and squeezed it gently. “I’d like to get to know more about you.” 
 
    The affection brought some unexpected feelings to Andre. There was a warmth and generosity from Sally he hadn’t felt in a long time. Not since…as Andre’s thoughts reminisced about his late wife, his warm feelings were replaced with guilt. How could he entertain the company of another woman, even if it was only social? It felt like a betrayal to Adriana’s memory, of their lives together. As hard as it was losing her and as lonely as he was, Andre couldn’t bring himself to having any sort of relationship with another woman. For him, that part of his life was gone. 
 
    Andre slowly unlocked his hand. “You’re a very nice person. I think I’ll head up to my place on my own.” 
 
    Sally could see the pain in Andre’s face. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    “No, no,” Andre insisted. “It’s not you. I appreciate your company. I’m just very tired, that’s all. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
 
    Sally realized he was hurting and said nothing more as he limped away towards another lift. They had gotten along so well that night. She couldn’t remember the last time she enjoyed someone’s company so much. It had been years since her husband died. She didn’t date anyone either, having felt a loyalty to him. She understood where Andre was coming from. He just needed some time. 
 
    With Andre heading up on his own, Sally realized she wasn’t ready to leave the party just yet. She turned and headed back into the crowd. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Bret and Shelly hit the dance floor as soon as they finished eating. After both were exhausted from dancing from one song after another, they decided to walk around Central for a bit. They met up with Korifluxinina, and the three of them meandered around the city. 
 
    “It would seem this celebration has properly honored the achievements of the protectorate,” the Quix remarked as they moved along the street. 
 
    “I hope we can have parties like this more often,” Shelly added. 
 
    “How're your feet holding up?” Bret asked as he looked at Shelly’s high heels. 
 
    “I could probably take a little break from walking.” 
 
    “Let’s stop someplace for a drink,” Bret suggested. 
 
    Shelly’s eyes lit up. “Let’s go there.” 
 
    Bret and Korifluxinina looked over to see she was referring to Selection. 
 
    Bret was surprised by the suggestion. “You want to go to an agency?” 
 
    “Sure, they serve champagne there,” Shelly replied. “We can relax in their lounge area.” 
 
    “Champagne has an adverse effect on Quix physiology,” Korifluxinina said. “Max has asked me to meet up with him later at The Lounge. I will go there and wait for him.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll catch up with you later,” Bret said as the Quix slithered off down the street. 
 
    “Come on,” Shelly said as she pulled on Bret’s arm. “I’ve heard a lot about this place. Let’s check it out.” 
 
    Bret relented as they headed towards Selection. “You don’t seem like the type to go to an agency.” 
 
    Shelly chuckled. “For my eighteenth birthday, my friends took me to one in Miami. It was the best night of my life. I still remember my companion’s name. Jake.” She could see the look of apprehension on Bret’s face. “You’ve never been to one?” 
 
    “Never had a chance,” Bret admitted. “I’m kind of shy when it comes to stuff like that.” 
 
    “You don’t have to use any of their services,” Shelly explained. “We can just hang out and have a drink.” 
 
    It made Bret feel better hearing that he wouldn’t be coerced into being put into an uncomfortable situation. In truth, he was a little curious what the inside of an agency looked like. Because of the tight regulations imposed on the industry, it was hard to find a place considered low end or sleazy. The government regulated almost every aspect of such a business to ensure the safety of both clients and workers. 
 
    The senior officers reached the nondescript gray doors. Bret wanted a moment to prepare himself, but Shelly was too eager to wait. She pushed the door open and entered, forcing Bret to follow right behind her. Both were amazed at how opulently the interior was decorated. Shelly expected such a grand presentation but was still surprised. Bret was simply impressed. This was certainly a first-class operation. 
 
    Most of the couches were occupied by patrons. Most were human, but there were a few Onixins sitting with a couple of escorts. An older woman approached the pair as they marveled at the surroundings. 
 
    “Darlings,” Esther greeted. “Welcome to my establishment. I’m your hostess, Esther. Whatever I can do to make your visit pleasant, do not hesitate to ask.” The officers were impressed by the black dress that covered Esther from the neck down. It was elegant, yet modern. 
 
    “Thank you,” Shelly replied. “This is my friend’s first time to an agency.” 
 
    “I always enjoy introducing our offerings to someone unfamiliar.” Esther took her arm and interlocked it around Bret’s arm. “My dear, our goal is to make you comfortable and at ease. Feel free to indulge as little or as much as you like.” 
 
    “I…appreciate that.” Bret wasn’t used to getting such personal attention. 
 
    “As you are new, may I recommend relaxing here in the lounge and enjoying some champagne.” She snapped her fingers, and a blue, square bot rolled up. “A bottle of bubbly and two glasses for our guests here.” Esther smiled at Bret and Shelly. “The bottle is on the house. Enjoy and stay as long as you like.” 
 
    Wow, talk about first class service. Bret was impressed. “That’s kind of you.” 
 
    Esther turned to Shelly. “My dear, as I assume you’re familiar with what we offer, I’ll leave it up to you to explain things to your handsome friend. I’ll come by later to see how you’re doing.” 
 
    “I will, thank you,” Shelly replied. 
 
    Esther bowed slightly to them and headed off to greet some new patrons who’d just come in as Shelly and Bret headed to an empty couch. 
 
    “Okay, this is kind of neat,” Bret admitted. “It’s nothing like I expected.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re good with this,” Shelly said as they sat down. Seconds later, the service bot came up and set down two champagne glasses. As it opened the bottle and poured them their first round, Shelly was admiring some of the male companions walking around as Bret was checking out some of the female companions. 
 
    “So, are you going to get an escort?” Bret asked. 
 
    “I dunno,” Shelly replied. “Be kind of fun, but I don’t want to leave you alone if you’re not up for that. I’d rather hang out with you.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be okay,” Bret assured. “But if it’s okay, let’s just hang out for a little while.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Shelly smiled as they raised their glasses. “Thanks for coming in with me.” 
 
    Bret nodded as they clinked their glasses. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Korifluxinina was at The Lounge. The place was packed full of people, and the Quix had a hard time getting in. Once she found an empty table at the far wall, she sat and waited for Max. The bartender was out in the city celebrating. There was no way he was going to miss out on the festivities. His bots were handling running the bar while he was out. While waiting for him, Korifluxinina chatted with some of the patrons who stopped by her table. She was getting more accustomed to engaging with individuals, no matter their race. Her efforts in getting out of her quarters more was paying off. 
 
    Eventually, Max showed up at The Lounge. He saw Korifluxinina but checked on the bots first to make sure everything was going smoothly. Once that was done, he grabbed a bottle of rum and two glasses full of ice and brought it over to the table. 
 
    “Happy opening!” Max proclaimed as he set the glasses on the table and proceeded to fill them up. 
 
    “That is rum, indigenous to your world. You know that I do not consume human mind-altering drinks,” Korifluxinina reminded. 
 
    Max looked at the now filled glasses, seemingly unsure of what to do. He eventually just shrugged his shoulders and plopped down in his seat. “I’ll drink them both,” he said as he took one glass and promptly finished it in one gulp. 
 
    Korifluxinina studied his mannerisms. “You are inebriated.” 
 
    “Just a little,” Max smiled. “You’ve been enjoying the party?” 
 
    “It has been a pleasant experience. I was with Shelly and Bret earlier. They went to Selection.” 
 
    Max was surprised to hear that. “Didn’t think those two would be going to an agency. Good for them.” 
 
    One of the service bots came up to the stage as a colorful machine emerged from behind the curtains. “Ladies and gentlemen, it is now karaoke time.” 
 
    Max looked at Korifluxinina with wide eyes. “You should do it. Sing a song.” 
 
    Korifluxinina was familiar with this human activity of singing songs. “I used to partake in similar activity back home. I was always complimented with the consistency of my vibrational tones.” 
 
    “So, you’re a good singer. Get up there and show us,” Max prodded. 
 
    Korifluxinina wasted no time in heading up to the stage. The bot handed her a microphone, which the Quix knew was to focus her voice. 
 
    “What song would you like to sing?” the bot asked. 
 
    “You may select one for me. However, I would like to align my body’s vibration before I start.” 
 
    The bot selected a song and waited for Korifluxinina to indicate she was ready to begin. Several Senfo in the audience were chanting for the Quix to sing. 
 
    While Korifluxinina was preparing for her singing debut, Ben entered The Lounge with a couple of his legal staff. He met up with them while wandering around the celebration in Central and joined them going from event to event. They decided to make The Lounge their last stop for the night. Ben was still wide awake, having only one glass of champagne during dinner. Even spending an hour dancing did nothing to tire him out. 
 
    The group took a seat at a table and saw the Quix science officer getting up on stage. “Wonder what’s going on,” Bernadette, one of the attorneys in the group, asked. 
 
    An Onixin sitting by them overheard the question. “She is going to perform human karaoke.” 
 
    Ben was confused. “I thought Quix couldn’t sing.” 
 
    “No, it’s the Senfo who don’t have music in their society,” Jeff clarified, a paralegal in the group. “And they can sing. I saw a couple of them singing earlier on the main stage. They were awful.” 
 
    Ben was glad he left before seeing that performance. A service bot came to the table and took the group’s drink order. With all the time he had been spending with the Cresorians, Ben didn’t have much time to learn about the cultures of the other aliens on board. “My next day off I’m going to stay home and read up on all the aliens who live here.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Jeff said. “One time I confused an Onixin for a Senfo.” 
 
    Korifluxinina was ready to begin just as the legal group got their drinks. Max gave her a thumb’s up as a sign of encouragement. 
 
    “As is customary in my culture, I will demonstrate my vibrational range before performing the song,” Korifluxinina explained. She relaxed her body and concentrated as the crowd waited. She brought her arms tight to her sides and tensed her muscles as she closed her eyes. With one release, she projected a loud sound wave throughout The Lounge. Except for the group of Quix present, everyone pressed their hands over their ears in agony. Nearly every glass and bottle in The Lounge shattered from the sound. After five seconds of demonstrating her abilities, Korifluxinina stopped and opened her eyes. 
 
    The Quix in the crowd immediately stood up and waved their hands in the air in approval. Everyone else just looked around in disbelief. Liquor was dripping from the tables and counters, shattered glass was strewn everywhere. 
 
    “May I proceed with the song?” Korifluxinina asked. 
 
    “No!” everyone shouted in a collective unison. Only the Quix encouraged her to start the song. 
 
    Max was in shock as he looked at the devastation around him. This was going to cost him quite a bit. He eventually got up and approached Korifluxinina, who was still on the stage. “I probably should have asked what Quix singing consists of,” he said as he gently took the microphone from her. 
 
    Korifluxinina looked around and realized what she had done. “My apologies. I assumed your establishment was designed to handle Quix vibrational tones of any strength.” 
 
    For Ben, this brief display was enough for him. “I’m out of here. This is definitely the universe telling me it’s time to go home.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It was 0450 hours. The first-floor of Selection was devoid of any patrons. Those who had elected to spend the night with a companion were nestled away in one of the rooms upstairs. Esther was at the bar slowly sipping on some champagne. The service bots had cleaned up and were in the back charging on their stations. Business was better than Esther had expected. She was hopeful it was a good sign that her agency could flourish on the ship. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, the hostess saw a Cresorian walk in. She didn’t immediately get up. Most of the aliens who came in briefly looked around before leaving. Only those few Onixins who were in earlier stuck around, and they only had drinks on the first floor. 
 
    “You are the operator of this establishment?” the Cresorian asked Esther. 
 
    “I am,” she said as she got up off the bar stool and approached him. “I’m afraid I don’t employ any of your kind here unless you’re interested in the company of a human. You could also relax and enjoy the atmosphere down here.” 
 
    Esther extended her hand out to the Cresorian. She wasn’t familiar with greeting customs of any of the alien races and didn’t feel it necessary to learn them for her line of work . Still, extending her hand in friendship had worked with all the aliens who had come in that night. 
 
    Without warning, the Cresorian raised his hand and struck Esther across the face. The blow knocked her to the ground. “I know what goes on in this place. Mating should be done only for the procreation of a species. It is an insult that you run a place that profits from mating.” 
 
    Although his assault caught her off-guard, Esther quickly recovered. This wasn’t the first time she had to deal with an unruly visitor. She pulled a gun from her blouse pocket, pointed it at the alien and fired. She wasn’t worried about alerting security. It was an old style mechanical gun and not an energy-based weapon. The ship’s sensors wouldn’t pick it up going off. 
 
    Orocix cried out as the bullet tore through his shoulder. The bullet was laced with tiny shards to maximize tissue damage. The Cresorian tried to fight the pain as he took a step towards Esther, but she was an expert marksman. She fired again, hitting the same shoulder. Brown blood spewed out from the exit wounds. Orocix fell to his knees, the pain overwhelming his senses. His breathing was labored as he clenched his wounds with his one arm. 
 
    With the gun still aimed at the Cresorian, Esther got back on her feet. She considered killing the alien. She was certainly within her right of self-defense. Then again, she wasn’t aware of anyone on this ship having killed another. She didn’t want to chance it and be the first to commit such an act. 
 
    “I don’t know if you have a personal issue with my business or it goes against your culture. I don’t care either way. Lucky for you I’m in a generous mood tonight. So why don’t you get yourself up and out of here before my gun decides to go off again.” 
 
    This had not gone the way Orocix envisioned. He wanted to put these indulgent humans in their place by making an example of this woman. Instead, he found himself at her mercy. It was humiliating. 
 
    “You will regret this,” Orocix sputtered as he got up. 
 
    “Don’t threaten me,” Esther replied. “If you, or any of your kind, even think of setting foot in here again, I’ll kill the whole lot of you. Now get out of here before I call security.” 
 
    If she wasn’t scared now, more words would do nothing to intimidate her. Orocix slowly backed away from Esther before turning and leaving. He made sure no one saw him leave. He needed to get back to his quarters without being seen. People would ask questions about his injuries. 
 
    As soon as the alien was gone, Esther rushed to the front doors and locked them. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves, telling herself she was now safe. She was glad she smuggled her gun on the ship. She returned to the bar and finished her champagne as she looked through the wall mirror to check her face. There was already a bruise on the right side. A little make-up would easily hide it. 
 
    Well, if nothing else, this was certainly an eventful night. Instead of heading to her apartment, Esther decided it was best to stay in one of the empty rooms on the second level. She grabbed an ice pack from behind the bar before heading up to bed. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Mu and Vun were big hits at the celebration. They walked hand in tentacle together and people noticed. What really made them popular was when they hit the dance floor. Dancing was something foreign to Vun, and Mu’s people had a more subdued form of dancing in their culture. Both learned all about human dancing and showcased their skills in the square. Vun found its ability to stretch and contort its gelatinous form served it well. Several Senfo, who were already intoxicated from the sounds of music they enjoyed so much, repeatedly tried to join the pair in their dances. One of them even managed to jump into Vun. After a few seconds of floating around, the Gercol expelled the diminutive alien from its body. 
 
    Long after the music reverted to a more subdued set of melodies in the later hours, Mu and Vun enjoyed the company of many of the crew. They confirmed they were indeed dating, eliciting congratulations from everyone. Both felt comfortable being together out in public. Vun freely admitted its own kind would have never accepted a relationship between a Gercol and humanoid. Mu expressed similar sentiments. Although Rifva were open-minded, he wasn’t sure any on his world could accept a relationship between such different beings. 
 
    Around 0400 hours, when the bots came into Central to begin the massive clean-up, Mu and Vun decided to head out of the city. They went to Mu’s quarters. Vun’s quarters lack any furniture or decorations, except for a single couch he bought for Mu to sit on when he visited, as Gercols did not need such things. 
 
    “Salca,” Mu said as they entered his quarters. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Vun asked as it looked around Mu’s quarters. This was the first time it had visited here. It was odd to see the area decorated with furniture and art pieces. For Vun, it was almost distracting. How could it focus on its host when everywhere it looked there was something new to examine? 
 
    “It is a proper greeting from my world,” Mu explained. “It is customary to say it when a visitor enters your home.” 
 
    “Is this typical of what one sees in a Rifva habitat?” Vun asked. 
 
    “No. I brought very little with me when I moved to this ship. This home was already furnished. The art pieces here are gifts from people as a thank you for the services I offer.” 
 
    “My kind creates caves which we live in,” Vun explained. “However, we do not alter the appearance of the interior with objects. It is more freeing to be able to move about unencumbered.” Vun slid closer to Mu. “You are most generous to allow me in your habitat.” 
 
    “It pleases me to have you here,” Mu smiled. “The celebration was enhanced by your company.” 
 
    Vun’s body vibrated hearing those words. “Each time I am with you, the sensations within me grow stronger. You have become an integral part of my daily existence.” 
 
    “I have also developed strong feelings for you,” Mu admitted. “I wish to become closer with you.” 
 
    Vun felt joy hearing that Mu was feeling close to it. “How do Rifva become intimate?” 
 
    “It starts with this.” Mu extended his three hands out. “We hold hands and feel the pulsations of one another.” 
 
    Vun extended three appendages from its body, enveloping Mu’s hands. “Is this acceptable?” 
 
    “It is.” Mu’s hands felt so warm being covered by Vun’s gelatinous appendages. It was relaxing. “We then close our eyes and enjoy the touch.” 
 
    Vun had no eyes to close, so it watched as Mu closed his three eyes and tilted his head back. His smile was endearing to the Gercol. He admired how peaceful Mu appeared. They swayed back and forth in this stance for a long time, enjoying how the world around them seemed to melt away. 
 
    Vun slowly wrapped itself around Mu’s body and began vibrating itself. The sensations made Mu so relaxed that every muscle in his body loosened. Soon he was floating within Vun, only his head sticking out. The Gercol rippled its body, slowly swaying Mu back and forth. Vun continued to do this, even after Mu drifted off into sleep. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Andre never went to sleep. He wound up spending the night going through his family pictures like he did with X the other night. This time, it was heart-wrenching going through them alone, remembering the life he built with Adriana that was now gone. They were so happy together, but that was all in the past. She was gone, and all he had left of her were memories and photos. As the night slowly approached morning, something changed in him. The sorrow and anguish he suffered ever since Adriana died suddenly vanished. Now, there was nothing but contentment. He had resolved the conflicts about losing Adriana, having no relationship with his son, struggling with life on PHOENIX. It no longer mattered. He had finally found the peace he had been seeking… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    A large contingent of shuttles and support craft flew out of PHOENIX’s hangar. It had been two days since the celebration in Central. John wanted to give the crew sufficient time to recover from the party before starting the planetary survey. He and Julie laughed as they read some of the incident reports. It seemed there was quite a bit of overindulgence, but no violent disturbances (although what happened with Korifluxinina at The Lounge did raise their eyebrows). Most importantly, there were no reports of problems with the Cresorians. It seemed they were true to their word and behaved the entire evening. 
 
    With everyone recovered from the festivities, it was now time to get back to work. The preliminary orbital surveys indicated the planet could be an ideal place for a Cresorian colony. This could solve a lot of problems. Having the Cresorians settle here would give them a home and a refuge from their homeworld. It would also get PHOENIX off the hook for harboring them. John elected not to send their findings to TERRA. He couldn’t risk the information being intercepted. 
 
    To further facilitate good relations with the Cresorians on board, John authorized a few of them to accompany the planetary survey teams. He invited Limex to the command deck to observe the coordination of the survey operations. She was more than happy to accept the invitation. Ben also accompanied her. 
 
    When Limex and Ben arrived on the command deck, John pulled the attorney aside to express his appreciation for all the work he had done with the Cresorians. For Ben, it meant a lot to be recognized by the captain. 
 
    Limex reviewed the information at the operations table. “The data looks promising. This planet could be an ideal home for my people.” 
 
    “We still haven’t picked up any signs of organic life on the planet, except for the plant life,” Shelly explained. “We’re still working on adjusting the sensors to the planet’s atmosphere.” 
 
    “My people sustained ourselves on plant-based food,” Limex explained. “It is not necessary for any lower life forms to be on the planet for us to thrive. As long as we can ingest the indigenous plant life.” 
 
    John joined the group at the operations table. “Our science teams should easily determine if your people can live off the resources on the planet. My only concern is that we’re not too far out from alliance space. We should assume that all the alliance races, including the Cresorians, will eventually expand their territories. If your people find you here…” 
 
    “They may not come here for years,” Ben interrupted. “It sounds like they’re too busy rebuilding their world. Hopefully, their society will be stable by the time they get around to finding this place.” 
 
    Limex appreciated Ben’s optimism. “John Captain, making a home here is preferable than continuing to live our lives out in space, even on this ship. We are willing to take the risk.” 
 
    As they talked, X emerged onto the command deck, looking for its master. It proceeded down into the pit. “John, this unit needs to speak to you.” 
 
    “We’re getting ready to open a channel to the planetary teams,” Bret reported. 
 
    “Go ahead,” John instructed as he looked down at his bot. “We’re in the middle of an important survey.” 
 
    “It is about Andre,” X said. “This unit went to his quarters, and he did not answer. I attempted to contact him, but he did not respond.” 
 
    John was unconcerned. “He’s tired from the party. I checked on him yesterday, and he was fine. He’s probably just taking a nap.” 
 
    “Do you not think…” X started, but John returned his attention to the mission. It had to adhere to its master and conclude Andre was all right. It was unusual for Andre not to answer his door. The bot found this deviation from his normal pattern odd. Then again, people tended to be unpredictable. 
 
    An image of Captain Olson and Commander Richardson appeared over the operations table. “Olson to PHOENIX. Are you receiving us?” 
 
    “We’re receiving you loud and clear,” John replied. “What’s your status?” 
 
    “All teams have successfully landed on the planet. We’re unloading our supplies and getting organized. Commander Richardson’s going to remain at this site while I take a group to the second largest continent. We saw groups of small creatures running around during our descent. We’ll try to capture some for analysis. Could be a potential food source, even though Cresorians aren’t used to eating meat.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” John said. “We’ll continue to monitor your progress. Keep in mind the planet’s atmosphere is still messing with our sensors.” 
 
    “Understood. Olson out.” 
 
    John looked over to Shelly. “Send a request to the farming deck to determine how much plant-based food stock would be needed to sustain the Cresorians on this world.” He then looked at Limex. “If everything looks good, we’ll need to start training your people how to grow food on the planet. The food synthesizers on your ships won’t be enough.” 
 
    “Captain,” Bret called from the communication station. “Could you come over here?” 
 
    “Sure,” John said as he made his way over to his communications officer. “What’s up?” 
 
    “For the last twenty minutes, I’ve been picking up a minor anomaly. It’s brief, appearing less than a second each time, but it’s occurred enough that it’s caught my attention. I can’t pinpoint what it is.” 
 
    John reviewed the data on Bret’s screen. Sure enough, it didn’t yield any clue as to what it could be. “Do we know where it’s coming from?” 
 
    “I was able to triangulate a general area.” Bret pulled up an image of the planet and pointed. “It’s occurring somewhere on the other side.” 
 
    “Launch a probe bot to investigate,” John ordered. “I want to know what’s causing this anomaly before our survey teams hit the other side of the planet tomorrow.” 
 
    “The atmosphere will interfere with our communication with the bot. It will be on autonomous functions when on the other side,” Rudov explained. 
 
    “Program it for a pass around the planet, and we’ll see what it picks up when it comes back,” John recommended. 
 
    Bret nodded as he began programming a bot for the reconnaissance mission as John returned to the operations table. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It had been seven hours since the teams descended onto the purplish planet. Julie’s team had established their post on the second continent. She couldn’t help but marvel at the beauty surrounding them. The plants and trees were a variety of vibrant colors. What was striking was that the trees were each their own unique color, with the trunks and branches the same colors as the leaves growing from them. 
 
    During the fly over to the second continent, some of the team members captured photos of the land creatures they saw during their descent. The creatures seemed to be small rodents, with long hairless tails and hind legs, like a kangaroo. Julie had a couple of her people set up traps to try and capture one for analysis. 
 
    She left all the Cresorians who joined the planetary survey with Tim’s team. She wanted to keep them together in case they decided to get out of line. 
 
    The captain was in the main tent, reviewing the list of duties her team was already working on. “Julie,” one of the scientists said as he came in. “Take a look at this.” He activated his holographic DAT. “We’ve picked up a network of tunnels underneath the ground.” 
 
    Julie reviewed the images. She was simply amazed. “I can’t believe how intricate they are. Is this natural?” 
 
    “We won’t know until we collect more data. “I doubt it’s a natural occurrence. Maybe these wheel rats made them.” 
 
    Julie chuckled. “Wheel rats? Is that what we’re calling them?” 
 
    “Well, not officially. Given how their rear legs seem to spin when they run, the name stuck. It’ll change once we come up with an officially scientific designation.” 
 
    “I kind of like wheel rat,” Julie admitted. “The tunnels look too small for any human or alien to explore.” 
 
    “We have a couple of small bots on the ship that could traverse the tunnels.” 
 
    “Check with PHOENIX to see what they can send us,” Julie requested. 
 
    As they continued to talk, neither noticed a small insect-like creature flying into the tent. It looked like a dragonfly found on Earth, just a little bigger. The creature had been observing these large humanoid creatures from afar since they arrived. It was fascinated by them. Although it couldn’t understand anything they were saying, they did not appear to be any sort of threat. But it had to be cautious. It had never seen such creatures before. 
 
    The creature looked around and found an active computer terminal unattended. Making sure it had not been spotted, it flew over and landed on the terminal. The symbols on the screen were foreign to the creature, yet it was somehow able to understand them. How was this possible? It realized the terminal responded to touch when it moved around on the input screen. It accessed the general information screen, which brought up an image of the PHOENIX. This was a prime opportunity to learn about these massive creatures that had arrived on the planet. The sentient insect began reading all about the starship and its inhabitants as quickly as its eyes could move. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    It was nearing 1745 hours. John was in his office with Sally going over some reports. Since she assumed her role as administrator, John was free to focus on daily ship operations. It was a relief not having to be bogged down by mundane reports. 
 
    “Okay, I think that’s everything,” John concluded as he reclined back in his seat. 
 
    “I’ll notify these department heads and get their revised estimates,” Sally said. She deactivated her holographic DAT. “How are things going on the planet?” 
 
    “So far, so good. It looks promising as a place for the Cresorians to make a home. A couple more days and we’ll know for sure.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” as Sally got up. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Good night,” John said as she left. He spun his chair around and looked out the window. He was optimistic that the Cresorians would want to stay on the planet. It would give them a fresh start, an opportunity to rebuild their culture on a new world. 
 
    “Captain Roberts,” came the voice of Vish. “You have a message waiting for you, time stamped to be delivered at this time.” 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    “Andre Paris.” 
 
    That was odd to get a message from him in this manner. “Play the message,” John ordered. 
 
    “Playing message, audio only.” 
 
    “Captain Roberts, by the time you read this I’ll be gone. I tried to make a go of it here, but I couldn’t do it. I had a wonderful life with Adriana and nothing here can capture the years of happiness I had with her. 
 
    “Please don’t feel like you failed me. You did everything you could to keep me going. You were so kind and went out of your way to make me feel welcome here. The time we had was my one highlight here. It meant so much to me that you felt comfortable opening up to me about what you’ve gone through. You’re fortunate to be the leader of a community. Everywhere I went people spoke highly of you. 
 
    “In my quarters you’ll find a handwritten journal I kept. Maybe it’ll give you a little more insight about the person I was. I don’t want any funeral services. 
 
    “Please don’t be sad. I had a wonderful life, and my time has come to an end. I’m finally at peace. Keep living your life to the fullest. Take care. – Andre.” 
 
    John’s entire body went numb. This couldn’t be. He’d just spoken to Andre yesterday. 
 
    “Vish, replay the message.” 
 
    John sat motionless in his chair as his mind processed Andre’s words. He instinctively wanted to call him but knew it would be pointless. There would be no answer. He didn’t want to face it, but Andre confided in him. The captain knew he had things to take care of for his friend. 
 
    “Vish, direct all inquiries for me to Sally. Notify her I’ll be unavailable for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    John slowly got up from his seat. He didn’t want to walk out of his office and face what was coming. He vacated all thoughts from his mind as he headed out. He didn’t want anyone to know something was wrong. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The walk to Andre’s quarters was one of the most difficult treks for the captain. It was even worse than when he walked from the command deck to the hangar after the Screen’s assault at the Ni star system. Back then, they had just survived being defeated in battle, and John walked past the dead and injured as he proceeded through the corridors. But now, everyone was going about their business happy and content, while John walked in absolute misery. He could barely say hello or crack a smile at the crewmembers who acknowledged him. 
 
    He finally reached Andre’s quarters, but he could only stare at the door. He knew once he entered, he would be facing the reality of losing Andre. There’d be no way for him to deny any further that his friend was gone. John rang the door chime even though he knew it was a useless gesture. Somehow, ringing it seemed like a sign of respect. He couldn’t just barge into Andre’s quarters. 
 
    After waiting a couple of minutes, John entered his access code to open the door. Andre had granted him access, so the captain didn’t have to contact security or medical to get the door opened. He immediately stepped inside so the door would close behind him, giving him privacy. 
 
    “Andre?” Why was John calling for him? He knew there would be no reply. But there was still a glimmer of hope within the captain. Maybe Andre was still around. John looked around and saw the quarters were neat and tidy. On the kitchen counter was an open bottle of wine and a half-filled glass of cabernet. 
 
    “Andre?” John muttered as he made his way further inside. He was hoping that what he already knew in his heart wasn’t real. As he took slow, careful steps, he smelled something familiar. The only other time he picked up this scent was after the Screen attack on the ship when they defended the Ni. “Andre?” His voice cracked as he could barely utter his friend’s name. He reached the bedroom and turned to look inside. His heart immediately sank. 
 
    Lying on the bed was Andre. He was wearing an old t-shirt and a pair of jeans. The elderly man looked at peace. Nothing about the scene screamed violence. The only thing John noticed that was unusual was Andre’s skin was an ash gray color. Beyond that, it appeared that his friend was simply asleep. 
 
    There was no need to call for him any longer. John retreated to the living room and fell back on the couch. He cried as the reality of what Andre did finally hit him. There would be no more dinners, no more taking him on tours of the ship, no more stories about his life, his wife, family. Andre’s story had come to an end. 
 
    The captain managed to compose himself after a few minutes. “Come on, John. It’s going to be a long night,” he said as he hoisted himself off the couch. He took a seat at the breakfast bar, making sure not to look over at the bedroom. He couldn’t look at Andre again. Once was enough. 
 
    John cleared his throat and made sure he was composed enough to make the call. “Roberts to Doctor Roth.” 
 
    “Go ahead, captain.” 
 
    “I need you to come to quarters 157882. Bring a medical scanner.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Bring a scanner,” John reiterated. “And come alone, Amie. The door will be unlocked. I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” was all Amie said. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It took ten minutes for Doctor Roth to arrive at Andre’s quarters. Sure enough, as the captain had said, the door was unlocked. She wasted no time going inside. She found Captain Roberts sitting at the breakfast bar and immediately went to check on him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “The bedroom,” was all he said. He watched as Amie disappeared into the bedroom. He could hear the faint sound of the medical scanner working. A couple of minutes later, she emerged. 
 
    “He’s gone,” she muttered. Those two words were all that was needed for the emotions to overcome him again. John broke down again and cried. Amie wrapped her arms around him, trying to comfort him. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “I wish I could have done more for him,” John whimpered. “He tried so hard to be happy here.” 
 
    “You did everything you could,” Amie assured. “We all saw he was struggling. When he decided to do this, all his problems went away. There wasn’t anything you could have said or done to stop him.” 
 
    John nodded as he regained his composure. “I know it was his choice, but it hurts.” 
 
    That was a quality Amie, and those who knew him found endearing about the captain. He genuinely cared about the people around him and would do whatever he could to protect them. “There’s nothing more you can do here. I’ll call a team to get Andre. You don’t need to be here for that.” 
 
    “I’ll need to go through his effects later,” John said. 
 
    “I’ll lock down his quarters,” Amie promised. “I’ll also contact security and let them know what happened. They’ll have to do an investigation.” 
 
    John nodded as he stood up. “Okay.” 
 
    “You want me to let Julie know what happened?” 
 
    “No,” John replied. “I’ll tell her later.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be checking in on you tonight. That’s not negotiable.” 
 
    “Bring some vodka,” John remarked as he left. Amie chuckled at the comment. The joke was a good sign that the captain would weather this loss. She returned to the bedroom not only to conduct more detailed scans for her report but to say her goodbyes to a man she got to know during his volunteer time in medical. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Max stopped by Selection to see how Esther was coming along and to make a business proposition. He’d heard a lot of positive things from the crew about the agency. It seemed that the business had become a welcome addition to Central. 
 
    Earlier, Max was on the farm deck to clear up a mix up in his wine order. While down there, he discovered that Esther had not employed the ship’s winery for any services. Apparently, she only wanted to serve champagne at her business. As Max was a friend of the winery owner, he was able to find out that Esther had brought only enough bottles on board to last maybe six months. In talking further, Max learned that the winery did have the capacity to make champagne. He thought it’d be a great opportunity to join with Esther in hiring the winery to produce champagne for both of their businesses. 
 
    Esther greeted her friend as soon as he entered Selection. “Darling, so good to see you,” she said as she gave him a peck on the cheek. 
 
    “I wanted to see how you were doing and to say congratulations. I heard you had a good celebration night.” 
 
    “Better than I could have hoped for.” Esther led him to a couch where they could talk. “After all these years in the business, I still underestimate the human desire for companionship.” 
 
    “Since most of the crew is human, I think you’ll never have a shortage of business,” Max remarked. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not discounting the aliens either,” Esther said. “I’m angling to promote the champagne bar to them. Apparently, those Onixins are quite fond of bubbly.” 
 
    Max chuckled. “You need to go after the Senfo. They look small, but they can consume huge quantities of alcohol.” 
 
    “I appreciate the tip.” 
 
    Max finally had to say something. He noticed the discoloration on the side of Esther’s face. It was faint but still noticeable. “What happened here?” he said as he touched her cheek. 
 
    Esther slowly recoiled from his touch. “Easy, darling. It’s still sensitive.” 
 
    Max became concerned. “Did something happen?” 
 
    “Just a minor altercation with one of those furry aliens,” Esther remarked dismissively. 
 
    Max had to think for a moment. “You mean a Cresorian?” 
 
    “He came in to express his displeasure with my establishment,” Esther joked. 
 
    Max became alarmed. “He attacked you?” 
 
    “He caught me off-guard, darling. No worries, he only got in one shot.” 
 
    “How come I haven’t heard about this?” Max asked. “Did you notify security?” 
 
    “You know how I operate. Why get the police involved when I can take care of things myself?” 
 
    “The Cresorians have caused a lot of problems here,” Max explained. “Captain Roberts has only allowed them free access recently because he thinks they’ve been behaving. If one attacked you, we need to tell security.” 
 
    “I told you, I took care of it,” Esther insisted. “I introduced that nasty creature to Henry.” 
 
    Max remembered who Henry was. It was the nickname Esther gave to her antique gun. “You smuggled a gun on board?” 
 
    Esther waved her hand dismissively. “Smuggle sounds so criminal. I simply neglected to inform the port officer about him.” 
 
    Max got up from the couch, hardly able to believe what he was hearing. “Esther, this isn’t Earth.” 
 
    Esther reclined back on the couch. “Really darling? They’ve done an awfully good job of making this place like Earth. For a moment, I was confused.” 
 
    “You can’t do things here as you did back home,” Max said. “Those Cresorians can be dangerous. You can’t sweep what happened under the rug, and you certainly can’t take drastic actions.” 
 
    Esther was surprised by Max’s reaction. “I remember a time when you were more than willing to take the law into your own hands. Remember how you handle the Salvatores?” 
 
    “That was a long time ago,” Max replied. “I was young and full of myself. I’ll say it again, this isn’t Earth. The crew worked too hard to make this ship a reality. They deserve better than to have someone undermine their efforts.” 
 
    Esther’s smile finally disappeared in a frown. “If I’m not mistaken, I think you’re insulting how I operate.” 
 
    “I’m telling you for your own good. You are part of a community,” Max reminded. 
 
    “Spare me the lecture,” as Esther rolled her eyes. “I’ve been in this business a long time. Unsavory elements only know one thing. Strength.” 
 
    “You’ve been around a long time, and maybe that’s the problem,” Max pointed out. “You’re stuck in your ways.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Esther replied. 
 
    “It doesn’t work for me,” Max said. “If you can’t see the need to change, then as your friend I need to look out for you. Give me the gun.” 
 
    Esther was appalled by his request. “Henry? Absolutely not!” 
 
    “Give me the gun, or I call security and tell them what happened,” Max threatened. 
 
    “I’ll deny it,” Esther countered. 
 
    “You can’t hide the injury when medical examines you,” Max shot back. Esther glared at him. “Don’t think I wouldn’t tell them.” 
 
    Esther studied Max for a moment and considered his words. She finally reached in her pocket and pulled out Henry. She looked at the gun for a few seconds before reluctantly handing it over. “The years have tamed you. I thought I taught you better. I’m disappointed.” 
 
    “You taught me a lot, but I also learned a lot from Chris and Captain Roberts,” Max said as he put the gun in his pocket. “My advice to you is to be open-minded and learn how people operate here. What you do affects others. You can’t live in a bubble like you did on Earth. If you do, you won’t last very long.” 
 
    Esther turned away from Max. “I think it’d be wise if you didn’t come around anymore.” 
 
    Max was disappointed to hear those words. There was no point in replying. Any words would fall on deaf ears. He left without saying anything more to his friend. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Amie kept her word. She arrived at the captain’s apartment a little after 2100 hours. X opened the door and let her in. “John informed this unit that you might visit. He is in his bedroom. I will retrieve him.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Amie said as she came inside. She turned the bottle of vodka in her hands as she looked around. She had been to the captain’s quarters a couple of times for dinner. He kept a pretty spartan place. The only unusual object was the gorun crystal sitting on the coffee table. John explained how the crystal, from the planet of Volux, operated. It somehow picked up the emotions of an individual and displayed a color pattern based on how someone was feeling. Currently, the crystal glowed a faint blue color. 
 
    “Hey,” a despondent John said as he emerged from the bedroom. 
 
    Amie held up the bottle. “In case you’re in the mood.” 
 
    “X, two glasses on the rocks. Lemon and lime,” John instructed the bot. 
 
    X took the bottle from Amie and headed into the kitchen to prepare their drinks. 
 
    “Andre’s in autopsy,” Amie explained. “I did the examination and have him in storage until we’re ready to carry out his wishes.” 
 
    John nodded. “He wants to be cremated, and the urn fired back towards the solar system.” 
 
    “There’s no rush,” Amie said as X returned to the living room and handed the pair their drinks. “You can take your time.” 
 
    John motioned for the doctor to follow him to the balcony. Out there, John looked down around Central, watching the people walk around as he sipped his drink. “I’d sit out here with Andre, and we’d watch the people below. This is the first time I’ve come out here since…” 
 
    “We don’t have to talk about him,” Amie said. “We can just sit here.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” John replied. “I want to talk about him. Not doing so would be like trying to erase his existence.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Amie asked. John nodded yes. “Are you mad at what he did?” 
 
    It didn’t take long for the captain to answer the question. “No. I’m sad he’s gone, but I’m not mad at him. He was open with me about his struggles after his wife died. Although I wish he didn’t do what he did, I understand why he did it.” 
 
    “I can understand it, too,” Amie remarked. 
 
    Her words caught John’s attention. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “A few years ago, I thought about taking my own life.” 
 
    John was surprised to hear such a revelation from someone he viewed as very strong. “I had no idea.” 
 
    “I’ve never been good with personal relationships,” Amie admitted. “I tend to sabotage them. Then I met Jason. He stuck by me for years, despite my constantly questioning why he was with me. Just when I finally accepted he was with me because he loved me, I found out about the affair. He never explained himself when I confronted him. He just up and left me. 
 
    “I was with him for so long, I didn’t know how to live without him. There was this one night when I went through my medicine cabinet. I wanted to see if I had enough pills to end it, but something in me prevented me from going through it. Somehow I managed to plod along for a couple of months until Admiral Johnson recruited me for the EXODUS Project.” 
 
    “Have you ever thought about it?” John asked. “You know, going through with it?” 
 
    “Never have since that day,” Amie replied. “I dove into my work here. The EXODUS Project was exactly what I needed. I couldn’t imagine doing something like that now. I’ve accomplished so much and have a good life here.” 
 
    John broke a weak smile. “So how come Andre wasn’t able to emerge from his depression like you did? Why couldn’t he stop himself?” 
 
    Amie didn’t have an answer for him. “I don’t know. Maybe he was with his wife so long he couldn’t imagine a life without her. I was with Jason eight years, but that pales compared to how long Andre and Adriana were together.” 
 
    Somehow, it made sense to John. Or maybe he was clinging onto that explanation because he truly didn’t understand why Andre took his life. Or he didn’t want to understand. 
 
    Amie could see John had a lot of thoughts swirling through his mind. “Don’t try to make sense of it. My best advice for you is to remember the time you had with him.” 
 
    “I’ll never forget him.” John raised his glass, and Amie did the same. “To Andre.” 
 
    “To Andre,” Amie repeated. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Julie got an early start to her day. She was already up by 0500 hours, enjoying some military rations as she got to work. It was nice working in peace as her team members slept. She forgot how enjoyable it was to hear the rustling of leaves and the wind blowing across the land. That was something PHOENIX couldn’t replicate. 
 
    After reviewing data on several computer terminals in the main tent, Julie took a seat outside on one of the lounge chairs. She activated her holographic DAT and went over the summary of information collected so far, as well as the list of tasks that needed to be done that day. Occasionally, she took a break to enjoy the view of the outdoors. She could see the Cresorians setting roots here. Sure, this place was nothing like their homeworld, but they could adapt and build a home here. She smiled at the thought. The efforts they put in now could lay a strong foundation for a thriving colony. 
 
    Something caught her attention out of the corner of her eye. She looked to her right and thought she saw something small flying around. Maybe she was seeing things. She went back to reading her DAT, but her attention was diverted again. She looked over and was certain there was something in the distance but couldn’t spot it. She pulled out a scanner and pointed it towards her right. Sure enough, her DAT registered two small life form readings. 
 
    As she read the scanner’s data through her DAT, the lifeforms flew closer to her. She tried to get a digital image of what they looked like, but they were moving too fast for the scanner to capture the information. The life forms were darting back and forth, like hummingbirds flying. 
 
    Julie could hardly keep her attention on trying to spot the life forms and her DAT. She ultimately focused more on her DAT. When she looked up again, she was staring at two metallic dragonfly-like creatures floating in front of her. Their pairs of big honeycomb-like eyeballs were focused on her. 
 
    She froze, breathing methodically and as little as possible. She wasn’t sure what to do. She didn’t want to do anything to antagonize these creatures, even if they were small. Who knows what they were capable of. It seemed very unusual for them to be interested in her. These insect creatures were too small to be sentient. Then again, anything was possible. Julie remembered back when they found a container filled with a colored gas during the Screen mission. Everyone assumed it was simply an unknown gaseous compound. It turned out it was a sentient alien life form, a Ni. Could this be something similar here? Discovering the Ni was confirmation that not all the aliens they would encounter would be organic, humanoid life forms. They even had a non-humanoid living on PHOENIX, a Gercol, that was nothing more than a green blob. 
 
    The two insect creatures kept hovering in front of Julie. She slowly nodded her head to them and said, “Hello.” 
 
    The creatures emitted some buzzing sounds as they looked at each other and waved their six legs, or arms (Julie couldn’t decide what their appendages were) wildly. One of the insects flew closer to Julie and pointed one of its appendages at her as it emitted some buzzing sounds at her, sounds she could understand thanks to her micron. 
 
    “We have never seen a large being like you.” 
 
    Julie’s eyes grew big. They were intelligent. Her mind raced what to do next. “Yes, I am large.” As she spoke, she spread her arms wide to indicate her size. 
 
    The insect turned to its counterpart. “Do you understand what this thing is trying to communicate?” Julie heard it say. 
 
    The other one responded with, “Is it responding to your comments about it being big?” 
 
    Julie jumped on the opportunity and nodded her head. “Yes, that’s what I’m trying to say. I understand what you’re saying,” as she pointed to her mouth. “I have a device in my head that allows me to understand any language.” The two insects seemed perplexed by her words. She needed to establish a dialogue with them. Then she remembered that one of the computer terminals in the tent had a micron in it. All she had to do was link her DAT to it. 
 
    It took a few seconds for Julie to link her DAT to the computer. The two creatures flew around in circles as a holographic display popped up. Julie motioned for them to come closer. “It’s okay,” she said as she slowly extended her arm out. “Go ahead, say something.” 
 
    “The thing said something I could understand,” one of the insects remarked. 
 
    “Go ahead, say something,” the other insect reiterated, mimicking Julie’s words. 
 
    Julie was excited. “Yes, that’s what I said. You can understand me.” 
 
    The insects looked at the captain. “How is this possible?” 
 
    “The computer on my arm is linked to another computer that can translate languages. It’s allowing you to hear what I’m saying in your native tongue.” 
 
    “It is difficult to accept that you can understand a language you have never heard,” one of the insects said in disbelief. 
 
    “We acquired the technology during our travels,” Julie explained. “To be honest, we still don’t fully understand how it works. My name’s Julie. That’s what others like me call me. Do you have names?” 
 
    “Names? Yes, we have distinctions to uniquely identify ourselves. I am Yuto, and my cediv is Noa.” 
 
    “Are there more of you?” Julie asked. “None of my colleagues have reported seeing any of your kind since our arrival.” 
 
    “We only come to the surface as needed,” Yuto replied. “We have been aware of your existence since your arrival from your starship.” 
 
    “Waitaminute! How do you know we came on a starship?” 
 
    “Yuto, you dongun,” Noa said. “You need to think before speaking.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Julie said calmly. “We’re explorers on a peaceful mission. We only want to learn about other races.” 
 
    “Julie speaks the truth,” Yuto said to Noa. “They live on a vessel with many other races. They could only co-exist with each other if they were peaceful.” 
 
    Julie was amazed that they already knew so much about PHOENIX and its crew. “Would you please tell me how you know all of this?” 
 
    “Yuto was here earlier and looked at one of your terminals,” Noa explained. “He only did it to learn more about you.” 
 
    “The others told me to do it, including you,” Yuto clarified. “Do not try to make Julie angry at me.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Julie assured them. “I don’t blame you for doing that. If large aliens showed up on my planet, I’d want to learn more about them.” 
 
    “Your understanding is appreciated,” Noa said. “We have already told the other Palmroids about you. They are eager to learn more about you.” 
 
    “Palmroids…” Julie assumed it was the name of their race. She was trying to think of what to say next. There was so much she needed to learn about them. Just then, one of her team members emerged from the tent. 
 
    “Captain, you’re up early.” He looked at the two insects hovering in front of her. “Do I need to get a swatter?” 
 
    “Nelson, pull up a seat,” Julie instructed. “I have some new friends I want you to meet.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Ben asked Limex to meet for breakfast before starting their day on the command deck. The attorney had received a general status report about the planetary survey. Although he couldn’t understand some of the scientific terms, the report was brief enough for him to discern that it was looking like the Cresorians could live there. He was anxious to share the news with Limex. 
 
    The two met at the Stardust Café and sat out on the patio. Limex was enjoying the freedom of walking through the ship without a security escort. Her favorite spot was the botanical gardens. She liked sitting among the grass and tree environment. She couldn’t imagine returning to space, living in her tiny vessel. She was jealous that the humans had built this paradise for their enjoyment but reminded herself that they were sharing this remarkable ship with other aliens. The humans only wanted to help her people, but it was hard not to be a little resentful. Humans had only begun to explore the stars, yet their society was far ahead of the Cresorians in almost every respect. 
 
    “I’ve got some good news,” Ben started after they ordered their meals. “Looks like the planet’s shaping up to be an ideal home for your people.” 
 
    “That is good to hear,” Limex smiled. “I was concerned about what we would do if this planet did not turn out to be suitable for us.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that now,” Ben smiled back. “And you won’t have to worry about going back to your homeworld. You’ll be safe and free.” 
 
    “My people were free roaming the stars, only having to avoid the Screen. Many of us relished that same freedom back on homeworld. I never thought my own people would be willing to take away that freedom in the name of reconstruction. The others in the alliance must think little of us.” 
 
    “No,” Ben insisted. “We’re not here to judge your entire race. Human history is replete with individuals repressing other people’s rights. Unfortunately, bad people get into positions of power sometimes.” 
 
    “Perhaps those who are in control now on homeworld will lose their hold,” Limex remarked. 
 
    “Roberts to Ravarius and Limex,” came the voice of the captain over their pips. 
 
    “Yes, captain?” Ben answered. 
 
    “What’s your ETA getting to the command deck?” 
 
    “We just sat to have breakfast,” Ben replied. “Do you need us now?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll need you and Limex up here as soon as you’re done. Some new developments have come up on the planet.” 
 
    “We’ll be up there soon as we can.” 
 
    “Thanks. Roberts out.” 
 
    “Do you think they found something that would prevent us from settling there?” Limex wondered. 
 
    “Let’s hope not.” Ben knew the Cresorians were banking on making a home on the planet. He didn’t want to break the news that they may not be able to stay there. He tried to put such negative thoughts out of his head. It was best to wait to see what the captain had to say. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Once Ben and Limex were finished eating, they headed out of Central to the command deck. They found Captain Roberts at the operations table, with an image of Captain Olson over the table. 
 
    “They’ve agreed to let a probe into the tunnels,” Ben and Limex heard Julie said as they approached the table. “It’s the only way to explore their environment as the tunnels are too small for anyone from the ship to enter.” 
 
    “We’re here, captain,” Ben announced. 
 
    “Perfect timing. Julie and I were discussing the current situation on the planet,” John explained. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Limex asked. 
 
    “Not with the planet itself,” John replied. “Something unexpected has happened. Julie?” 
 
    “Yesterday morning we discovered a sentient life-form here. They live under the planet’s surface in a vast tunnel network. We’ve been engaging them ever since, trying to learn as much as possible.” 
 
    “Do they know about the Cresorians looking to settle on the planet?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Julie replied. “They accessed one of our computer terminals that had a micron and read up on everything they could about us. They know about our mission here.” 
 
    “The good news is they’re friendly,” John added. “They also don’t object to the Cresorians settling here. There’s only a few thousand of them, and they pretty much stay underground. There’s plenty of room for both races on the planet.” 
 
    “Why have I not heard about any of this from my people on the planet?” Limex asked. 
 
    “We’ve kept the information about the Palmroids…that’s the name of the race….to a select few until we could ascertain their intentions,” John explained. “Now that we’ve established diplomatic relations, there’s no need to keep it a secret.” 
 
    “Although I do not have any objection to sharing a planet with another race, some of my people may object,” Limex said. “We will need to educate them about this Palmroid race.” 
 
    “Let me bring up the data the teams have gathered so far on them.” As John pulled up the information, Jufo was at the navigation station reviewing some data from the bot probe that was launched a couple of days before to the other side of the planet. Something was perplexing about the sensor data it accumulated. The Senfo officer couldn’t pinpoint what exactly about the data was bothering him. As humans called it, he was having a hunch that something was off. The data seemed too clean, too perfect. Nothing about it was a cause for concern. 
 
    That was it. The data was too clean. Jufo reviewed the information relating to the atmospheric structure on the side of the planet where the probe was sent. Sure enough, he found something peculiar. After twenty minutes of reviewing all the data, he discovered something else. 
 
    “Rudov,” the Senfo navigation officer said as he jumped off his seat and ran over to the communication officer. “I need to show you something.” Jufo brought up the sensor data on the Onixin’s terminal. “I have been examining the data and found several anomalous readings.” He first brought up the information on the planet’s atmosphere. “According to these readings, the atmosphere isn’t as turbulent as it is on this side. But everything we have scanned from the ship shows a consistent pattern of electromagnetic disruption throughout the planetary atmosphere.” 
 
    Rudov reviewed the readings. “This shows that we could send transmissions to and from the planet without the need of boosters that we are using now on this side.” The Onixin looked perplexed. “That is not possible. The nature of the atmosphere should be uniform.” 
 
    “I discovered something else,” Jufo revealed as he brought up the other data. “I looked at the star patterns the probe picked up from the other side of the planet. It conducted a scan for weku. Yet when I compared the data on the stars from when the probe began scanning the area to when it completed its scans, I found they matched. The probe was locked in an orbit with the planet, traveling along its rotation axis. It is not possible for the star patterns from the vantage point of the probe to be exactly the same.” 
 
    Rudov again reviewed the data and easily saw what Jufo was saying. “It is unlikely the probe sensors malfunctioned. A diagnostic test was run on all its systems when it returned. Nothing was identified as anomalous.” 
 
    “It is unlikely anything from the planet would cause this sort of unusual reading,” Jufo said. 
 
    “The Palmroid race could have altered the data,” Rudov speculated. “However, the planetary team have confirmed only 4,262 of them exist on the planet, and they are all located on this side of the planet underneath the second continent.” 
 
    “I believe the data was altered,” Jufo agreed. “But if it was not the Palmroids, then who?” 
 
    “It is unlikely any of the crew would do it,” Rudov surmised. “There would be nothing to gain.” 
 
    “The Cresorians seem unlikely to make any such modifications as well,” Jufo said. “It would serve them no purpose in their quest to settle on the planet. Should we bring this to the captain?” 
 
    “We need another perspective,” Rudov determined. “A human viewpoint may yield a possibility we have not considered. I suggest we inform Bret. He is very good at analyzing a situation. We can approach him together about what you have found.” 
 
    “I agree,” a relieved Jufo said. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    On the planet, Julie revealed to the Cresorians about the existence of the Palmroids. Not surprising to her, several of them were less than thrilled learning that a sentient species was already living on the planet. Wulex and Jumix were vocal that the Palmroid presence would taint rebuilding Cresorian culture. Julie’s diplomatic skills were put to the test as she tried to convince them that coexisting with another race would not mean giving up their identity. Wulex was unconvinced; however, Jumix was willing to keep an open mind and meet with them. Julie jumped on that concession. 
 
    A couple of hours later, Julie and Jumix were in the main tent waiting for Yuto and Noa to arrive. Wulex refused to meet with the Palmroids. His mind was already made up. Julie was disappointed, but if she could convince Jumix that the Palmroids’ presence could be beneficial, it would go a long way in getting the other Cresorians to fall in line and accept them. 
 
    Right on time, the two Palmroids flew into the tent. “Captain Olson,” Noa greeted. “It is agreeable to see you again.” 
 
    Julie nodded at them. “Thank you for coming. I’d like you to meet Jumix, a Cresorian. As I explained, part of our reason for surveying this planet is to see if it’s suitable for his people to settle on.” 
 
    “These…these are Palmroids?” Although Jumix learned about them through the survey teams, he was still astonished. They were small creatures, vulnerable looking. He was worried over creatures like these? 
 
    “Captain Olson has told us much about your species,” Yuto said. 
 
    “Do you speak for your kind?” Jumix asked. 
 
    “As I explained, the Palmroids function as a collective group,” Julie reiterated. “They don’t have a set leadership. They let whoever speak for them based on the circumstances. Since Yuto and Noa were the first to encounter us, they’re representing their people.” 
 
    “It is odd that any race could function in such a manner,” Jumix remarked. “Do you Palmroids have any problem with my people settling here?” 
 
    “The resources on this planet are far more than what our kind need,” Yuto replied. “We would have no issue with sharing the planet with Cresorians. We spend nearly our entire existence underground. We have little interest in the surface, so you may utilize it as you wish.” 
 
    Jumix turned to Julie. “There is nothing further to discuss. These Palmroids appear to have little impact on my people living here. They are small, therefore I assume they consume few resources, and would not taint our racial identity. Their presence here is acceptable.” 
 
    Julie was taken aback by his response. She was certain she was going to have to do some arguing. Yet in just a few minutes of dialogue, Jumix accepted them. “Will you convince the other Cresorians that they don’t need to worry about them?” 
 
    “Convincing them is irrelevant,” Jumix replied. “They will accept the situation as for the benefit of our group. I will work with Limex and discuss plans to relocate here.” 
 
    “Then we would like to welcome you here officially,” Yuto offered. 
 
    Suddenly, they heard buzzing sounds. It was faint at first but grew in intensity. One of the scientists raced inside the tent. “Captain, you have to come out and see this!” 
 
    Julie and Jumix followed him outside, with Yuto and Noa behind them. When they emerged, they saw thousands of Palmroids in the air. It was an amazing sight to see. In front of them was the entire Palmroid race. 
 
    “Jumix of the Cresorians,” Yuto stated. “Our entire kind present themselves before you to welcome you. Whatever we can do to assist you, we are ready to do so.” 
 
    Julie looked at Jumix. For the first time, she saw his hardened face soften a bit. 
 
    “We will flourish here,” was all Jumix said. 
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It was early afternoon, and John had escaped to his office. After learning that the meeting between Jumix and the Palmroids went well, he couldn’t hold up the positive demeanor he was maintaining to hide his pain. All he could think about was Andre, and it was getting harder to concentrate on his duties. There was nothing needing his attention, so he took the opportunity to bow out and get some alone time. 
 
    He sat at his desk staring out the window. His mind was a blank slate. Any time he started thinking about Andre he started getting emotional. He quickly pushed any thoughts about him out of his head. He wanted to mourn for his friend, he just didn’t want to go through the pain of trying to accept he’s gone. 
 
    The office door chime rang. “Who is it?” John managed to say. 
 
    “It’s Sally.” 
 
    Although he wanted to be alone, he couldn’t turn her away. “Come in,” he said as he got up and made his way around his desk. Although John hadn’t told Julie what happened, he did tell Sally. 
 
    His administrator came in, and John could tell she was despondent. He went up and hugged her. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “Doing okay, considering,” Sally said. “How about you, captain?” 
 
    “No, no. You don’t ever call me captain,” John insisted. “You knew me when I was a cadet. You and I don’t go on ceremony.” He motioned her over to the couch with him. “I’m just trying to get through the day.” 
 
    Sally handed him a DAT. “I just received the investigation report from security. I didn’t know if you wanted to read it.” 
 
    John took the DAT and slowly turned it in his hands. “Amie left me a message earlier, so I know what’s in it.” 
 
    “I would have liked to have gotten to know him more,” Sally sighed. 
 
    “I’m glad I got the time I had with him,” John said. “He had a lot of great stories. I wanted him to be happy here. His depression was just overwhelming.” John shook his head. “But that’s not going to happen now.” 
 
    “Have you ever lost a crewmember from suicide?” Sally asked. 
 
    John nodded. “Her name was Elizabeth Montablo. Drix sacrificed his life protecting her when the Screen attacked PHOENIX. She had so much guilt over him dying. The counselors tried helping her. In the end, she couldn’t go on. I guess for some people, the depression is too great to get past.” 
 
    “From what you told me, it sounds like Andre did everything he could to make a life here. At least he tried.” 
 
    “Yeah…” John set the DAT down next to him. “Once we’ve finished the survey and the Cresorians have settled on the planet, I’ll take some time off to go through Andre’s things.” 
 
    “If I can help you with any of that, please let me know,” Sally offered. 
 
    John broke a weak smile. “You know, hiding in here isn’t doing me any good. I might as well get back out there and stay busy.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea,” Sally agreed as they got up. They hugged one last time before leaving the office. John headed down to the pit as Sally left the command deck. 
 
    “Captain, do you have a moment,” Bret called from his communications station. Both Jufo and Rudov were with him. 
 
    “What’s up?” John asked as he joined the trio. 
 
    “Jufo reviewed the data the probe collected from the other side of the planet,” Bret explained. “Take a look at the findings.” 
 
    John reviewed the data. His face turned serious as he went over it. “What’s your conclusion?” 
 
    “We brought the probe back in, and I had a computer tech examine it,” Bret said. “Captain, someone tampered with the data. The probe’s sensor pallets show they were altered.” 
 
    “Have we tried using PHOENIX’s sensors to scan the other side?” John asked. 
 
    “We have improved sensor resolution, but we are still showing nothing on the other side,” Jufo replied. 
 
    “We need to know what’s going on over there,” John said. “Send a shuttle out. Have them escorted by a pile driver. If the shuttle doesn’t find anything, contact security and have them look at anyone who had access to the probe.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of people,” Bret pointed out. “Do you think anyone on board could have tampered with it?” 
 
    “No, but we need to eliminate that possibility,” John replied. “I’ll leave you three in charge. Let me know as soon as you uncover anything.” 
 
    “Yes, captain,” the officers replied. 
 
    “It’ll take about twenty minutes for a shuttle to reach the other side,” Jufo told his colleagues as John made his way back to the operations table. 
 
    “I’ll send the mission orders down to the hangar,” Bret said. “In the meantime, let’s analyze the data again.” 
 
    John was bothered by what his officers had discovered. To him, it seemed the only reason the data was tampered with was to hide something. But what? What was on the other side of the planet that they weren’t supposed to know about? 
 
    “Shelly, Bret’s arranging to deploy a shuttle and pile driver to the other side of the planet,” John revealed. 
 
    “What’s a pile driver?” Ben asked. 
 
    “It’s a combat shuttle,” John replied. 
 
    “Is there a reason you’re sending an armed escort with your shuttle?” Limex asked. 
 
    “It’s for precaution,” John explained. “My officers discovered the data from the probe we sent to the other side of the planet might have been altered.” 
 
    “How?” Ben asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” John admitted. “Hopefully, the shuttle will get some answers.” 
 
    “Hangar bay is reporting shuttle Gamma and pile driver Six departing,” Shelly reported. 
 
    John looked over to Bret. “I want you to keep in constant communication with both crafts. As soon as they reach their destination patch the communication over the command deck speakers along with their sensor data.” 
 
    “Communication won’t be a problem, but the planet’s electromagnetic field will prevent them from sending their sensor data to us,” Bret replied. 
 
    “Then have them provide audio description of what they see,” John added. 
 
    “Should we alert the planetary teams?” Shelly asked. 
 
    “About what?” John questioned. “There’s nothing to warn them about. I don’t want to worry them over nothing.” 
 
    “Maybe we should leave so as not to get in the way,” Ben suggested to Limex. 
 
    “No, I want you and Limex to stay,” John insisted. “We need to be sure the planet’s safe for habitation.” John wanted to maintain complete transparency with the Cresorians. He didn’t want to give them the chance to accuse him of sabotaging their opportunity to make a home here if something went wrong. 
 
    “Captain,” Rudov announced from his station. “I reviewed all the data the Palmroids gave us on the planet. There is nothing that would be attributed as dangerous.” 
 
    “Could they have technology that may be the cause of altering the probe data?” Limex asked. 
 
    “The Palmroids have no technology of their own,” John revealed. “They don’t have a use for any tech and live pretty much off the land.” 
 
    “Communication link established with Alpha and Six,” Bret reported. “Will patch them through once they’ve reached the other side.” 
 
    It was a long twenty minutes of waiting. John kept going over in his mind what might explain the data alterations, but he kept coming back to it being done intentionally. But who would want to do such a thing? The Cresorians? Despite their problems on the ship, they were all eager to learn that this planet could be their new home. None of the crew could be responsible. It had to be something they were missing. But what could it be? 
 
    “Alpha and Six approaching coordinates,” Bret announced. “Patching them through command deck speakers.” 
 
    Some crackling sounds came through as Bret and Rudov worked to keep the transmission relatively clean. “Shuttle Alpha arriving at prearranged coordinates. Beginning scans.” 
 
    The command deck staff waited patiently for the shuttle to come up with something. They didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    “PHOENIX, we’ve picked up an object. It’s 6,000 kilometers from us. Readings indicate…PHOENIX, readings indicate it’s a Cresorian vessel.” 
 
    The news alarmed John. “Are all Cresorian vessels in our hangar accounted for?” 
 
    Shelly checked the hangar manifest. “Confirmed, captain. All ships are in the hangar. I also cross-referenced the Cresorians on the planet to the ones on PHOENIX. Everyone’s accounted for.” 
 
    “PHOENIX, the object is moving towards us on an intercept course.” 
 
    “Alpha, contact the Cresorian ship,” John ordered. “Find out who they are.” 
 
    “This is shuttle Alpha of the TERRA starship PHOENIX to the unknown Cresorian vessel. Please identify yourselves. Repeat, this is shuttle Alpha of the starship PHOENIX.” 
 
    John looked at Limex. “Have any of your people been in contact with the Cresorian homeworld?” 
 
    “No,” Limex affirmed. “None of us would contact homeworld for any reason.” 
 
    “PHOENIX, Cresorian vessel has identified themselves as the DUDOS. They’re ordering us to stand down and prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    “That’s the ship that was sent to pick up the Cresorians,” Ben said alarmed. 
 
    Limex stepped closer to John. “Captain, if they have been following us all this time then they are intent on completing their mission. They are here to take us away.” 
 
    “I can assure you that’s not going to happen,” John promised. “Shuttle Alpha, tell the DUDOS to come around to PHOENIX, so we can talk to them directly.” 
 
    “Communicating order to them,” the shuttle pilot replied. “DUDOS captain Buinox states he’ll be taking us into custody until PHOENIX gives up Cresorians on board.” 
 
    “The situation on homeworld must be dire if Buinox is willing to take human hostages,” Limex said. 
 
    “They wouldn’t hurt them, would they?” Ben asked. 
 
    “I cannot be assured they wouldn’t harm your people,” Limex admitted. 
 
    That notion didn’t sit well with John. Before he could say anything… 
 
    “PHOENIX, the DUDOS has locked onto the shuttle with an energy tractor beam. They’re firing on Six.” 
 
    “Six, take evasive action and order the DUDOS to release Alpha,” John ordered. “If they refuse, do whatever you need to disable that tractor beam.” 
 
    “Confirmed,” the pile driver pilot replied. “We’ve taken multiple impacts from the DUDOS. Shields are at eighty-two percent.” 
 
    This was quickly spiraling out of control. John didn’t want to engage in battle with them. The DUDOS was far bigger than the shuttle and pile driver. On the other hand, he wasn’t willing to risk his crew being captured. 
 
    “Six, if you can’t disable the tractor beam, you’re authorized to use whatever force needed to free Alpha.” 
 
    “Captain!” Limex said in shock. 
 
    “You said it yourself. They’re capable of anything if they’ve been following us this entire time. I don’t want to harm them, but I can’t allow my people to be taken captive. That’ll give them leverage to force us to hand you and the others over.” 
 
    “Would you?” Ben asked. 
 
    John didn’t answer the attorney’s question. He wasn’t about to let it get to that scenario. 
 
    “Tractor beam destroyed,” the pile driver pilot announced. “Shuttle is free.” 
 
    “Alpha and Six, retreat to PHOENIX immediately!” John ordered. Since the DUDOS was a compilation of hundreds of Cresorian vessels, it probably had lots of tractor beam emitters at its disposal. Once both the shuttle and pile driver got back to the ship, the DUDOS would have no choice but to deal with the captain. 
 
    “PHOENIX,” the shuttle pilot said. “DUDOS has launched multiple devices towards the planet.” 
 
    “What the hell are they up to?” John wondered. “Can you ascertain what they are?” 
 
    “Negative,” Alpha replied. 
 
    “How would they know we have people on the planet?” Ben asked, who assumed they launched the devices because of the teams on the surface. 
 
    “Cresorian sensor technology is only marginally better than the sensors of your vessel,” Limex explained. “They would not be able to detect the teams on the surface from the other side of the planet.” 
 
    “Unless they’ve been working on improving their sensors,” Shelly speculated. 
 
    “How long until shuttle can transmit their sensor data to us?” John asked, staying focused on the current situation. There would be plenty of time to ask questions later. 
 
    “Ten minutes,” Bret replied. 
 
    If they launched something towards the planet, the survey teams could be in danger. John couldn’t risk waiting to find out what the devices would do. “Evacuate the planet,” John ordered. “I want everyone back on PHOENIX ASAP.” 
 
    “Sending the order,” Rudov confirmed. 
 
    “Alpha, transmit the data on those devices as soon as you can,” John said as he looked at Shelly. “Review the data as soon as you receive it. I want to know what those objects are.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
     The officers worked feverishly on their tasks as they waited for the shuttle and pile driver to return. John did not enjoy having to wait on what the DUDOS had planned for the planet. It seemed like an eternity, but the shuttle finally got close enough to PHOENIX to transmit its data. 
 
    “Receiving Alpha sensor data,” Shelly reported. She wasted no time reviewing the information. John joined her in going over the readings. 
 
    “The devices contain an unknown plasmatic compound,” Shelly explained. “It’s nothing our records show we’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    John couldn’t make heads or tails of what it could be. “Limex, any idea what this is?” 
 
    The female Cresorian moved next to John to look at the information on the display in front of him. She immediately recognized it. “Captain, the devices contain igojasix. It is a biological agent designed to destroy a planetary atmosphere.” 
 
    John realized what they were going to do. “They’re going to destroy the planet. Contact Julie now!” he ordered communications. 
 
    “Getting her,” Bret replied. In a few moments, an image of the executive officer appeared over the operations table. 
 
    “Julie, how long until everyone’s off the planet?” John asked. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” she said. “What’s going on? We picked up some unknown devices in the upper atmosphere.” 
 
    “Those devices contain an agent that’s going to destroy the atmosphere,” John revealed. “Everyone’s in danger. I need you to get both the teams and the Palmroids to PHOENIX.” 
 
    “Most of the Palmroids are still above the surface,” Julie said. “How long do we have?” 
 
    “Best estimate is twenty-six minutes,” reported Shelly. 
 
    “Don’t waste any time,” John urged. “We’ve got a hostile Cresorian ship out there who’s responsible.” 
 
    “What!?” Julie was surprised to hear such news. 
 
    “I’ll explain later, just get up here!” As her holographic image disappeared, John turned his attention to the Cresorian ship. “Where’s the DUDOS?” 
 
    “The last telemetry shows it’s coming around the planet towards us,” Jufo reported. 
 
    John looked at Limex. “Will they engage us?” 
 
    “Yes,” Limex replied without hesitation. “They will take whatever action needed to complete their objective. The fact that your ship is superior in its military capability will not dissuade them. They believe their sheer size alone is enough to take on the PHOENIX.” 
 
    “If they fire on us, they risk breaking the alliance,” Ben pointed out. 
 
    “They are not concerned about the alliance,” Limex replied. “They do this because they believe it is in the best interest of rebuilding our world.” 
 
    “As soon as everyone’s back aboard, we’ll raise shields,” John said. “Their weapons can’t penetrate our defensive screens.” He hoped that Buinox wouldn’t be stupid enough to try and attack PHOENIX. Despite the hostile actions the DUDOS was taking, the captain was still hoping to resolve the situation peacefully. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    On the planet’s surface, Julie informed her team of the evacuation order. She had received word from Commander Richardson that his teams on the other continent had already departed. Julie was racing over to talk to the Palmroids. Fortunately, they were all still above the surface. 
 
    “Yuto, Noa,” Julie said as she approached the pair. 
 
    “Captain Olson, several of us have spotted objects high up in the sky. Are they from your starship?” 
 
    “No, the planet is under attack,” Julie revealed. “We need to evacuate, and Captain Roberts wants you to come with us.” 
 
    “Who is attacking?” Yuto asked. “Did you bring enemies here?” 
 
    “It’s too long to explain, but the devices are designed to destroy the atmosphere. If you stay, you’ll be killed. We can take you to the safety of our ship.” 
 
    Yuto and Noa began talking to each other. Julie learned that they could communicate at lightning speed with one another. So much so that the micron only interpreted it as gibberish. She was certain they were also talking to the rest of their kind. They had a form of telepathy, using discrete scents emitted from their bodies. 
 
    “We will accompany you,” Noa replied without further question. 
 
    Julie was relieved she didn’t have to argue with them. “Head to any shuttle still on the ground.” As the Palmroids flew off towards the shuttles, Julie headed to hers. “Olson to ground teams. The Palmroids are evacuating with us. Take however many of them you can house in the shuttles.” There were plenty of shuttles to accommodate all 4,000 of the aliens. “Olson to PHOENIX. The Palmroids are evacuating with us. Contact medical to institute quarantine protocols.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” the voice of John came through her pip. “Be advised that the DUDOS is on an intercept course with us.” 
 
    “We’ll be off planet in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “Hurry, Julie. I mean it,” John reiterated. “We just scanned them, and the DUDOS is bigger. It looks like they’ve added more ships.” 
 
    It seemed the DUDOS was intent on a confrontation with PHOENIX. “We’ll be up there soon. Olson out.” She took one last look at the scenery. Maybe PHOENIX could disable those devices before they detonated. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    “Can we destroy the devices?” John asked aloud to the command deck staff. 
 
    “They’re designed to break apart and dissipate their contents if fired on,” Limex explained. 
 
    “Could our energy weapons disintegrate the compounds?” John asked. 
 
    “I do not know,” Limex admitted. 
 
    “Unarnu?” John asked, hoping his science officer had a solution. 
 
    “We have no data on this biological weapon,” Korifluxinina replied. “Without a test sample, I cannot run a simulation to determine if any weapons we have would affect it. But eighty-nine devices are scattering throughout the planet. I do not believe we have enough weapons to destroy them all in a timely fashion.” 
 
    “Captain, if it helps, the DUDOS have circumvented the planet towards us to allow communications,” Bret reported. 
 
    “Open a channel,” John ordered. When Bret nodded, and the link was established, John wasted no time. “DUDOS, this is Captain Roberts of the PHOENIX. We know what the devices you launched into the atmosphere will do. A sentient species live on the planet. Activate those devices, and you destroy their homeworld.” 
 
    “This is Buinox of the DUDOS. We will recall them when you send all Cresorians on PHOENIX to us.” 
 
    “Negative, DUDOS,” John replied. “Your people have made it clear they want to remain with us.” 
 
    “Then we have nothing further to discuss. As you can see, I have enhanced the DUDOS with additional vessels.” 
 
    “Buinox, are you willing to destroy the world of an innocent race?” John asked. “We’re talking thirty-eight Cresorians here. They would have a negligible impact on any improvements to your world.” 
 
    “Our government knows what is best for us,” an angry Buinox replied. “Because of you, our world was decimated. The Screen left us alone for many cycles. But you humans had to go out and aggravate them. They laid waste to our world because of your aggression towards them.” 
 
    Those remarks jolted John. He never imagined that anyone would blame him for the ship’s actions that resulted in the Screen’s defeat. There were some Cresorians who blamed him for the destruction of their world. 
 
    “Buinox, I’m not going to debate the outcome regarding the Screen,” John replied. “I’m willing to meet with you to mediate this issue.” He saw Limex was about to protest but held his hand up to silence her. “But not until you remove those devices from the planet.” 
 
    “No! The devices will continue their course until you deliver us our people. We also intend to capture any vessel emerging from the planet until you comply.” 
 
    “Terminate transmission,” John ordered. He stepped back from the operations table and paced around in frustration. It was like talking to a brick wall. Nothing he said was swaying Buinox. “I need options, people. Is there any way we can take out those devices and save the planet?” 
 
    The command deck staff had each individually reviewed the available data to come up with something…anything, to disable the devices. But no one could come up with anything conclusive. 
 
    “No, sir,” Shelly replied. 
 
    “Nothing,” Jufo added. 
 
    Bret and Rudov shook their heads. 
 
    “I cannot give you anything conclusive,” Korifluxinina admitted. 
 
    John returned to the operations table. He leaned on it and looked at Limex. “Is there anything you know that could take those things out?” 
 
    “I have reviewed the scans,” Limex said. “Cresorian technology is fragmented and consists of technology from many races we have adapted to ours. I could not identify any means by which to disable them.” 
 
    That was that. Unless Buinox had a change of heart, the planet was doomed. John’s military training kicked in. He couldn’t get emotional about the Palmroids’ planet. He had to focus on getting the rest of the crew back to PHOENIX. 
 
    “Power up ruialon emitters,” John ordered. “I want Buinox to know we mean business.” Firing on the DUDOS wouldn’t do anything to stop the devices, but John felt he needed to take some sort of action. Despite the DUDOS showing up larger, that ship was still no match for the PHOENIX. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Julie boarded her shuttle. She was the last one from the planet, and the shuttle pilot wasted no time lifting off. Fifty-Three Palmroids were on the shuttle with them. 
 
    “Your smell is not good,” one Palmroid commented as the captain made her way to the copilot seat. 
 
    “Good to know,” Julie said as she took her seat. She checked the sensors. “Everyone’s heading towards PHOENIX. It looks like we’re the last one that’ll arrive.” 
 
    “I’ve got bad news,” the pilot said. “The DUDOS is on an intercept course with PHOENIX. We’re going to be in their weapons range as we emerge from the atmosphere.” 
 
    “Soon as we get into low orbit, I’ll put up the shields,” Julie said. Unfortunately, the shuttle had no offensive weapons to fight back if the DUDOS fired on them. From the looks of it, the DUDOS had hundreds of weapon emitters at their disposal. “Soon as you can, put engines on full. The sooner we get to PHOENIX, the sooner we’re safe.” 
 
    A small group of Palmroids flew up to the pilot area. “Are we in danger?” one asked. 
 
    “I hope not,” Julie replied. 
 
    “You are correct,” one Palmroid said to another. “Her odor is not pleasant.” 
 
    “I need you all to move back and let me and Mark get us back to the ship,” Julie ordered. 
 
    “She also has an unpleasant demeanor,” added another Palmroid as they flew to the back of the shuttle with the other crewmembers. “The other humans better not be like her.” 
 
    “We’ve cleared the atmosphere,” Mark reported. “Throttling engines to full. Captain, the DUDOS is on an intercept course with us.” 
 
    “PHOENIX to shuttle Omega,” came the voice of John. “The DUDOS is closing in on you.” 
 
    “We see them,” Julie confirmed. “Shields at maximum.” Suddenly, the shuttle rocked violently from several impacts. It took the pilot’s expert maneuvering skills to keep the shuttle from veering out of control while avoiding weapons fire. 
 
    Julie checked the readings. “I don’t believe it. They’ve fired on us!” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    “Confirmed,” Shelly reported on the command deck. “The DUDOS has fired on Captain Olson’s shuttle.” 
 
    The action incensed John. As far as he was concerned, they had crossed the line. “PHOENIX to DUDOS, cease your attack, or we will open fire.” John assumed they wouldn’t listen and didn’t wait for a response. “Charge starburst and fire when ready.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Shelly replied as she activated the starburst array. 
 
    John checked the sensors. The shuttle was being pummeled by the DUDOS. It wouldn’t be long before its shields collapsed. 
 
    “Starburst ready,” Shelly announced. 
 
    “Fire!” John ordered. 
 
    A bright yellow energy burst fired from PHOENIX at the DUDOS. The Cresorian ship broke its attack off the shuttle and attempted to evade the starburst without success. The blast penetrated its shields. Within moments, every one of its systems were offline. 
 
    “Direct hit,” Shelly reported. “DUDOS systems are offline. They’re adrift. Several ships on the exterior have unhooked from the DUDOS.” 
 
    “Do we need to rescue them?” Ben asked. 
 
    “The starburst is a temporary effect,” John explained. “They’ll regain power in about an hour.” 
 
    “Captain, the planet,” Jufo pointed out. 
 
    John and the command deck staff looked out the windows towards the planet and saw its purplish color change to a dark gray. “Status of the planet?” John asked, who already knew what the answer would be. 
 
    “The atmosphere is being eradicated,” Korifluxinina reported. “Once the effect is complete, it will no longer sustain any life.” 
 
    John realized how far Buinox was willing to go to achieve his mission. It seemed the DUDOS would pursue PHOENIX to the far reaches of the galaxy. Cresorians had adapted to living in space on small ships with few resources. PHOENIX could easily outrun them, but what about the Cresorians on board PHOENIX? They were all certain they would make the planet their home. Now the entire group would have to be told they were stuck on PHOENIX for the time being. 
 
    John looked at Limex. Although she wasn’t the enemy, he could help but look at her in disgust. He did everything he could to accommodate Limex and her group, and what did it get them? An entire planet destroyed. “I need to appraise your people about what’s happened.” 
 
    “Let me, captain,” Ben offered. “They’ll have an easier time with the news if it comes from Limex and me.” 
 
    John wasn’t about to argue with him. He wasn’t in the mood to deal with any Cresorian at the moment. The captain also had to deal with informing the Palmroids that their world has been destroyed. Who knows how they were going to react. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Several hours had passed since the planetary teams had returned to PHOENIX. The Palmroids were cleared from quarantine and were transferred from the hangar to medical for biometric profiling. They were very cooperative, not offering any resistance or questioning the crewmembers. Julie made sure to stay with them the entire time. They had accepted her as a trusted person, and she didn’t want to leave them until they were settled on the ship. 
 
    The DUDOS had long since regained power. The few ships that had undocked were reintegrated back into the mass. Buinox was making repeated demands and threats against the PHOENIX, whose shields remained up. Although Buinox threatened to open fire, the DUDOS hadn’t attacked. John figured they didn’t because they knew their weapons could never penetrate PHOENIX’s shields. They could add another hundred ships to the DUDOS, and it wouldn’t make a difference. 
 
    John made his way to medical to meet with the Palmroids. He hadn’t heard from either Ben or Limex about their meeting with the Cresorians. He hoped he wouldn’t hear from them until tomorrow. Today was one of those days where John wanted to crawl underneath the sheets in his bed and hide from the outside world. 
 
    As soon as he entered medical, he was greeted by Doctor Howl. She was the other chief medical officer on the ship along with Doctor Roth. As Amie was off-duty, Doctor Howl was running things. 
 
    “You’ll be happy to know we’ve uncovered no medical issues with the Palmroids,” Howl reported. “Their biology isn’t too unique. We’ve been able to identify the functions of most of their internal organs, and they seem to be adapting to the ship’s environment with no issues.” 
 
    John looked over Howl’s shoulder and saw Julie with a large group of Palmroids in the central surgical bay. “Thanks, doctor. Don’t keep them here any longer than needed. I’d like to get them situated in quarters and settled in.” 
 
    “Understood,” Howl acknowledged. “Security’s working with your admin on that.” 
 
    John nodded. He patted the doctor on the shoulder and made his way over to the surgical bay. Julie was busy talking with PHOENIX’s newest residents. She seemed a bit overwhelmed as she was being inundated with a barrage of questions. 
 
    “Welcome back, Julie,” John greeted as he stepped into the bay. 
 
    Julie had a grateful look on her face seeing him. “It’s good to be back. Everyone, this is Captain John Roberts, the ship commander of the PHOENIX.” 
 
    “You are the leader of this vessel,” one Palmroid said as it flew over to him. 
 
    “I am,” John replied. “And you are?” 
 
    Another Palmroid flew right up to John. “We are Noa and Yuto. We speak for our people.” 
 
    John remembered Julie saying the Palmroids indiscriminately elect individuals to speak for them. He was curious about what method they took to choose who to represent them. “I would like to welcome you to our ship. I’m sorry the circumstances by which we had to bring you.” 
 
    “Captain Julie Olson says our planet was destroyed,” Noa said. “How?” 
 
    John took a deep breath. “A Cresorian ship launched several devices that released a compound that destroyed the atmosphere.” 
 
    Yuto was confused. “I do not understand. You have Cresorians on this ship.” 
 
    “Yes, a ship from their world has been pursuing us,” John explained. “They’ve been tasked with taking the Cresorians on PHOENIX back to their homeworld, but they don’t want to go.” 
 
    “Why?” Noa asked. 
 
    “It’s too complex to get into,” John replied. “Suffice it to say I didn’t realize the extent the ship would go to complete their mission.” 
 
    “Because of your choice to harbor these Cresorians on your vessel, we lost our homeworld,” Noa pointed out. 
 
    It was if the Palmroid chose the right words to make John feel guilty. He didn’t know how to respond. He was at a loss for words. However, Yuto added something before the captain could speak. 
 
    “The crewmembers we have interacted with on the planet have shown only pure intentions towards us. We know you did not anticipate events would play out this way. We do not blame you for the loss of our world.” 
 
    “Thank you,” John said. “Believe me, if I had known what that ship was willing to do, I would have done everything to stop it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to stay on PHOENIX until we find a new world for you,” Julie added. 
 
    “We are eager to explore this vessel,” Noa admitted. “Captain Julie Olson has stated 50,000 individuals can live here. Although we have no concept of what that means, from what we have seen this vessel appears quite large.” 
 
    “It is,” John confirmed. “There’s more than enough room for all of you.” 
 
    “If we find this vessel accommodating, could we stay here permanently?” Yuto asked. 
 
    John didn’t expect them to want to stay here, but he responded without any hesitation. “If you want to make a new home here, we’d be more than happy to have you remain. We’ll make your transition as easy as possible.” 
 
    “We accept your promise, Captain John Roberts,” Noa said. “How long until we are free to explore this vessel?” 
 
    “The medical staff won’t keep you here too much longer,” Julie replied. “And we have procedures to follow to get you into quarters.” 
 
    “Quarters?” Noa asked. 
 
    “Homes for you to stay in,” John clarified. He was wondering how they would figure out how to house them. Would one Palmroid be in quarters or would they want to be housed in groups? It was something he’d let the proper people figure out. 
 
    John motioned to Julie. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to talk to Julie in private for a moment.” 
 
    Julie followed him out of the surgical bay. John made a sign to Doctor Howl that he was going to use her office. 
 
    “What’s going on with the DUDOS?” Julie asked once the office door slid closed. 
 
    “The last check they were still holding position,” John replied. “With our shields up, they aren’t a threat.” 
 
    “And the ones on board?” Julie asked. 
 
    “Ben and Limex are telling them what happened. I’m not expecting they’ll take the news well.” 
 
    “Is there any way to reverse what they did to the planet?” Julie hoped. “It sounds remarkably like what the Screen did to Flutori,” referring to the Senfo homeworld. 
 
    “We have a few Senfo scientists on board,” John explained. “They reviewed the data and said what the DUDOS used is irreversible.” 
 
    Julie was astonished what the DUDOS did. “I can’t believe they’re willing to go to extremes. They’re risking alienating themselves from the alliance.” 
 
    “It’s obvious they don’t care about the alliance,” John said. “They’ll do whatever it takes to complete their mission, regardless of the consequences.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Julie asked Julie. 
 
    John leaned on the doctor’s desk. “Regardless how our Cresorian guests react, they still don’t want to go back home. Our only option is to jump at maximum speed and put as much distance between us and the DUDOS.” 
 
    “I can check on Ben and Limex and see how they’re fairing with the Cresorians,” Julie offered. 
 
    “No, I’d like you to stay with the Palmroids. I want to be sure we have no issues with them. I’ll deal with the Cresorians.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    “How could this have happened?” Grovenix demanded. “You said the planet would be our home!” 
 
    Despite his loud tone, Ben knew he needed to remain calm to prevent the situation from getting out of hand. “It would have been. No one anticipated the DUDOS would take such drastic action. The scientists on board have scanned the planet, hoping they could reverse what was done, but it looks to be permanent.” 
 
    Grovenix pointed at Limex. “It is no secret that you would have been content staying here. How do we know you did not contact the DUDOS and inform them of our plans?” 
 
    Limex clenched her fists and took a step towards Grovenix. “You dare question my honor?” 
 
    “I question everything!” Grovenix shouted. “We are told how to behave, monitored like animals here, then promised a new home. Now that home has been snatched away from us. I say you are manipulating us into submission.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Ben insisted. “We’ve been nothing but honest with all of you. What happened is unfortunate, but there are other planets out there. We will find you a home.” 
 
    “What is to stop the DUDOS from following us and destroying any planet we find?” Orocix asked. 
 
    Ben didn’t have an immediate answer. “I’m sure Captain Roberts will address the DUDOS situation.” 
 
    “John Captain has failed us,” Wulex declared. “We are destined to be trapped on this ship for the remainder of our cycles.” 
 
    “I would rather die than submit to a life of depravity here,” Orocix added. 
 
    “Enough!” boomed the voice of Jumix. “What is done cannot be undone. They have told you what has occurred. You must accept it.” 
 
    “Return to your quarters,” Limex instructed. “Once we determine how to proceed next, we will inform you.” 
 
    The Cresorians looked at one another. Ben could see they were unhappy. Hopefully, a little time was all that was needed for the news to settle in with them. 
 
    The Cresorians filed out of Limex’s quarters. Jumix remained behind. “Ben Attorney, I would have a moment alone with Limex.” 
 
    Ben looked to Limex, who nodded at him. “We will speak in the morning. Thank you for your assistance.” 
 
    “Call me if you need anything,” Ben offered. He took one last look at the pair before leaving. 
 
    “Orocix is correct,” Jumix started. “Buinox will not stop until he has all of us.” 
 
    “As long as we are on PHOENIX, we are safe,” Limex pointed out. 
 
    “Is that your solution? To remain here? You see our people are not happy. They want a place of their own. They don’t want to live with other aliens.” 
 
    “Then what do you suggest?” Limex asked. “We do not have many options.” 
 
    “We leave PHOENIX and live out in space on our own,” Jumix replied. 
 
    “The others would be equally unhappy returning to such a life,” Limex said. “All of us wanted the Screen defeated, so we no longer had to live alone and isolated on our ships. The Screen are gone. The aliens oppressed by them are enjoying newfound freedom. For us? We are faced with a life worse back home than under the Screen threat. Is your solution to go back into space? I cannot do that.” 
 
    “Then maybe we should return home to fight those in power,” Jumix suggested. 
 
    “We spent our lives trying to survive until the Screen were defeated. You want our reward to be returning home to fight our own kind?” Limex asked. 
 
    “Most would rather return home to fight than stay here or go back out into space.” 
 
    Limex couldn’t imagine any of them would want to return to living in space on their ships. “No, that cannot be.” 
 
    “Have you asked any of them what they want? You seem to be operating under your own agenda.” 
 
    Limex was incensed by his questions. “Do you think I am putting my own needs above everyone else?” 
 
    “You seemed so intent on making a life here,” Jumix pointed out. “I believe you have lost consideration of what the others want.” 
 
    “We cannot go back to how things were before the Screen,” Limex argued. “Every alliance member recognizes that. Why can’t we? Our homeworld is destroyed. Rebuilding it will not recapture its former glory. We must accept the reality as it exists now, rather than pining for a life gone cycles ago.” 
 
    Jumix realized they would continue to argue without agreeing to anything. It would do nothing to improve their situation. “Very well, I must accept your point of view. You must do what you feel is best for us.” 
 
    Limex was surprised at how conciliatory he had become. Jumix always argued his stance if he firmly believed in it. But it had been a long day. Perhaps they all needed time to assess things. 
 
    “We will talk in the morning and come to a consensus,” Limex offered. “I would like us to be on a united front before addressing the others.” 
 
    “Very well,” Jumix said as he put his wrists together. “I will see you in the morning.” 
 
    Limex put her wrists together as he left. It would be difficult convincing the others to be patient looking for a new world. Maybe she had worn Jumix down enough to get him to accept her way of thinking. 
 
    Outside, Jumix took his time walking back to his quarters. He knew it was a long shot convincing Limex that they should return to homeworld. Unlike the others, she had become enamored by life on this ship and all the luxuries it offered. But Jumix was resentful, as were many of his brethren. They only saw the other aliens as being arrogant, flaunting their good fortunes. It was an insult to the Cresorians. They were no better off since the Screen were defeated. 
 
    If they were to leave PHOENIX, they had to leave united. But if Limex wanted to stay, there would be a few others who would stay as well. No, he had to force her hand. He needed to force Limex to tell the others that they needed to leave the ship. 
 
    “Computer, I would like to request a private meeting with Ben Ravarius Attorney. Is he free?” 
 
    “His schedule shows he is free at 1430 hours tomorrow,” Vish replied. 
 
    “That is acceptable. Send him my request.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. I will notify you when he has agreed to the meeting.” 
 
    Jumix was satisfied. He knew what needed to be done. It was for the good of his people. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    John didn’t sleep well. His mind raced with the events of the past twenty-four hours. With the Palmroid planet rendered uninhabitable, they were back to square one finding the Cresorians a new home. On top of that, they still had the hostile Cresorian ship out there. The DUDOS captain sent repeated communications to PHOENIX declaring he would pursue them until he got his people back. They hadn’t replied to him at all. What was the point? John realized nothing he said would convince Buinox to abandon his mission. 
 
    As John got himself ready for the staff meeting, he went over some recent status reports. It seemed the Palmroids were unfamiliar with having personal residences. When they were shown some quarters, they protested at having to live in such confinement (the crew working with them did explain they were free to come and go from their quarters as they pleased). But it seemed the insectoid aliens were used to living freely underground. They had no need for their own quarters, wanting to live throughout the ship. They were so small and, with only a few thousand of them, it wasn’t a logistical issue. This morning Sally would issue a ship-wide announcement letting the crew know about the Palmroids living situation. 
 
    Although recent events were unfortunate, they distracted John from thinking too much about Andre. The captain considered going to Andre’s quarters and going through his personal effects, but he realized he wasn’t ready yet. He needed more time to process what his friend had done. 
 
    Before heading to the meeting, John took the time to sit out on his balcony and enjoy the view of Central. He didn’t do this often enough. It was a great way to clear his mind. 
 
    “Here is your breakfast,” X said as he set the plate on the small patio table. “Will you be home for lunch?” 
 
    “Doesn’t look that way,” John replied. “I suspect it’s going to be a full day for me.” 
 
    “If you want this unit present with you throughout the day, let me know.” 
 
    “Thanks.” John smiled as he watched X go back inside. He appreciated the bot’s offer and willingness to look out for him. X was the last link to John’s childhood. He was grateful he had him here. 
 
    Just then a Palmroid appeared and perched itself on the balcony handrail. The creature didn’t say anything right away. It appeared to be checking out John and his breakfast. 
 
    “Hello there,” John greeted. 
 
    “Why is the organic material in front of you generating so much heat?” the Palmroid asked. 
 
    “You mean my breakfast? We sometimes heat our food.” 
 
    “Why? Is it poisonous?” 
 
    “No, we just sometimes like to eat cooked food,” John replied. “Do you not prepare your food?” 
 
    “We eat the vegetative matter that grow in the tunnels. We have no concept of altering what we consume to make it more appealing.” 
 
    “One less complication to deal with,” John quipped. “I’m Captain John Roberts,” he said, assuming the alien didn’t know who he was. 
 
    The Palmroid hopped off the handrail and flew up to the captain’s face. “You speak for all individuals on this ship?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t necessarily speak for everyone,” John clarified. “I’m the leader of this vessel.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Olson and others have explained the concept of singular leadership to us. It is very strange, but fascinating. I am Goi.” The Palmroid flew around John in circles a couple of times. “I am trying to identify what traits you have that would distinguish you from others of your kind to justify your appointment as permanent leader.” 
 
    “Being a leader isn’t a result of physical traits,” John tried to explain. “There’s more to it. Your accomplishments, how you inspire others, your ability to speak for many voices who may not agree with you.” 
 
    Goi landed on the patio table. “You operate differently from my kind. It will take time to learn more about you.” 
 
    “How have you been settling on the ship?” John asked. 
 
    “We are finding it not difficult to adapt to your ship. Everyone has been patient with us,” Goi replied. 
 
    “I wasn’t asking about all the Palmroids. I was asking how you’re doing?” 
 
    Goi was perplexed by the captain’s question. “My kind operates for the collective well-being of each other. We do not concern ourselves with our own needs.” 
 
    “The crew operates as a collective as well,” John explained. “We work together for the well-being of the ship, but everyone here has their own goals they work towards to be happy.” 
 
    Goi cocked his head as he considered what John said. “I find it difficult that one could have their own needs while working for the benefit of others. Does that not get…confusing?” 
 
    “It can get complicated,” John admitted. “But that’s how we work here. When you’ve spent more time here getting to know people, you’ll see.” 
 
    “Vish to Captain Roberts. You are thirty minutes from the start of the staff meeting.” 
 
    John got up from his seat. “I’ve got a meeting to go to. It was nice talking with you.” He headed into his apartment, not realizing Goi was following him. 
 
    “John, the Palmroid is behind you,” X pointed out. 
 
    John turned to the Palmroid. “I’m heading to a meeting of the senior staff only.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” Goi asked. 
 
    “We’re going to talk about some pressing issues. I need to get some ideas about how to handle them.” 
 
    “I will come with you. It will be a good opportunity for me to observe how you interact with one another on this ship,” Goi stated. 
 
    John was about to explain again that the meeting was for only senior staff members, but he didn’t have it in him to get into a prolonged explanation. “Fine, come on.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Goi wasn’t the only Palmroid at the staff meeting. Yuto and Noa were also there. Julie invited them, figuring transparency might go a long way in easing the Palmroids integration to ship life. The three insectoids hovered above everyone as the meeting took place. There was one item on the agenda that was tabled to the next meeting because of their presence. It was a report regarding them. 
 
    Sally had put together a report from crewmembers reporting unusual occurrences with the Palmroids. They were minor things: Palmroids helping themselves to people’s food at restaurants, following people into their quarters. There was one report of a Palmroid watching a human female crewmember showering. It was clear the aliens needed to learn some basic social norms that were customary on the ship. John sent Sally a private note asking her to solicit volunteers to help educate the Palmroids. 
 
    “What’s the latest on the DUDOS?” John asked. 
 
    “They stopped transmitting to us at 0343 hours,” Bret reported. 
 
    “They’re still holding position near us,” Tim added. “They haven’t activated any weapons.” 
 
    Although he already knew the answer, he felt he still needed to ask. “Is there any possibility of restoring the planet’s atmosphere?” 
 
    “Our scientists went over the data all night,” Julie replied. “They’re adamant that the effect’s irreversible.” 
 
    “Even if the atmosphere could be restored, we cannot send the Cresorians down there with the DUDOS present,” Korifluxinina pointed out. “Is there a plan in place regarding them?” 
 
    “No,” John admitted. He was trying to come up with some diplomatic solution. So far, he had nothing. “How are the Cresorians on board doing?” 
 
    “No disturbances from them at all,” Chief Davers replied. “They’ve been good.” 
 
    “Limex and I are meeting the entire group later this morning,” Ben said. “She’s going to tell them that they’ll have to remain on PHOENIX until we can find them another planet.” 
 
    “Such a plan is irrelevant with the DUDOS,” Korifluxinina added. “They will destroy any new planet we find. Any plan that involves locating a new planet is futile with that ship out there.” 
 
    It was an unfortunate fact that couldn’t be ignored. Any plan short of sending the Cresorians back to their homeworld would be blocked by Buinox. They had to come up with a way to get them to abandon their mission. 
 
    Suddenly, the sounds of blasts could be heard. Vish came over the board room’s speakers. “Multiple impacts on PHOENIX’s shields.” 
 
    “Roberts to command deck, what’s going on?” 
 
    “The DUDOS has opened fire on us,” the duty officer reported. “Shields are holding. There’s no threat of them penetrating our defenses. We’re estimating they’re using sixty percent of their available weapons to attack.” 
 
    “Something’s riled them up.” John rolled his eyes and got up. It was clear none of the staff had any new insight on how to deal with the DUDOS. “Meeting adjourned.” 
 
    Goi flew down and settled on John’s shoulder as the staff filed out of the board room. “There did not appear much interaction among your people that resulted in new information.” 
 
    “We’re dealing with a tough situation,” John replied. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The senior officers arrived on the command deck greeted by the continued sounds of weapons blasts hitting the ship’s shields. 
 
    “Report,” John requested as everyone got to their stations. Goi remained on his shoulder, curious to everything that was happening. Yuto and Noa were flying around the command deck. Julie figured they would come along and notified the command deck staff that it was okay. 
 
    “Shields are holding,” Tim reported as he checked the readings from his station. 
 
    “Ship systems are showing no damage,” Shelly added. 
 
    “Have you tried contacting them?” Julie asked. 
 
    “We have made several attempts since they began firing,” Rudov replied. “They will not respond.” 
 
    “They might answer if they hear from you,” Julie suggested to John. 
 
    “Works for me. Open a channel to the DUDOS,” John ordered. 
 
    “Channel open,” Bret said. 
 
    “This is Captain Roberts. I’d order you to cease your attack on my ship, but as you probably have figured out, your weapons are ineffective. You can deplete your energy resources and continue firing or stop and talk to us.” John couldn’t help but be sarcastic. He felt any goodwill towards Buinox would be pointless. 
 
    “Transmission coming in from the DUDOS. It’s Buinox,” Bret reported. 
 
    The image of Buinox appeared over the operations table. “John Captain, I demand you return our people immediately. As captured enemy combatants, they are to be returned to us unless they possess vital tactical information that would serve your purpose during this time of war.” 
 
    Buinox’s statement alarmed John. “Hold on! No one’s at war here.” 
 
    “Incorrect,” Buinox countered. “At huip meke arb the Cresorian government officially declared war on all alliance races for kidnapping and holding our people hostage.” 
 
    John motioned for Bret to mute the transmission. He then looked at Julie. “He’s lying. I can’t accept that the Cresorians would declare war on the entire alliance.” 
 
    “He could be making it up,” Julie postulated. “But TERRA has no way of telling us since they don’t know where we’re at.” 
 
    “Cresorian communication technology is superior to ours,” Korifluxinina stated. “It is possible they have maintained real time contact with their homeworld.” 
 
    John couldn’t fathom the Cresorians going to war over thirty-eight individuals. It would be preposterous. They were in no position to wage war with anyone. None of this made any sense. 
 
    “Open channel,” John ordered. “Buinox, I’ve received no notification that a declaration of war has been made. Even if that were true, it changes nothing. The Cresorians on this ship have made it clear they don’t want to return to their homeworld. They remain on this ship of their own free will.” 
 
    The image of Buinox disappeared. “The transmission has been terminated on their end,” Rudov reported. 
 
    “Guess he didn’t like what you said,” Julie remarked. 
 
    “Bret, send a communication to TERRA,” John requested. “I want to know if it’s true.” 
 
    “We’re pretty far out,” Bret said. “It could take time to get an answer.” 
 
    “Do it,” John reiterated. Noa and Yuto, who had been hovering high above the command deck, descended onto the operations table. 
 
    “You allow Cresorians to stay on your vessel when their very own are trying to harm you?” Noa asked. 
 
    Before John or Julie could reply, Goi spoke up. “Captain Roberts explained to me how individuals work as a collective but still have their own personal needs. I believe we are witnessing that phenomenon now.” 
 
    “It is disconcerting to operate in such a manner,” Noa remarked. 
 
    “From what I have witnessed on this vessel, it would seem such contradictory actions are normal,” Yuto observed. “Perhaps they need to function in this manner to thrive.” 
 
    Suddenly, the sounds of weapons fire could be heard again. “It would seem the Cresorian vessel captain did not listen to you,” Goi said to John. 
 
    “What do you intend to do?” Korifluxinina asked. 
 
    John shook his head. He couldn’t believe how stubborn Buinox was being. “We’re in no danger. We’ll hold position for now. I want to wait and see what our Cresorian guests have to say about this latest development.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The meeting with the Cresorians was heated. Most of it consisted of yelling and accusations being thrown around. Some accused Limex of conspiring with the PHOENIX crew to sabotage the planet to keep them on board. Others blamed the DUDOS, fearful they ultimately would be returned home as slaves, or even executed. It took almost an hour for Limex and Ben to get everyone calm enough to explain the latest developments. No one seemed enthused with the idea of staying on PHOENIX. But everyone agreed on one thing, the presence of the DUDOS served as a continued threat to whatever plans they came up with. 
 
    When the meeting was done, Ben retreated to his quarters for a quick nap. He was exhausted and wanted to sleep the rest of the day, but with the DUDOS firing on PHOENIX, he assumed Captain Roberts would be calling on him. 
 
    The nap was restless. He tossed and turned on the couch as he couldn’t clear his mind. Realizing he couldn’t sleep, he went over some legal briefs. It was a pleasant distraction focusing on something else besides the Cresorians. 
 
    “Computer, what time is it?” Ben asked. 
 
    “It is 1437 hours,” Vish replied. 
 
    Ben realized he missed his meeting with Jumix. He forgot to tell the ship computer to remind him of it. He started scrabbling for his shoes when the door chime rang. 
 
    “Who is it?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Jumix.” 
 
    “Come in.” As the door opened and Jumix entered, Raz began to apologize. “I’m so sorry. I lost track of time.” 
 
    “It is of no matter,” replied Jumix. “This location will serve my purpose just as well.” 
 
    Ben assumed he was fine with having their meeting here. He turned and looked around for his DAT. “I know a lot was discussed at this morning’s meeting. I have a couple of ideas…” 
 
    Ben stopped talking when he felt a sharp pain in his side. He looked down to see a knife protruding out of him, held by a furry hand. Blood already began oozing out as another furry hand wrapped around his throat. 
 
    “Now you will make a call for me,” was all Jumix whispered in his ear. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Julie was sitting in a booth at Smitty’s, waiting for Mitchell to come up from engineering to meet her for a very late lunch. She tried to get John to go to lunch with her, but he wanted to remain on the command deck as long as the DUDOS continued firing on the ship. With most departments on elevated alert, Mitchell was busy in engineering. He managed to get some time away to see his wife. It helped to be married to the executive officer. 
 
    Franklin, the owner of Smitty’s, came over to check on Julie. “Can I get you anything?” 
 
    “I’m good for now,” Julie replied. “Just waiting for Mitchell.” 
 
    “Soon as I see him, I’ll send him back to you,” Franklin promised as he left her alone. He could tell she was not in the mood to talk. 
 
    Julie activated her holographic DAT and began reviewing the tactical data they had on the DUDOS. In one respect, she felt guilty looking over it. The only reason to review the information was if they were expecting a military confrontation. How could she think that? The Cresorians were instrumental in defeating the Screen. How could they go from allies to enemies in a matter of months? 
 
    On the other hand, the DUDOS had exhibited nothing but hostility towards them. Reviewing tactical options was a prudent move for a military officer. They had the welfare of the ship’s crew to consider. 
 
    “Security to Roberts and Olson,” came the voice of Chief Davers over her pip. “We have a hostage situation involving a Cresorian and human, deck fourteen, unit M3322. My team’s heading there now!” 
 
    Julie immediately jumped out of the booth. “Tell Mitchell an emergency’s come up!” she yelled to Franklin as she ran out. “John, chief, I’m heading to deck fourteen now.” 
 
    “Who’s the hostage?” John asked. 
 
    “Report is Jumix is holding Ben Ravarius hostage,” Davers replied. 
 
    “Acknowledged, keep me apprised,” John instructed. “Julie, I’m remaining on the command deck in case the situation with the DUDOS changes.” 
 
    “Understood,” Julie said. If a Cresorian was holding Ben hostage, the one person who had worked so closely with the Cresorians, it could destabilize the situation with the Cresorians on PHOENIX. “Olson to Limex. I need you at unit M3322 immediately. One of your people is holding Ben hostage.” 
 
    “I will be there,” Limex replied. 
 
    The DUDOS attacking the ship, now a Cresorian was holding a crewmember hostage. Things were going from bad to worse. Julie had a hard time imagining how either situation could come out with a positive outcome. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    A full security detail was situated outside Ben’s quarters when Julie arrived. They had their weapons drawn and pointed towards the open door. She announced herself visually to the team. When they nodded to her, she made her way through the entrance, where she heard Chief Davers and Limex talking. 
 
    “You need to release Ben. He needs to receive proper medical attention,” Davers told Jumix. 
 
    “This is not how we will resolve our dilemma,” Limex pleaded. “Killing him will accomplish nothing. He has been our advocate since our arrival. Kill him, and we lose all support on this ship.” 
 
    “Limex’s right,” Julie said as she joined the pair, holding her hands up to Jumix to show she was unarmed. Limex was also unarmed, but the chief had his pulse gun drawn and pointed at Jumix. “There’s no need for this.”  
 
    “I disagree, Julie Captain,” Jumix replied. He had his arm wrapped around the attorney’s neck. His other hand was on the knife still embedded in Ben’s side. “You promised us a home and broke that promise.” 
 
    “We can find another planet,” Julie said. 
 
    “For Buinox to destroy?” Jumix countered. “He will pursue us until he has us. How long are you willing to keep us here?” 
 
    “They have treated us well here,” Limex argued. “You cannot claim that your time here has been unbearable.” 
 
    “It does not matter!” Jumix yelled. “We do not want to remain here. We would rather return home than stay on this ship.” His eyes focused on Julie. “You flaunt your luxuries, thinking if you share your amenities it will appease us. But you have no idea what we have suffered. Your kind was spared the destruction the Screen inflicted upon us. You expect us to submit to a life of meekness when we are survivors.” 
 
    His eyes then shifted to Limex. “You are willing to subject to them because you are weak, tired of fighting for what is best for our people. You lost your way as they poisoned your mind with their way of life. You’d rather become one of them and give up your identity than live as a Cresorian.” 
 
    “That is not true,” Limex insisted. “I am doing what is right for our people.” 
 
    Her remark only incensed Jumix’s anger. He pressed the knife into Ben, moving it around, causing the attorney to cry out in pain. “You will never understand!” 
 
    He pulled the knife out of Ben and shoved him to the floor. He lunged towards him, ready to attack again when the chief opened fire.  Two shots struck Jumix in the head and chest, and he collapsed to the floor. 
 
    “Julie to medical. We have a Cresorian down and a human in need of help.” She raced towards Ben as Limex checked on Jumix. Ben was breathing heavily as he clutched his side. Julie put her hands on the wound and applied pressure. “Help’s on the way.” She looked over at Limex. Her head was buried in Jumix’s chest, and he wasn’t moving. It was all the confirmation Julie needed. 
 
    Ben grabbed Julie by the arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” 
 
    Julie tried to comfort him. “Save your strength. It’ll be okay.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    It had been three days since Jumix attacked Ben. The DUDOS was still firing its weapons on PHOENIX, albeit at a slower pace. This morning John received a priority communication from TERRA. He read the report slowly, trying to accept the contents in it. 
 
    The door chime to his office rang. “Come in.” It was Julie. “I just finished reading the communication from TERRA,” John said as Julie sat down. 
 
    “And?” Julie didn’t get the report as it was flagged for John’s eyes only. 
 
    “Buinox was telling the truth. The Cresorians have declared war on the alliance. They’ve already attacked a Onixin and Quix ship.” 
 
    It took a moment for Julie to process the news. “Do they…do they want us to come back?” 
 
    John shook his head. “There are reports of continued infighting among the Cresorians. They’re even attacking each other. TERRA feels the combined forces of the alliance is more than enough to keep them at bay if the Cresorians cease their infighting and unite. We’re to continue with our mission. How’s Ben doing?” 
 
    “He’s been discharged from medical and is expected to make a full recovery. I spoke with Limex. She’s decided her people can’t stay on PHOENIX. They’ll be leaving at the end of the day.” 
 
    John wasn’t too surprised to hear such news, and he wasn’t inclined to argue for them to remain on board. “Where will they go? The DUDOS is also still out there.” 
 
    “I pointed that out, and she doesn’t care. Given what Jumix did, she believes they’ve lost all trust with the crew. They’ll never be looked upon as equals. As for where they’ll go, she wouldn’t say.” 
 
    “Maybe given some time…” John started but stopped himself from finishing the sentence. He couldn’t solve everyone’s problems. “If they want to go, so be it. There’s one thing I can do to help them. Now that we’re officially at war with the Cresorians, it makes what I want to do easier.” 
 
    John got up and headed out of the office. Julie followed him out of the command deck down to the operations table. She suspected what he was going to do. Buinox would be sorry for crossing John. 
 
    “Tim, arm ruialon beam weapons,” John ordered. “Target the DUDOS’s weapons. Once they’re destroyed, fire a starburst.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Commander Richardson replied as he brought the weapons systems online. 
 
    “Buinox is hailing us,” Bret reported. “He wants to talk.” 
 
    “I’ll bet he does,” John muttered. No doubt the Cresorian saw PHOENIX had armed its weapons and was locking onto his ship. John had no intention of talking to him. They were past talking. “Fire when ready.” 
 
    PHOENIX’s ruialon forward beam emitters fired, striking the DUDOS multiple times. When the sensors showed every weapon emitter of the DUDOS was destroyed, PHOENIX followed up with a starburst attack. 
 
    “DUDOS weapons have been destroyed,” Tim reported. “Starburst has hit the target. All their systems are offline.” 
 
    “Jufo, take us out of the system and jump the ship,” John ordered. “Exit the jump when our Cresorian guests are ready to leave.” He looked at Julie. “You have any comments on my actions?” 
 
    “No, John,” Julie replied. “I stand by your decision.” 
 
    John said nothing more as he patted her shoulder and returned to his office. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Julie was in the hangar, watching the Cresorians board their ships. John opted out of seeing them off. Given what happened, he was done with dealing with any Cresorian and wanted no more interactions with them. It was a sad end to their situation. They had all come together to fight and defeat a common enemy. But that foundation wasn’t enough to solidify the alliance that was forged. 
 
    Limex was the last one to arrive at the hangar. She had the same belongings she’d had before coming on board. None of the Cresorians accepted the provisions offered to them. They all elected to leave the same way they came. 
 
    Limex approached Julie, flanked by two security guards. 
 
    “The last of your people have boarded their ships,” Julie informed her. 
 
    Limex nodded. “Where is John Captain?” 
 
    “He’s chosen not to see you off,” Julie admitted. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Limex was not surprised that John Captain refused to see them off. “Do not apologize. You and your crew did everything to help us.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” Julie asked. 
 
    “I will be resuming the life I have always known. As for the others? Once we leave this ship, they are free to do what they please. I was only their leader on PHOENIX. In space, they are free to what they want.” 
 
    Julie was disheartened, and Limex could see the disappointment in her face. “Do not grieve for us. We are survivors, we always have been. Sacrifice is part of our lives. Also, please tell Ben Attorney I appreciate everything he tried to do for my people.” Limex started to walk away but stopped and turned to Julie one more time. “Jumix was…he was my gogankin.” 
 
    It took a few moments for Julie to remember what that word meant. By the time she realized Limex had said Jumix was her son, the Cresorian was already on board her ship. All the executive officer could do was watch the Cresorian ships leave the hangar. Sure enough, as Limex had predicted, the ships split up and jumped in different directions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER NINTEEN 
 
      
 
    John and X were in Andre’s quarters, going through his personal effects. With things relatively quiet on the ship since the Cresorians’ departure and no sign of the DUDOS, John had no excuse to avoid going through his deceased friend’s belongings. It was tough. Everything he looked at was a reminder of Andre. 
 
    “This unit has finished packing Andre’s clothes,” X announced. The bot found John sitting on the living room couch, looking through some photos. There were five boxes of pictures on the coffee table. 
 
    “Yeah.” John barely paid attention to his bot. He was too engrossed in the pictures. He was living Andre’s entire life through these photos. His upbringing, marriage, raising kids, retirement years, all documented in these pictures. 
 
    The door chime rang, but John didn’t hear it. He was too caught up looking at the photos. After seeing his master wasn’t moving, X went and opened the door. “Julie Olson.” 
 
    Julie stepped inside. “Vish said you and John were here.” 
 
    Hearing his executive officer’s voice broke John out of his trance. “Is everything okay?” he asked as he put down the pictures. 
 
    “Ship operations are fine. I came here to see how you’re doing. We’ve barely spoken since the Cresorians left.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. I just needed some time to myself,” John admitted. “I should have told you…” 
 
    Julie held her hand up. “No, no. It’s okay. I needed a little time to myself as well.” 
 
    “I keep wondering what Drix would have said or done if he were still here,” John wondered. “I finally realized that I had no idea what he would have done. He was our friend and valued crewmember, but that was when he was alive. Who knows what he would have done with his fellow Cresorians here.” 
 
    “I believe he would have done everything he could to integrate them here,” Julie said. “He was an example of how aliens could live and work together. He got along with everyone. That’s what the alliance was founded upon. Maybe he was unique among his people in that he recognized the benefit of collaboration.” 
 
    John smiled. “I always thought Drix was like me. He marched to his own beat.” 
 
    “He did. He wasn’t like any of his people,” Julie agreed as she looked around. “How are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m doing okay. I miss Andre a lot, but I’m not sad. It’s weird, but I understand why he did what he did. He lived a full life, spent it with someone who meant the world to him. When he lost her, he considered his life over. As much as I wanted him to be happy here, I’m glad he’s at peace.” 
 
    “I feel that way with Mitchell,” Julie revealed. “I couldn’t imagine my life without him. When we fought the Screen protecting the Ni, he was the only person I thought of when I was in my fighter.” 
 
    “When I found Alex’sis after the command deck was hit, even though I felt her pulse and knew she was gone, I couldn’t accept it. I went into automatic mode. I later thought that denying her death made me weak.” 
 
    Julie had a different perspective. “I think it makes you an optimist. You always hope for the best in a situation. That’s always been your strength. And I like what you said about Andre. He tried to continue with his life. He even went so far as moving to this ship.” 
 
    “From the pictures I’ve gone through, he lived a full life,” John smiled. 
 
    “What do you want to do with all of this?” Julie asked. 
 
    “X, we’ll take all the pictures back to my apartment. They represent the life Andre made for himself with Adriana. As for the rest of his things? We’ll send them to requisition. Let them decide what can be sold or reprocessed.” He looked at Julie. “Wanna help?” 
 
    “I’d love to,” Julie said as she grabbed a box of pictures. “I’m meeting Mitchell and dad for dinner later. Want to come with?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” John said as they headed out of Andre’s quarters. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Doctor Roth entered the main surgical bay, reviewing some data on her holographic DAT. Her patient was oozing over the main surgical bay. 
 
    “I have to be honest with you, Vun. I can’t make much out from your biological scans.” 
 
    “You are an accomplished healer,” Vun said. “I accept whatever conclusion you may draw.” 
 
    “Well, I compared these readings from your last readings when you first came on board. At the micro level, your cells are operating about forty-three percent faster than baseline. If you were human, I’d compare that to elevated blood pressure. How do you feel?” 
 
    “I feel good,” Vun replied. “I have never felt so...invigorated.” 
 
    “Glad to hear that. So why the sudden need for a visit?” 
 
    “I have learned from you humans that going on a…hunch…is best,” Vun explained. “I felt the need to see you, so I went with that compulsion.” 
 
    “Well, as far as I’m concerned, you’re in perfect health. Just don’t take that as absolute. I still don’t have experience with non-humanoids.” 
 
    Vun slid its body off the surgical bed. “I appreciate your time looking over my functions. Good day.” 
 
    Roth watched as the Gercol left medical. She signed up for this tour to expand her knowledge of aliens. Vun certainly was an example of that challenge. She accepted its explanation that it came for a check-up on a hunch. In Roth’s experience, people rarely went to a doctor on a hunch. She was certain Vun came to her for a reason, but she wasn’t going to coerce a confession out of him. Maybe in time, it would tell her. 
 
    As the chief medical officer headed to her office, something else was nagging her. She swore Vun looked a lighter shade of green. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Vun made its way to a lift and headed down to Central. It was satisfied with the doctor’s examination. Despite the unusual circumstances, things were proceeding as normal. Any concerns the Gercol had about its health had been abated. It knew its time was now limited. However long it had left was still an unknown. 
 
    Vun arrived at Homeworld Decadence and found Mu talking with some of his staff. As soon as the Rifva spotted the Gercol, he excused himself from his workers. 
 
    “I am happy to see you,” Mu said as he extended his three hands out. Vun extended three appendages out and enveloped Mu’s hands. The warmth of the appendages always felt good to Mu. “I am taking the evening off, so we may spend time together in my quarters.” 
 
    “Will you teach me more of the craft of cooking?” Vun asked. 
 
    Mu blinked his three eyes in unison. “Yes, I have selected a dish that I believe you will be able to master.” 
 
    “I am ready for the challenge,” Vun promised. “What time would you like me over?” 
 
    “I will be ready for you at 1800 hours.” 
 
    Vun’s body shook a little. “I will see you then.” 
 
    The Gercol left the restaurant. It decided to slide around Central rather than head to its quarters. It only stopped once when it caught a look of itself in the reflection of a glass storefront. These humanoid aliens couldn’t see it, but Vun saw the changes occurring in its body. It never thought that this could happen with a humanoid creature. Somehow it and Mu had created a life together. The birth of this life form would mean the end of Vun’s life, as was the case with any Gercol who procreated. Vun decided it would wait to tell Mu about their new life form when its physical changes became obvious. As to telling Mu that Vun would die once their offspring had emerged? Vun decided that it would say nothing. It knew enough about Rifva culture to know such news would only bring sadness to Mu. This was something to celebrate. 
 
    Vun saw a clothing store. Although it did not know what it and Mu’s offspring would look like, it felt best not to take chances. If it needed clothes when it emerged, Vun would have them ready in hand. The Gercol made its way into the store to browse the wares. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Ben was still sore from his healed wounds. Doctor Howl reminded him that, although they had repaired all the damage, he had to take it easy. Since being discharged from medical two days ago, Ben had remained in his quarters. He was bored, but the thought of meeting with his legal team did not appeal to him. He was tasked with ensuring that the Cresorians lived peacefully on PHOENIX until a permanent home could be found for them. The results? One was dead, and the remaining gone in disgrace. All efforts Ben put in to cement good relations between them and the crew was for nothing. How could he walk into the legal office and expect them to accept him as their leader? He couldn’t resign. PHOENIX wasn’t about to return to the solar system if he did. He was stuck on this ship. It seemed that the best scenario was to demote himself to legal aid and let someone else take over the department. 
 
    The door chime rang as Ben poured himself some diet soda. “Who is it?” 
 
    “It’s John Roberts.” 
 
    Ben wasn’t up to see the captain. “I’m not feeling up for visitors.” 
 
    “I can stand here all day if I have to,” John replied. 
 
    He was certainly persistent. “Come in.” As soon as John came in, Ben spoke. “If you’re here to give me a pep talk, save your breath.” 
 
    “I ran out of wine, so I’m here to borrow some from you.” 
 
    The captain’s attempt at humor wasn’t appreciated. “I’m not laughing.” 
 
    “Your staff has tried to get ahold of you,” John said. “You planning to go back to work anytime soon? You have a lot of things to work on.” 
 
    “Then I suggest you appoint one of my staff members to take over legal,” Ben suggested. 
 
    John folded his arms. “I see how it is. You blame yourself for the Cresorians leaving, so now you’re questioning your abilities as an attorney.” 
 
    Ben got angry. “I told you from the start I wasn’t qualified for this, but you insisted I work as their liaison. Because of me, the Cresorians are gone, and I have the blood of one on my hands.” 
 
    “So, you failed at something and are ready to throw your life away because of it? I’ve got news for you, everyone fails at least one time in their lives.” 
 
    Ben was getting angrier from the lack of sympathy the captain was showing. “You’ve got a crappy way of trying to make someone feel better.” 
 
    “Let me give you a little perspective then,” John replied. “During the Screen mission, I relinquished command of PHOENIX. For several months I wasn’t her captain.” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes. “Now you’re just feeding me a line…” 
 
    John interrupted him. “I’m not kidding.” 
 
    The seriousness in the captain’s tone and the look on his face made Ben realize he wasn’t lying. “Nothing has ever been said publicly…” 
 
    “TERRA elected to keep that bit of information suppressed,” John replied. “If you don’t believe me, you can ask Julie or any of the countless crewmembers still here from the Screen mission. You can even check the ship’s database.” 
 
    “What…what happened?” Ben asked. 
 
    “I did something horrible.” Already the image of the Screen he tortured popped in his head, and he did what he could to put it out of his mind. “I won’t go into specifics, but what I did was…I came to believe I was no longer capable of commanding this ship. And for a while, I couldn’t. It took some time for me to realize I could still lead the crew and continue our mission.” 
 
    “How did you get through it?” Ben asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t have gotten through it alone. I was lucky to be surrounded by people who cared about me. They helped me through that difficult time.” John sat down next to Ben. “That’s why I’m here. I understand what you’re going through. There’s nothing you could have done to change the outcome. I think the Cresorians were doomed from the beginning. They’re too damaged from the loss of their world and isolation in space. No one’s going to be able to help them. They’re going to need to figure things out for themselves.” 
 
    Ben considered the captain’s words. “So, what do I do?” 
 
    “It’s going to take time to work through your feelings of failure. Take that time, but don’t do it alone. You have a lot of people on this ship, including me, who’ll help you through this. Just promise me one thing. When you’re ready, you’ll go back to being head of legal. That’s where you belong.” 
 
    Ben didn’t reply right away. He took his time thinking on the captain’s words. “I never had anyone have such faith in me.” 
 
    “From the moment I first met you I saw your potential. You’ve got a lot going for you, Ben. If you don’t realize that, then it’s up to the crew and me to remind you until you believe it yourself.” 
 
    The words of encouragement triggered something within Ben. It’s what he needed to hear. “Then I’ll continue as your head of legal.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Korifluxinina had the day off. Instead of spending it in her quarters reading or working on a project in her lab, the Quix elected to spend it in Central. She didn’t realize how much she enjoyed the human activity of shopping until spending a few hours engaging in it with some of the female crewmembers. 
 
    By early afternoon, she left her friends and headed to The Lounge. There was something she wanted to do for someone. There weren’t a lot of people in The Lounge this time of day. Behind the bar, she saw Max, the person she wanted to see.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, M,” Korifluxinina said as she took a seat at the bar. 
 
    Max chuckled. “M?” 
 
    “You told me it is a common custom among humans to create nicknames for their friends. As we are friends, and you have bestowed a nickname upon me, I thought it only right to do the same.” 
 
    Max thought about it for a moment. “M, huh? I could get used to it. Okay, K, M it is. What can I get you to drink?” 
 
    “Rudov has suggested an Onixin breblo,” Korifluxinina said. 
 
    “Vish, any issues with a Quix drinking a breblo?” Max asked. 
 
    “There would be no adverse effects on Quix physiology.” 
 
    “A breblo for K,” Max told one of his waiter bots. “So,” he said as he turned back to Korifluxinina. “How are things going?” 
 
    “There has been something on my mind that I need to remedy with you.” Korifluxinina pulled a DAT out from her pocket and handed it to Max. “You will find I have accounted for everything.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Max said as he looked at the information on the DAT. After quickly reviewing it, he looked up at Korifluxinina in surprise. “K, this is a catalog of all my liquor stock and glasses.” 
 
    “This will cover the costs of you replacing everything that I destroyed during my attempted performance. I also calculated lost wages to you for time loss having to replace everything.” 
 
    Max was perplexed by this offer. “Why would you think you need to pay me for all this? I never asked you for any compensation.” 
 
    “You were not aware of what Quix singing could do in a human environment. I neglected to apprise you so that you could take appropriate precautions. As your friend, it is my duty to make you and your business whole again.” 
 
    “If you think you need to do this, then you have a lot to learn about humans,” Max said as he slid the DAT back to her. “What you did that night was great.” 
 
    Korifluxinina was confused by his statement. “I do not understand why you would say such a thing. I caused significant destruction to your establishment.” 
 
    “And no one got hurt,” Max pointed out. “What you did was unexpected. People loved it. We all learned something new about Quix culture. Not only that, you’ve given us something that people will talk about for years.” 
 
    “What about the loss of your property?” Korifluxinina asked. 
 
    “It’s just stuff, and it’s already been replaced. The cost is worth the stories that will come out of what you did,” Max said. “People will come in here and remember the night K tried karaoke.” 
 
    “I thought I was beginning to understand you humans, then you continue to exhibit unexpected behavior. You are certainly an unknown variable in the protectorate.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Max smiled as he took the drinking glass of breblo from his waiter bot and handed it to Korifluxinina. 
 
    “So, we are still friends?” the Quix asked. 
 
    “We’ll always be friends,” Max promised as he poured himself a shot of tequila and toasted her. As he drank it, he spotted the last person he’d expect to come into The Lounge enter through the front doors. “Excuse me, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Max came around the bar and approached his unexpected visitor. “I would ask if you’re lost, but somehow I think you know where you’re at.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d have a few minutes to talk,” Esther asked in an unusually somber tone. She wasn’t displaying any of her vivacious flare. 
 
    “We can talk over here,” Max said and motioned her to a table in the corner. They took a seat and Max waited for Esther to speak. 
 
    “I’m sorry, darling, I’m not sure how to start.” 
 
    “How about the beginning,” Max suggested. 
 
    Esther realized she wasn’t going to get any sympathy by trying to bullshit him. “Fair enough. Max, I’m old.” 
 
    Max was surprised by such a blunt admission. “But you look good for you age.” 
 
    Esther shook her head. “You don’t understand. I always prided myself on my youth and ability to think ahead. The last couple of years on Earth was sobering for me. Guests commenting on how my agency was always reliable because it stayed the same, my employees remarking how I was predictable. They were trying to compliment me, but I took it as me getting old and set in my ways. Then newer agencies, started by younger business owners, started cropping up and taking business away from me. 
 
    “I felt I’d lost my edge and needed to do something unexpected to get myself back on track. That’s why I came to this ship. I thought I could operate my business in the same manner I did on Earth but still come across as fresh and innovative. I quickly realized how things are different here, and it scared me. I still believed I could adapt when I needed to. But for the first time in my life, I felt obsolete. I got scared when that alien attacked me. I needed to prove to myself that I could still take care of myself, despite my age.” 
 
    Tears started streaming down her face. Max slowly wiped them away. “Esther…” 
 
    Esther held her hand up. “You warned me, and I didn’t listen to you. I thought I did something to cause that alien to attack me. Maybe I should have read up on their customs. If I did, perhaps I could have defused the situation differently.” 
 
    “If you would have talked to any of the crew, you would have known the Cresorians were a problem,” Max pointed out. “Instead, you kept yourself isolated. You’re not old, you’re seasoned. You’re in a new place, which is brave for you. There’s nothing wrong with asking for some help.” 
 
    “I’ve never had to do that,” Esther admitted. 
 
    “You’re also never too old to learn something new,” Max smiled. “I’m willing to help you.” 
 
    “I would like that,” Esther said. “I taught you well on Earth. I know you’ll be a good teacher for me here.” 
 
    “Then let’s start by me introducing you to a good friend of mine,” Max said as he got up. 
 
    Esther looked over at the large slug creature sitting at the bar. “Please don’t tell me it’s that thing.” 
 
    “Her name is K, and you’re going to love her,” Max promised as he extended his hand out. 
 
    Esther took a deep breath before taking his hand. Before they went over to the bar, Esther whispered in his ear. “I’m sorry for what I said that night. Thank you for not turning away from me.” 
 
    Max kissed her on the cheek. “You’re my friend. I’ll always be there for you.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    John was sitting on the balcony at his apartment, sipping some red wine as he enjoyed the view of Central. X was seated by him, its ocular sensors rotating around as it also took in the view. 
 
    “You have been quiet for most of this evening,” X observed. 
 
    “Different things on my mind,” John replied. “Cresorians, the alliance, Andre, Alex’sis…” 
 
    “This unit is always ready to listen to you,” X offered. 
 
    John reached his hand out, took ahold of X’s mechanical claw and gently squeezed it. “I know, but just sitting here with you is comforting to me.” 
 
    Just then, X’s ocular sensor spotted something in the distance. “A Palmroid is heading towards our location.” 
 
    John looked around until he spotted the small insectoid creature coming towards them. It perched itself on the balcony and looked at the human and bot. 
 
    “Good evening,” John greeted. “And you are?” 
 
    “Goi.” 
 
    The captain smiled. “Good to see you again. How’s your evening going?” 
 
    “I have taken the time to explore this area of the ship you call Central. It is quite remarkable.” 
 
    “One of our more impressive achievements,” John said with pride. “I hope you and the other Palmroids are settling in.” 
 
    “I will tell you that this ship is a much better home than our underground caverns,” Goi revealed. “We are...happy here.” 
 
    “Happy,” John reiterated. A former ally had turned against the alliance, and a planet had been destroyed. Despite such huge setbacks, hearing that a small race of a few thousand were happy in their new home lifted his spirits. He couldn’t help but smile. It was a small victory, but he would take it. 
 
    John lifted his glass. “To a prosperous beginning for you and yours, Goi. Welcome aboard.” Just then, the doorbell rang. X immediately went to see who it was. A few moments later, Doctor Roth came out on the balcony. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” Amie said as she sat down. 
 
    “Would you like red or white?” X asked. 
 
    “I’ll do red tonight,” Amie replied. As the bot went to get her a drink, the doctor looked around. “I see we have another visitor.” 
 
    “This is Goi,” John introduced. “Goi, this is the ship’s chief medical officer, Amie Roth.” 
 
    “I remember interacting with you,” Goi recounted. “You stroked my body with your hand. It was very comforting.” 
 
    John couldn’t help but laugh. He knew the comment was innocent, but the image of Amie serenading a Palmroid while rubbing its body was too humorous. 
 
    “Has Julie told you lately you still need to grow up?” Amie asked. 
 
    “No, not lately,” John said as he regained his composure. The doorbell rang again. John knew X would answer it. 
 
    “I need to talk to her to keep you in line,” Amie muttered. 
 
    “Why does Captain Roberts need to grow up?” Goi asked as it flew up and nestled on the captain’s shoulder. The Palmroid enjoyed the warm body heat emanating from the larger human. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Amie remarked. 
 
    “I’m up for a long story,” Ben said as he stepped out on the balcony. He handed Amie her glass of wine before sitting down. “Sorry I’m late.” 
 
    “You’re right on time,” John replied. “I’ve got a great story to share. It’s about Andre and when he first started dating Adriana.” 
 
    “I am not familiar with those individuals,” Goi said. 
 
    “You will be after you hear this,” Amie promised. 
 
    “Go on,” Ben encouraged. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “Andre and Adrianna were from different parts of Earth. He was born in France, she grew up in Peru…” John continued the story of how Andre and Adriana met. He never missed a detail. He told the story exactly as Andre had relayed it to him. As he told the tale, several more Palmroids showed up and seated themselves on the balcony handrail to hear the captain’s story. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    OUTGOING MESSAGE 
 
    FROM: CAPTAIN JOHN ROBERTS, TFS PHOENIX 
 
    TO: MIKAL PARIS, EARTH, UNITED STATES TERRITORY, STATE OF  
 
    ARIZONA, CITY OF PHOENIX 
 
      
 
    To Mikal Paris, 
 
    I’m writing to you to inform you of the death of your father, Andre. I had the privilege of not only meeting your dad but also getting to know him. I count him as a close friend and, as I write this letter, continue to mourn his loss. 
 
    Andre shared with me his entire life. His upbringing, meeting your mother, raising you. Yes, he told me about your struggles and the strained relationship between you and him. I want you to know that, despite how upset he was at how things turned out between you two, he always smiled when he recounted the days of your childhood. He beamed with delight talking about coaching you in soccer and baseball, the trips up to Northern California, teaching you how to fish. He also talked about your troubles in school, but never in anger. He only wanted you to find your place in the world and be happy. 
 
    I lost both my parents when I was an infant. I never had the opportunity to know them, so I can’t understand how a child can turn his back on his mother or father. From my experience, most parents want the best for their kids. Your dad was one of those. I’m sure he wasn’t perfect, but it was clear from everything he told me what he did was out of love for you. I can’t tell you the countless times he cried over guilt over not having a relationship with you. All he wanted was for you to be happy and to be a part of your life. He didn’t care if you became a scientist or a waiter. 
 
    I’m sure you have your side of the story, and it doesn’t matter to me what it is. Your dad had such a profound positive impact on me. He’s an example of someone who built a wonderful life with the love of his life. I feel sorry for you for choosing to exclude him. Whatever things were left unsaid will remain that way. You will never have that opportunity to reconcile with him, to resolve any of those unresolved issues. That’s something you’ll have to live with for the rest of your life. My consolation is your dad died with not just one, but several people here who came to admire and love him. 
 
      
 
    Respectfully yours, 
 
    John Roberts 
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