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Thank you Thomas, Tora, Margareta, Rose and Victoria.





“Man’s curiosity, his relentlessness, his inventiveness, his ingenuity have led him into deep trouble. We can only hope that these same traits will enable him to claw his way out.”

E. B. White









Abbreviations:

Artificial Intelligence: AI
The Galactic Universal: GU
The Gateway Out: GO
Guild Credits: GC
Instant Communicator: IC
Instant Communicator Messages: ICe
To Message Someone: To ICe them
Main Administration Camp: MAC
The Joint Confederacy: JC
Social Credits: SC
Universal Credits: UC
Video Message: VM
Video Message in Real Time: RVM




Chapter 1

April 24th 2635, The Joint Confederacy Military Headquarters, Atlanta, Georgia, North America

Alma Hattie Johnson took a deep breath, closed her eyes, turned the doorknob and hoped this meeting had nothing to do with her risky maneuvers with the starfighters last week. She had been in this office a handful of times since she graduated as the highest scoring cadet ever from the Atlanta Chapter of the Military Guild’s Fleet Academy four years before, but no one could make her jump like the Admiral of the Fleet.
Shana looked up as her protégé walked in.  Everything was falling into place perfectly. Thanks to a passing Shimbahn Unification of 5 starship and the mysterious disappearance of a captain and his first officer from the human starship Indianapolis, now she had the opportunity to propel Alma up to a real position of power and influence. 
It was no secret that Shana was expanding her personal power in the fleet. She felt that too many in the Military Guilds were beginning to blur the lines on where piracy began and ended.  And some were even beginning to question whether or not the Great Leap Backwards, the foundation of the Joint Confederacy, JC, which stripped most of humanity of their technology, especially in daily life, was necessary.
Shana had risen to the top of the fleet quickly, as she had been in her prime when the Trappists, humanity’s nearest galactic neighbors, had attacked more than a decade before. She had almost single-handedly planned and executed their defensive attacks, all while brushing off the rising support for Terra Nova, a small subset of influential humans, who at that time, demanded that humans use their ingenuity to begin making weapons and technology again solely for defensive purposes. Shana lived and breathed only for the JC.  She believed if they began to produce weapons, other technologies would soon follow.  She knew from her own experiences, the addiction to technology was always there, lurking in her subconscious. She believed in the edicts of the JC, a humanity without personal technology.  She needed a strong and young disciple who would reinforce her own beliefs in a sanctioned technology state and that was her Alma.
“Sit,” Shana said and then handed a tablet for Alma to look at. 
Alma took the tablet and recognized the Unification hieroglyphs on it, but she couldn’t read it.  She didn’t have an embedded translator.  She did however, recognize her name written in English amid all the Unification writing, “What is this? Am I being fined for flying too fast in our own space?” She asked sarcastically.  The Unification, located in the constellation of Cygnus about 500 light years from Earth, was one of the most powerful civilizations in the galaxy.  They were constantly patrolling, even as far out as humanity’s little corner of space and they never hesitated to hand out criticism as they passed lesser civilizations, and they definitely saw humanity as a lesser civilization.
“Far from it,” Shana said with a smile, “That’s a copy of the report the Unification sent back to their headquarters on Sa about not discrediting human resourcefulness just because we have chosen to give up the creation of new human technology.”
“Why is my name in it?” Alma felt uncomfortable having her name in a written report.  News was only spoken in the JC, anything else was considered propaganda, unless it was kept in the permanent files at the Library. 
“The Unification diplomats and officers were duly impressed with your flying skills when you were practicing last week.”  Shana, who had an embedded translator, impatiently indicated with her hand she wanted the tablet returned so that she could read it out loud.


Shim date 8270, Week 3, Day 3, Earth date 2635, Month 2, Day 11, As we left The Joint Confederacy, Earth, The Solar System, Orion Arm, The Milky Way, Local Group, Virgo Cluster, Virgo Super-Cluster, our attention was briefly turned to scheduled maneuvers of pilots in ancient human single pilot starfighters used for defense on their ancient battleships.  We were surprised to see one pilot stood out from the rest, Lieutenant Alma Johnson, female, age 20 Shim years, 26 Earth years, who managed to bring herself and another damaged starfighter back into the carrier by pushing the other craft with her physical ship into the carrier’s hangar bay.  Before this feat, we were already impressed with her bravery and ingenuity while watching the maneuvers.  I mark this to only state that we should not disregard humanity because they have chosen an existence without the creation of new technology. Signed Ambassador Iko House Loa, The Shimbahn Unification of 5.

 


“I had no idea I had an audience, but I’m glad that someone noticed. It’s not going to be translated is it?” Alma asked.
“No, I wouldn’t do that to you.  But I’ve used it as leverage within our guild.” 
“For what?”
“Are you familiar with the starship Indianapolis?”
“Yes.  Their captain and first officer are missing.”
“They’re either dead or have become pirates,” Shana looked directly into Alma’s brown eyes.  “I want you to take command immediately.  You can choose your own first officer.”
Alma was thunderstruck. She could hardly keep the excitement from her voice,  “I hope you’re serious?”
“I’ve never been more serious, Lieutenant, or should I say, Captain Johnson?”
“But what about…”
Shana raised her hand, scarred palm up and stopped Alma before she could name anyone who might have been next in line for the promotion, “No, don’t begin like that. I’m the Admiral of the Fleet. Do you want this opportunity or not?”
“Of course.  I’m honored.  Thank you.  I’ll ask Christopher Bates to be my first officer.”
“I had no doubt you would.  I need you to take the Indy and go to Titan Station.  Meet with the Station Master and find the pirate starship Dante.  When you find them, no communication but to confirm their identity and then destroy them.  I want that ship and crew gone.”
“Destroy them? The ship and the crew?” It was uncommon that JC ships would destroy any other vessels as all technology was precious.  Usually they would take the enemy crew on board, arrest them and then salvage the enemy ship for anything that could be integrated into their own ship. 
“Destroy.  You know what that means right?”  Shana was looking at Alma trying to discern if she would blindly follow her now.  She was purposely putting Alma to this task because she knew none of her other captains would do it without a lot of questioning. 
“I understand,” said Alma lying.  She didn’t understand, but she wanted command.  For that, she decided that she could trade the lives of a few pirates.
“Good.  Also collect any information you can about Terra Nova when you are on Titan Station.”
“Terra Nova?”
“Yes, there has been a lot of irregular activity lately.  They’ve changed their tactics and it’s rumored they have stronger financial support now.”
“What other tactics could they employ, other than providing people with illegal personal technology, to sway votes there way?” Terra Nova was always promising another referendum to reverse the Great Leap Backwards.
“I’ve heard they have a new leader who has some bold and violent ideas.  I don’t know if it’s just all talk, but I want to be ready. I’m afraid of lives being lost just because this new Terra Nova leader wants to drastically shake things up, thinking that he can change people that way.”
“I can’t imagine how Terra Nova would think killing people would win them a referendum?”
“Can’t you?  There are no real weapons here on Earth. It wouldn’t even be about getting to a referendum.”
“But, the Red and Trappists have strict bans on trading larger weapons to humanity.  How would they ever gain so much power, I just don’t see it happening,” Alma said dismissing the Admiral’s concerns.  “And all the starships nearby.  I just couldn’t envisage Terra Nova ever having enough support to challenge the JC militarily.”
“Never underestimate the unthinkable, Alma.”
Alma looked into Shana’s dark brown eyes and wondered what was really going on.  Earth had been without internal violence for centuries. The war with the Trappists had been fought near Saturn. Every human was content.  Not true, most people were content. “I’ll keep it in mind when I’m on Titan.  Is there anything else I should know?” Alma asked seriously.
“No.  You have your orders.  Now, I think it’s time you ask Christopher if he wants the position you are offering. Dismissed.”
“Yes, thank you Admiral,” Alma said rising.  Titles in the JC were only used if you didn’t know someone, you didn’t like someone or if you wanted to offer them respect.  It was all very contextual as were most interactions within the JC.  Humans had lived without personal technology for so long that they had become experts on reading situations without too much reflection.  Species that relied heavily on personal technology and embedded translators often complained that one had to be telepathic to trade with humans.
No one in the JC HQ looked up to see Alma grinning as she closed the Admiral’s door behind her.  She was dumbstruck for a moment and in her head she just kept thinking, I’m a
Captain, Captain! I’ve my own ship.  She shooed away all the negative thoughts that kept trying to bring her back to reality and the immediate price she was going to have to pay for the privilege. 
Alma walked out into the busy main lobby and took out her instant communicator, IC, and sent a message, an ICe as they referred to it, to her best friend, Christopher.
You will never believe what has happened.  Where are you?  Meet me at HQ.
Christopher ICed back instantly,
I’ll meet you a Jeanne’s in five.
Alma walked out and began walking towards their favorite coffee shop just next to HQ. As she walked in, she was relieved to see that the place wasn’t crowded.  She approached the counter and saw a sign advertising a strawberry smoothie and asked the older woman behind the counter, “Isn’t it too early for strawberries?”
The owner blushed, “My boyfriend brought some crates back for me from Florida when he was there visiting his mother. His whole year’s allowance of fruit. If you want a strawberry smoothie you better order it fast, I expect I’ll be sold out by the afternoon.”
Alma smiled, “I’m sure you will.  I’ll order one for my friend and I’ll take a black coffee for myself.”
“Sure, any food today?  We’ve a special on the griddled cornbread with devilled eggs and avocado.”
“Thanks, even with the special, avocado is a bit out of my price range.  Coffee is the only luxury I allow myself,” Alma admitted.  Everything in the JC was grown with respect to the environment and priced accordingly. Every area was almost self-sufficient and there were stringent restrictions on transporting goods from one place to another. Although transportation was free, most long distance trips needed to be applied for in advance.
“Sugar?”
“No, thank you,” sugar was another luxury Alma rarely allowed herself.
Jeanne smiled, “No problem.  Coffee and a smoothie.  How’d you like to pay? Social, Universal or Guild?” 
Alma thought, Definitely not Social Credits, SC, and replied, “Universal.”
Jeanne produced a small machine about the size of a matchbox and Alma put her fingerprint on the screen without being prompted. “Great, that’s all done. I’ll bring the drinks to your table.  Sit anywhere you like, Lieutenant.”
Alma wanted to tell the owner, like a giddy child with a new toy, that she was no longer a lieutenant, but she resisted the urge to boast.  She just took a seat in the back at a heavy and worn wooden table and waited for Christopher.
He arrived five minutes later, wearing his navy colored uniform, the same as hers, and gave her a big smile.  His blue eyes curious, “What’s happened?”
Jeanne appeared then with their drinks and Alma waited for her to leave before answering him.
“Strawberries?” Christopher questioned with a big smile.
“Yes, her boyfriend brought her some from Florida, I know it’s your favorite and it was expensive so yes now you owe me, but that’s not what I wanted to tell you.”
Christopher had rarely seen Alma so excited, “Do you want me to guess or are you going to tell me?” He took a sip of the strawberry smoothie and savored the sweet taste he had not had since last summer.
Alma narrowed her eyes in annoyance, “Well, if you’re not going to take this seriously, never mind.”
“I’m kidding, you know I’m kidding.  I’m serious now,” he stopped smiling.
“Admiral Jackson just gave me the Indy.”
“What?”
“You heard me.”
“I did hear you. I’m just shocked.”
“You don’t sound too excited.”
He took another long sip of the smoothie and then defended himself, “I’m just surprised.  It’s so soon. You’re so young.  You must be the youngest captain in the history of the JC and of course, I’m just a little jealous.”
“No, there were younger captains during the Trappist war.”
“I meant in peace time, not desperate times.”
“Are you implying the JC is desperate to make me a captain?”
“No, of course not.”
“Good, because I want you to be my first officer.”
“On the Indy?”
“Yes, don’t you want it?”
“The Indy really being ours,” he commented dreamily.
“Mine,” Alma corrected him.
“Ours.  You must learn to share.”
“You and the rest of the crew are all my responsibility. It’s mine,”  Alma knew that this would be the toughest for Christopher, even though she had always been better than him at everything, they had always had a similar rank, but now he needed to take the lower step. 
“You’re starting work early today, Captain,” Christopher gave her a look.
She gave him a hard look back.
“Yours. From now until forever, yours Captain Johnson,” Christopher said honestly, running a hand through his short blonde hair.
“Good. I need you Christopher.  And now I need you to come to the Library and help me find out everything about the current crew.”
“I heard a rumor that the Indy’s former captain and first officer became pirates.”
“I’m concerned that would have been the best thing that happened to them.”
Alma and Christopher entered the Library and immediately had to prove their identities through retinal scans, voice recognition and finger prints.  As they were members of the Military Guild, they had special access to the Library as it was required for their work, however, most JC citizens had to apply for appointments to access files. The Library Guild was one of the most difficult guilds to become a member, as all potential members were thoroughly vetted and had to swear lifelong oaths to keep information as unbiased as possible. The JC believed so fervently in keeping accurate printed and visual information safe, only the best candidates were chosen and financially compensated. Contrary to most guilds, if either of your parents had been a member of the Library Guild you could not apply.  In this way, it was hoped to keep the Library Guild as neutral as possible.
Alma and Christopher spent hours in the Library. They read all the files of the 236 crew members, including the missing captain and first officer.  They also looked over the ship’s latest schematics, which had not been updated in years so all they could assume was that those were out of date. They concluded that the crew of the Indy and the ship itself was more than adequate.  After several hours, there was nothing more to learn until they were able to see the crew in action and were physically on the ship.
“We should go to the guild hall so we won’t be late,” Alma said as they returned the crew’s files to a librarian.  After they returned the documents, they were both scanned by guards to be sure that they had not copied any information to take out on any devices.
“Are you nervous?” Christopher asked as they collected their ICs and other personal items from the guards at the door to the Library. Tonight was a guild night, meaning that the Atlanta Military Guild would all assemble to listen to the Crier’s recap of relevant news and people would be able to speak about things that concerned them.  Assemblies were unpredictable and could last anywhere between five minutes or five hours. 
“Nervous that some of the Indy’s crew will speak out against me? No, I would only be worried if no one said anything.  I expect people to be unsettled.  Especially Afia Kamau. I’m only nervous it’ll take more than a couple hours and I won’t have time to get my new captain’s uniform made in time for tomorrow.”
Christopher gave her a smile, “Well, at least Afia isn’t longwinded and neither is Admiral Jackson. Are you going to defend yourself?”
“No, I didn’t discuss it with Shana, but I don’t think there is any reason I should.  She gave me the position, I think she’s more than prepared to defend it.”
Christopher wanted to ask if Alma had asked why she had been chosen over some of the other more experienced officers, but he knew the question would irritate Alma, so he decided he would ask around rather than ask her directly.
They walked the short distance from the Library to the Atlanta Military Guild’s Assembly Hall.  It was a large, nondescript building and inside was a large and plain auditorium.  As the Military Guild never put on any theater or musical performances,  it was only ever used for assemblies or the occasional speech.
Alma and Christopher were met by many familiar faces as they had joined the guild at the age of ten years old.  As most JC children did, they left their family homes to live in the guild dormitories and apprenticed specifically for the occupations they currently held. Their guild was just as much their family as their own biological families.
Alma and Christopher found seats in the middle of the auditorium, as there was never assigned seating in the JC, and waited as everyone else filed in.  After about ten minutes, the Military Guild Crier came out and began, “Welcome to this week’s assembly.  I’ll begin with the news of the JC.  First on Enceladus, the winner of this year’s solar sailing competition is a young man from the Enceladus Military Guild.  What’s truly extraordinary was that his solar sailing ship was of his own design and allowed him to completely outstrip the rest of the competition.  He finished hours before anyone from the Mechanical or Engineering Guilds. With confidence, I can say, we can expect great things from this young man in the future.”
Alma murmured to Christopher, “It’s too bad he’ll only be able to use those ship designing skills on slow and harmless solar wind sailing ships.”
Christopher smiled, “Yes, but they are beautiful and the competition is becoming kind of a thing to see in the galaxy.”
“And,” the Crier continued before Alma could scoff at Christopher, “This competition brought in more UCs than ever before and caught the attention of quite a few off-worlder race enthusiasts.  It was even suggested that next year it might be worthy of being included in the Galactic Universal’s, GU, schedule of noteworthy events.” The GU was a galactic organization made up of the thousands of spacefaring civilizations in the known galaxy.  They released information about important events and tried to promote peaceful understandings between civilizations.
“See?” said Christopher with some humor to his voice.
Alma said nothing.
“Next, news from Mars Station Two, the oldest woman, Janet Kawlski, born on Mars died this week at the age of 202 years of age.  She was surrounded by her family and at her request died in her favorite area of her botany lab. I mourn with you.  We mourn together.”
“We mourn together,” everyone in the assembly repeated and then there was a moment of silence.
“On to the economy, our trade agreement with the Trappists now includes more potatoes and there is speculation that carrots may be added soon as well. I’ve no doubt a few of you will be seeing a lot more potatoes in your cargo. And from the Drama Guilds,  underwater archeologists in California have recently uncovered more archived video drama’s from the 21st century that will be made available to the public from next week and shown locally at public viewing areas.  However, I’m advised to warn you all of the susceptibility of tech flu from watching humans use technology in their daily lives and that these dramas should be evidence of why we chose to live such rich tech free lives now.” Most of the view screen dramas and books from the late 20th century to the late 22nd century were banned or heavily censored by the government. 
There was a general smirk throughout the audience as the Military Guild’s Members were some of the only JC citizens allowed to use personal and general technology in their daily lives. It was very rare that anyone became infected with what was commonly known as ‘tech flu,’ an unhealthy addiction to technology that resulted in shorter sleeping hours, more fitful sleep, inability to concentrate, irritable and anti-social behavior and inability to switch from virtual to real experiences.
“Now local news, one of our own, Lieutenant Alma Johnson has been elevated to the rank of captain and will take command of the starship Indy.  She’s the youngest captain in the peaceful history of the JC.  Congratulations Captain.”
Everyone looked to Alma, mostly with surprise, some with smiles and a lot with frowns.  A few hands went up to speak. 
The Crier announced, “We will have time for comments in a minute. Let me finish with the news.”
Alma and Christopher didn’t listen to the rest of the Crier’s report as they were whispering to each other. 
“Afia, Rups and then Shana,” Christopher whispered, speculating about the order of the people who would probably speak against Alma’s promotion and then Admiral Jackson who would have to defend her decision.
“No, I think it’ll be Afia, Dixon, then Shana,” Alma replied back softly. “I don’t think Rups minds,” he was the Chief Engineer on the Indy.
When the Crier opened the floor up to comments, Afia was the first to stand and say, “Crier, I’ve a comment of concern, may I speak to the guild?”
“Speak member,” the Crier replied.
Afia took the stage and began without preamble, “I don’t believe that Captain Alma Johnson is suited to be captain of the Indy.  Sure, she’s intelligent, but she lacks experience and is often reckless.  Just last week in training she almost destroyed two fighters trying to show off.  Is this the kind of woman we want commanding one of our precious starships?  Admiral Jackson, I ask you kindly to reconsider.”
Afia looked to the Crier and nodded, indicating she was finished.
“Noted,” the Crier said and Afia left the stage. Then an older man raised his hand, and the Crier told him to come forward and speak.
“I’m the Chief Medical Officer on the Indy and I don’t think there’s any way this little spring chicken can run a starship with a crew complement of over 200 souls.  So Admiral, I’m refusing to serve under her.  You either find another position for her or me.”
“Is that all?” the Crier asked.
Dixon nodded and left the stage. 
Shana then walked onto the Military Guild’s Assembly Hall’s Stage.  She waited for the crowd to become quiet and looked at them all meanly.  It wasn’t difficult as she had a long, angry scar running down one of her perfect brown cheeks, from the bottom of her right eye to under her chin. And her frown was so callous, it had scared a lot of them into action throughout their entire lives.  When she did begin, her words were stern, “I’ve evaluated all of the candidates for the position.  Captain Alma Johnson is the best person to command the Indy at this time.  Doctor Dixon, if you feel you’re too old to learn new tricks under a young captain, so be it.  Consider yourself transferred.  Afia, I know you’re not an old dog like Dixon and so, I’d ask you kindly to give Captain Johnson a chance,” she said the word ‘kindly’ as if it was a profanity and a knowing look passed between the two women that no one missed.  Shana looked out onto the entire guild and addressed them,  “Hard work matters, we need the best and the brightest in charge. I’m tired of watching middle aged people floundering lazily on our JC ships, only picking off pirates and smugglers when it’s convenient for them. That’s not good enough people. We need some real action now.  New and young energy. Terra Nova grows stronger by the day and we don’t need to make their quest any easier by fighting amongst ourselves. So by all means, hold Alma Johnson accountable for her actions, I expect nothing less, but hold her accountable for anything else and you have me to answer to. Am I clear?”
“Yes Admiral,” they all replied loudly in unison.
Shana continued to look them all over angrily for a few moments longer in silence and then left the stage.
The Crier called the meeting to a close if there were no other queries or comments. There were not. No one would dare cross Admiral Jackson with her mood now.
Everyone quietly dispersed. 
Alma and Christopher gave each other knowing looks and then walked out silently together with the crowd.  A few people congratulated Alma, but most said nothing.  Outside on the street again, Alma asked, “Do you want to come to the Tailor’s Guild with me to hash that over?”
“I can’t. I’ve a date with Betsy.”
“Oh really?” Betsy was a new woman Christopher had begun seeing a few weeks ago and he was already smitten.
“But I thought she wouldn’t see you again after she found out you were a traditionalist?” Christopher’s parents practiced some ancient human traditions, such as marriage and observed older religious customs.  According to the JC government, traditionalists, were not fundamentalists, so they were not sent to the Ethereal, a protected area of Earth where humans lived freely to practice whatever religion they wanted and outside the strict social order that regulated everything from procreation to community gatherings.  Still, most people wanted nothing to do with traditionalists, as they felt marriage and observations of ancient religious holidays only held humanity back.
“I explained to her that I wasn’t really a traditionalist myself, just that my parents were.”
“And that changed her mind?” Alma asked disbelievingly.
“For the time being she’s satisfied.  There’s no question, I’m on borrowed time though,” admitted Christopher. “I should go, I’d like to change out of my uniform before I meet her.”
“Where are you going for your date?”
Christopher looked embarrassed, “Farm work in Mexico. We’re going to learn how coffee beans are grown.”
“Farm work? What?”
“You know they’ve these trial hours in different guilds? Betsy wants to see what it would be like to be a coffee farmer in Mexico.  These are special events organized through the Friendship Guilds.  We don’t have to use our travel passes or anything, but it’s expensive and only SCs can be used as payment.”
Alma laughed, “Well, I can safely say, I’ll never use any of my precious SCs on checking out farming in Mexico or any other area of the world. You have fun though and I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”  
Alma grabbed a local solar powered tram to Atlanta’s Tailor Guild.  She sat down next to the window and there was an empty seat beside her.  Alma hoped the seat would remain empty throughout her short journey so she wouldn’t have to make small talk.  Unfortunately, it was taken by an old woman and Alma had to make conversation about small dogs for fifteen minutes.  She didn’t know anything about dogs, but now was knowledgeable about Maltese dogs, in particular, how long they needed to be walked and the kinds of toys they preferred. Alma was happy to say when she saw her stop approaching, “Oh sorry, this is my stop. It’s been very nice speaking to you,” as she fled off the tram.
After walking through the customer doors at the Atlanta Tailor’s Guild, a receptionist met her with a clipboard and pencil, “How may I help you, Lieutenant?”  the Receptionist was already eyeing her navy colored uniform before Alma could reply.
“I need to be fitted for a new uniform.”
“What’s the matter with this one?  Are you expecting a child?” she eyed Alma’s trim waistline again.
“No, I’ve been promoted to Captain.”
“Oh,” she said without emotion.  “I see.  Follow me.”
Alma followed the Receptionist down a long glass hallway. As they walked she could see tailors working in each little glass room. Some had military customers like her being measured and others were working alone with fabric.  Alma couldn’t help herself, she stopped when she saw a very young girl and an ancient woman working on a large midnight blue JC flag.  The JC flag was rectangular with a large, black circle in the center and in the center of the black circle, in a straight line, were five differently sized circles in white, representing, Earth, the Moon, Mars, Europa and Enceladus.
The Receptionist turned back around when she realized Alma was no longer behind her, “Have you never seen a flag being embroidered before?”
Alma shook her head, “No.  Do children always help with the flags?”
“Of course, it’s the easiest thing for them to do.  Now, if you don’t mind, we do have a schedule here too.”
Alma followed the Receptionist into a glass room with an older woman in it.  The Tailor slowly stood when Alma entered and the Receptionist explained what Alma required and then politely excused herself. The Tailor motioned for Alma to stand on an elevated box while she took her measurements, saying some of the numbers quietly out loud as she did so, “Height, 1.73,” then she expertly took Alma’s other measurements and murmured, “ Eighty-nine, sixty-two, ninety.”
“How do you like your uniforms to fit, Captain?”
“Like this one.  Just right.”
The Tailor laughed, “Yes, okay.  So a little bit loose. What about your formal uniforms?  Tighter?”
“I don’t know,” said Alma honestly thinking out loud.  She had always worn her uniforms a little bit on the loose side, but now, she was remembering Admiral Jackson’s formal uniform and said, “Make them more fitted.”
“Yes, you have a nice figure, it would be a shame to hide it all the time and you’re not a child any longer.”
“Thanks. I don’t really think about my figure like that.”
“Being in the Tailor’s Guild that is all I do. But you know even people with the most perfect measurements don’t, as a rule, have beautiful figures. The human body is like a piece of art.  Sometimes beauty is unexplainable by the math.”
Alma smiled, “Am I unexplainable by the math then?”
The Tailor answered, “No, your measurements are almost as close to what we consider the perfect human woman. But some people can be perfect and still look awkward, like they were born into the wrong body.”
“Do you speak to all of your customers this way?” Alma asked amused.
“Oh yes, you know when you are over 150 years old, there’s little you keep to yourself anymore,” the Tailor smiled and Alma couldn’t help but smile back.
The woman brought out some purple fabric and held it up for Alma to touch, “This is the new fabric for the formal uniforms.  It’s a wool and silk mix.  Isn’t it divine?”
Alma touched the fabric and tried to be excited for her, “Yes.”
The woman frowned a little bit at Alma not being as excited as she should be and asked roughly, “When do you need these by?”
“I need one uniform by early tomorrow morning, please send it to my apartment by courier. Then the rest by the day after.”
“You military people are always pushing us last minute. Please remember that we must make these uniforms from hand. Go now. I’m assuming it’ll all be paid with Guild Credits, GC?” she asked rhetorically.
Alma nodded and then left as the Tailor was muttering to herself about last minute commanding officers.




Chapter 2

April 25th 2635, Atlanta, Georgia, North America

Alma heard the doorbell. She opened her eyes and saw the bright morning sun, streaming in through her old curtains.  She felt Scott’s strong hand running up and down her naked back.  Alma turned to him and kissed his warm lips sensually.  Then she shifted on to her back and pushed his next advance gently away with a chaste kiss, “Please, will you go let that courier in.  It’s my new uniform,” she said softly. 
“The youngest fleet captain too busy to get her own uniform?” Scott asked, already moving away from her semi clad body and getting out of bed. Naked, he walked quickly across the room. 
“Yes, I need a few minutes to think the day through,” she watched him grab her rose-colored Japanese silk robe from the back of her door and go out to meet the courier. When he returned a few minutes later he was carrying a cloth bag with the name ‘A.H. Johnson’ embroidered in yellow on it and set it on the edge of the end of her bed.
“Should I even bother getting back into bed or has our sexy moment passed?”
Alma looked at Scott’s large handsome body, barely covered in her small silk robe, and replied, “I’m already thinking about work, I’m sorry. Thanks for getting my uniform though.”
Scott nodded and sighed as he went into the ancient bathroom and closed the door. He loved Alma, but he didn’t understand her.  He always perceived her as running hot as hell or as cold as ice, and he hadn’t learned how to predict her moods.  But, as much as this unsettled him, it also made him desire her more than he had ever desired any other woman.
From the moment Scott closed the door, Alma began thinking about all of her tasks for the day as if the sound of the door closing had been an indicator for her mind to start racing.  She was both excited and nervous for her first day as captain. Today would present more challenges and obstacles than she had faced in a long time, if ever, and she liked to go over everything in her mind in the morning to prepare for how her day may turn out.
When Scott emerged from the bathroom, Alma gave his athletic body, still somewhat damp from the shower, a longing once over with her eyes, but she didn’t touch him as she passed him on the cold tiles. Inside the bathroom, she showered and then wiped her hand across the steam on the mirror.  She looked at herself and said, barely above a whisper, “I deserve command of the Indy.”
When Alma emerged from the bathroom, she gave Scott a small smile.  He was dressed for work as a chef in all black.  Still she could see both annoyance and desire across his handsome face and in his blue eyes.  But this didn’t bother her, after a year of being in a relationship, she realized that he would always feel this way about her, regardless of her actions.  So she simply began putting on her purple one-piece uniform that denoted her rank as captain and stood in front of the antique full length mirror.  She turned to the side and smiled, then combed her chin length brown hair behind her ears.  Her eyes focused on the  ‘Cpt. A. H. Johnson’ embroidered in black across the top right hand side of her uniform and ran a finger over it while her other hand held the sandalwood comb.
Scott admired her as she put on her new uniform.  He loved so many things about Alma, her quick intelligence, her bravery, her beauty, her big brown eyes and her body.  However, there was also a long list of things he didn’t admire about her, for instance right now, her ability to just emotionally turn off and decide she didn’t have time for him, with no thought at all to how this made him feel.  Although, he said nothing of his feelings and never did. And he knew, he did this so that he could always hide behind the lie he kept to himself, that she didn’t realize she was hurting him when she behaved like this. 
Alma looked over at Scott and wondered what he was thinking about with such a sullen face, “You don’t have to come to dinner at my dad’s tonight if you don’t want to.”
“I want to,” he reassured her.  “It’ll be your last night here for a while.” One of the most complicated aspects of their relationship was that Alma was gone for weeks at a time, and as he was not in the military, he had no communication with her while she was somewhere else, gallivanting around to who knew where in the solar system. Occasionally, he had taken those times to find other women to warm his bed, usually waitresses from his own guild, but none compared to Alma.  So, when she was on Earth, he always wanted to make the most of their time together.  He often put aside his own plans to conform to hers. He liked the prestige of being with Alma.  She was renowned for being an adventurous young beauty throughout the JC and her reputation would be even greater now that she was the captain of the Indy.  He explained away a lot of her selfish behavior on her youth and adventurous personality, that she could not help but be excited about new things rather than always conforming to normal routines. Secretly, sometimes only when he was thinking about the reality of their situation, he would wonder as well if her bad behavior was a result of her using technology daily, but just as quickly as these thoughts popped into his consciousness, he would rationalize them away. 
Alma was grateful that he wanted to come. She was happy to have a buffer between her and her parents tonight.  She had not talked to them since she got command of her own ship, but she knew they weren’t going to like it. They were pacifists and believed anything to do with the military and using too much technology daily would lead to violence in one form or another. “Good, meet me at the Savannah Station then and we will take the tram together to my dad’s house.”
“Why don’t we just use a military transport?” Scott asked, confused since Alma often used a military transport, as was her privilege by rank, to get to places around Earth.  Only military and high ranking government officials were allowed to use transports.  Everyone else was limited to the free public magnetic trains, solar powered trams or bicycles.
“It’s just easier to use public transport,” Alma lied.  Her parents hated any reminder of her being in the military so she tried to shield them as much as possible. 
Scott knew she was lying, but he wasn’t going to push it, “Fine, I’ll pick up a bottle of wine and meet you at seven o’clock.” He moved forward and picked Alma up from under her arms and gave her a big kiss. “Good luck today, Captain Johnson,” he emphasized the word, ‘captain.’
Alma returned the kiss and then looked into Scott’s blue eyes and wondered if this was what all relationships felt like after a while, hardly a ripple of intensity.  Alma wanted to ask him if he felt the same way, if he was also just going through the motions because they were the best each other had found yet, but knew that if she asked, that would be the end of the relationship.  And she needed him.  She needed him like you stockpile wood for a long winter, “Thanks. I appreciate it, but I don’t need luck. I’ve earned this.”
Scott put her down frowning, “I’ll see you later at the Savannah Station Meeting Point. Have a good day, Captain who-needs-no-luck.”
“Thank you, you too,” she said half sarcastically and then picked up her IC, went into her small kitchen and was about to simply eat a piece of bread when she noticed that Scott had left her a bowl of oatmeal that he must have made while she was in the shower. Next to it was a handwritten note,
I love you even when you’re grumpy because you are nervous.  My captain needs a good breakfast. Eat this and don’t forget lunch.

Alma was charmed.  She smiled at the note and ate the lukewarm oatmeal.  Yes, she thought, Maybe, I can spend the rest of my life with Scott.  He has a very reputable job as a chef and he understands me better than any other man I have ever known. After eating, she rinsed her mouth for 30 seconds with pro-teeth, a wash that simply eliminated excess food and killed bacteria. 
Alma left her one bedroom apartment with her small black bag that had her knives and a change of clothes in it to please her parents.  On her way down the stairs, she heard the communal telephone ring in the lobby of her building.  Alma didn’t have time to answer it, but she knew if someone saw her not answering it as she passed, she would be marked for it and lose more SCs. She liked this building and didn’t want to have to move just because she didn’t always like to be an active part of the community.  So she sighed and answered the phone.  Of course, it was for Jane. Jane was a popular beauty who lived across the hall from Alma on the fourth floor.  They weren’t friends but weren’t enemies either.  Just neighbors. She checked the wooden peg next to the door.  Jane’s wooden tab showed her to be ‘in’.  Alma ran back up the stairs as quickly as she could and let Jane know she had a phone call, then ran back out with just a wave ‘goodbye’ to Jane.  But a few seconds later, Alma hurriedly ran right back in through the front door and turned her wooden tab to ‘out,’ and then just as quickly ran out again. 
Alma stopped running as soon as she reached HQ.  She quietly walked through the busy lobby and across the golden JC seal as she caught her breath.  Christopher was waiting for her in the doorway of an open office down a long hallway.  She had to sign an official document that would be stored in the Library that she was taking command today.  Alma gave Christopher a knowing smile as she made her way down the hallway.
A young man sat behind a desk and asked with some humor, “The trams busy this morning, Captain?” It was acceptable in JC society for people to be late sometimes, but in this man’s experience, no new captain had ever been late signing in for their first command.
“Aren’t the trams always busy at rush hour?” she asked ironically.  Looking over his desk and eyeing the piece of paper he was preparing.
“I guess they are,” he said and slid a paper across his desk. 
Alma quickly read through it to make sure there was nothing strange in it, like no unusual conditional clauses.  When she was satisfied there were not, she took a pen and signed the document.
“I’ve not seen cursive from anyone in the Military Guild before. Your handwriting is beautiful,” the young man commented.
“My father insisted, he’s…”
“Oh yes, I know who you are.  Of course, your father would have insisted on one of the beauties of writing,” the young man laughed and then took the paper back.  “This will be transferred to the Library. Thank you.”
With the paperwork completed, Alma and Christopher left the offices at HQ and headed to the transportation pads.  It was not long before they approached the transport waiting to take them up to the Indy. 
Alma motioned for the pilot to give up her seat saying, “Thanks, but I’d rather fly myself.”
The pilot was surprised, but immediately obeyed Alma and took a seat in the back of the transport. 
Alma strapped herself into the pilot’s seat and looked at the navigator and then looked at Christopher. 
The navigator quickly gave up his seat as well and Christopher sat down, “Why would you do anything by the book, even today?” he asked with some humor to his voice.  Christopher and Alma had been best friends for as long as they could remember. Alma was the dominant rule-bending one and Christopher adored her for the adventures she led him on.  He strongly felt today was the start of a new adventure for them both. He just prayed, as Christopher was a traditionalist and still secretly prayed, that this was the start of a good adventure and not the kind that would leave him dead or in a MAC, Main Administration Camp for re-education.
Alma gave Christopher a broad smile and then requested permission to leave from HQ Control.  When it was granted, she flew up to the Earth One Space Port where the Indy was docked. She circled the port, instead of going directly in, so that she could get a good look at her ship, “She’s a little small, but she’s fast and strong.”
“Sixth best ship in the fleet and no doubt will rise in performance under her new captain.  Not bad for your first command,” commented Christopher as he watched her.  He had never seen Alma as excited as she was now. 
Alma landed the transport in the Indy’s hangar bay.  Her senior officers were lined up to meet her.  The JC Military was small and even though she didn’t know most of her crew well, she knew of them and them of her, no one was a complete stranger in the Military Guild. 
Christopher as her first officer, took his place next to Afia, her science officer. Alma and Afia never had gotten along well, but Alma considered that to be a good thing. Afia was the kind of woman who saw things in black and white and wanted evidence before making decisions, not instinct. Alma was used to being around people who trusted her instinct and rarely expected an explanation.  There was no doubt that working with Afia would be a struggle for them both, but one she felt she could benefit from.  
Afia saluted Alma, “Welcome aboard the Indy Captain.” 
The rest of the officers present followed suit.
Alma acknowledged her and then walked down the line of her officers, inspecting them.  She stopped in front the doctor first.
Doctor Galen Harvey stepped forward, he was an older man and the most talented doctor in the fleet.  He famously had spent an exchange year on a Trappist science ship and had managed to bring a lot of their medical technology back to humanity, “Captain, welcome to the Indy.” Galen had signed up with Alma because he loved adventure as much as he loved learning about new medicine.  He, of course, had his choice of any fleet vessel, but when he had heard yesterday that Alma Johnson had been given command of the Indy and she was without a doctor, he put in for a transfer immediately.  He knew the next three years with her would be the most exciting of his life.  Galen even preemptively backed up all of his work on Earth because he doubted he would live to see the end of the three years.
“Happy to be here, Doctor.  And your Junior Doctor, she’s adequate?”  Alma had specifically requested a young woman directly out of the Fleet Academy to join them.  She had heard rumors of the woman’s brilliance and sought her out in the dormitory of the Military Guild.  It had been an odd meeting, it had been as if Julia had been expecting her to come and offer her the position. As Julia almost answered ‘yes’ before Alma could finish her offer.  She even thought she had heard the Junior Doctor quietly say, as she exited her dormitory room, ‘And just like that, it begins.’ 
“More than adequate,” replied Galen honestly.  At first he had been shocked and annoyed to find that Alma had replaced his trusted assistant with this very unusual young woman, with no record at all until she had joined the fleet. He had no doubt that somehow she had escaped the Ethereal, where criminals and religious fanatics were sent.  However, after speaking to her for an hour or so he realized that he didn’t care, she was mesmerizingly bright and could learn a lot from him and he from her. Inexplicably, Galen had the feeling that they had always worked together, as it felt like she knew what he was going to say, before he said it. Additionally, this young woman used a lot of traditional medicine Galen thought was lost to humanity forever.  So, he was grateful already to Alma for her insisting on this particular Junior Doctor. 
Next, Alma stopped in front of her chief engineer, Rupert Kelly, who looked a bit sickly and had an eye patch over his right eye, “All right, Rups?” She had learned a lot of her engineering from Rupert as sometimes he was a part-time instructor at the Fleet Academy when, he declared he needed ‘a break from all the pirates in the solar system.’  He and Alma had hit it off immediately, as Alma was a keen student and enjoyed Rupert’s more creative fixes which were fundamental to human engineering, as all JC ships were a hodgepodge of ancient human technology mixed with any alien technology they could get their hands on.  No two JC ships were remotely similar and as such engineers usually remained on the same ships throughout their careers, their only reprieve was occasionally rotating through, as visiting instructors, to the Fleet Academy.  However, since the engineers had a vested interest in their particular ship, engineers recruited their own teams, were very close groups of individuals and also the most keen to attack pirate vessels and plunder them for technology and parts. As such, JC engineering crews were renowned in the solar system for their ingenuity, stealth, violence and looting.
“Aye, Captain, just a little ill,” Rups had been up the entire night before drinking. Then, he and another officer had tried to fix a cooling pipe in engineering and he had been hit in the eye. However, Galen had been back and forth all last night and this morning and had only just come back onboard five minutes before, so Rupert was gritting his teeth with pain until he could see the Doctor. He hadn’t wanted to see the scary Junior Doctor, he was sure she was a witch from the Ethereal.
“And are you missing an eye?” Alma tried to keep the humor from her voice with the older engineer.
“Could be?” he answered with a slight grin.  “I haven’t had the courage to check.”
“What happened?”
“Oh, trust me, you don’t want to know.  It’s all sorted now though. Just a touch of the flu.”
Alma gave him a skeptical look, “An eyepatch with a possible missing eye doesn’t seem ‘sorted’. Go to sickbay as soon as we are done here to have your eye repaired or replaced or whatever.  We aren’t pirates and I won’t have my chief engineer looking like one.”
“Aye, Captain.”
When Alma finished walking down the line, she stood in front of them all. She rarely prepared her speeches beforehand and today was no exception, “Everything you have heard about me is true. I didn’t receive this command through luck, I got it through excellence. And as far as what I expect of my crew, I’ll hold you to the same standards that I hold myself. In terms of performance, I don’t do second place and certainly not thirteenth. The Indy has been underperforming for a long time and this will end starting today. I’ll work hard right alongside you to make this happen. I’ll demand a lot from you, but judge myself equally as harsh. Any of you who feels they cannot live up to my standards, please save us all some time and grief and see me afterwards so I can arrange for an immediate transfer.”
Alma’s senior officers looked ahead and replied, “Aye Captain,” in unison.
She had read their files, she assumed they wanted to be the best but their last captain had been holding them back for his own greedy purposes. “Dismissed.” 
Only Afia and Christopher remained.  Afia addressed her, “Captain, everything is ready for your inspection if you will just follow me.” Afia was the most senior officer on the ship from the former crew, so it was her duty to show Alma and Christopher around.
Alma nodded and they fell in line with Afia as they left the hangar bay and walked towards engineering.
Afia said little to Alma and Alma felt no need to say much to her.  Afia was a tall and strong woman, ten years older than Alma.  She was the one to most publically object to Alma’s position yesterday evening.  And Alma knew she was not going to win her over with words anytime soon, so she wasn’t going to waste her breath making small talk now.
They toured the ship.  Everyone stood to attention to meet Alma when they passed through the various sections, engineering, weapons, the galley, communications and sickbay.  She had gone through her entire crew manifest, learning everyone’s name and where they were from, last night after a late dinner with Scott. Alma had secretly copied all the crew’s manifest onto a small memory device that was disguised as a small button and undetectable by the Library’s scanners.  She had reasoned that they were only 236 people and as she was responsible for everyone’s life, she might as well know where everyone was from.  Alma was pleased that the crew that she spoke to individually seemed to warm a little to her by this small attention to detail.
The last place they stopped on the tour was sickbay.  Galen and Julia were there finishing Rupert’s eye replacement. They all looked up as Alma, Christopher and Afia walked in. The Indy’s sickbay was small with only two medical beds and one office.  Made even smaller by the Trappist medical technology Galen had squeezed into it and some plants from Earth Julia had insisted on.
“How’s that eye?” Alma asked.
“Better than the old one,” Rupert said as he swung off the medical bed and began walking out of sickbay.  “Thanks Doctors,” he said loudly as he walked out the door.
Alma now turned her attention to Galen and Julia, “Everything up to standard here?”
“We’re all ready to go,” replied Galen.
“And what about you?”  Alma asked Julia, “Are you ready for your first mission?”
The young woman looked directly into Alma’s serious brown eyes, “Aye, Captain.”
Alma felt for a moment that Julia had said more than her plain reply, but her ears knew she hadn’t so after a few seconds she dismissed her own instinct and left sickbay.
Afia then led Alma to the Captain’s Quarters and left her there alone.  It was mostly just a bunk in a room with a small desk and no window.  Alma went into the bathroom and looked at her reflection in the small rectangular mirror.  She smiled and asked herself quietly, “So Captain, how do you like your quarters? Do you think they killed their last Captain in here?”  She then checked the entire room for blood stains.  Thankfully, she did not find any, but she was unsure what she would have really done if she had. Called the cleaning crew? she thought and frowned.
Her personal effects had been delivered and after hanging up some of her uniforms and putting away her tooth brush and comb, she set two old fashioned photographs on her desk.  One was a picture of her as a teenager with her father sitting on their front porch in Savannah on a summer evening.  The other picture was in black and white of Alma as a young child sitting backstage on a high stool watching one of her mother’s performances in Berlin. Alma had no picture of Scott.  Although he had put pressure on her to get a photograph of them together, she had not wanted to.  That’s what you did when you were really going to have children together and she didn’t know if she was ready for that yet. They had not discussed it and she didn’t know if she really could spend the rest of the foreseeable future with Scott.
After her few belongings were put away, she sat down at her desk and unlocked her computer with her voice activation code, “Computer this is Captain Alma Johnson code: Beta-Zeta-Sigma-Sigma-5-5. Unlock.”
“Captain Alma Johnson your computer is unlocked,” her computer answered her in a severe woman’s voice that took her off-guard and she actually jumped a little.
All systems were checking out.  She had a video message, VM, from Admiral Jackson which she opened.
“Alma, I’m sure everything is up to standard. You have your orders, don’t hesitate. Go out there and show them that I’ve not made a mistake.”
Alma felt so much pride at being given command, she had no intention of letting Shana down. However, she did have a momentary pause thinking about their mission and destroying the Dante and its crew.  What have they done to deserve such a fate? she wondered.  Then she reasoned as she had before, that if their lives were the price to pay for her command, then so be it.  She brought up the files on the Dante.  JC files could only be accessed by high ranking personnel at HQ, senior officers onboard ships or at the Library.
Alma read through the Dante’s short file again, the names and minor crimes meant very little to her. Of course, she knew of them, they had been pirates for a long time, but always seemed to stay just below the line of breaking any serious laws. The crew was small, less than 20 people and they had been together for a long time, just barely making a living through trading both legal and illegal goods. They were rumored to have all kinds of technology onboard though including mythical Unification weapons, but other than that, there was nothing exceptional about them, except that they truly were professional pirates having been at it for so long.
Alma shook her head, closed the file and got back to checking more of the inventory of the Indy. The poor ship was lacking a lot and she wondered where the Indy’s good weapons or sensors were. It was no wonder they were performing so badly, they were flying around the solar system confronting pirates half blind and with sharpened mangos as weapons.
When content that everything was in order, she zipped up her uniform to her neck and gave her quarters one last look, consciously looking for blood or a sign of a struggle again, but when she didn’t find anything, she opened the door to her quarters to leave.  She almost jumped when she saw Afia standing in the doorway.
“I was just about to ring,” Afia said amused that she had made Alma jump.
Alma composed herself quickly, “Come in.” 
Afia followed Alma back into her quarters.  Alma sat at her desk chair and Afia stood rather than taking another chair or sitting on Alma’s bed,  “Captain, I just wanted to tell you something.”
Alma thought she was going to reiterate what she had said in front of their guild’s assembly last night, that Alma was unfit for command, so she simply asked, “Yes?”
“I believe we have a Terra Nova member on board, maybe more than one.”
Alma had not been expecting that, “Isn’t everyone in the military a Terra Nova member to one extent or another?  We do all work with technology and try to get better technology every chance we get.”
Afia gave her an annoyed look, “No Captain, we don’t.”
“Tell me then.”
“On our last mission,” Afia began, but Alma interrupted.
“Before the Captain and First Officer disappeared?” she couldn’t keep the sarcasm from her voice.
Afia gave her a small smile, “Exactly.  As I was saying, on our last mission, two ships were allowed to pass after inspection.  Both ships were arrested on Mars One later for weapons and banned artificial intelligence, AI.”
“Who led the inspections?” Minor weapons passing through inspections was unfortunately something that happened frequently, but AI was a serious issue.  Humans banned AI for many reasons and having one on Mars One or Earth demanded immediate punishment which meant years of hard labor in a MAC.
“No one apparently.”
“Afia, out of 236 people no one knows?”
“It was a busy time.  We were encountering ships every day that were carrying contraband.  But there’s a big difference between contraband and contraband.”  Afia didn’t like Alma but she knew Alma wasn’t an idiot like their last captain.  She let her eyes stray over to the desk top, not a trace of blood was left. She had to commend the engineering team for being excellent cleaners as well as murderers.
“I understand,” replied Alma frowning and thinking.  “Do you have any suspects?”
Afia shook her head, “As far as I’m concerned everyone is a suspect.  As you said, aren’t we all a little Terra Nova somewhere in our hearts?”
Alma didn’t like that reply, turning her casual phrase back on her, “Fine, well I’m not a member of Terra Nova and I’m guessing neither are you.”
“No, but I’m suspicious of your first officer, he is a traditionalist.”  Afia didn’t like traditionalists.  As far as she was concerned they belonged in the Ethereal with the rest of the religious zealots.  Religion had no place in modern human society. And it was no secret that most traditionalists also supported Terra Nova, and whole heartedly supported a return to a society with both religion and technology.
“Just because Christopher’s parents married and practice some silly religious habits doesn’t make him a member of Terra Nova.”  She wished Christopher’s parents would have never married and would abandon their superficial religious customs, it caused more trouble than it was worth and she knew that Christopher had no intention of following in his parents’ footsteps. Alma agreed with Afia that religion was an outdated human tradition that needed to be stamped out, but she couldn’t judge people like Christopher, who had been born into it.  She would judge him though if he continued to practice it in his personal life.  So far, he showed no signs of traditionalist behavior so she would defend him now.
“And what about the Junior Doctor, Julia James?” 
“What about her?”
Afia looked at Alma in disbelief, “Captain, I’m no fool and neither are you.  You know she’s from the Ethereal and people say her mother is a witch.”
“Good, maybe we need some witchcraft to win the incentives for the season from the JC.  But witches aren’t members of Terra Nova either.  As far as I know, they tend to enjoy nature and dancing around bonfires naked.  It doesn’t matter if she’s a witch and Christopher is a traditionalist, neither Christopher nor Julia were here when those two ships were let go and I can vouge for them both as not being with Terra Nova because I brought them both onboard.  Who do you suspect who was already here and let those ships through?”
“I suspect some people, but I’ve no proof yet.”
“Who do you suspect?”
“I’d rather not say.”
“In the future, don’t waste my time,” Alma said annoyed.
“One more thing.”
“What?”
“You.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m not a member of Terra Nova if that is what you are suggesting, again?”
“No, we already settled that and I wouldn’t repeat myself.” Afia took a deep breath calming herself, wondering how she was going to deal with this young and impulsive captain, “I just wanted to warn you.”
“You want to warn me?” she emphasized the word ‘you’ because she couldn’t imagine Afia doing anything to help her.
“Yes, I want to warn you that I’m going to make you work very hard.  I’ll not overlook any mistakes you make.  You shouldn’t have this position.  I don’t know what Admiral Jackson was thinking.”
Alma laughed a little, “I expect you to hold me accountable, in fact, I’m counting on it. I need people that stand up to me and challenge me to make me a better leader, but that goes both ways. I want the best science officer in the fleet as well. I believe that you have that in you and that is also why I’ve put up with your public questioning, so far, but nobody is indispensable on my ship.  Now, is there anything else?”
Afia looked seriously at Alma, “Nothing. I’ve said what I’ve come here to say, Captain.”
“Good.  Dismissed.”
Afia walked out of the door and Alma remained at her desk thinking, Two ships with AI were let through.  How many Terra Nova members do I have onboard?
Alma made some notes for herself in her new red and blue patterned clothbound notebook about what Afia had said and then left for the bridge. It was a habit of hers to always keep her own notes about her ship and crewmates, now her crew, in one place. The book served as kind of a cheat sheet to always refer back to and she wrote in cursive as few in the Military Guild could decipher it.
When Alma stepped on to the bridge of the Indy, Christopher announced, “Captain on the bridge,” and everyone saluted her.  She acknowledged them and let them get back to work so that they would be ready to leave on their first mission tomorrow.
She took her seat in her captain’s chair next to Christopher’s and looked at all the screens around the bridge displaying readouts of the ship. 
“Are you satisfied, Captain?”
Alma couldn’t help but give Christopher a small smile, “Yes, very satisfied.”
“I just hope we last longer than the last captain and first officer,” Christopher said softly.
“I’m sure they turned to piracy as so many do,” Alma replied loudly so that the entire crew on the bridge heard her, but she couldn’t help but wonder if Christopher had found some remnants of a struggle in his quarters and that is why he made that comment just now.
Afia said nonchalantly from her science station across the bridge, “Yes, as so many do.”
Christopher and Alma exchanged knowing looks and then Alma shrugged, as if to say, ‘It is what it is.’
Christopher nodded and after a second, they continued going over all the checks that needed to be completed, as with that exchange, they had resigned themselves to the knowledge that this crew probably had murdered their last leaders.




Chapter 3

April 25th 2635, Savannah, Georgia, North America

Alma took the fast over ground magnetic train from Atlanta to Savannah. The Savannah Station was not nearly as busy as the Atlanta Central Station had been. Alma could see Scott waiting for her in the Meeting Area. As she approached she grinned at him.
“I thought you came from work, you’re not wearing your uniform?” he had been looking forward to seeing her in her uniform again this evening.  He liked being seen with her when people recognized who she was.
Instead of her uniform, Alma was dressed in a fitted shirt with white and blue small embroidered flowers and worn blue jeans, “You know how my parents feel about my career choice.”
“But you’re doing so well, surely they would be more accepting now?”
“You obviously don’t understand where I get my grit and stubbornness from,” she said only half joking as they began to walk to the trams that would take them into the small city of Savannah.
Outside the station, the sun was setting and it was a beautiful spring evening.  “Should we walk?” asked Scott.
“That’ll take too long.  My mother is always late, but she won’t be that late and then she’ll be cross at having to spend so much time with my dad tête à tête.”
Alma and Scott pushed themselves on to a packed tram and then with an abrupt start the solar tram began to make its meandering way through the city.  Alma had grown up in Savannah and it was the only place she ever really wanted to be when she was on Earth. She closed her eyes as she was touched on all sides by the crowd around her and breathed in her people, her humanity.  It was moments like these, that time stood still for Alma.  The tram rocked a little back and forth, as a baby in the womb, as it went towards her childhood neighborhood and she enjoyed this moment, as if there was no past or future, that all of time was happening right now on this tram.  And she reveled in this moment, as if it might be her last. She loved the way the bright evening sun shone in red flashes on her closed eyelids, the push of the peoples’ bodies casually pressed against hers, the murmur of people talking around her interspersed with the occasional tram bell and bicycles outside. This was the only Earth for her.
Alma opened her eyes and nodded at Scott as the tram came up on the South Historic District.  They alighted and walked the short distance to Alma’s dad’s home. It had also been her home until she joined the Military Guild at ten years old, where she had boarded in the dormitory.  Her father’s house was an old Victorian house, the maximum space one person was allowed to live in under the JC Social Housing Regulations.  However, her father had gained the privilege from being one of the most well-known visual artists on the planet and an exemplary citizen.
They walked up onto the old wooden porch.  Alma didn’t pause to knock or ring the bell, she just walked right in through the unlocked old wooden front door with Scott trailing behind her.  Inside were all the familiar smells of her childhood, the old house, the humidity that hung in the air and the smell of fresh food being cooked, all with the slight fragrance of oil paint underlying everything.  Alma said loudly as they passed through the drawing room on their way into the kitchen, “Dad?  We’re here.”
“In here,” her father said happily from the kitchen.  Harold was an older man with long grey hair and a long grey beard, but anyone could tell that he had been strong and handsome in his youth.  He walked up to Alma as they entered the kitchen and gave her a big hug, “Good to see you girl.”  Then he looked up at Scott and shook his hand, “Good to meet you again, Scott.  And don’t mind my cooking, I’m not a professional, it’s just a hobby.”
“Not at all. I love it when someone else cooks for me,” Scott replied with a warm smile, handing Harold a bottle of champagne that he had brought.
“Oh champagne, are we celebrating something?” Harold asked sarcastically looking at Alma.
“Dad,” Alma admonished. 
“Thank you Scott.  Why don’t we save this until Anna arrives.  I’ll put it in the cooler. In the meantime, you don’t mind opening the wine I’ve selected in the other room do you?  It’s on the table.  Pour us some glasses while you’re at it,” Harold instructed Scott so he could get a couple minutes alone with his daughter. As soon as Scott left the kitchen and the door closed behind him, Harold said, “Alma, this morning the Arts Guild Crier told me that you have been given command of a ship.  You know, I don’t agree with this.  You’re being pushed for reasons you can’t see or you don’t want to see and I don’t think it’s in your best interest to accept this position.”
“Too late,” Alma sighed.  “And I’m not being pushed or used,” they both knew it was a lie, but she wanted the Indy despite everything. 
Harold took in Alma’s countenance and tried again to persuade her, “And when the Admiral offered you this tremendous opportunity, you didn’t consider why?”
“Of course, I did, but I’m well aware of what the price is for the position and I’ve resigned myself to it already. I’m no fool, Dad.”
“No, you’re far from it, that’s part of the problem. Someone, not just the Admiral, also thought making you a captain was convenient for them and their plans. In my experience, when two powerful people or more propel someone as inexperienced as you forward, there is a plan behind it. You’ll be made to take the blame for something. Are you really willing to take the chance you can outsmart these people at their own game when they’ve already set you up as a pawn?”
“I think you’ve been thinking about this way too much.  I don’t know what your guild crier said, most likely nothing good, but many people opposed it, if that makes you feel any better? And the Admiral had some legitimate reasons to pass over people that were more experienced.”
He shook his head, “You know what you are doing, I suppose.  What does an old man have left to teach you?”
“Honestly Dad, don’t play this tune to me.  I’m listening to you.  I hear you.  I’m just choosing not to do as you would do.  I’m my own person.” Alma had been saying the same thing to her dad since she was ten years old and chose the Military Guild over either of her parents’ guilds; fine art or performance art.  It was rare that children didn’t follow in their parents’ footsteps, especially when their parents had excelled in their careers as hers had.  And being in the military was an unpopular choice in a largely pacifist society that shunned technology, but Alma had always wanted to be a pilot and as she grew that passion changed to command of a starship.  She was finally living her dream, but everyone genetically close to her thought it was the worst career choice she could have ever made.  As a result, she was always defensive when she talked about work with her family.
“I know,” Harold replied and put his hands on her shoulders to look directly into her eyes, “I just worry.  People who work with technology become corrupted by it.  You’re surrounded by them and I worry you’ll be harmed by someone who’s become addicted to technology or you’ll become addicted to it yourself.”
“I’m healthy Dad and I’d never harbor thoughts about bringing technology back,” she said adamantly, cutting to the point.  “I’m not a member of Terra Nova and never will be, if that’s where you are going with this?  That you think I got this position because of my association with that radical group?”
“I’m glad to hear that that’s not the case. I raised you to be a good citizen.”
“And I am a good citizen, Dad.  I just have chosen a different path than you or mom.  And I choose to live half of my life away from Earth.”
“And to work with technology. Alma, listen to me, I know I’ve said this to you a hundred times, maybe a thousand times, but it’s still true, humans can’t handle technology.  We’re better off sticking to what we are good at,” he said as he went back to cutting vegetables.  “We’re not meant to be a formidable power in the galaxy. That’s not who humanity is supposed to be.”
Just then Scott appeared with Alma’s mother and glasses of white wine for all of them.
“Alma, come here darling,” Anna said to her daughter as she walked through the door and gave her two kisses.  “Scott and I were just talking about how you must come to Berlin and see my new show.”  Alma’s mother was an older, much more fashionable and sophisticated version of herself.  Anna Valentin used to be a very famous actress when she was in her teens and early twenties. 
“When we’ve the time, you know I’d love to Mom,” Alma enjoyed seeing her mother’s performances, but what she didn’t like was the after dinner introductions and her mother’s constant nagging for her to switch guilds into an acting or singing guild.  Anna would always remind Alma, ‘You’ve such a wonderful singing voice, you know, it’s never too late to switch guilds.  It’s unorthodox, but lots of people do it.’
“You should make time.  What are you doing up there in space anyway?” Anna asked rhetorically.
But Alma took the bait, “Working, keeping you all safe to pursue your peaceful activities or whatever you are doing on Earth.”  She wished her mother would say something about her being promoted, Alma knew she knew about it.
“And Alma, what are you wearing?”
Alma looked down at her shirt and jeans, “Clothing.”  Most people only owned about seven complete outfits.  As clothing was all handmade it was very expensive. If you needed something special, for example you were traveling to somewhere that was very cold but you lived in a temperate climate, or you were pregnant, you would simply rent clothing.  Alma, wearing her uniform most days, had even less clothing than most and most of it her mother had bought for her.
“Why didn’t you wear the beautiful yellow dress I bought for you last month?  Tonight is a gorgeous spring evening, it would have been perfect.”
“I was coming from work, I just threw these in the bag this morning and I didn’t really check the weather,” Alma felt a bit annoyed that her mother couldn’t even appreciate that she was not wearing her uniform.
Her mother turned to Scott then, “You know, she does have nice clothing and you must encourage her to wear it.”  Then turning to Harold, “I blame you Harold, you’re the same, just wearing jeans all the time.”
Harold put some vegetables into a boiling pot of water, picked up his glass of wine, took a sip and then gave Anna a kiss on her cheek, “Yes, just blame me for our daughter wearing sensible clothing.”  Harold then winked at Alma.  He had raised Alma by himself since she was three years old.  Anna had left them at that time, moving back to Berlin to pursue her own acting career.  She could have done that from Savannah as the commute was not so great, especially with the fast underground magnetic trains, and she would have definitely been granted daily permission to use them as she was a famous actress, a model citizen and young mother at the time. But Anna had said, ‘This part of motherhood just isn’t for me. I can’t have any more children and I can’t continue being a family like this.’  Harold had never questioned her leaving, as she still had played a part in Alma’s life.  Anna had invited Alma to Berlin during her school holidays and once a year all three of them would get together for dinner, sometimes more. Harold had always been disappointed that he and Anna couldn’t make it work, but long ago, he had resigned himself to the fact that he couldn’t change who he was any more than Anna or Alma could change who they were. So Harold being who he was, just tried to accept everything as well as he could, taking each day as it came and working hard to be content with his life.
When the food was on the table and they had all told Harold how excellent the meal was, Anna asked Scott, “Have you and Alma thought about children?”  When Alma choked on her wine, Anna defended herself, “What?  I only see you a couple times a year lately and you flatly refuse to talk about this.  So I thought I would ask Scott.”
Scott was surprised by Anna’s forward question, as it was a very personal decision people made together.  Most people did not let others know, as you had to make a formal application to come off birth control and be given permission to have children.  However, it was true that most couples started around their age, late twenties. “We haven’t discussed it,” Scott answered honestly.  “But of course, I’d want children, it’s such a privilege.”
“Alma, see?  You should begin making your application.  You should do it when you’re young, then you have a better chance of being approved.”
“You don’t think they are going to approve me because I’m in the Military Guild and I work with technology, do you?”
“No, that’s not it.  You know as well as I do that you never know who they are going to approve and who they aren’t.  It’s better to know now, then to always plan on it and then be denied. Also,” she added after a moment’s hesitation, “I think it’s probably easier on the body the younger you are. You don’t want to lose your beautiful figure.”
Alma shook her head, “It doesn’t matter, I don’t see myself as a mother.” 
Scott couldn’t believe Alma had just said that. It was true they had never talked about it, but he had assumed that she would want children as it was such a status symbol.  The entire human population had been capped at 12 billion.  To have government permission to have children you had to meet specific criteria; good health, good social standing in your community, and a defined career and life purpose.  As such, each couple that was granted permission had the responsibility to have at least three if not more children. 
Alma looked at Scott and saw his disappointment.  She wanted to tell him she only said it to make her mother cross, but then he would just think she was childish.  Her mother could really bring out the worst in her. The truth was Alma didn’t know if she wanted children or not, and now with her command she was going to have to really think about it. She’d known women, like the Admiral who had children, only missing weeks of work.  It was possible to keep her position and be a mother, but she didn’t know if she even wanted to miss any weeks of work at all.
Harold knew he needed to say something or Anna and Alma would be at each other’s throats soon.  There was no doubt that they were mother and daughter, but having chosen such different paths and methods to attack life, they both hated each other for it.  “Alma, your mom is not wrong in bringing this up.  You can’t deny that couples from the Military Guild are granted the privilege of children less often than other guilds.  And,” he smiled at her, “Your SCs aren’t stellar either and I don’t see that changing.  People are more forgiving of these things the younger you are.”
“They combine the ratings now,” Scott interjected.  “And mine are more than satisfactory, so there won’t be a problem there.”
“Just because I don’t want to be a part of every neighborhood get together when I’m actually on the planet doesn’t make me a bad person,” Alma defended her low social community ratings.
“No, but you can’t deny your low SC is a direct result of you using technology to talk to people and that makes you less interested in real conversations with real people when the opportunities present themselves,” Anna said. “This is scientifically proven.”
“Am I not here now? Is this not a real conversation?”  Alma knew this was the wrong way to defend herself because it was exactly the way people diagnosed with tech flu began to behave, but she knew this entire scenario was a self-fulfilling prophecy anyway.  They accused her of having inauthentic relationships and conversations because she used technology for her interactions when she was in the solar system and for work on Earth. They couldn’t understand that she just didn’t like parties and being social all the time.  She felt she would have low SCs no matter what her career was, and that was another reason she thought she was more suited to being on a starship and away frequently from Earth.  Elsewhere in the solar system, she was not expected to be so unconditionally social.  However, for her parents and other people it was always the other way around, the chicken before the egg. She was this way because she used technology, not because she was born this way and then chose a life different from what the current accepted societal standards were.
“Of course, this is a real conversation.  I’m sorry Alma, I know that’s not what any of us truly meant,” Harold apologized.  He didn’t want to go here again.  He wanted this to be a nice dinner.  “And despite my reservations about your promotion.  Don’t doubt it, I’m proud of you.  We all are.”
Those were the words Alma wanted to hear but they were so hollow to her now.  She looked into her father’s blue eyes and asked, “Why can’t you just say that from the beginning and then leave it then?”
“Because I don’t really understand all that you are doing and with the technology, well, you’re playing with fire. You know that.  Everyone who cares about you worries.”
Anna added, “And if it ever becomes too much,” Alma interrupted her.
“I know, I know, I can always join the Berlin Choir Guild, you have a friend who knows someone.”
Anna frowned and shot back, “There may be a time when you have had enough playing galactic space vigilante in the solar system and want a real career with real people here on Earth.  The only place that matters for humans is Earth. I know you like the courageous kind of fame you have with being a pilot, carrying a gun, using violence and all, but you are so much more talented as a singer.”
“You really do have an amazing voice,” Scott commented.
Alma gave him a quick look that said, who’s-side-are-you-on?, “I don’t want to waste my life singing songs someone else wrote.”
“Better to spend your life carrying out violent actions someone else tells you to do?” Harold couldn’t help but ask.
That comment hit Alma’s conscience hard because she couldn’t help but think about her orders to destroy the Dante and her crew, “I don’t think we will ever understand each other.”
“No, I don’t expect we will.  We never have, but Alma, look at me,” her dad said, just as he did when she was a girl and they had a disagreement.  “I’ll always love you.  You’ll always be my daughter and I’ll always be proud of you, no matter what.”
“I’m not a child anymore and I don’t feel you are being very supportive.  I’m the youngest peacetime captain in the history of the fleet and all you can talk about is how I might have tech flu or that I should reconsider and join the singing guild or have a child. I know, none of you want to hear this, but I’m proud to be in the military and I do know exactly what I’m doing.”
No one spoke for a long time after Alma’s strong statement. 
Harold simply poured himself another large glass of wine.  He loved and loathed their annual family dinners.




Chapter 4

May 3rd 2635, Titan Space Station, Saturn’s Largest Moon

It took the Indy a week to reach Titan Station on impulse engines.  During that time Alma had taken to her command well, which had been easy, as there had been no incidents, so she didn’t congratulate herself too much. A monkey could have commanded the easy trek from Earth to Titan.
“Captain, Titan Station Control wants to know how long we’re staying,” Selma Kim, her communications officer announced across the bridge. She and Alma were the same age and had been classmates at the Fleet Academy.  However, they had never been friends.  Selma respected Alma, but was also frightened of her.  Selma had witnessed Alma’s ruthlessness on more than one occasion and always felt Alma had a kind of genius that you never wanted to be too close to. 
“Tell them just a few days,” Alma replied.
“Do you really think we’ll be able to find what we are looking for in only a few days?”  Christopher asked.  He knew Alma wanted to trade for some Trappist weaponry, as well as pursue any information about the Dante and Terra Nova.
“I don’t think we’re going to find exactly what we’re looking for here. I think we’ll find clues, and we’ll find the Dante elsewhere. It’d be too easy if they were here.”
“If we’re lucky, they may be here,” Christopher said quietly.
“Cleared for docking,” announced Selma.
“Eito, bring us in,” said Christopher to Eito Yasu, the Helmsman.
Titan, built in 2095, had been the first station built by humans on the other side of the solar system. As such, frequently people, especially pirates and aliens, referred to Titan Station as ‘The Gateway Out’ or ‘GO’ for short because it was the station that everyone stopped by either on their way in or out of the solar system.  It was humanity’s most cosmopolitan station boasting a population of half a million inhabitants and some of those, even being off-worlders.
Alma and most of the crew was familiar with Titan Station.  It was a fanfare of spacefaring people, traders and pirates.  There was just as much legitimate trade as there was illegal trade going on, but most JC military looked the other way during these transactions as long as nothing was that outrageous or dangerous.  As such, Titan was the place to go if you were looking for someone or you needed to buy something from outside the solar system.  This was the last point of call for off-worlder trading.  They preferred to come here rather than Earth because on Earth they would have to leave all of their technology and AI in orbit. 
In addition to the off-worlders, most humans who felt they didn’t fit in on Earth or any of its more orderly colonies made a home for themselves on Titan. As this was the only place non-military humans interacted with AI, personal technology and off-worlders.  However, as the rules were relaxed, this also meant that many people had children that were not specifically ordained by the JC and those children were referred to as people ‘outside the twelve,’ meaning outside the 12 billion sanctioned by the government.  If you were outside the twelve you couldn’t expect any government support as you were seen as invisible by the JC. 
Alma, Christopher and Eito confidently went out into Titan Station to seek some weapons.  Eito was a former pirate himself, so he knew a lot of useful people here. He had turned to the JC when he was caught with a large shipment of Jukoio, a galactic recreational drug.  At that time he was given the option by the former Captain of the Indy of spending a year in a MAC or joining the JC crew who had captured him.  Eito was not a dumb man and as he said while putting on a JC uniform, ‘This isn’t too different to being a freelance pirate, except the clothing and the paperwork.’
Eito was now guiding them through the busy market place in the main hall of the station, as he knew a trader who usually carried Trappist weapons.  Part of what made Titan such a good place for traders was that anyone could set up a stand there if there was a place open in the large main hall.  Most people selling ship parts and other larger equipment kept all of that in their cargo bays so they tended to sit with each other on one end of the main hall talking and drinking tea, waiting for customers to trade. Universal credits, UC, were the main currency in the galaxy, however most JC citizens had very little UCs to buy anything worthwhile, so they relied heavily on bartering goods. 
Alma had a large selection of spices from Earth, which were always a commodity in the galaxy and a painting from her father.  Harold Johnson was a renowned artist and she hoped this would be enough to upgrade the Indy’s weaponry.
Eito led them to the end of the busy market hall.  Alma tried to keep her hand from touching the top of her gun as she passed some of the more intimidating looking off-world traders staring at her as they passed.  As humans were seen as ‘adorable’ throughout the galaxy for their various hair, skin and eye colors, it wasn’t uncommon that young human women were trafficked as pets to different species across the galaxy.  This had been going on for centuries and it was only in the last 500 years, when the JC joined the GU, that off-worlders were shamed for keeping humans as pets.  Unfortunately, it still occasionally happened, so Alma was always wary of passing off-worlders who leered at her in a way she knew meant they were human pet dealers.
At the last stall, Eito greeted a good-looking man with messy dark hair and wrinkles on his face from laughing. 
Johnathan stood and hugged Eito, “I heard you were in a MAC somewhere, Eito.”
“I was given this great opportunity to join the JC,” Eito joked.
“Your daughter must be happy though, to have you back among the twelve?” Eito had not always been a pirate, but when legitimate trading had become too difficult he had gone too far to the other side of the law, just as Johnathan had done.
Eito introduced Johnathan to Alma and Christopher.  Johnathan ignored Christopher almost entirely and gave a short whistle looking a Alma, “I can’t believe I’m actually meeting the Little Lioness.”  He held out his hand, “You almost spun me into oblivion last year, you probably don’t remember but I was on a small transporter and I was refusing to allow you to dock.  So you knocked me hard, almost into Titan’s orbit.”
Alma extended her hand, “Oh, I remember.  I just hope you’re not holding a grudge?”
“No, we’re all out here trying to make a living.  Now,” he said, bypassing Christopher again and looking at Eito, “I don’t think you stopped by to say, ‘hi’ or reminisce?”
“I want some Trappist phasers,” Alma said directly. “I heard you might be the man to have them.”
“That’s a tall order.  For the Indy or to trade to someone else?”
“What’s it matter to you?” Christopher said annoyed.
Alma held her hand to Christopher to calm him and let her handle this, “For the Indy.  I need to make the ship really mine.”
Johnathan smiled, “I don’t know why people talk so badly about you Captain, you seem like a sensible woman to me.  Unfortunately, I don’t have any Trappist phasers right now.”
Alma gave him a smile, “ Really?”
“Really.”
“Would you mind double-checking your supply?  I’ve spices from Earth to trade.”
“Which spices and how much?”
Alma smiled, “A lot; basil, cayenne pepper, chicory, paprika, white mustard and vanilla to name just a few.”
“Real vanilla?”
“Yes,” Alma knew she was getting somewhere now.  “I come just as prepared as any pirate.  Now, what do you say?”
Johnathan picked up his bag and said, “Let’s go.”
“Trappist weapons, right?  I don’t want to waste my time,” Alma said as she walked next to Johnathan back through the main trading hall towards the docking port of the station.
“I promise you Captain, I’m not going to waste your time at all.  I’ve some buyers for those spices, especially vanilla. You know, Unification people love it?  Out of all the spices, they can’t seem to get enough of vanilla. Real vanilla though, they seem to really taste the difference between the artificial and genuine vanilla.”
“I didn’t think the Unification came out this far to trade?”
“Oh they don’t, I’ll take your spices and go to Fire,”  the Red’s capital planet and the only truly cosmopolitan planet in this remote section of the galaxy.
“Have you been to Fire before?” Alma asked.  She had never been to Fire or any of the Red’s planets.  She had heard a lot about them though from traders and of course her cultural and military studies at the academy.
“Twice and both times I was loaded up with spices and both times I came home a rich man.”
“What happened to all your riches then?” asked Eito humorously.
Johnathan laughed and replied, “I fell in love, twice, spent all my money on good food, wine, and gambling, twice. It’s an ongoing circle in my life.  So Captain, when I return from Fire and am a rich man again, maybe you can condescend to give a pirate like me a chance?”
“She’s spoken for,” said Christopher.
Johnathan laughed, “By you?” This young blonde man was attractive but seemed way too innocent to catch the romantic eye of the lovely Alma Johnson. When the man said nothing he replied, “I didn’t think so.  What do you say, Captain?”
“I say, show me your cargo and anything can be discussed,” Alma replied, amused.  She liked this game and enjoyed that Christopher didn’t realize it was only a game to pass the time as they walked to the docking bay.
They approached a good-sized cargo ship and Johnathan said, “Here she is. The Explorer.”  He unlocked the hatch with a code and Alma, Eito and Christopher stepped in after Johnathan. 
“How many crew do you have now?” Eito asked causally.
“Looking for another job?”
“No, just curious.”
“Thirteen plus me.  We’re all human, unfortunately.  We had a Trappist, but she left us. She said she was tired of slumming it and that we smelled too human.”
“What do humans smell like to Trappists?” Christopher asked.
“I don’t know.  I didn’t bother to ask her, but the way she said it, I don’t think it’s a pleasing smell.”
“I heard that many other species mask their natural scents,” commented Alma as they were led through the ship. 
“Yes, they do.  Unification ships smell like a perfume factory.”
“You’ve been on a Unification ship?” Christopher asked in awe. 
“You bet.  A couple of times and now I’ve even lived long enough to tell you how it smelled,” Johnathan laughed.
Alma, Christopher and Eito were led into the large cargo hold of the Explorer. It was filled with random bits of technology and unmarked shipping containers. Johnathan began pointing to different weapons.  He had Trappist phasers, Red blinders, and all kinds of minor defensive and offensive technology from different civilizations around the galaxy.  Then Johnathan brought them to another corner and said, “And this my friends, is the real prize, completely out of your price range of course, but I’m so proud of it I have to show someone.” 
“That’s not…” Eito began looking at the equipment.
“Where did you get that?” Alma asked in disbelief.
“I know,” said Johnathan still surprised himself he had it.  “I never thought they’d trade for it.  I assumed they had a ban on trading these kinds of things to humans, just like the trading bans the Trappists and Red have, but I asked and then to my surprise, the trade happened.”
“Have you used it?”
“Yes, I actually traded for two, if you can believe it? And then installed one for myself.”
“That’s how you are able to go to Fire so nonchalantly,” commented Alma.
“You bet.  This jump drive gets me there in five days instead of five months.  It’s an older model and that’s why they were getting rid of them, I imagine.”
“What kind of Unification vessel traded this to you?”
“Oh, it was a bit strange, they were scientists.”
“What did you trade for it?” asked Alma immediately suspicious.  Unification technology was the most prized technology in the entire galaxy and it was completely out of any human trader’s price range so the fact that this man had not one, but two Unification jump drives, no matter how old, was unprecedented.
“It was the strangest trade I’ve ever made in my life,” Johnathan admitted.  “They wanted to do some experiments on me and that was it.”
“What kind of experiments?” Eito asked looking his friend up and down for any outward marks of being used as a test subject by aliens.
“Blood tests, physical tests and a lot of questions about human culture.  I’m not going to lie, it was the oddest day of my life,” it was on the tip of Johnathan’s tongue to also tell them that he had to donate some sperm too, but at the last minute, he decided that was too embarrassing to share. At the time, he had asked if his Unification trading partners had any pornography. They shook their heads in confusion,  but then after a few minutes of him trying to explain what pornography was, they produced, what he assumed was a Unification prostitute, and she had helped him complete that intimate part of the medical exam. Sometimes he still had nightmares about being intimate with a strange Unification woman in such a sterile environment and for purposes he hoped were purely scientific.
“Odd,” Alma commented.  “Did they say what they were going to do with the information?  Why they wanted it?”
“No, that was part of the deal, that I did the physical and psychological tests for them and promised not to tell anyone,” they all four laughed at that, as humans weren’t good at keeping secrets, “and I couldn’t ask any questions.”  Humans did excel at not asking questions though. Especially when trading for technology, as they were, most of the time, desperate trading partners.
Alma was practically drooling over the old jump drive, “What do you want for it?”
“Sorry Captain, more than spices, UCs or whatever other Earth goods you may have.  I’m going to trade it on Fire with your spices.”
“I’ve a painting from Harold Johnson as well.”
“Certified and signed?”
Alma nodded, “Yes.”
“Is it Last Night on Earth?”  That was Harold Johnson’s most famous painting.  It depicted the last humans destroying their personal technology. 
“No,” Alma replied wishing she could somehow get her hands on that one, but she knew her father would never allow her to have it.  Right now it was on loan to a museum anyway, “I have a lesser known work called Blue Skies, but everyone can tell it’s Harold Johnson’s work immediately and it’s still a formidable piece of work.”
Johnathan considered this, he could get a lot for a Harold Johnson painting on Fire, “I’m sure it is and as much as I love your father’s work.  Yes, I know he’s your father.  I think everyone in the galaxy knows this.  It’s still not nearly enough for jump drive.  It’s enough for some weapons though. Come this way, let me show you what I’ve got,”  Johnathan said enthusiastically leading them back over to the Trappist weapons.
Alma was dismayed.  That jump drive was invaluable, but she could tell by Johnathan’s demeanor that there was no chance he would change his mind.  And she didn’t blame him, he could get so much more for the jump drive on Fire than she could ever offer him now.
In the end, Alma negotiated for Trappist phasers, enhanced short range sensors, and a Red communication and translation device.  The communication and translation device could be integrated and allow for better communication with off-worlders and in addition give cultural prompts, for example if a species had a set phrase for ending a conversation, the communication device would prompt the speaker.  And to try and make Afia warm to her a little, she bought her a  powerful, but miniscule, Trappist sensor that could be worn on her wrist . Johnathan assured her although it was small, it could pick up the most subtle traces of radiation and particles. For this she traded all the spices she had brought along specifically for this purpose and her father’s lesser known painting. 
That evening, Afia, Alma and Christopher had an invitation to dine with the Titan Station Master.
As they were walking through the busy station, Afia asked, “Have you met the Station Master before?”
“I’ve not had the pleasure.  Is there something I should know?” asked Alma disbelieving that Afia would tell her anything of use, but then again, Alma reminded herself that Afia had not been displeased with the gift of the Trappist sensor.
Afia had to admit that Alma was growing on her, not much, but so far Alma had impressed her with not being as terrible a leader as she first thought and there was no doubt, the woman was a genius.  So she would give her this, “He’s an insufferable misogynist, but if you play into it, you’ll get the information you want.”
Alma stopped walking and Afia and Christopher followed suit.  People went around them in the busy station corridor, “What do you mean ‘play into it’?” 
“You know, let him think you know nothing because you have a vagina.  It’s your advantage being young and attractive.”
Alma couldn’t decide if Afia was setting her up to make an ass out of herself or if she was truly giving her some good advice, “Thank you.  I’ll keep it in mind.”  She began walking again and the others followed.
Soon they reached the Station Master’s personal rooms.  Large human guards dressed in outrageously ancient uniforms stopped them.  And although their uniforms were patterned from those on Earth centuries before, their weapons were formidable 27th century Red war sticks.  One strike from those and you’d be out for a day, after two or three strikes and you’d be dead. The Red war sticks, like most weapons, were illegal on Earth.
“I’m Captain Alma Johnson, this is my first officer Christopher Bates and my science officer Afia Kamau.  We’ve been invited by Station Master Harlow for dinner.”
The guards nodded and then allowed them entrance.  The Station Master’s rooms were opulently decorated and as they stood in the foyer they were greeted by a beautiful woman with long dark hair and dark eyes wearing very little over her young body. “Greetings, I’m the Station Master’s housekeeper, Ray.  He’s still in a meeting, but please come in and sit down.  May I get you all a drink?”
“Thank you,” replied Alma giving Afia a look that said, You-weren’t-lying.  The only issue now was that Alma wasn’t a good actress like her mother.
Christopher watched Ray walk and wondered why a woman would demean herself to dress like this and call herself a housekeeper.  Then a thought occurred to him, “Ray, were you born on the station?”
Ray turned around and motioned for them all to sit in the plush violet colored sofas in the sitting room. There was an expansive window that looked out onto Saturn.  “Oh no, Commander. I was born on Earth, like you.  I’m part of the twelve.”  She said her words in such an alluring way Christopher felt himself becoming mesmerized.
“But you chose to wear that… uniform?” asked Christopher disbelievingly .
Ray looked down at her almost completely naked body, ran her hands over her slender hips and countered, “Don’t you think it suits me?”
Christopher didn’t know what was coming over him, he felt completely taken in by her now.
Then Alma slapped him across the face. 
He gave her a dirty look, “Hey?”
“She is using pheromone enhancers to influence you. Snap out of it.”  Alma looked at Ray then, “And you, just the drinks. No pheromones or any other influencers. I’m not sure what kind of guests the Station Master usually has, but we aren’t here for sex or to be loved up.”
Ray shrugged and said nonchalantly, “I’m just doing my job as housekeeper.”
Alma nodded, “Okay, well you have ‘housekeeped’ us enough now.”
Water in decorative gold rimmed glasses were placed in front of all three of them.  Ray disappeared into another room in a pout.  They all sat quietly and no one touched the water. 
Afia said, “I think it’s best not to drink anything until we see the Station Master doing the same.  That’s what we were always instructed to do before with our last captain and he and the Station Master went way back.”
“And was Ray here before?”
“Oh yes,” replied Afia, “but our last captain wasn’t interested in women so she had no effect on him. I had no idea she would behave like that.”
“I see,” replied Alma.  “I guess it’s a good thing you and I like men too.”
After a few minutes of silence, Christopher said, “The peace is in the water.”  It was a Terra Nova saying and Afia and Alma exchanged glances.
“What do you mean?” asked Afia.
“I was just thinking,” said Christopher, “about what Terra Nova always says about the peace being in the water.  Just like the lust in the air through the pheromones.”
“Do you believe the water on Earth is infected with something to make us more pliable?”
“I don’t know,” Christopher picked up his glass and took a big sip of water.  “I often wonder.  Everything always seems more real when I’ve been away from Earth.”
Afia got out her small scanner and held it over the water, “It’s just water taken from the ice of the moon.”
“Afia, you’ve been in the fleet for a long time, do you ever feel different when you’ve been away for so long?”
“In some ways, of course,” she looked directly at Christopher for half a minute and then asked, “Are you talking about something specific?”
Alma wanted to tell Christopher to stop talking about Terra Nova, but she couldn’t without implicating them both in Afia’s eyes. 
“Do you feel more prone to violence when you’re away?” Christopher asked.
Alma tried to look out and admire the beauty of Saturn.  She didn’t want to give this conversation any more currency than it already had.
“Our work can be very violent and I rarely encounter that on Earth, so I honestly can’t say as I can’t compare the two,” Afia answered evenly.
“Have you ever done anything on ship that afterwards on Earth, you wonder if you were even the same person?”
Afia looked Christopher dead in the eyes, “Are you referring to something specific now, Commander?”
“Maybe, I am?  Or maybe, I’m just making general conversation,” Christopher replied.  He was sure after watching Afia this past week that she had definitely been the leader of the mutiny that had their last captain and first officer killed on the Indy.
“Ask me,” Afia said coldly.
Before the conversation could escalate anymore the Station Master walked in with a broad smile. He was a large man both tall and wide and wore the most ridiculous clothing one could imagine, lots of brightly colored embroidered silk that must have cost a fortune from some of the best design guilds on Earth.
“Welcome, welcome.  Captain Johnson.  My goodness what a sight for a poor old man’s eyes.  They told me you were a gem to look at but even that description doesn’t do you justice.  The purple uniform looks good on you.  Afia,” he said turning his eyes to her now, “as always it is a pleasure to see you.  I’m still waiting for that duel you promised me.”  Then he turned his eyes to Christopher and said, “Commander, I envy you having these two women onboard ship with you.”
Christopher looked away and rolled his eyes at the wall.  He wondered how this man was able to hold such a vital role in the solar system with such archaic ideas.  Christopher was a strong believer in sending people who didn’t conform to modern JC society to the Ethereal and that even sometimes included his traditionalist parents. 
“It’s good to meet you in person, Master Harlow,” said Alma. “Thank you for inviting us for dinner.”
“Of course, I always want to get to know the new captains,” he purposely didn’t specify whether they were in the JC or pirates.  “You know, it’s vital that we all know each other out here, as we are all striving for the same things.”
“Are we?” asked Afia.
“Yes, I think we are.  Peace and prosperity. Isn’t that what you want, Afia?”
Afia laughed a little and Alma wondered how well they really knew each other and if it had always been in a professional way.
“Oh Alma, don’t worry about Afia.  She’s always been a cynic,” replied the Master. “You can trust me though.  Now, tell me,” he said too warmly as they sat down at a dining room table set for a three course meal, “What news from Earth?”
Alma looked at him blankly for a moment.  Of course, he would have his own crier and know all the news from Earth.  He was looking for something more, but she didn’t know what.  As she was terrible at diplomacy and small talk, she decided to chance it and just go directly to the point of their visit, “There have been rumors of Terra Nova gaining enough support for a proper coup. You haven’t heard anything like that out here have you?”
The room went deadly silent. 
After a painfully long silence Master Harlow laughed, “Oh my dear, you wouldn’t believe such a thing would you?  Terra Nova believers are nothing more than fantastical dreamers.  They’ve no true support. It’s all just rumors created by the JC to keep everyone on their toes.  If they truly had enough support for a coup it would be happening, mark my words.”
“You’ve seen nothing more suspicious than usual on the station lately then?”
“Nothing except there are no avocados.”
“We’ve brought you avocados,” supplied Christopher.
The Master smiled.
“Three cases,” added Christopher.
“And some Balvenie scotch,” added Afia.
“I can’t be bought,” the Master replied with false regret.
“No one is trying to buy you, good Master Harlow,” Alma said gently.  “These are gifts from one person to another as a form of greeting and for the hope of a long friendship.”
“What kind of friendship are we referring to, Captain?” 
Alma didn’t like the look in his eyes but she still forced a smile, “A good friendship.”
“A healthy friendship?”
Alma wanted to throw up at the thought.  When people said ‘healthy’ it often referred to sex. “Unfortunately, I’m in the process of applying for permission for procreation with my partner.  Perhaps in the future,” she trailed off.
Alma knew both Afia and Christopher would be shocked by her response, but she didn’t break eye contact with Harlow though. She just hoped he didn’t notice their face expressions. If he did, hopefully he would dismiss their ignorance as a choice as Alma was a leader who didn’t share her personal life with her crew. She smiled. “Now, please tell me about Terra Nova.  This is my first mission and I need to come back with something or else you might never see me again.  They might give my command to someone else who they deem more capable.”
Harlow was already imagining this little captain in his bed. The touch of her young and soft skin.  “Your boyfriend must be a lucky man indeed, but after the procreation process, you’ll be free again and we wouldn’t want you to miss out on any opportunities.  So I’ll tell you the little I know. There have been rumors, more than rumors of Terra Nova gaining support, you’re right.  I’ve had to shut down some meetings in bars, someone was actually printing their demands on paper and handing them out if you can believe it?”
“Printed paper?  And people believed the printed word?” asked Christopher.
Harlow nodded, “It’s a different world up here.  The humans up here interact in the galaxy. They use technology daily and think all of this nonsense of tech flu has been made up by the government to keep people under the JC’s strict control.”
“Well, anyone born outside the twelve would say that,” replied Afia.  “It doesn’t make any sense for the JC to ban something that would make our lives easier if it wasn’t detrimental to our health and our planet.”
“Praise to nature,” Master Harlow toasted and raised his wine glass and everyone followed suit.
“Do you still have one of these pieces of paper with the Terra Nova propaganda on it?” Alma asked sweetly.
“No, I had them all burned and the people responsible sent to a MAC on Enceladus as a warning.  None of us want to see Terra Nova succeed.  Humans are doing just fine without any personal technology.”
“And you are doing extremely well,” Christopher commented.
“Yes, I’ve been lucky.  You know, I was born into a Detroit Recycling Guild family, but when I was ten years old I joined the Titan Mining Guild and now look at me, I’m the Station Master.”
“What an interesting journey you’ve had,” remarked Alma trying to be pleasant.  “I’m sure you’ve seen more than your share of pirates and smugglers too.”
“I have.  That’s why I’m so good at being Station Master.  I’ve seen it all,” he boasted.
“Tell me then, what else do you know about Terra Nova?  Any big plans you think?  Or just these people with their papers?”
Master Harlow took Alma’s hand that was closest to him and informally, turned it over and traced letters over her outstretched palm. The letters were, D-A-N-T-E. All the while saying, “I’m afraid your generous gifts might be wasted on me. I don’t know anything else about Terra Nova, aside from what I’ve already told you about the propaganda papers.  I sincerely hope you do keep your command Captain, even though, I’ve been of little help to you.”
Alma and Christopher had a drink in her favorite bar on Titan Station after dinner with Master Harlow.  The bar was a replica of one that supposedly used to exist on Earth called ‘Laffite’s’. Alma liked the bar because it was the only place she had ever been that was true to how she imagined Earth used to be, before the Great Leap Backwards; dark, dirty and filled with people, who may or may not be nice to you, as no one out here counted SCs.
“What did he write on your hand?” Christopher asked.
“I don’t want to talk about it here,” she said quietly.
“Will you tell me about your procreation application?  Or was that a lie?”
“It wasn’t a lie.  Scott wants to do it.”
“When did this happen?”
“He mentioned it last week with my parents. It was so awkward.  No, actually my mother mentioned it first, but now it’s on his mind and he wants to do it.”
Christopher shook his head, “You’re not seriously considering it are you?  You’d be out of work for a while.”
“I know,” Alma said defensively.  “But I think sometimes, that this is all there is and maybe I should just do it and get it over with. Then, at least, I can say I did something good for humanity.”  Parents of healthy children were rewarded with SCs and if their children became stellar star citizens the parents were rewarded again with more SCs.  Needless to say, Alma’s parents received very few SCs for her contributions in the JC.
Christopher gave her a small clap, “Absolutely Alma.  I’ve never seen such a willful display of settling for someone or something in all my life.”
“What would you do if you were me?”
“For starters, I’d leave Scott. You’re clearly wasting his time and yours.”
Alma rolled her eyes.
But Christopher was not deterred, “He’s great on paper, but you don’t love him. It was lust for a couple months and now nothing. You’re only with him because you think he camouflages who you really are.”
“Oh really, who am I really then if I’m not myself?”
“You know what I mean. You’re Military Guild through and through, and that’s not a popular thing to be. But you like wanting to fit in with the rest of them.  You like trying to please your parents.  Scott ticks those boxes. And I’m sure, your parents approve of him whole heartedly.”
“I do fit in. We both do.  Stop trying to always separate us out.  We’re all human and there is a place for us all on Earth,”  she was quoting the dogma she had learned as a girl.  Alma always pacified herself with those sentiments when she had the feeling that she didn’t fit into JC society.  She was never comfortable with the way that Christopher accepted their outsider status in JC society so openly and easily.
“On Earth yes, you’re human, but in the JC?”
“Stop it. I don’t want to talk about this,” Alma said quietly.  All she wanted to do was relax for a minute before she had to seriously think about Terra Nova and the Dante.
“I’m just going to say this last thing about applying for procreation.  Don’t do it. It’ll only be a burden to you.”
Christopher’s words cut her more than he could possibly know.  Her mother had abandoned her at three years old and had told Alma later, when she was very tired, that motherhood had been just too much of a ‘burden’ for her.  “How can you say that?  Maybe, I do really want a child?”
He looked at her with disbelief, “People who really want children don’t say, ‘maybe’.”
She couldn’t help but smile at his attention to detail and the smile let him know, he was right. Although, it didn’t mean she wasn’t going to have children.  She still hadn’t decided.  Then, she changed the subject, “How are things with Betsy, the farm girl?”
Christopher laughed, “First of all, she’s not a farm girl.  Second, things are going well, I think.”
“What guild is she in then if it’s not potatoes or milk?”
“Drama.”
“An actress?”
“No, a set designer.”
“Oh, that’s interesting.”
“It is,” replied Christopher overly enthusiastically.
“And she still got over the fact your parents are traditionalists?”
“Well,” Christopher said and then looked at the dirty wall with some alien graffiti on it.
“What happened?”
“She wanted to meet my family to judge for herself how traditional they were.”
“And?”
“It took a lot of convincing to get her to see me again.”
Alma only felt sorry for Christopher, “I don’t understand why your parents continue with this charade. It makes life for you and your siblings difficult.”
“They believe in it, Alma,”  they had discussed this so many times, but Alma never understood why his parents believed in religion and he was over trying to explain it to her.
Alma thought his parents should think about moving to the Ethereal with everyone else who refused to give up religion, but she could never say that to Christopher. It was too harsh, even though, he must know she and everyone else thought it, “I’ll never understand.  How can someone believe in something that’s not there? That there is no proof of ever being there?”
“We’ve been over this hundreds of times, I cannot explain spirituality to you. It’s something you must feel.”
“Do you feel it yet, Christopher?”
“You know, I don’t,” Christopher lied. He felt he was always walking this bridge in society between the spiritual and the secular.
Alma took the last sip of her drink, “Good.  Now, all I feel like is going to bed.  Come on, let’s go.”
The next morning, Alma walked into the Indy’s small conference room, with a round table and white chairs.  All her senior officers, except Rupert, were waiting to discuss what they had learned about Terra Nova yesterday on Titan.  She began the meeting by telling them of their meeting with the Station Master and letting them listen to the recording over dinner.
Eito was the first to reply, “If another captain were to have said this to me while writing on my hand, I’d understand it as ‘wait for the Dante to come to Titan Station’.”
“What nonsense,” Christopher commented.  “Why not just say ‘Wait for the Dante’ out loud?  It’s no secret we are looking for them.”
Eito shrugged his shoulders, unbothered by Christopher’s remark, “But none of you said that out loud.  The Captain asked about Terra Nova. Afia, go back.”
Afia went back in the audio recording and they listened again.  Eito was right, they never mentioned the Dante in conjunction with Terra Nova.
Rupert walked in late and sat down, “Are we talking about the ship Dante or the author?”
They all looked at him and Alma asked, “Is there a book?”
“Yes, it’s a series of poems actually, very old and has to do with an ancient religion. I wouldn’t recommend it.”
“What’s it about?” asked Alma, just to be sure to check every box.
“It’s about man’s moral confusion and then facing God,” answered Christopher.
Everyone sighed and made sounds of annoyance at Christopher talking about an ancient human religion.
“I don’t think this has anything to do with the author or the Ethereal,” Alma said.  “This has to do with our mission, Terra Nova and the ship Dante. The name is only a name with no deeper meaning.  These are pirates after all.  Now, where were we?”
“The Dante was in and out of Titan quite a few times last year. Maybe the Station Master does actually mean ‘wait and they will return’,” Rupert suggested.
“Bring up the files on the screen,” Alma said and Rupert brought up his findings on a 3D screen between them all on the table.  He highlighted the Dante’s docking history in orange.
“They’re pirates, of course they’re always here to trade,” explained Eito. “But it looks like we just missed them.  I know it’s a long shot, but did they say where they were going in Titan’s records?”
Rupert checked and then chuckled, “They wrote ‘Tartarus’.” When no one else laughed he explained, "A pit in the underworld for condemned souls.” When they all still gave him blank faces he asked,  “Am I the only one who reads ancient literature around here?  What are you all doing in your spare time?”
“I knew it but I didn’t think it was funny,” replied Afia.
“Me too,” said Galen. “And I doubt this means anything.  They’re pirates. They’re hardly ever serious.”  He left out, ‘Because if they were, they’d realize how sad their lives really were.’
“No sense of humor at all, none of you,” Rupert admonished.
“Our mission is to destroy the Dante,” Alma said, getting everyone’s attention again so that she could end this meeting as it had only become a waste of time.  “The Station Master has linked the Dante to Terra Nova.  But, I don’t think we’ll find any more information here and I don’t think they’ll be back any time soon.  We’ll have to leave and patrol this end of the solar system and continue searching the main trade routes back and forth between Io, Titan and Enceladus. Dismissed.”




Chapter 5

May 7th 2635, JC Starship Indy, Solar System between Saturn and Jupiter

The Indy was patrolling the main trade routes around Saturn when a relatively small cargo ship showed up as something completely different on their new enhanced sensors.
Alma nodded to Selma, “Ask them to produce an ID code.”
“Aye, Captain,” Selma replied. “Captain, the ID code they’re giving me is registered to the Explorer.”
“That’s not the Explorer,” Eito declared.
“I agree,” said Christopher.  “But why would they say they were?  The Explorer is a somewhat dodgy cargo vessel. Or was I reading your friend wrong, Eito?”
Eito nodded, “You’re doing Johnathan justice by saying, ‘somewhat dodgy’.  But this makes no sense.”
“Could there be two ship ID’s with the same name?” Jason, their young navigator asked.
“No,” replied Selma, “This is the same ID as the one at Titan Station last week.”
Alma looked at Christopher and he shrugged.  She looked at one of her small computer screens that gave a readout of the other ship and its capabilities.  Often the ships they came across had no IDs or fake ones and projected false readouts of what their ships really looked like or their capabilities.  However, if the cargo ships were not carrying any serious contraband, it was not worth their time to stop them.  But, Alma did not feel right about this particular ship. “Tell them we know that is a fake ID and ask them who they really are,” Alma said.
Christopher gave Alma a puzzled look, “We’re going to waste our time on this ship?  They’ve very little on board.”  He pointed to the screen, “And only minimal weapons.  And if they had any cargo it’s not showing up here.”
“They could have people or animals onboard,” Afia supplied.  “They’re masking their life signs and who knows what else.”
“But then, they’re going the wrong way if they’re trafficking people,” Christopher pointed out as they were headed towards Earth or Mars, “and I’ve never known humans to keep aliens as pets.”
“I think this is the Dante, but we need to be able to prove it,” Alma said firmly. The bridge became quiet for a moment, their mission was, of course, to destroy the Dante, but it didn’t sit well with any of them. Not so much the killing of pirates, but the destruction of a ship they could use for their own advantage.
“I expect the Dante to be much more impressive than this,”  Christopher said, while looking at the readouts on his nearest computer screen again.
“If we compiled all of the myths surrounding the Dante, it would be the largest and most fearsome ship in the galaxy,” commented Alma.  “No, I’ve a feeling we have found who we are looking for. Johnathan had Unification jump drive and who knows what else he was able to get from the Unification.  And we know from the Dante’s file that they also, most likely, have Unification technology.  It’s rare to have that. And the readouts they are broadcasting are coming from some sophisticated technology, had we not traded for new sensors, we wouldn’t be able to see them for what they really are.  And then they’ve the Explorer’s code.”
“The solar system is very small, indeed,” Eito frowned.
“Would you say the crew of the Explorer and the Dante know each other?” Alma asked to reaffirm her conclusion.
“Of course, you stay out here for more than a year, and you don’t die, you begin to know every other free range ship and crew, whether they are legal or not.  None of the stations or colonies are large enough to disappear in.”
“Captain, they’re insisting they’re the Explorer,” Selma said across the bridge.
“Eito, bring us up alongside them for docking. Selma, tell ‘the Explorer’,” she said the name to indicate she did not think this was their name at all, “to prepare to be boarded as a routine check for contraband.”
Selma nodded.
“Afia, bring up the schematics of the Explorer, this Explorer, and the schematics of the Dante.”
“Aye, Captain,” and within seconds Alma had them on her computer screen next to her chair.  “Can you show me what they would have looked like without our new sensors?  Different?”
“Like night and day,” replied Afia.  “And maybe they could have even passed for the real Explorer.”
Alma looked at the next comparison Afia sent over and nodded her head.  “Thank you, Afia. Christopher, assemble Squad A.  I’m not discounting that this could be just a practice run and these people are just really stupid pirates, but let’s be ready for anything, because they very well could be the Dante, and if so, you all know, they’re armed and dangerous, and we’ve our orders.”
“Aye, Captain,” Christopher replied evenly.  He did not think they were going to find anything more than some low level pirates on this ship. Not much worth taking for themselves and only a lot of paperwork to be done afterwards. “Should we put a wager on this?” he said quietly only to Alma as they left the bridge.
“Sure.  If this is the Dante, you owe me dinner at Antoine’s when we get back.”
“Done.  And if it’s not the Dante?”
“It’s the Dante, but I want to know why the Admiral wants them dead and destroyed before I do it,” she said walking towards the armory confidently.  She was sure this was the Dante, it just all fit together too neatly for them not to be.  She planned to board it, confirm it and then destroy it and its crew.  Mission accomplished by cocktail hour.
Once Squad A was assembled at the hatch that would allow them to board with other ships, they docked with the Dante. 
Alma was ready to lead the party on board, her gun at the ready.  As Captain, she felt it was her duty to always lead her teams.  She would tell people it was because she believed that if she wasn’t willing to do it herself, how could she ask one of her crew to do it. But, the truth was she loved the adrenaline rush of being the first to walk into potential danger.  
Alma pounded on the spaceship’s hatch door a few times. 
No movement of any kind could be heard from inside the other ship.
A couple of minutes passed.  All Alma could hear in the silence was the hum of the ships and the sound of her crew’s breathing in anticipation. 
Alma looked back and commanded Squad A, composed of five armed men and two women, to open the door with force.  Once the door was open, Alma resumed the lead and slowly entered the other ship, followed closely by her team, “This is Captain Johnson, please come out for a routine inspection.  We’d like to talk to you,” she said loudly as they continued to move in.  Her voice echoed on the hard walls of the ship’s corridor. 
Within seconds of her finishing her sentence, Alma and her team were ambushed by armed men from an adjoining passageway.  Then the lights went out.  There were shots in the dark. Alma herself shot at an assailant trying to strangle her, “Get those lights back on,” Alma yelled. 
Finally, red security lights came flashing on. 
She and her team killed some of their assailants but she lost one man too.  Alma just ignored that for the time being and grabbed an old and dirty man by the neck with her knife near his throat, “Who’s in charge here?  You?” Alma’s adrenaline was pumping and her heart was beating so loudly she could hear it in her ears. 
The man opened his mouth, and said shakily, “No, you killed him already.” He indicated to a dead man at their feet.  A shot through his chest.
Alma cut the old and dirty man’s cheek and he screamed.
“Are you lying?” she asked, as she watched his warm blood flow onto her hand. 
The old man moaned in her grip and tried to use his other hand to stop the blood, but screamed again when his dirty fingers touch the open wound. 
“I wouldn’t recommend putting your filthy hand in that,” commented Alma.  Then she addressed the other men, now unarmed and being held at gunpoint by Squad A, “I’ve not got much patience. Who’s really in charge here?”
“No one.  We are all equals,” one younger, dirty man said while wiping the blood back into his brown hair.
“Real pirates, then,” Christopher said sarcastically. 
“Fine,” said Alma not letting go of the old man and shaking him a little for effect.  Some of his blood splattered onto the faces of those nearby, “Then, you all tell me the name of your ship. The real name.”
No one answered her.
“Should I cut this old man into pieces while you all watch? “Alma asked. “Maybe, I chose the wrong man and you all hate this guy anyway?”
There is some muttering among the enemy crew. 
Alma nodded to Christopher.
Christopher grabbed a young man he saw muttering.  He was trembling, young and an easy target, “What did you say boy?”
The young man, looked to be about 18 years old, not a day older. Christopher took out his knife and held it up to his face, “We can make you pretty too.”
The young man instinctually backed away, just a few inches into the wall, and shook his head, “All I said,” he stammered, “W-w-was that I told him it was Alma J-J-Johnson, ‘the Little Lioness’.” 
All of the Indy crew laughed at his comment.  Alma had the nickname as the Little Lioness because she was not afraid to get into a fight and come out with some blood on her face.  Apparently, some of her former crewmates thought she looked like a hunting lion when she returned from a fight.
Alma didn’t particularly like the nickname, but she didn’t care, if it got them to tell her who they were and more importantly, maybe a clue as to why the Admiral wanted them destroyed if they were indeed the Dante, “Who are you?”
Christopher took the young man roughly in hand and began to cut the tip of his ear.
It was enough.
“We’re really the Dante.  The Explorer is just an ID we use sometimes.  One of many.  We don’t have any cargo.  It’s just us. Please, please sir, don’t cut my ear.”
Christopher didn’t remove his knife, but he paused. 
“We’re the Explorer,” the old man in Alma’s grip protested, “don’t listen to the boy, he’s fanciful and lies all the time.  He was dropped on his head as a baby.”
Alma kicked him as well as she could given their closeness, “I’m not an idiot, you know,” she said sarcastically.  “I want to hear ‘ayes’ or ‘nays’ to this being true or the young man loses an ear and we all know the fake ones really don’t work as well as the real things, nor are they attractive.”
No one spoke.
Alma nodded to Christopher and he began to slice down. 
The young man screamed an ear shattering scream as only young men can do and the old man in Alma’s bloody grip shouted, “Aye!”
The rest of the Dante shouted “Aye!”
Christopher stopped, but didn’t let go of the young man who was crying now, begging to be let go.
“Good, we are getting somewhere.  Now, tell me what you are doing.  Where is your cargo?”
The young man spoke again, this time Christopher was playing with the point of his knife in front of the boy’s frightened eyes, “Not my eyes, please sir, not my eyes.”
“Someone tell me where your cargo is or the boy will lose an eye maybe two.”
No one spoke but the young man began to wail.
“Come on now,” Alma said and then looked at him, “Boy, tell me where is your cargo?  You’ve got some nice eyes I’m sure you want to keep those too.”
“W-W-We had a rendezvous with a ship and they took it.”
All the men tried to hush him.
Christopher took the young man’s head strongly in his grip and put the knife so close it cut some of his eyelashes, “What was the cargo?”
“Don’t you answer boy, if you lose your eyes, then so be it,” said another man.
“No,” screamed the young man. “ W-W-We didn’t know what it was.  It was guarded at all times by a group of old men.”
Alma shook her head and tsked, “What kind of idiots are you?  You transported cargo that you didn’t know what was in it?”
The boy screamed as Christopher cut the top of an eyelid, “Y-Y-Yes sir, ma’am, the-they paid us well kind of idiots.”
“In UCs?”
“Y-Yes,” said the young man through frightened tears, “we all got a handsome cut.”
“Who were these people?  Humans?  Were they a part of the twelve?”
“I think so, humans from Earth,” tears were running down the young man's cheeks still fearing for his eyes and at the betrayal to his crew. He wished he could be braver. He began to sob that he wasn’t brave and to say he was sorry.
Alma looked at the young man and wondered if she could take him with her.  He didn’t deserve to die.  But then she reminded herself orders were orders and got back on track.  Nothing so far was that extraordinary though, except carrying unknown cargo, but that could have been anything. 
“What was the name of the ship you rendezvoused with?”
“The Yomi,” another man said as the young man could no longer speak consumed with tears. “I’d never heard of them before and they were an odd bunch, just like the old men.  They paid us well to make a short trip from Titan twice.  We scanned the cargo both times with proper scanners and there was nothing out of the ordinary or dangerous so we agreed.”
“The crew of the Yomi, were they out of the ordinary in anyway?” Alma asked the man.
“They were rich,” he answered.
“When did you do this?”
“February and then just a six hours ago.”
Alma shoved the old man in her grip and he groaned, “I think we should all go on a little trip to your cargo bay and check this out.” 
The old man started walking as did everyone else slowly to their cargo bay. 
“Stay alert everyone, we don’t know how many more there might be,” Alma said remembering that they were masking their life signs.
When they reached the large cargo bay it was mostly empty.
Alma thought about all of this and couldn’t put the pieces together to make heads or tails of this. She turned to Christopher, “What are scans showing?”
Christopher walked around the cargo bay with Afia’s new scanner, “Not much.  Some trace levels of neutron.”
“Radiation?” Alma asked, that was odd.
She looked at the crew of the Dante, “For the last time what were you transporting?”
“We don’t know and we didn’t pick up any radiation.  I think your equipment is faulty,” the old man spit out at her. 
Alma knew she could hurt the young man and they would talk but she decided it wasn’t worth it. “There must be something else.  I’ll stay here.”  She looked at two men from Squad A, “Erik and John stay with me. We’ll guard the crew.  The rest of you search the ship. This isn’t right.”
Christopher left the cargo bay with the rest of Squad A. 
Alma and two of her men held the rest of the Dante’s crew in the corner of the cargo bay at gunpoint.  “Is there anything else you’d like to tell me now?  If you admit guilt, I’m likely to go easier on you.”
The old man just spit on the floor, wincing afterwards from the cut on his cheek. 
They waited silently. All that could be heard was some random sounds of muffled footsteps and talking.
Twenty minutes passed and then Christopher returned, breathless and with more blood on his uniform, “Captain, we found women and children all huddled in a hiding place with a lot of Jukoio. They attacked us if you can believe it? Jukoio was a banned narcotic in the JC.  It was innocent enough for the rest of the galaxy but had ecstasy like effects on humans.
“Drug smugglers and human traffickers,” Alma said accusatorily to the Dante’s crew.
“And there were two cats, maybe more. I only saw two before they ran off,” added Christopher.
“We weren’t trafficking them.  They’re our family.”
“I highly doubt that,” Alma replied. “I only see pirates who have suspiciously nothing in their hold, but have women, children, pets and Jukoio onboard.” 
Alma wondered, Why does the Admiral want them dead? They’re criminals to be sure, but nothing they have done warrants death or even worse, the loss of a valuable ship. 
“There’s something else,” Christopher said to Alma but she didn’t take her eyes off the crew as they continued to try to explain their situation to her and her crew.  “They’ve weapons and forbidden technology.  They even have a sophisticated AI lifeform on the bridge. I disabled it.”  Christopher also stepped closer to Alma and whispered in her ear, “And this is the Dante. The AI lifeform confirmed it before I disabled it.  All their other data had been wiped before we boarded them.  I guess that is what took them so long to answer the door.” 
“Fine.  Squad A, round up the crew and put them in the brig on the Indy.  Take the women and children to the conference room and guard them.  We’ll take them all back to Titan.”  Alma dismissed Christopher’s surprised look with her hand, “Do it.”
“And our ship?” the bleeding old man asked.
Alma didn’t answer the old man. She knew as well as he did what she and her crew were going to do the Dante.




Chapter 6

June 16th 2635, The Joint Confederacy Military Headquarters, Atlanta, Georgia, North America

“What the hell were you thinking, Alma?” Admiral Jackson asked Alma rhetorically inside her office at JC Command in Atlanta.  “Those were direct orders and you lost a man because you didn’t follow them. And on your first mission too.  What was going through that head of yours?”
“There were innocent women and children on that ship,” Alma defended herself. “I questioned the crew and I didn’t find that it was necessary to kill them or to destroy a perfectly good ship.” She didn’t add, ‘And my crew probably agreed with me, which is important as the Indy has an unwritten history of a mutiny.’
Shana looked at Alma and slammed her hand against her desk, “You don’t disobey direct orders from me.  You knew what you had to do.  You knew that was the price of the captain’s chair.”
“And you knew that they travel with their families didn’t you?  And still you wanted them dead. Was this a test to see if I would kill innocent children?”
“Those people.  All those people that were on the Dante are outside the twelve. They have no place in the JC and do not deserve your consideration.  And more to the point, it’s not your place to question me.”
“When I saw the women and children I assumed they were trafficked. When I discovered they were the crew’s family, I thought you must be mistaken wanting the ship destroyed. Tell me what they did to warrant such a devastating attack from us. I’ve considered this from every angle and it doesn’t make sense.”
“As I said before, and listen this time, the crew of the Dante and their families aren’t a part of the twelve.  We don’t have the resources to save everyone. You, of all people, know that,”  she pointed at Alma harshly, “You should have followed orders.”
“I don’t kill innocent children without good cause.”
Shana shook her head, “It wasn’t your decision to make, it was mine.  It was your job to carry out orders, no matter what.”
“Are you demoting me?”
Shana didn’t answer for a couple of minutes, she and Alma just sat in her office in an awkward silence and then said, “No, you know I’m not. You’re too valuable to me.  This was obviously too much to ask of you on your first mission.  Your second mission will be a lot more straight-forward with no moral complications.”
Alma nodded.
“Mars One needs supplies.  They are trying to build up the station and make it more important on the trade routes. Pick up the supplies and ferry them over.  I assume you can manage that?”
“Yes ma’am.”
“Don’t ma’am me.  I’m in no mood.” 
“I’m not sorry.”
“I know you’re not sorry,”  Shana said solemnly. One of the reasons she chose Alma as her protégé was because she didn’t follow anyone blindly and she did have a strong moral compass.  However, she hadn’t imagined that Alma would have boarded the Dante to try and discern why they would receive such a harsh punishment. Shana had
imagined that they would have easily crossed paths on the main trade routes and it would have been over in minutes.
“You can’t tell me you really don’t care about those innocent children?” Alma asked.  She couldn’t believe that the Admiral would be so callous.
Shana waved a hand dismissively, “It’s not just that. It’s what the Dante did.  I wanted to send a message to other pirates that there is a limit to what the JC will tolerate.”
“You don’t think my actions sent that message?”
“No, you sent the message, ‘MACs for everyone as usual!’ Alma, come on, I know you aren’t this stupid.  What is the one thing that frightens us all?  That threatens our way of life?”
“Terra Nova.”
“Exactly.  They were working with Terra Nova.”
“Then why hasn’t the ship they rendezvoused, the Yomi,  been tracked and taken?”
“Because we don’t know who they are. Did you really think that was their real name? Now, what did you salvage from the Dante?  I want my cut sent to me and then the points to the incentive program will be added to the Indy, not before.”
“How many points will we receive?”
“How much is my cut?”
“Fifty UCs,” replied Alma. 
“More.  I know there was Jukoio on that ship.”
“Seventy five.”
“Good,” she replied evenly and then said sarcastically, “Look at that, the Indy is topping the rankings of the incentive program.”
“Good,” said Alma.
“You’ve had your one mess up for the year.  I need you Alma.” She hit her hand against her desk in rhythm with her words, “Always follow orders.”
“I will.”
“I don’t care if it’s an orphanage of human children out there, if they are outside the twelve and I say destroy the ship, you do it.”
“Understood Admiral.”
“Go celebrate Midsummer now.  I heard you are going to Cameron Macondo’s party,” Shana said nonchalantly. After religion was abandoned along with technology, the government emphasized holidays that would support humanity’s harmony with nature.
“Yes, he comes into Scott’s restaurant frequently and so they know each other.”  Cameron Macondo was a popular actor for the Drama Guild in Mexico City.
“I hear there’s going to be a lot of important people there. Macondo likes to swim with people with real power, watch yourself.”
“Are you going?” Alma asked.
“No.”
“Then there won’t be anyone with real power over me there. I’ll be fine.  Have a good Midsummer.”
June 16th 2635, The Regional Chicago Joint Confederacy Administration, Chicago, Illinois North America
Alma left JC HQ and checked the time.  She had just enough time to catch the magnetic train to Chicago.  She quickly made the 15 minute walk to Atlanta’s Central Station and took an elevator up to the highest platform where the trains traveling north and west departed.  She boarded a magnetic train that was bound for St. Paul, but was stopping in Chicago.  She entered the first carriage and was lucky to find an empty seat. She buckled herself in and looked out the window.  She didn’t want to talk to anyone, but she would lose SCs if someone spoke in casual conversation to her and she wasn’t polite in return.
An old man sat across from her.  Alma nodded to him and hoped he wasn’t a talker.  It was a 20 minute ride to Chicago and she wanted to think about what Shana had said about the Dante and Terra Nova. She didn’t want to make small talk.
“Aren’t you young to be a captain, Captain?” the old man asked.
“What can I say? The Military Guild is as desperate as they say,” she said with some humor. “What’s your profession?”
“I’m a train mechanic.”
“Transportation Guild?”
“Yes, 90 years now,” the man beamed.
“Congratulations, you must be a part of the mentoring section now.”
“Oh, they keep trying to woo me there, but I like working.  I’ve never been one to do well with children.  And ten years old seem so young these days.”
“I know what you mean,” Alma agreed.
“Why are you going to Chicago, if you don’t mind me asking?”
Alma looked at this stranger dead in the face and for the first time had to say this out loud to someone who wasn’t Scott, “My partner and I are applying for procreation permission.  He lives in Chicago.”
“Oh,” said the old man.  “I see, so you have low social standing too?”  He winked at Alma.
Alma was charmed, “Possibly.”
“Well, I hope they allow more people like you to reproduce and less happy people. Everyone just seems too happy and content.  It’s irritating. I find, I can’t be happy all time.  Some days are just terrible and I think it’s my human right to be able to say so.”
Alma had a moment where she wanted to ask if she were speaking to her future self but then realized she wouldn’t grow into an old man, “I know exactly how you feel.”  She spoke softly because even talking about this would lose them both SCs as it could make others around them uncomfortable and Scott would flip out if she lost more SCs on the way to the procreation interview.
“I hear people are more free in the colonies and on the space stations.  I wonder if it’s true?”
“I,” Alma hesitated, she wanted to talk about this, but she needed to be careful, she looked around them, no one was listening to them. The rest of the passengers in the carriage were all engrossed in their own conversations. “I do feel that it is different off planet, yes.  Maybe you should take a holiday there sometime?”
The old man laughed, “On a pirate ship?”
Alma laughed too, “No, on a passenger cruiser.”
“I don’t have the UCs for that.  For me it would have to be on a pirate ship, but sometimes, I think I might like to meet some other people.  People like me, who aren’t content with this,” he waved his hand at the other passengers.
Alma wanted to grab his hand down and scold him for drawing attention to their conversation, but didn’t have the heart to do it.
“So other people are allowed to be angry, complain and do what they want in the solar system?” the old man asked, wanting clarification from the horse’s mouth.
Alma considered this for a minute, “Yes, for the most part.”
“Thank you, young lady.  I wish you all the best luck in procreation,” the old man said as Alma got up to exit the train in Chicago.
Alma left the Chicago Central Station and took a tram to the nearest stop to the Regional JC Reproduction Agency.  She walked into the large building and went into reception.  As she was talking to the Receptionist, Scott came up behind her, “I’m so glad you made it.”  And to the Receptionist, “She’s with me.”
The Receptionist beamed at Scott as opposed to her frown at Alma.
Scott lead her to some chairs where they sat and waited.
“How did it go with Admiral Jackson?”
“She wasn’t pleased.”
“You made the right choice.  There were children on that ship.  You should be careful though, you don’t want to get involved in the Admiral’s personal vendettas.”
“It wasn’t a personal vendetta,” admitted Alma softly. “There was more to it. Let me worry about my own work.  You worry about the potatoes or carrots or something.”
Scott was about to reply when their names were called and they were escorted into an interview room by a robust middle-aged man. 
“Please sit down,” he said politely as they entered the sparse office. “Scott you are from Chicago?”
“No, I was born in Gary.  But I moved here when I joined the Chicago Culinary Guild.”
“I see.  And you’ve lived her ever since?”
“Yes.  I’m a Sous-Chef at Basil.”
“And Alma, you’re from Savannah and living in Atlanta?”
“Yes.”
“Let me ask the most obvious question, who is going to move?  We don’t like our parents to live a part for the first ten years of any child’s life.”
Alma and Scott looked at each other, they hadn’t even discussed it.
“I’ll move,” answered Scott.  “It’s easier,” he said looking at Alma.
“Okay, as Basil is successful I’m sure you’ll have no problem getting approved for daily train privileges to travel to work,” said the interviewer not convinced and he wrote something on their application.  “Next question, Alma, when is the last time you were checked for tech flu?”
“We don’t get checked.  We report ourselves if we start to feel any symptoms.”
“Any symptoms lately?”
“No,” she answered trying not to be defensive, but it was difficult. She couldn’t help but look at this man with disdain, not because of who he was but because of his job.  Just like hers, she had to decide whether people were good enough to live or die. Even though, he was deciding on deaths that weren’t alive she still wondered fleetingly, What gave him the power?  Or me the power to make these decisions? She closed her eyes and tried to center herself, to focus on the interview.  She told herself, These are the sacrifices we make for humanity, it was a mantra from her childhood.
“Have you ever suffered from tech flu that you are aware of?”
“What do you mean?”
“Let me get straight to the point, your SCs are low and I think it’s because of the technology you use daily.”
“But if you combine our SCs we meet the criteria for application and Alma’s career far exceeds the requirements for reproduction,” Scott argued.
“This is true, but my job is to make sure that innocent children are not born to unfit parents and if you are constantly suffering from tech flu, then you are unfit.”
“As you can see in my records, I’ve never suffered from tech flu.  I’m just reserved by nature.”
“In my experience, people with reservations don’t become rising stars in the Military Guild and given command of hundreds of lives,” the interviewer commented condescendingly.   “Alma, please tell me why you think I should grant you and Scott the privilege of children.”
Alma looked dead into the interviewer’s eyes and said confidently, “We love each other and Scott would be a wonderful father to a child.  I may not be the most social person, but even you cannot deny that I’m intelligent and dedicated to the JC.”
The interviewer let this sink in for a minute, “And you would be prepared to give up your time to give birth to at least three children?”
“Yes,” Alma said without hesitation.
“I see here that your mother failed.  You don’t think the same thing would happen to you?”
Alma spoke with all the pain she carried surrounding her mother’s failings and said most fervently, “I’m not my mother and if I commit to something.  I’m committed until the task is completed. You can certainly see that in my record.”
The interviewer nodded and then stamped their application and handed it to them, “I’m passing you both.  Now, it’ll be up to the genetics department to decide if you are a good match.  Good luck.”
Alma and Scott thanked the man and then walked out. Scott was beaming. “I knew we’d pass.  We are meant to be, Alma.  Let’s go celebrate.”
“We’ve not passed entirely yet.  Our application still has to go through the genetics department,” she reminded him.
“Oh look at us, we’ll pass,” he said confidently. “Come on, I want to go out and then you’ll stay the night with me here.  I’ve missed you so much.”
Alma smiled, “Have you?”
He kissed her chastely, “You know I have.” Then he pushed her gently back and took in her uniform, “Do you have something else to wear?”
She shook her head, “I came directly from Headquarters.  Let’s just go back to your place or somewhere causal.”
“Or you can rent something and then we really go out to celebrate.”  He looked into her brown eyes and could see she needed some convincing, “Come on Alma, you need this.  You need to relax a little.  Let’s celebrate a victory in our personal lives.”  He left off saying, ‘It can’t always be about your work,’ because he knew that would only upset her.
“I’ll rent something, but only if you promise me there will be champagne later,” she was still dismayed that they had never opened the champagne he had brought to her dad’s house to celebrate her promotion.
Scott took Alma’s hand and they began walking down the busy street, “I promise there will be champagne tonight.  I’m coming up with a fabulous plan for our evening right now.”
Alma smiled and tried to will herself to relax, but every time there was a break in their conversation, she would think about Shana’s words.  She couldn’t help but wonder if her mercy had fueled Terra Nova further, and she felt guilty about it. 
June 17th 2635, Paris, France, Europe
Alma took the Indy’s transport to Paris.  She landed in transport parking not far from where her cousin lived.  She took the crowded tram six stops and then walked ten minutes through a upmarket residential area to Grace’s art nouveau apartment building.  Alma rang the ancient bell and was buzzed in.  She pushed through the old wooden door and climbed the naked stone stairs quickly up six floors, rather than taking the slow, ancient elevator that shook every time it passed a floor.  Even Alma had a limit to her bravery. There were pleasant green and yellow stained-glass windows with floral designs that shone on the stairs and walls as she climbed.  Alma could not help but think about all the people that had climbed these same stairs before her for the last 700 years and how proud she was of humanity, even in its technological infancy, being able to build such lasting and beautiful architecture.
Grace was waiting in the doorway.  Her shoulder length blonde hair had been done immaculately in the latest style and her clothing gently complimented her feminine figure.  “Alma, du bist mir wirklich eine Kapitänin, sieh dir diese schmutzige lila Uniform an. Komm schon,” Grace and Alma always spoke German together as Alma had spent her summers as a child with her mother and that is when she got to know Grace, as their mothers were sisters.
“Great to see you too,” she wasn’t surprised that Grace had commented on her captain’s uniform in a backhanded way.  And to be fair, Alma would not have known what to say if Grace had said something endearing, it wasn’t her way.
Grace shrugged, “What good am I to you, if I only tell you what you already know?”
Alma gave her cousin a half smile and walked into her small, but sophisticated apartment.
“Wine?” Grace asked as she walked into her small kitchen adjacent to the drawing room.
“Always,” replied Alma making herself at home on one of Grace’s beautiful upholstered sofas. She had freshly cut flowers on display, a sign of wealth.  Alma stroked a soft petal of a peony absently while she waited.
“Hands off the flowers you military savage,” Grace said smiling, while handing Alma a glass of white wine, “It’s your favorite pinot gris.”
Alma smiled up at Grace, taking the glass and removing her hand from the flower, “Thanks.” 
They toasted to Alma’s being captain and then Grace saw her face expression, “Now let’s get right to it, our guild crier said there was something involving you saving some trafficked children, people not of the twelve?”
“Yes,” Alma took a sip of the cool wine and tried to relax.  This was Grace her confidant.
“Why would you do such a thing?”
“Because they are human.”
“But they choose to live outside the JC.  To procreate without permission.  Why should we drain our resources on them?  We cannot support everyone.”
“The pirates have been sent to a MAC and questioned for information.  The others, mostly women and children were left on Titan Station.  They’re not here, draining our resources, if that’s what you are concerned about.”
“But we still have to pay for them in the MAC, isn’t your job to protect only us? The twelve?  Our parents worked hard for their right to have children. We all work hard for our confederacy.  Why should those outside the twelve reap the benefits without putting in the work of generations?” Grace was getting worked up.
Alma answered her evenly, “Because when you are in the moment and it’s your decision to kill or not to kill you don’t think about whether or not these people are a part of the twelve.  You think about whether or not they deserve to die at your hand.”
“But you were ordered to do it, right?”
Alma nodded, “But that doesn’t change their deaths on my hands if I would’ve done it. I surveyed the situation and I decided to disobey my orders.”  She took a sip of wine, “In retrospect, it may not have been the wisest choice.  But when I was in the situation, I didn’t see any reason to kill them or destroy their ship.  So, I arrested them instead and scrapped the ship on Titan taking the best parts for the Indy and selling the rest.”
“And you’re still Captain?” Grace asked disbelievingly.
“Yes.  Admiral Jackson wanted to make an example of the Dante. And there is no doubt I have made a mistake in that, but it’s not as if I just let them go.  They’re in a MAC and there ship was destroyed in a way.”
“But you lost a man, one of the twelve,” Grace said solemnly.  “And you’re not worried about repercussions?  Maybe the Admiral wanted them gone because they are very dangerous and now they are going to come after you?”
Alma shook her head, “It doesn’t happen like that. And they all know now I should have killed them so it doesn’t make sense they would have too much ill will towards me.”
Grace just gave her a skeptical look, “I don’t know.  What about the crewmember who died?”
“What do you mean?”
“What about his family?”
“I went to see them to report how he died personally.  Of course, I feel badly about his death, but these things happen.  He knew what he was signing up for.  It could’ve been any of us.”
“And that’s it?”
“Yes?” Alma didn’t know where Grace was going with this.
“And you’re not worried they will seek retribution?  I’ve heard how the Military Guilds can be.”
“It’s true there are a lot of personal issues inside the Military Guilds that is usually solved more violently than any other guild.  However, his family wasn’t generational military and everyone knows when you sign up you could die before you reach your 50th birthday.”
“You’re braver than I am.  I’d be looking behind every corner,” Grace admitted.
They were quiet for a few minutes, both lost in their own thoughts and then Grace asked, “Who comes up with these names anyway?”
“You mean ship names?”
Grace nodded, “Can you call a ship anything you want?”
“Yes, I guess so,” replied Alma not really having ever considered it.
“Why would these people chose the Dante for their name then?”
Alma shrugged, “Sounds fine to me.”
“You’ve obviously never read anything by the man.”
“I’m not an art historian like you.”  Then Alma asked, “What does it mean to you?” She was curious.  Maybe there was more to the Dante’s crew than she originally thought.
“If I were to name my ship Dante,” she laughed a little imagining herself a pirate in an ancient pirate costume completely with hat and colorful feather.  “I’d name my starship Dante because I’d feel, I was going through hell all the time.  It can’t be a good life being a human pirate, just scraping by all the time.”
“Oh you’d be surprised,” Alma smiled. “Some of the space stations and other planets in the galaxy are amazing. It can be quite a good life,”  she said thinking about Johnathan.
“But to spend so long cooped up on a small ship with the same few people for months or years? No thank you.”
“And if you weren’t a pirate?” Alma was happy to entertain this conversation as it was a reprieve from the endless loop in her mind that maybe she had inadvertently helped Terra Nova.
“If I was a cargo ship and chose the name, it would be because I’d be witness to all the injustices in the solar system. It’d be like going through purgatory, to live outside the JC, but be one of the twelve.”
“Is that how you think of me?  Living in this Dante’s purgatory?”
“No, you aren’t gone quite so long as those cargo captains that work for me.  Nor are you 100 percent innocent either.  Oh, don’t look at me like that, you have your moments, like now when you have saved some trafficked children, not of the twelve, but I know you.  Sometimes, you are just as capable of immoral acts as the rest of them.”
“As the rest of them?”
“Pirates, aliens and those humans outside the twelve. You know what I mean.  I still love you though. I know you do it because you love the JC.  And someone has to do it, I guess.  I can’t imagine any of my legitimate cargo captains hurting anyone to defend the JC.”
“Oh they put on a good show for you and all of their other customers,” Alma refuted. “You can’t be a cargo captain and not be ready to defend your goods.”  Alma thought for a minute and then asked nonchalantly, “Is there any part of the book that would remind you of Terra Nova?”
Grace almost dropped her wine glass, “Terra Nova?” 
“Yes.”
“I suppose if you were a Terra Nova supporter you might name your ship Dante as a metaphor for going through hell and then finding paradise.  Paradise at being successful in bringing technology back to humanity.”
Alma just sat in silence trying to put the pieces together, Admiral Jackson, the Titan Station Master, Terra Nova and the Dante.
Grace interrupted her thoughts, “I also heard a rumor that you have a witch onboard. What’s that about?”
“She’s not a witch. She’s a clever young woman. I need a loyal protégé and a doctor is a good one to have.”
“Oh and there I was thinking you really had lost the plot and signed on an honest to goodness witch.”
“Sorry to disappoint you.  Next time I meet a witch in the Military Guild, I’ll definitely sign her on just to amuse you.”
Grace laughed, “But it’s strange, no? Did this Junior Doctor abandon her guild or her parents’ to join the Military Guild?  I heard she has no record. I mean, I know you all are desperate, but that desperate?”
“She’s happy in the Military Guild and we are happy to have her.”
“And it doesn’t bother you that you don’t know where she comes from?”
“Nope,” Alma responded casually.
“Really?”
“Yes, I’m not so concerned with the twelve.  I’m concerned with humanity.  Julia James is a clever woman who keeps to herself.  She wants to be where she is and doesn’t want to talk about where she’s been and I’m fine with that.  She’s given me no reason to question her, she probably just ran away from parents who refused to allow her to join the guild she wanted, you know it happens.”
“What if she left Mars or her parents were pirates or something?  What if she lied and she isn’t one of the twelve?”
“Are you going to raise a standard against her, Grace?”
“No.  Of course not.  Why would you ask me that?” 
“Because you are beginning to sound like an exclusionist. One of these people who wants to eradicate humans not born of the twelve.”
“You know I’m not.  I just don’t want people taking what they didn’t earn, what their parents didn’t earn and so forth. All of us give up a lot to live this way.  We’re sacrificing a lot of conveniences to keep humanity safe. I think it’s easy for you to lose sight of that because you get to work with technology. You never have to long for the convenience of it like the rest of us.”
“Yes, and because of that, I’m confident that the way the JC has chosen to live is the right way for humanity.  A lot of people cannot handle technology in their daily lives.  You know the kind of illnesses it brought to humanity in the 22nd century.  And this is why people are checked for tech flu all the time in the Military Guilds.  Humans outside the twelve that live with this technology, I guarantee you, they’re not a drain on the JC.  They live much shorter lives, make terrible decisions, probably because they use too much technology and cannot think in reality to make good decisions when they must…”
Grace interrupted her, “Give me an example.”
“I’ve seen a father forget a baby because he became distracted looking at his IC at Titan Station.”
“No, I don’t believe you. How can you forget you’ve a baby with you.  It cries. It’s completely dependent on its parent.”
“You can forget because your mind is on your IC and not in the present, not in the reality you are standing in. Even when some people put their IC away, there’s a delay in getting back to reality and some people cannot snap back fast enough, and then more mistakes are made.”
“But not everyone,” Grace said.
“No not everyone, but enough people.  And these people think they can’t live without their ICs, they’ve been so brainwashed, so there is no reason to think they would ever move to Earth or Mars to live, where personal technology is banned. Even people in the Ethereal ban it.  The only way we can get people, not of the twelve to come live on Earth is to put them in a MAC as punishment.  So don’t think for a second anyone I saved last week is a drain on the JC resources. And definitely don’t think this Junior Doctor is either, I suspect she had a terrible relationship with her parents and just wanted to start again.  It can happen to anyone.”
“I personally wouldn’t risk hiring someone who was hiding something.”
“No, but thankfully you don’t have to find people willing to die for their jobs either.  There are a lot less good candidates to choose from when you add in that clause to the job description.”
“That’s for sure. I heard that they are allowing people to combine their SCs now for procreation permission.  That should help the Military Guilds.” 
Alma didn’t want to talk about children or Scott with Grace so she simply said with a smile, “I’m so sorry. I’ve got to go.”
Grace was surprised, “So soon? You’ve only been here a few hours. I thought you’d stay the night.  I made up the guest bedroom for you.”
“Next time I promise. You know, I’d love to stay.”
“Suit yourself. I hope to see you again before your birthday,” Grace said jokingly, but was somewhat serious.  Like most JC citizens, Grace had limited permission to travel on the long distance magnetic trains.  Alma’s birthday was still ten months away, “Oh wait, speaking of birthdays,” she said rising and walking towards her bedroom.  “I’ve some of your favorite soap for you.” Grace returned with a beautiful, blue, small cloth bag and handed it to Alma.
Alma put the rose scented bar soap into her pocket, “Thank you. This is so much better than what’s available in Atlanta.”  All transportation of non-necessity goods was forbidden. These restrictions did inadvertently bring the pleasure back into traveling.
Alma smiled and said ‘tschüss’ to her cousin with one kiss on each cheek.
It was evening as Alma walked down the straight streets of Paris to where she had left her transport.  She was so deep in thought, in the light in that twilight phase of the evening, that she didn’t notice the man walking too close behind her until it was too late. 
Alma grabbed for her gun instinctively but then realized she had left it in her transport.  She then elbowed the man hard and tried to get out of his grip.  She half succeeded until he pulled her back by the wrist harshly and began punching her in the face, all the while saying, “This is for John Peterson,” her dead crewman.
Alma took the punches and then punched back until the man slumped in defeat.  Then she let go and before she could put a foot on him to keep him with her and summon the police, he surprised her by getting up and running away as fast as he could.  She was too tired to chase him.
Alma’s assailant had broken her nose.  Her face hurt and there was both of hers and his blood on her hands.  He’d been a professional, she assumed.  There had been implanted metal in his knuckles.  She needed to go to the hospital, but she was so tired.  Suddenly she felt dizzy as if she was in a dream and wondered if there was anything else on his hands when he hit her.  She half fell and half sat down on the empty evening street and tried to right herself.  It wasn’t long before two very concerned citizens stopped to help her.
“Pouvons-nous vous aider?” they asked.
“Oui, un aggresseur m’a attaquée,” she replied as if in a strange dream, explaining she had been attacked, and they winced at her heavy American accent.  But Alma almost smiled that at least they didn’t retrieve their handheld translators.  Unlike other civilizations in the galaxy, humans had rejoiced in their linguistic diversity and refused embedded universal translators. 
“Nom de Dieu! On vous emmène à l’hôpital. Ce n’est pas loin,” one commiserated and suggested a trip to the hospital as the other extended his hand to Alma and she took it. She wanted to tell them she might have some kind of mind-numbing chemical on her, but she couldn’t find the words.
At the hospital Alma was treated for her injuries.  The doctors confirmed her assailant used a drug that would slow her mind and movements but was not poisonous. 
The police took her statement. She didn’t name the dead crewman’s family who had obviously paid for the man to attack her.  Alma didn’t think it was necessary as it probably wouldn’t happen again.
Before she was released her mother turned up at the hospital.
“Alma, was ist passiert?” Anna said walking into the crowded hospital room seeing her daughter sitting on the edge of a bed.  She and her mother always spoke German to each other when their father was not present.
“Mutter, what are you doing here?” Alma was expecting someone from the Military Guild or Grace.
“The hospital called me.  You know, I’m still your mother no matter how old you are and you’re on my continent now.” Hospital protocol, no matter how minor the incident, was that the patient couldn’t leave alone.  In the JC, personal human interactions were seen as just as valuable as doctors’ prescribed medicine.
Alma made a mental note to put Grace as her next of kin in Europe, “I’m fine.  I was just attacked.”
“Why? Was it …” she didn’t finish.  Robberies didn’t happen anymore as no one carried money on their person and it was almost impossible to get someone else to transfer UCs unwillingly.  Anna was not stupid, what had happened to Alma was personal, but to what degree she didn’t know.  Just a pervert wanting to rape a woman or someone wanting to specifically attack Alma for something she had done. Anna suspected the latter and wanted Alma to tell her about it.
“I don’t know,” Alma lied.
“Do you think it had something to do with the crewman who was killed?” Anna asked in an exaggerated whisper.
Alma shook her head, “Let’s talk about it elsewhere.”
“Come back with me.  I’ve already cancelled all my plans for the evening and we can talk about this.  I don’t like the idea of you going home if someone wants revenge.”
“I’m sure security will take care of it and my apartment building is in the government ring of Atlanta. It’s secure.”
“It’d make me feel better if you would at least come with me tonight.  I do miss you, you know?”
Alma could not resist such an invitation from her mother so they left and took her transport to Berlin.
June 17th 2635, Berlin, Germany, Europe
Anna’s Berlin apartment was lavish.  She had been an actress for a long time and had climbed up one of the most prestigious acting guilds in the JC.  Living in this apartment was part of her reward for being so dedicated to her craft and also such a good citizen at the same time.  In the JC’s eyes, Anna Valentin was almost a star citizen, her only fault was not having more than one child.  However, as Alma grew, some people began to whisper that maybe it was a good thing Anna and Harold only had one child.  
Alma sat down in her mother’s beautiful drawing room which had a spectacular view of the Berlin’s skyline.  Anna went back into her bedroom without saying anything and returned with some clothing for Alma.  They were exactly the same size.
“Here,” she said as she handed the clothing to Alma. “I won’t have you getting blood everywhere.”
Alma took the clothing without protest and went back to the guest room, the room she always stayed in when she was with her mother and changed.  After she dressed, she looked at herself in the small mirror hanging on the wall.  She touched her face where there was a small band aid now. Beside the mirror, a picture caught her eye.  She looked at it closely as she didn’t remember seeing it before.  It was a picture from her childhood.  She must have been around seven or eight years old when it was taken and judging by their clothing and the background, it was summer in Europe somewhere. 
Once dressed in trousers with a subtle red floral pattern and a complementing shirt, Alma emerged and joined her mother in the drawing room where a glass of wine was waiting for her.
“Now don’t you feel a little better?” Anna asked admiring her beautiful daughter in clothes that she should wear, not that dreadful uniform.  She still held out hope that Alma would leave the military and at the very least take a job in the government. They were connected guilds so it was possible. 
“Thank you,” Alma said obediently taking a sip of wine. “I noticed you hung up a new picture in the guest bedroom.  When was that taken?”
“Oh, how can you not remember?”
“Sorry, I just was hit on the head,” Alma was grateful for the excuse because obviously that had been an important day for her mother.
“It was the day that you won the junior singing competition. You were so fantastic that day.  You sang every note so beautifully and do you remember how you were invited to visit all the singing guilds in Europe afterwards?”
Alma gave her mother a half smile, “Of course, I remember now.  It was fun.”
“You know you can still sing.  That kind of talent doesn’t disappear immediately.”
“I don’t want to be a singer,” Alma said becoming defensive. “I’m sorry,” she added when she saw her mother’s crushed face.
“You’ve just been beaten on the street like some kind of criminal by another criminal and you’re shocked I’m not proud of you?  That shouldn’t be happening to my daughter.  That doesn’t happen to good citizens like us. You’ve taken everything your father and I have provided for you, all of our social connections and joined the most unfashionable and unfavorable guild in the JC.  And for what? What do you have to prove, Alma?”
“You’re ashamed that I was attacked? As if I planned it just to upset you.”
“It’s more than just what happened today. You’ve had every opportunity to live a good life, better than most, and you’ve thrown it away and I don’t know why.  Why did you join the military?  That is for people who have nowhere else to go or traditionalists,” she said ‘traditionalists’ with disdain.
“I joined the Military Guild because I love being a pilot.  And now, close your ears if you don’t want to hear this, I love being out there in a starship in space doing something more than singing songs and being concerned about who said what in which guild here on Earth.  There’s a whole galaxy out there of interesting civilizations and I want to be a part of that, out there.”
“How can you be so obstinate? Humans are not meant to be a part of the galaxy in the way that you want.  Those other civilizations, they embrace technology.  They don’t respect their ecosystems. Their planets are shells of what they are supposed to be.  They’ve no art, no reasons for living except for technology and war and no respect for the most fundamental aspects of life.”  Anna paused and then asked acquisitively, “Are you a part of Terra Nova?  Are you planning on destroying our peace? Is that why you let the Dante’s crew go?”
“What? No.”  Alma looked at her mother disbelievingly, “How can you ask me that?”
“You refused a direct order to destroy a ship of pirates.”
“There were innocent people on that ship, I’m not a murderer.”
“They weren’t innocent.  They were outside the twelve.”
“They were still humans.”
“Alma, my darling daughter, what is wrong?  How have you become so lost you don’t even know right from wrong anymore?”
“I’m not lost.”
“I think you should give up your position immediately before things get worse.  You’ve had your fun playing with your space ship, now it’s time to get serious.  Join the Choir Guild, have beautiful children with Scott and live your life as it is meant to be. Reap the benefits of the JC.  You’ve earned it and your father and I have earned it for you.”
Alma had tears in her eyes, “I know you never want to hear this, but I’ll keep repeating this because it’s the truth. I don’t want to be a singer.  I don’t want to be the most popular person on planet Earth.  I really don’t care what strangers think about me. I want to be who I am.”
Anna looked sternly at Alma, “You’re still my daughter and as long as you continue to make these mistakes I’ll continue to correct them.  I cannot in good conscious just watch you throw all of your talent away to be some kind of space policewoman chasing humans who have adamantly chosen to shun our way of life and live like beasts outside the twelve.”
“Then, as always, we’re at an impasse,” Alma stood up.  “I’m going to sleep now.  I’ll leave early before breakfast.”
Anna stood and gave her daughter a hug that Alma didn’t return, “I just worry so much for you.”
“I know,” said Alma quietly after half a minute.  “But I can’t be who I’m not.  I can’t pretend,”  she left off saying, ‘I’m not an actress like you.’




Chapter 7

June 21st  2635, Atlanta, Georgia, North America

Alma put on the white linen dress she had rented especially for Midsummer and then placed the amateur flower crown that she had bought from the neighborhood children in her hair. She smiled at her reflection in the mirror, thinking about her own childhood when she and the other children used to also sell homemade flower crowns for UCs or candy to people in their neighborhood.
Alma was lost in her Midsummer childhood memories when Scott came up behind her and kissed the back of her neck.  She put her hand gently on the back of his head.
“You look positively gorgeous,” he murmured as they both looked at their reflection together in the mirror.
She smiled, “And if I sleep with seven different flowers under my pillow, do you think I’ll dream about you tonight?”
He laughed, “Who else?  Or do you have a mysterious alien lover I don’t know about?”
“I’ll put the flowers under my pillow and we’ll see if I dream about you or an alien,” she joked. There was only one species in the galaxy remotely compatible with humans, but humans considered them to be vile.
“Who says you are going to sleep tonight?  It’s Midsummer.  Remember last year?” 
“Oh, I remember last year very well,” Alma admitted.  Scott had taken her to a secluded cabin to celebrate Midsummer quietly and they had been very intimate in a woodburning sauna and then in a nearby lake.
“But?” Scott asked noticing Alma’s hesitation.
“We aren’t at a secluded cabin this year.  We’re going to a large extravagant party with lots of happy and judgmental people,” Alma frowned.
Scott shook his head and got straight to the point, “You must smile and do for the twelve as you would do for yourself.  Anyone who doesn’t follow our societal rules doesn’t deserve our help. Humanity almost disappeared because of people like the ones you saved.  And all for what? Technology? You lost a good man because of people who choose to live outside the twelve. I know what I would have done without hesitation.”
“I’m sure you know exactly what you would have done,” she said mockingly. “The difference between us is that I actually know how the solar system works and unlike all of you here on Earth, I actually think that all of human life is valuable.”
“You sound like you are supporting Terra Nova now. What do they say, ‘humanity could support all walks of life if we only let technology back in,’?”
“You know I’m not a part of Terra Nova, far from it. But, I don’t think it’s right that the government should decide so callously who should live and who should die.  My crew knows what they’re signing up for and none of them questioned me so why should you?  We are all ready to die every day that we are out there for your peace here.”
Scott threw his hands up and shook his head, but before he could reply Alma continued.
“Those people, especially the children, outside the twelve, what did they sign up for? No one chooses where or who they are born to, so why should I be the one to punish them for their parents’ mistakes?”
Scott slapped his hand against the wall in frustration, “Alma, we’re all sacrificing things.  Why can’t you see that they need to be part of that sacrifice too? We don’t have the resources to save everyone. I’m so tired of you talking about humanity as if we’re all one. There is only us.  The twelve,” he waved an angry finger between them, “And there is them.  We don’t have the resources or the want to protect those who choose to live outside our rules or else there’ll be no more JC and no more beautiful Earth.”  He took a deep breath and then said more calmly, “I think you’re spending too much time with technology.  You’re the perfect example of why technology was abandoned.  You’re beginning to question our core beliefs.”
“Are you going to report me for tech flu?” she asked sardonically.
“No, unless you want me to?”
Alma shook her head and spoke calmly, “No, despite what you think, I’m not being affected by technology, I’m being affected by death.  Deaths on my hands.”  She took a deep breath and then said more to herself than to Scott, “When you’ve looked into aliens’ strange eyes and seen their unnatural movements, you too would feel this need to protect all that is yours, all that is human.”
Scott ignored her last sentence.  Like many JC citizens, he had never seen an alien let alone had contact with anyone who was not human.  His only concerns circled what happened on Earth, “And that, Alma, is why your social standing is so low. I think all that technology is affecting your judgment.”
“No, I think this place is affecting my judgment.  How can you be so blasé about innocent people being killed by me?  Do you even understand what I’m asking you?  You’ve never even killed an animal,” humans had been vegetarians for centuries now.  There were lots of dishes that tasted like meat, but it was all plant-based. She knew, Scott would baulk at the idea of killing an animal, let alone another human if actually put to the task.
Scott ignored her question.  The truth was that there was a large part of him that found it very sexy that she was so strong and dangerous, “You’re always like this when you return, you know that?”
“The peace is in the water,” Alma suddenly said.
“What nonsense are you talking about?  Now tell me you aren’t a member of Terra Nova? Isn’t that a conspiracy theory they are always throwing around?”
“I’m not,” she defended herself adamantly, “just something Christopher said once.” But she knew in that moment that her government was poisoning the water on Earth with something to keep everyone docile and complacent.  It rang instantly true for her. It all made sense, and the people who were immune to whatever was in the water,  who were prone to more violent or outspoken behaviors, were all siphoned into the Military Guilds and often denied procreation rights.  Her water supply onboard the Indy was always being tested to make sure it was clean, however, on Earth, no one tested the water, Why would they? Almost everyone was content.
Scott wanted to change the subject.  He hated these kinds of discussions. It was Midsummer, one of his favorite holidays.  More than anything, he wanted to have a good day with Alma and pretend everything was perfect, “I’ve something that might make you happy. And I hope, will reassure your beliefs again about the sacrifices we, the twelve, have chosen to make for our own paradise.”
Alma looked at him blankly wondering what he was talking about.  She was hoping he bought her a puppy or something to keep him company while she was away in the solar system not being drugged into complacency.
Scott went to the top drawer of his bureau and took out a small piece of paper, half the size of an A4 sheet.  He walked back over and showed it to her.
Alma looked at the paper and went pale, “You applied to move to Atlanta without me?”
“After what happened near Titan, I thought I might have a better chance of getting a better place to live for both of us, if our names weren’t connected yet.”
Alma took a deep breath, “I’m not sure I want this.” Her brown eyes bore into his to show her sincerity, “If you only want to be my boyfriend when it’s convenient for you, I don’t want this relationship.  Will you make me hide when it’s not convenient for me to be a mother as well?”
“Alma, you are taking this all wrong.  I did this,” he shook the paper in his hand, “so that we could have a better place to live with our children. Not to be disrespectful to you.  I’m just trying to get the most out of the system.”
“Is that what you want to call it?”  Alma looked at him in disbelief and repeated her sentiment, “I’m not sure I want to do this.” She pointed to the paper, “You can’t have me and be ashamed of me at the same time, Scott.”
He took her into his embrace and she only resisted for a second, “My darling, I’m anything but ashamed of you, but you know, people who don’t know you, only know your reputation, would like to see you put down.  I know you don’t deserve that.”  He kissed her, continued to hold her and spoke softly, “You’re my brave and wonderful girlfriend, protecting all of us. And we need to bring a new life into our lives and then, I’ve no doubt, a lot more things will make sense to you.  Life and death will become clear again. You won’t hesitate to know what is right when we have a family.”
Alma listened to his words but wasn’t pleased that he thought she needed to be reeducated again about who should live and who should die, “I didn’t hesitate.  I knew exactly what I was doing.”
“And do you think you would make the same decision if we had children?  If it was someone from Ethereal or our children, chosen to be a part of the twelve?”
“Hypothetical situations won’t change my mind. You think it’s so easy when you’ve never had to do it.  Or that it would have been any easier if it was an order.  Scott it’s not like being an actor in a play, these things,” she touched her heart, “Stay with me.  Do you honestly think I’ve never mourned for people I’ve killed before? Wondered if I was right?  Having children will only make me love those children, as I love you. It won’t change how I perceive my responsibility towards humanity.”
Scott didn’t believe her.  He honestly felt she was just confused because she didn’t have a strong anchor, like her own children. “I understand, but you’ll feel differently when we’ve three wonderful children.  You just wait, you’ll say, ‘I don’t know how I could have been so confused before,’ when you think back to these events.”
“No, I won’t,” she whispered.  Alma was tired of defending herself to people she was protecting.
Scott shook his head and refused to listen to her. He looked at the piece of paper and returned it to the top drawer of the bureau, “I thought that would have made you happy, that we are moving forward with this.  It’s the next step.”
“Maybe, I’m not fit to pass on my genes to further humanity and be part of the twelve?”  she questioned.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” he brushed off her question. “You are and we’ll be approved.  And when we have our own children, you’ll not hesitate to do what’s right for our chosen way of life.” Scott reiterated, saying this now to convince himself just as much as he was trying to convince her having a family was a good idea.
Alma wanted desperately to believe him.  She had felt this way so many times in her life, on the cusp of feeling what it was really like to be a part of the mainstream, to have it wash over her effortlessly, happily living the JC ideal.  She fell into his embrace and let him comfort her because she didn’t trust herself to speak.  Alma knew her mouth wouldn’t allow him to believe in this dream, but she wanted it, even if it was just for this moment, she wanted to be like everyone else. After a few minutes, she let go and began getting ready for the party again. 
Scott came to stand behind her again, it was like déjà vu.  He looked at her reflection in the floor length mirror and ran a hand seductively down her face and down to the curve of her hip.  He could feel her body come alive under his touch, “Don’t you love me?  Don’t you want to join our lives and our love together in children that will represent the best of both of us?” Then he said what he knew she wanted to hear, “Alma, there is so much good in you.”
The last sentence was what she always longed to hear and she could not deny her physical attraction to Scott, in this moment, was intense.  She berated herself, Why am I being so difficult?  He wants to be with me and have a family.  Many people would be content with this. Just close my eyes and be content. Drink more water. Alma put her hands on the sides of Scott’s face from behind her and brought him around slowly for a sensual kiss. 
Scott’s hands roamed her body and then he lifted her dress easily and removed her underwear.  It wasn’t long before his own trousers were down and he was holding her with her legs wrapped around his hips in passionate lovemaking. “Tell me this is what you want, Alma,” he commanded her.
“This is what I want,” she lied, wanting to believe it herself.  She spoke a little breathlessly while he held her tightly under her arms. In her heart, she knew that something was not right about this. But her body shooed that thought away, her primal physical need wanted to be satisfied and her physical body didn’t care about whether or not she really had a long term future with Scott.  Her body only cared about the present and she gave into it, whole heartedly. She let her body meet his with every thrust.  Reveled in the sweat they were creating together, the touch of another so intimately. She closed her eyes and dove into instinct alone.
June 21st, Mexico City, Mexico, North America
Cameron Macondo was a famous actor.  Alma had even seen him once in a romantic play a few years ago.  He was good looking and very popular in the JC.  As he was single now he was even more popular and was throwing parties and going out to eat all the time.  That is how Scott met him, he was a regular at Basil in Chicago.
This Midsummer party was everything Alma expected it to be.  It was in a huge traditional Mexican square, decorated with flowers, candles and a lot of local flair. There was a band, costumed dancers and a large crowd of smiling people mingling happily.  As soon as they arrived, Cameron made some small conversation with them both and then Scott was whisked away to be introduced to someone else all with smiles to Alma. 
Alma smiled back as she was left alone in the crowd.  She found the bar and made herself a gin and tonic, not waiting for the bartender to return.  Then she surveyed the party.  There were at least two hundred people there.  She looked for anyone she knew, not someone she knew through Scott, his friends made her cringe. After looking around, she decided that she would rather just stand alone with her drink than make small talk with acquaintances or strangers.
“Captain Alma Johnson?” A cheerful man’s voice said from behind her.
She turned and saw an older man with a greying beard and brown eyes smiling at her.  She didn’t smile back, “Yes?”
“I’m Roscoe Bloom.”
“Oh,” Alma said like an idiot and extended her hand to shake his.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t know what you looked like.”  As photographs and videos were seen as inauthentic forms of communication in the JC most people only knew people by name if they had not actually met in person.
He smiled at her warmly, “It’s fine, few people do.  I don’t get out to the public as much as I should.”
“I should know what you look like at least.  You’re the Vice President and a member of my guild in Atlanta for years.”
“You’re away a lot and I work a lot in my office.”  He took a sip of his cocktail something with a little colorful umbrella in it, “Are you enjoying the party?”
“Midsummer is a nice holiday.”
“I don’t care much for it myself. I prefer Samhain.”
“I can’t imagine you enjoying all the costumes. I thought that was more for children?”
“No, not that part.  Not since I was a boy anyway, no I like Samhain because it’s the time to give respect to the dead.”
Alma looked at him rather than out at the party before them and asked seriously, “Do you have a lot of dead you need to give respect to?”
He looked down into her young eyes, “Yes, don’t we all?”
“Some more than others, I guess.  I prefer that holiday too.”
“And do you light candles for all your dead, Alma?” he asked very seriously.
Alma knew, he was referring to more than just her ancestors, “I do.”  She answered honestly and then asked, “I’m sorry, what is this about?”
“I thought we were just having a pleasant conversation about holidays, Captain.  Or would you rather talk about your boyfriend?  Or the weather?”
Alma let her guard down a little and looked out onto the crowd again.  She looked for Scott among the other party guests.  She wanted him to look up and see that she was being social. That she had been singled out by the Vice President of the JC.  But Scott wasn’t looking at her. He was laughing with some of his friends.  So, she turned her attention back to Roscoe.
“Mr. Vice President, I …”
“Roscoe is fine, Alma.  You and I, we’ve a lot to discuss and I’d like to drop all pretenses now.”
“What would you like to discuss with me?”  Her mind was racing.  Was it about my dead crewman?  Was he a nephew of the Vice President’s?  Did he explicitly want all the pirates killed too?
“I want to discuss your behavior last week.”
“Everything is in my report which you would have heard from your secretary, he was there for the briefing.”
“I heard it.”
“And?”
“I think you were right,” he said it quietly.
Her heart pounding and Alma had to concentrate on his words.  If he thought she was right he was probably a supporter of Terra Nova and now assumed she was too.  He was going to ask her to do something. “Thank you.  I’m an adamant citizen of the JC, but I couldn’t kill innocent people or children, whether they were a part of the twelve or not.”
“I understand.  I think a lot of people are confused by what you did, especially since those of us in the Military and the Government Guilds know that you disobeyed orders on top of allowing pirates that were working for Terra Nova to get away with only a slap on the wrist.”
“I wouldn’t say having your ship taken away and being send to a MAC was a slap on the wrist, but I’m glad you understand,” she said.
“To want to save humans, regardless of whether or not they are part of the twelve?  I understand.  I also have sympathy for those on the outside, even those in the Ethereal.”
“But the government does nothing to help them.”
“We do nothing publically to help them, no.”
“What do you mean?”
He gave her a knowing smile, “You know what I mean.  We don’t kill them or hold them when we find them.  We tag them, trade with them and they do us favors in return. You are well aware of the JC’s blind spots.”
“I know of the blind spots, but I don’t think they do us any favors, do they?”
“Yes, their favors come in the form of just existing as examples. Those outside the twelve in the solar system are living with the current technology of the galaxy and on the whole they are fine. And those living without any kind of technology at all, as humans did for centuries before, in the Ethereal are also examples.  It’s fascinating when you look at it really, three different human civilizations living so differently right next to one another, choosing to maintain their own societies based on their own beliefs about technology.”
“And those are exactly the kind of favors that threaten the JC,” Alma wanted no part of this conversation. But she knew her words rang false for him, as even she had offered favors to those outside the twelve by not destroying the Dante.
“Alma,” he said in a warm voice, “you work with technology every day, do you truly feel that it has influenced you in any way to be less social, able to make less moral decisions?  In fact, I’d say the opposite.  Last week, you made a more moral judgment than most people on this planet would have made.  You saved those people when you didn’t have to, indeed, disobeyed orders because morally you thought it was wrong.”
“My boyfriend and family would disagree with you.  They’d tell you that my constant use of technology has made me distracted and unfocused.  My SCs would also show the same.  I’m the kind of neighbor that walks by the communal phone when it’s ringing or pretends not to be home when my neighbor comes over for a chat.”
“I’ve seen your file.  I’ve been watching you for a while now.  I know who you are, Alma.” 
“And you still think I’m a good member of society? “she asked sarcastically.
“I think you’re exactly what this government needs.”
“Mr. Vice Pre… Roscoe, I think I’ve a long way to go before I’m the beacon of good citizenship for anyone anywhere in the galaxy.”
“What if I were to tell you that there are many people who feel like you do?  That they feel isolated, surrounded by so many happy and helpful faces.  That these people believe that humanity has gone too far in our quest for peace and now is the time we must scale it back. I believe as they do, we must slowly reintroduce a bit of privacy into our lives again.”
“Privacy through technology?” she asked.
He nodded.
“Doesn’t the President always say, ‘Our best future is behind us’? Aren’t we supposed to be living in a utopia now?” Alma asked the final question in a whisper.  It was something they had been taught at school, that the JC was a utopia for humanity, and to suggest otherwise was blasphemy.  She could lose social points for just having this conversation if someone heard her and was offended.  Yet, it was a surreal conversation to be having with the Vice President of the JC of all people and at a crowded Midsummer’s party too.  She resisted the urge to pinch herself to see if this was just a dream. 
“And do you believe that?  Do you feel that when you are here alone at a Midsummer’s party you are in utopia? Everyone here in their clean summer clothing with smiles and cheerful conversations.”
Alma swallowed some gin and tonic.  She thought, If there was ever a time to be honest, now was it. “No, I don’t feel that this is utopia for me.  But, I can’t imagine how we could live in a way that would be any closer to a utopia than this.”
“I feel like more of a balance would create a better life for everyone.  Every year we have more and more people feeling dissatisfied.  Social credits drop every year.  As a government we need to act on this before it goes past the point of no return.”
“How would introducing personal technology help?  We’ve already gone down that path and almost destroyed the planet.”
“This is why I need you.  You understand.”
“Me?”
“Yes, you’re dissatisfied but it’s not due to the lack of technology.  Aren’t you a bit happier when you are working on your ship? More social?  It’s the small amount of privacy that technology provides that allows you to be a better citizen.”
Alma laughed, “Everyone who knows me thinks I’m unhappy precisely because I use technology.”
“Not everyone and you know that. I’m being serious here.  I want to show that actually what you, me and all these other dissatisfied people are missing from society are days to be alone.  That there is a strong need for some privacy, we can’t always be happily altogether all the time.”
“Unless drugs are involved,” Alma said it as a joke, but when she saw Roscoe’s face she knew she had stumbled onto something.  Immediately she remembered ‘the peace is in the water,’ and she checked her face expression.
“No drugs,” Roscoe said quietly.
“But there must be a better candidate you can use for your model dissatisfied citizen?” Alma waned to change the subject quickly.
“Do you know that you have never lost SCs when you are working?”
She looked at him in disbelief going through her mind trying to remember a time she had been marked for anti-social behavior.
“You’re our ideal candidate. What we’re also trying to do, is to dissuade people from joining Terra Nova.  There are so many people who are unsure why they feel dissatisfied with society and unfortunately they are the most likely to be taken in by Terra Nova’s radical propaganda. I’ve been working with a lot of clever people across a lot of different academic fields and we’ve come up with a way to slowly reintroduce more private life for people, to not punish people like you and me who prefer not to be so social all the time.”
“It seems unlikely that the rest of the population would agree to the reintroduction of technology through a referendum,” the JC was a direct democracy and everyone over the age of 16 years old had a vote and there were ten referendums a year.  Otherwise, things were explicitly handled by the government. It was the only system the people would accept after the extreme propaganda and excessive cheating before the Great Leap Backwards. 
“These are only baby steps,” he assured her.  “No need for a referendum.”
“And so what do you need me for? I mean besides being your model example citizen.”
“To stop Terra Nova from pushing too much by whatever means necessary.”
Alma dropped her drink in the grass. Neither she nor Roscoe bent to pick it up.
“You think I should’ve destroyed the Dante with all those innocents onboard?” she asked in a whisper.
“I think if I would have been able to talk to you before, if Admiral Jackson would have been more straight forward with you about Terra Nova and their new tactics, you wouldn’t have hesitated in destroying them.”
“Are you telling me, if I come across any Terra Nova, I should destroy them?” Alma almost laughed at the idea. It wasn’t as if anyone announced themselves as being Terra Nova members.
“I’m just saying, make sure you follow orders next time.  There’s a lot at stake.”
“I will,” she said thinking, I’ll do what is right and hopefully it will fall in line with orders as well. “Tell me about these small changes in personal technology you are proposing.”
“Last month we reached out to the Shimbahn Unification of 5 for trade, just as we do every year.”
“And they ignore us every year. We’ve nothing they would want to trade for.”
“Oh, but there you are wrong.  They may be the wealthiest, most advanced technological military powerhouse in the galaxy, but they don’t have art or music or delicious food.  They don’t have anything that is worth living for.  What is the point of being the most powerful and having all the technology in the world if you don’t enjoy it.  There is nothing in the Empire that brings them joy and now they have responded and said they would be open to trade.”
“How are more universal credits going to help us if no one will sell the JC technology or arms?”
“That is the beauty of it.  They’ve agreed to trade technology and weaponry.”
“Unification technology and weaponry for human art? I can’t believe it.”
“I know it seems too good to be true, but you know as well as anyone in the galaxy, the Unification never goes back on its word.  They’re powerful but honorable. This is just the break the government needs.  We can use this as an opportunity to introduce some personal technology to help guilds trade directly with the Unification.”
“Your plan is to reintroduce technology under the guise of trade?”
“Not under the guise, this is all transparent,” he replied. “Slowly, slowly and a bit of privacy will be provided for those of us that need it through that technology. I believe we must slowly and peacefully integrate a little technology back into our lives or humanity will die from this constant social happiness.  You don’t disagree do you?”
“I’ve never thought I would die from people being too social or smiling all the time,” Alma admitted sarcastically.  Was it possible to die from too much smiling and teamwork?
“I’ve thought about it a lot as have many of the great minds today and we all agree that some changes must be made or we will die at a cocktail party with an everlasting smile on our faces.  We must take our society back the other way to have some balance.”
“I must admit, I like the sound of that,” she was charmed by the thought.  One of the things Alma loved most about being on ship was being alone in her quarters and no one expecting her to be nice. 
“Good, so I can count on you?” 
“To go very slowly with legal trade with the Unification?”
“Yes, and to thwart Terra Nova when you see them.  They would destroy what trust we are trying to build with the people to reintroduce some technology.  It’ll be just a slight change for a more sustainable society.”
Alma didn’t know all that she was agreeing to but what Roscoe said sounded good and not too much out of line with how she really felt.  “You have my support.”
“Good.  Now if you will excuse me there are other people I must speak to.  It was good to finally meet you and I’m sure we will meet again soon. Good luck.”
Alma watched the Vice President walk away.  She was stunned. She reached down and picked up her empty wet glass from the grass.
“Drinking too much already?” Scott asked cheerfully as he came up behind her. “You must come and socialize with people.”
“I have been.  I just had a long conversation with Roscoe Bloom, the Vice President.”
“Really?”
“Yes, he’s right there,” Alma said indicating a group of smiling people Roscoe was talking to.
“And he came to talk to you?  Was he upset about what you did last week?”
Alma didn’t want to tell Scott all of what they had talked about, “We didn’t talk about that.  Apparently the Unification has made a deal to trade with the JC.”
“No, that’s a fantasy.”
“It’s true. The Vice President just told me.  I’m sure our criers will announce it tomorrow or soon, when they know all the details.”
“What an opportunity.  Did he say what they wanted to trade?”  Humans traded goods as well as foodstuffs and recipes and cuisine.  It was not unheard of for some chefs to send over specific dishes frozen for the voyage.
“No, he didn’t go into details.”
“I’m sure they are going to want human food.  They’re almost the same as us genetically so their taste buds must be the same.”
“There are some small differences.  They’re all grey to begin with and their planets have lower temperatures than ours so maybe their taste buds are slightly different too.”
“Alma, can you please try to be positive about this?”
“I’m being positive,” she defended herself and then went back to the bar to pour herself another drink.




Chapter 8

July 6th 2635, Mars One Station, Mars

“Captain, Mars One Station has cleared us for mooring,” announced Selma from the communications station on the bridge.
“Take us in, Eito,” Alma replied.
“They certainly have done a lot of work to Mars One since I was here last,” commented Christopher. 
“They want to increase traffic to the colonies by becoming more of a hub, an official stop for inspections,” Alma said.  Mars One was the first successful station and colony to be built on the red planet in 2085. It was humanity’s first real backup plan if anything was to ever happen to Earth. However, like all firsts, it was not the most ideal place to start on the red planet and subsequent colonies and stations quickly thrived overtaking Mars One’s importance.  
“Inspections of what?  What would be the point of bringing contraband all the way out here?” asked Jason.
“How often do we closely inspect things from Mars One as opposed to Titan?” asked Christopher to Jason.
“It’s like leaving our backdoor wide open,” Alma commented.
“But no one really has the extra UCs to pay for the extra fuel to smuggle things in from Mars One, do they?  You’d have to stop again after Titan and whoever you were meeting would have to do the same as there is nothing that leaves Mars.  Not only is it a lot of wasted time and UCs, it’d look suspicious,” explained Eito.
“Only if anyone was paying attention,” Alma said and wondered, How many people cover their tracks like this? “Afia,” she said but Afia interrupted her.
“I’m already checking, Captain.”
The bridge was quiet as Eito docked. The whole station looked as if it was under construction. 
“Captain, this’ll take longer than five minutes.  There aren’t many records between Titan and Mars, but the ones that are here, don’t match.  It seems a lot of people have been changing their destinations and IDs from one station to another. Eito, do you mind looking over these with me?”
Eito guided the ship into position and then nodded to Jason to take over the final checks before going to sit next to Afia at the science station, “Why not?  I love to see some good friends here. First,” he pointed to a ship’s name, “The Daisy always changes its name to the Rose when it reaches Mars.”
“Why would they do that unless they are carrying illegal goods?”
Eito shrugged, “For fun to see if anyone notices and it looks like no one noticed until now. You can imagine how boring it is to carry legal cargo all the time from Titan to Mars, from Earth to Mars.”
“What about the Dante, the Yomi and the Explorer?” Alma asked.
“Checking,” Afia replied.
“We need to stop handing out so many IDs,” Christopher said. “What’s going on at Titan Station?”
Alma gave him a look, “Well, you met the Station Master, what do you think is going on?”
Everyone on the bridge smiled at Alma’s ironic question.  Station Master Harlow was definitely a man who overlooked a lot of things in exchange for goods and UCs.
After five minutes, the Indy was fully docked and the crew could now leave the ship. They had to offload their shipment of supplies.  Christopher was already leaving the bridge to oversee the transfer.  However, before he stepped out, Afia said, “Wait Commander, Captain, come and look at this.”
Alma and Christopher went to stand behind Afia and Eito as they looked at some screens.  Afia pointed to a ship’s name, “The Yomi shows up here and at Titan Station.”
“Titan Station in May?”
Afia nodded, “Yes.”
“Are they here now?” Christopher asked.
“Not exactly, but there’s a ship with almost the same specs.  I’ve uploaded all the data I could recover from the Dante’s deleted memory core and that included specs from the Yomi.  Now, if you can believe it, there is a similar ship right now at mooring 24 and she is called the ‘Alba’.”
“Transfer the goods and then take some guards and go and casually check them out,” Alma told Christopher.
“I’d like to go too,” requested Eito.  “I may recognize some of the crew and find out if they know anything about the Dante and what the mysterious cargo might have been.”  Even though it had been only Alma, who had been punished for not following orders and destroying the Dante, most of her crew respected her for that decision. None of them had wanted unnecessary blood on their hands.  And they had been gradually warming to her, since she had been true to her word, and already the Indy had risen in the JC starship rankings.  Moreover, she had used her own UCs and goods to upgrade the ship on top of what they had salvaged from the Dante. So her crew, if skeptical before, were becoming more respectful now with each passing day.
Alma nodded to Eito, “Be diplomatic,” and then said to Afia, “Good work, Afia.”  And then addressed them all, “Let’s meet back here in three hours. I’m going to see the Station Master Xavier.”
Three hours later, all the senior officers were seated around the Indy’s conference table.  Christopher began, “Somethings not right with the Alba.”
Eito cut in, “They were super shady for being so overly normal, it’s like they were proud not to be pirates, but had the most expensive pirate starship I’ve ever seen.”
“What do you mean?” Afia asked annoyed.
“First, the Alba is the nicest ship in here. She has been built up with a lot of UCs and Trappist technology.  We tried to charm the crew that we spoke to, to let us have a look around onboard, but they wouldn’t budge.  However, just looking at her hull, I wonder if she even has jump drive,” said Christopher.
“And when you asked why they were on Mars One?”
“They said they had stopped to pick up a shipment.”
“That’s odd,” commented Alma.  Most shipments were being dropped off as Mars One was currently upgrading itself and the colonies on Mars produced nothing for export, “What about the crew specifically?”
“The crew we saw weren’t your regular spacefaring types. I didn’t recognize any of them and I know most people personally or by reputation,” answered Eito.
“All young then?” Galen asked, wondering if a few rich kids imagined an adventurous life as a cargo ship in the solar system. It was uncommon, but he’d seen it before.
“No, that’s what was strange too. At least four of them were old enough to be grandfathers.  You don’t begin a career in space when you’re that age. And okay, there might be one or two grandfathers flying around the solar system, I don’t know, but more than two as newbies and on the same ship, no way. And they were all cocky, as if no one could touch them.  Even the most notorious pirates who have every Station Master and JC Captain on their payroll don’t act like that,” Eito frowned.
“It’s sounds like the same men that were guarding the Dante’s mysterious cargo. What did the crew from the Alba have to say?” Alma asked.
“The few we spoke to acted like they were old hands.  We didn’t hint that we thought otherwise. Their cargo, they said, was simply fine art from a resident of Mars One who wanted to sell it on Earth.  They even said they were carrying some paintings of your father’s onboard, Captain,” replied Christopher.
“Really?” Alma said ironically. She rarely kept track of where her father’s lesser paintings went, but she thought it was very unlikely anyone on Mars One would have a collection of fine art or that they would want to sell now when the Station had UCs pouring into it from investors, “They knew that I’m your captain though or?”
“As the Indy just arrived 20 minutes before it was pretty obvious,” Eito said.
“And,” began Jason, “everyone knows you are the captain of the Indy.”
“True,” Galen said, “but it strikes me as a bit odd.”
“Maybe, I should ask to go onboard and check some of my father’s work since they seem so friendly?” Alma suggested.
“I beat you to it,” replied Christopher.  “I explained that I grew up as your father’s next door neighbor and was a big fan of your father’s work and would have liked to see what someone on Mars One bought.  Of course, they said they didn’t know which shipping container your father’s paintings were stored in and that they weren’t authorized to open them anyway.”
“Convenient,” commented Afia.
Alma looked at her officers, “Afia, I want you to go and have a look at the Alba even if it’s just to circle the outside and take some scans discreetly.  Eito, I want you and Christopher to go to the bar,” there was only one bar on Mars One Station, “And talk to people, don’t be too obvious, but there are bound to be some people who know something.  There’re always drunk talkers on stations like this.  Buy people drinks, kiss women, kiss men, I don’t care, but find out how long the Alba has been here and what they’ve said to others about why they’re here.  I think we can all agree, none of this adds up.”
“Are we paying for our drinks from our UCs or yours, Captain?” Christopher asked.
“It depends if you find out anything worthwhile.  I don’t want to know about anything but the Alba, the Yomi or the Dante,” she replied to Christopher. “Let’s figure out if the crew of the Alba are just rich idiots running some cargo for an adventure or if there is something more sinister going on.”
Some hours later Afia came back and reported to Alma what she had managed to find out about the Alba.
“That ship is a real beauty,” Afia said to Alma, while showing her the readouts from the Alba and comparing them with what little information they had about the Yomi from the deleted Dante memory core.  “I was lucky the Station Master had requested an inventory and they were working on it when I stopped by. I was able to talk to a young woman from the station who comes from a city not far from where my parents live, and because of that she was extra friendly.”
“Good work.  What did you find out?”
“That for a human ship, it was the best streamlined hodgepodge of collective galactic technology she had ever encountered.  She swore there were even some Unification components to it.  But the most surprising thing was that the Alba had been built recently on Enceladus and all at one time,” Afia said. Almost all human ships were built up and replaced ongoingly.  No one had the UCs to build such a ship from scratch, especially not on Enceladus.
“Does it have jump drive?”  Alma asked thinking about the Explorer.
“No, but it definitely has Red torpedoes and Trappist fast drive.  Once the Alba leaves Mars One, we probably wouldn’t be able to catch them, even if we wanted to.”
“And the crew? Did you meet any of them?”
“I didn’t have the opportunity, but the station worker told me that she thought they were just a bunch of ridiculous annoying people off on a silly adventure.  She said that most of them had never left Earth before last year and that a lot of them were older.”
“What’s your feeling? Are they just bored people idealizing the adventure of space life?”
“I think,” Afia said thoughtfully, “They’re hiding something substantial. If they were just bored wealthy people on an adventure, they wouldn’t act so secretive or arrogant.”
Alma laughed, she actually knew quite a few bored rich people through her parents, “Oh I’ve heard quite a few stupid things come out of people’s mouths in my time, but usually they lack the energy to actually make any of their ‘wild and adventurous plans’ come true.”  Alma looked at Afia’s scans, “And the scans?”
“As you can see, they are all normal, except I picked up the same radiation that Christopher found on the Dante.” Afia, pointed to a section of the schematic of the ship, “It was coming from here.”
“How low?”
“Low enough that it was only picked up by the new sensor you got me on my wrist,” she showed Alma.
“Could it be background radiation?” asked Alma. 
“No.  I triple checked and when I returned to the ship I compared against the readings from the Dante. It’s odd and it was definitely coming from the Alba.  I even spoke to the station worker about it.  She doubted my sensor, as hers picked up nothing. And it definitely wasn’t coming from anywhere else in the station, I checked that too.”
“What would give off radiation?  Do you reckon the ship was built badly?”
“Humans were the last to use any power source that would give off radiation centuries ago.  There would be no reason why they would incorporate any of that ancient human technology into such a modern ship.  I’m going to recalibrate the sensor and then walk by again and see if I get the same readouts.”
“This is all so odd. I’m going to think about this.  Let me know if you come across anything else. Hopefully, Christopher and Eito will find something out. But, I’m confident the Alba is definitely the Yomi and whatever the Dante was transporting is there now.”
July 7th, 2635 Mars One Station, Mars
“It’s early,” Eito complained as he sat down.  All the officers of the Indy were assembled again in the conference room.  It was seven in the morning.  They were scheduled to depart in two hours and the Mars One Station Master wanted them gone as another supply ship was coming in.
“Christopher, Eito,” Alma slapped her palm on the table to get their attention as they were both hungover. Wake up. What did you find out last night?”
Christopher began, “I think we talked and drank with everyone on the station.  These people, the crew of the Alba, are maniacs. They’ve no idea what they’re doing.  They’ve talked about places they’ve never been and pirates they’ve never met.”
“Are they pirates?” Alma asked.
“No,” Eito replied.  “They’re all from relatively good backgrounds from various guilds on Earth and only Earth, but it’s odd because their ship, the Alba, was built on Enceladus.”
“We know,” said Afia.  “What did they say about that?”
“Nothing.  I asked,” Christopher answered.  “I asked why they would do that as it’s so much more expensive and they answered so proudly that UCs weren’t an issue for them.  Then they explained to me, as if I didn’t know anything about starships, that it made more sense to build on Enceladus.  It was the most ridiculous thing I had ever heard.”
“And,” Eito added, “Some of them were using ICs.”
“But none of them were from the Mars Military Guild or Government Guild?”
Christopher shook his head, “When I questioned a few of them about it, saying that I could arrest them for it.  They gave me the line, that they were on the space station so they were allowed to use ICs.  I reminded them that Mars One was not Titan and then, if you can believe this, they told me to try and arrest them for using ICs.”
“Did you try?” Alma asked.
“No, of course not, I just slapped the kid that said it. I’m not wasting my time on that kind of paperwork and it wouldn’t keep them here anyway.”
“They’re very sure of themselves and of their assumed protection from us, the JC, and have a lot of confidence in whatever they are doing.”
“Did they say when they were leaving Mars One Station?”
“No, they were very vague.  They knew we were leaving this morning though.”
“Did you ask how they knew that?”  Alma asked, as it was strange you would check when other ships were coming in and out unless you had a specific reason for the information.
“Oh again, they were vague, heard it from someone.”
“What’s your overall feeling?”
Christopher and Eito looked at each other and then Eito replied, “I think, there’s something holding these people together on their little adventure that we are missing.  None of them come from the same guild, the same continent or have anything in common except that now they are all a part of the Alba’s crew. And they are all so green, they don’t even realize how odd that is.”
“And they have so much UCs and confidence for people with such little experience,” Christopher added.
“No clue to their cargo?”
“They still insist it’s art.  I pushed them on it but they made up some story, none of it checked out,” Eito confirmed.
Alma nodded, “Afia looked at the ship twice and found traces of radiation coming from the Alba.  We’ve been trying to figure out what they could possibly have onboard that would leak radiation.”
Everyone looked as confused as Afia and Alma were over it.
“Rups, any ideas?”
Rupert shook his head, “Nothing. No modern transportation or weaponry would leak radiation. But, it’s odd.  Someone should go onboard just to check it out.”
“I’ve already flagged up the Alba to Station Master Xavier and he refuses to hear anything about us wanting to hold them or search them without substantial proof. And unlike on Titan, it’s in his right to tell us ‘no.’” Alma strongly felt there was something not right about this and wanted someone to board the Alba, “We need to figure out a way to legitimately detain the Alba or at the very least, board their ship to see for ourselves what their suspicious cargo is?” Alma said. “Is there any way you could sneak onboard?”
“Who are you talking to?” asked Rupert.
“Any of you,” admitted Alma looking at her officers.
Rupert stood up and said casually, “Afia, I’m taking your scanner with the x-ray. Point to where you picked up the radiation?”
Afia brought up the specs of the Alba and pointed to a section of the ship.
“I’ll be right back,” Rupert said and walked out of the small conference room.
Everyone watched him go with some bewilderment and amusement and then looked back at Alma, she shrugged, “They probably aren’t even guarding the ship if they’re so confident and stupid.  It’s worth a try and who better to have a look around than our engineer?”
Three hours later, Alma walked into the Mars One security holding cells and said to one of the guards, “I’m Captain Johnson here to collect my engineer.”
The security officer nodded, “You need to sign over here.”
Alma went over and picked up the pen. She didn’t look at Rupert in the cell. 
“Here is a tip, if you want to stay in command, Captain, I suggest you keep a better eye on your crew.  I heard the Station Master is letting you get away with this, this time, only because you’re young and inexperienced.  And it is obvious, this old man is a bit of a thorn in your side,” said the security guard rudely.
“Sure,” said Alma.  “I’ll do my best to keep this old dog under control.”
The forcefield from the pink cell was released and Rupert walked by the guard and asked, “I can show you how strong an old man still hits, if you would like a demonstration you pathetic little guppy?”
“Rups,” Alma said his name firmly as she kept walking, “Not now.”
The security guard said loudly to Alma after them, as they walked down the corridor, “Good luck Captain, some old dogs are only meant to be put down.”
Once they were alone, Alma asked, “Who did that to your face the crew of the Alba or the security guards on Mars One?”
Rupert laughed, “The security guards, of course.  The crew of the Alba were so shocked to see me I thought some of them were going to piss themselves.  They aren’t prepared for any kind of physical fights. They simply locked me in the cargo bay and called security.  But I would say with the way security treated me, the Alba is well-connected here.”
“Did you have a look at their engineering?  Is that where the radiation was coming from?”
“No, I didn’t get to engineering. I’ll tell you everything when we get back to the Indy.”
Once back onboard, Alma called a small meeting in the conference room, Christopher, Afia, Galen and Rupert. Once everyone was seated, Alma nodded to Rupert.
Rupert brought up his findings on the 3D computer in the center of the table. 
“I don’t understand, what is it?” asked Christopher.
“It’s a crude and ancient, but very destructive, human weapon,” answered Afia. “Do you think they know how to detonate it?”
“I would assume if they got this far, they do.  The older members of their crew are all probably physicists who built the thing.”
“Yes, that would explain a lot,” Christopher said running his hands through his hair.  “Is this…” he was searching for the words.
“A nuclear weapon,” Rupert supplied. “Yes, that’s why I took the x-rays, to be sure.”
“And the one thing connecting the eclectic crew of the Alba,” Alma suggested, “Terra Nova. It makes sense.  All from different guilds and none of them have a clue as to what they are doing out here, but definitely secretive and now this.”
“Captain” Selma’s voice over internal communication interrupted them.  “We’re being asked to depart by Mars One as they have another ship coming in.”
“Fine.  Eito, take us into orbit but no further,”  Alma said.
“Aye, Captain,” Eito said over the voice communicator.
“We can’t just leave,” Christopher exclaimed.
“We’re not,” Alma explained, “but the Station Master obviously has a hand in this too.  We can’t do anything on Mars One.”
“Their ship is better than ours.  We cannot outrun them,” Afia pointed out.
“Or outgun them,” said Rupert.
“What if we are wrong?” asked Galen.  “No offense Rups, but you’ve never seen a nuclear weapon before. None of us have.  What if this is all just a misunderstanding?”
“Doctor,” Rupert replied, “I’m no fool. I know what I saw and with the sensor readouts and the x-ray it’s no mistake.  The only question is, can they detonate it?  But I would say, given all the other technology they have bought, they’ve also bought the best team of physicists they could recruit to make sure the mission is a success.”
“Then the only question remains, will they use it?” Alma asked.
Everyone was quiet so Alma dismissed them after a moment.  She needed to be alone to think all of this through.  She sat down alone at the table and put her head in her hands.  Come on think Johnson.  Put everything together.  The Dante carrying unknown cargo to the Yomi and now the Alba is here. They all helped Terra Nova.  And now the Station Master and how many others I don’t know about yet?  Am I responsible for this?  Does the Alba think I won’t destroy them because I didn’t destroy the Dante? 
Alma opened a communication channel to Shana but couldn’t get through. “Selma,” Alma said through internal communications, “Is something wrong with our communications?”
Selma replied, “Checking.”
“No, there shouldn’t be, everything is checking out from my end.”
“I can’t get through to JC command.  Can you try to get through to Admiral Jackson?”
“Aye, Captain.”
After five minutes, “Captain, our communication is being jammed from, as far as I can make out, Mars One.”
Alma got up and went out to the bridge then, “Are you sure?”
Selma nodded, “Yes.”
“Can you get Station Master Xavier for me?”
“No, we can’t communicate with anyone until we leave orbit.”
“How far do you reckon?” Alma asked.
“Far,” Afia confirmed.  “Far enough away to give the Alba a chance to escape.”
Alma looked at her screens, “Eito, remain in orbit.  Selma, keep trying to get through to Admiral Jackson.”
“Captain, Station Master Xavier wants to speak to you.”
“By all means put him through and you have your orders now too,” Alma said and Selma nodded.
“Station Master Xavier,” Alma said kindly, as she looked at him on her small screen next to her captain’s chair. 
“Captain, is there some problem?”
“No,” said Alma innocently. “Why do you ask?”
“You’re still in orbit.”
“I am.”
He huffed with impatience, “What are you doing?”
“Waiting.”
“Waiting for what?”
“To make a decision about the Alba.  It’s clear you wanted us gone and no ship has taken our vacant place. Something is not right about the Alba and it’s strange the way you are protecting them.”
“Nothing is strange except you are an inexperienced captain who doesn’t know what she is doing wasting everyone’s time still in orbit.  Don’t you need to get onto your next mission?”
“I need to get in contact with Earth first.  So I’ll leave orbit when you stop jamming our communication.”
“We aren’t jamming your communication.  You really are so young and naïve.”
Alma smiled, “Oh unquestionably.”   Alma looked over at Selma and she nodded, indicating they were still being jammed from long distance communication.
“I expect you to leave within the hour or I will report you for violating station safety protocols.”
“Are you threatening a JC ship, Station Master?”
He laughed, “No, I’m helping you by pushing you on to your next mission, Captain.  You’re wasting my time and yours by staying in orbit.  Xavier out.”
Alma frowned looking at her now blank screen and then asked Selma, “Have you got me Admiral Jackson?”
“No,” Selma replied confused, “We are still being jammed from any communication that isn’t with Mars One.”
“Keep trying,” Alma said while giving Christopher a worried look.
Alma instructed Christopher to follow her into the conference room.  Once the door was closed, she said, “They know. They all know and they sent us here to do what?”
“Who knows what?”
“Command knows that this is Terra Nova and they have weapons enroute to Earth, but I don’t think they realize they are nuclear. It makes sense. If Afia hadn’t had the readouts and Rups hadn’t seen them with his own eyes, even we wouldn’t know. They are rudimentary, but still volatile. With those weapons they can stage a coup, and if the JC doesn’t surrender?”
“You don’t think they would actually detonate a nuclear weapon?  Everyone knows what that would do to the people and environment. I just can’t see that happening.”
“I don’t know,” Alma admitted.  She couldn’t imagine anyone being so evil that they would kill so many of the twelve on Earth and in such a brutal and terrible way.  But, she remembered pictures from her schooling.  Pictures and videos from the Library of bombs being dropped, so she knew humans were capable of this kind of violence and tragedy.  Of destroying each other over ideals.
“What if we were to just let them pass? What do you think the likelihood that they do nothing is?”
“What would be the point of sneaking those weapons to Earth if they were going to do nothing with them?  At some point they will be used by someone,” Alma said while looking at the readouts again.
“How do we stop them?  Their ship is better and Mars One is complicit.”
We will try talking to Mars One again.
Alma went out on the bridge and asked Selma to arrange a communication with the Mars One Station Master and to Afia to use their long range sensors to look for any friendly ships that might be of some help nearby either JC or others.  Then she went to the conference room alone to take the call with the Mars Station Master again.
Xavier was frowning, “Captain, I’m not sure why you are calling again,” he couldn’t keep the irritation from his voice. “There’s nothing more I’ve to say to you but to leave orbit.”
“Thank you,” she said in false politeness. “I’m calling again, to directly ask what you are doing about the Alba. I don’t want to leave until I’m sure that I’ve made myself completely clear.”
“What do you mean?” 
“As I mentioned before, we picked up some strange readings from the Alba, radiation of all things, and now I’ve been informed the radiation was coming from a nuclear weapon onboard. We’ve come to the conclusion that the Alba’s crew are members of Terra Nova and are planning on using the weapons on Earth.”
The Station Master laughed, “Captain, I’ve never heard such nonsense in my life. Do you have proof of this?”
“I’ve my chief engineer’s word and my science officer’s scans.”
“That’s not good enough for me.  As far as I’m concerned you’re a very young Captain who is too inexperienced to even keep her crew under control. They’re making all this up to have you demoted I’m sure. They want to make a fool out of you.”
Alma took a deep breath and said evenly, “Under article 22 of the Mars One Accord you must investigate any substantial claims made by a JC officer about people or devices that could be potential threats to the JC government.”
“I’m not investigating this.  My people already cleared the Alba when she arrived and once again the other day, as you well know.  True that they’re a strange bunch, but aren’t all crews of wealthy people who dream of the exciting life of being a space pirate?”
“Station Master, please have a look again.  I think…”
“No Captain, listen to me.  We’ve investigated them and found nothing out of the ordinary.  Now, I’ll not allow your ship to dock again or to stay in orbit.  I’ll see you on your way with or without force.”
“If I’m right, you’ll also be held responsible for this.  This will be seen as a treasonous act.”
Xavier gave her a strange look then and replied, “If you’re right, neither one of us will be responsible.”
Alma gave him a quizzical look, but he quickly cut the transmission before she could ask him about his last cryptic statement.
She looked at the empty screen and said out loud, “Damn, damn, damn.  Come on, think Johnson.  What can we do?”  Her mind was racing through everything again.  The Station Master was complicit either by happenstance or by actual planning. The Alba was definitely carrying a nuclear weapon and it made sense such an eclectic crew was brought together through Terra Nova.  She needed to stop them from reaching Earth? 
Alma put her head on the table and was trying to think when there was a chime at the conference room door. She raised her head thinking it would be Afia or Christopher and said casually, “Come on.” However, when no one entered, she went to the door and opened it.
Junior Doctor Julia stood there quietly.  Her long red hair tied up messily.  Her green eyes were tired.
“What is it?”  Alma asked impatiently.  She didn’t have time for anything else but sorting out the Alba now.
“Captain, I’ve to tell you something,” Julia spoke softly, but confidently.
Alma nodded and moved aside so she could enter the conference room, “Sit down and tell me then.”
Julia sat and then said quite strongly, “You must stop what’s going to happen.”
“Excuse me?” Alma asked.
“Those old men, they have built a terrible weapon that is capable of raping the Earth.”
“Wait, start from the beginning, who’s going to do this and how do you know? Do you know someone on Mars One you have been in contact with?  Or do you know someone on the Alba? Did Galen tell you what was going on?”
Julia shook her head, “No, no one told me anything.”
Alma sat back, “Julia, I need to know how you know this.  I can’t just believe you. That’s not how these things work.”
Julia looked at Alma, “Captain, I’m clairvoyant just as my mother was before me and her mother before her.” 
“’Your mother’? It says in your record that you have no mother.”
“You and I both know that’s because she’s still living in the Ethereal.”
“Look up at me,” Alma commanded and Julia obeyed.  “Were you born in the Ethereal?”
Julia held Alma’s brown eyes with her own but didn’t answer.
“I won’t send you back.  You’ve my word.  But answer me.”
“I was born there.”
“How did you get out?  No one leaves.  Children born outside the twelve die in the Ethereal.”
“I’m sure my family considers me dead, if that’s reassuring?”
“How did you escape? Where is the hole?  We can’t have all of you escaping.”
“There is no hole and I went out the front entrance,” Julia said quietly.
Alma was just about ready to ask her how when Selma said over the internal communicator, “Captain,” Selma said, “I’ve been monitoring the Mars One communications and the Alba is set to leave.”
“Where to?”
Selma hesitated, “Earth.”
“On my way to the bridge,” Alma looked at Julia, “Tell me quickly, what you have seen in your vision, if that’s what we are calling it?”
Julia answered evenly, “Destruction on Earth, many lives lost and the reemergence of Terra Nova.  Humanity becoming only a shadow of its true self.  We cannot fall back into the shadows.”
“Destruction on Earth?”
“Yes.”
“And from a weapon of some kind?”
Julia nodded, “A manmade explosion.  Quick and terrible. It’s not organic. Nothing in nature looks like it.”
“Are you sure this is not an old memory of something you’ve seen before?” Alma questioned, she herself had seen the old footage of a nuclear weapon being detonated. 
Julia gave her a sidelong look, “Would I risk telling you where I’m really from and what I can really do, both of which could have me imprisoned, sent to a MAC or returned to the Ethereal if I didn’t truly believe this myself?”  Julia stood up and put both of her hands on Alma’s shoulders and said adamantly, “I’m from the Ethereal. I’ve never seen such evil.  All I know is that you have to stop it. Captain, you have to do it. It’s who you are meant to be.”
Alma looked into Julia’s green eyes and believed her, although her mind struggled at first to allow her to accept it.




Chapter 9

July 7th, 2635, JC Starship Indy, Mars’s Orbit

Alma confidently entered the bridge and took her seat in the captain’s chair, “Afia, bring up the stats on Mars One.  How many people are on that station?”
Afia brought up the schematics of the station and the breakdown of the station’s population at that moment, “Over 300 people, no children.” 
“And there are children on Earth,” Eito said quietly, thinking of his own daughter.
Alma opened her communications, “Rups, I need you on the bridge now.”  Then looked at Christopher, “No other ships to help us?  No word from HQ or the Admiral?”
“We’re still being jammed. Not a word from anyone and we are the only ones out here besides some small civilian vessels.,” Christopher reported.
Rupert arrived on the bridge and Alma asked, “How sure are you that they have a nuclear weapon?”
“Captain,” he said irritably, “I’d bet my life on it. I know what I saw.”
“And the lives of all of the people on the station? Would you bet their lives too?”
Rupert didn’t answer her. 
“Afia, Would you bet all the lives of the station on your belief that they are carrying a nuclear weapon?” Alma asked.
Afia stared at the Mars One Station readout and replied, “I don’t know.”
Alma glanced at Christopher and he looked down at his feet.
Alma then looked at the screen and said, just as much to herself as the bridge crew, “But one thing we are sure of is their ship is better than ours and their weapons are better.  If we confront them head on, they will destroy us or disable us.  And their ship is faster than ours, we cannot beat them to Earth to organize a defense there.  Nor can we hide lure them in for a surprise attack.”
“We could pretend to be in distress and ask for assistance and then board them and take over the ship,” offered Eito.
“No, they wouldn’t be that stupid. And we’ve made ourselves clear to the Station Master, who has no doubt, made it clear to the Alba we know what is going on. Most likely, they are so arrogant they will just pass us in space, rather than destroy us, and then finish their mission. And we cannot get through to anyone on Earth to guide us, so this means to me, it’s clear we are here either by convenience or coincidence, and if by convenience why?”
“Because you are young and HQ thinks you’ll do exactly what they want without having to order it, as what they want goes against the JC,” Afia supplied.
Alma wasn’t sure, “We break the rules all the time. It would be no different now.”
“This is not about looking the other way when some pirates pass with small technological devices,” Christopher said looking at the screen.  “That is a potential nuclear weapon headed for Earth with ties to Terra Nova.”
Everyone was quiet.
“Rups, what would happen to the nuclear weapon if we fired on the Alba while they were still in Mars One?”
“Most likely, unless we were really unlucky, the nuclear weapon would not be set off.  However, it is likely that the whole station would become contaminated with radioactive material,” Rupert explained.
“Selma, open communications to the Mars One Station Master and tell him we are preparing to fire on the Alba unless they put the Alba under arrest.”
“Aye, Captain.”
“Do you think he will believe you?” Christopher asked.
“He better believe me as we are still here.  Jason, arm torpedoes and aim them at the Alba.”
“No answer Captain, should I keep trying?” Selma asked.
“Yes, and continue to monitor their internal communications.  Make sure they aren’t trying to shut them down and just ignoring us. And try to contact the Alba too.”
Everyone was quiet listening to the sound of Selma’s steady voice and her message being sent over and over again, “Mars One, this is the Indy, we believe that the Alba is carrying weapons of destruction to Earth.  We are preparing to fire on them. Please reply. Alba this is the Indy, we believe you are carrying nuclear weapons to Earth.  Stand down or be prepared to be fired upon.”
Selma broke the rhythm of her repeated messages after five minutes, “Captain, the Alba has been cleared to leave Mars One.”
“Sensors show they are preparing to leave. Mars One outer doors are opening,” Afia added.
Alma knew what she had to do then, “Jason, fire on the Alba.”
“Captain?” Jason turned around bewildered.  “We can’t fire at our own station?  We’ll kill people. They’re all part of the twelve.”
“Do it Lieutenant or you will be relieved.”
Jason just sat there shocked, “I can’t…”
Christopher got up and pushed him out of the chair, “You’re relieved.”  Then Christopher readied the torpedoes and after five seconds said, “Armed and ready.”
“Fire,” Alma replied.
Christopher obeyed.
“The Alba has taken off, this is going to be close,” Afia said.
They all waited breathlessly to see if they had been successful. Alma probably imagined it but she felt the ship move a little.
Afia said quietly, “The Alba has been destroyed.”
“And?” Alma asked, guessing there was more bad news to come by Afia’s tone. She was looking at her own readouts, but didn’t trust her eyes.
“Some of the station has also been damaged.”
“And? Come on Afia,” Alma was impatient.
“Radiation from the weapon has spread throughout the station.”
“Can we go back and save those people?” Alma asked.
“No, we’ll die too.  They’re all lost. There’s nothing we can do,” Rupert said sadly.
“That’s not good enough,” Alma said.  “Get Galen on internal communications.”
Selma nodded.
“Galen, what can we do to save those people?  There must be something.”
“Captain, I’m sorry, we’re not equipped to rescue people like this.  And we would risk all of our lives and probably not be able to save anyone.  It’s too late. I’m sorry.”
Alma stared out in front of her and her eyes blurred at the computer screens.  She had just killed 305 of the twelve.  She closed her eyes and tried to steady herself. She remembered Julia’s words to her then, ‘Captain, you have to do it. It’s who you are meant to be,’ and she held on to them like a buoy in a turbulent ocean of emotions.
The bridge was quiet for many minutes as they all looked somewhere else than at each other.
Alma said finally, “I mourn with you.  We all mourn together.”
The rest of the bridge crew answered her, “We all mourn together.”
“Selma, once we aren’t being jammed, send a message to HQ.  Eito take us home,” Alma said. 
The bridge was quiet with the grief of what they had just done.  They had committed the worst act of any JC citizen.  All of them would be tainted with this, but most of all Alma. 
Alma sat on the bridge looking at all the screens wondering how her life went from normal to murderer.  She had just killed 305 people, most of whom were innocent. And she had never killed anyone who was part of the twelve before.  Alma tried to comfort herself by telling herself the Alba’s crew, working for Terra Nova, had been taking those weapons to Earth with a plan to overthrow the JC.  And she had no doubt that they would have been detonated on Earth sooner or later, killing more than 300 people and destroying more than just a small station, if she had not acted now. But none of this took away the sinking feeling she felt throughout her body, the gravity of the lives she just ended, all weighing on her, demanding answers from her conscience. Their ghosts already whispering other alternatives she didn’t explore.
After about 45 minutes of silence on the bridge, Selma announced, “Captain, we are being called back in to be court marshalled.”
“Understood,” Alma replied and then stood up and picked up the old fashioned phone from its holder.  “Crew of the Indy, we have fired and destroyed a Terra Nova vessel carrying nuclear weapons bound for Earth.  Unfortunately, we inadvertently destroyed some of Mars One Station in the process and contaminated the rest with radiation.  There were no survivors.  As your captain, I take full responsibility for these actions. Johnson out.”  She sat down returning the phone to its cradle. She could feel Christopher’s eyes on her, but she didn’t look at him.  She just looked at the computers in front of her wondering if she was going to lose her ship and spend the rest of her life at a MAC because she chose to save the JC instead of letting Terra Nova win.  Or letting someone else take this victory.  It was bothering her that she was left all alone to make this decision and she still could not work out why.




Chapter 10

July 10th, 2635 Earth Space Port One, Earth

When the Indy docked at Earth Space Port One and the crew disembarked, Alma was met by the military police and she and her senior officers were arrested.  “I’m the only one responsible for these actions,” she told the officers and it must have been what they had been expecting her to say as they released everyone else.
Alma was taken to a cool pink holding cell.  Everything was pink inside and she was left alone in the quiet for a week before transport guards appeared and the glass cell door was opened. She was escorted then to the main court house.  It didn’t surprise her that things were moving quickly.  She had killed 305 of the twelve.  People would want swift justice of some kind. And she knew she would be the last to be called to defend herself.
July 18th, 2635 The Joint Confederacy High Court, Atlanta, Georgia, North America
Inside the High Court, Alma was lead through the angry crowd up to the front.  It was obvious that this case had already been going on for some time.  Her crew was there, Admiral Jackson and Vice President Bloom.  Everyone’s face expression blank except for Christopher who gave her a sympathetic look.  Alma was lead up to a stand and stood there.  There was a microphone somewhere so her voice was amplified.
“Please state your name and rank,” one of the ten judges said to her.
“Alma Hattie Johnson, Captain of the Indianapolis.”
“And how long have you held this rank?”
“Three months.”
“Do you feel that you that you possess the skills to make the kind of decisions that is demanded of this rank?”
“Yes.”
“Tell me about Mars One Station.  Tell me what happened from the beginning in your own words,” the eldest judge asked of her.
Alma took a deep breath, “We arrived at Mars One.  We were just doing a routine supply drop off when we noticed a ship, also docked at Mars One, that matched a description of another ship, the Yomi, which might have been carrying illegal goods originally transported by the Dante.  And we had reason to believe they were connected to Terra Nova. This ship that fit the Yomi’s description was called the Alba, .”
“Allegedly connected to Terra Nova,” another judge corrected her.
Alma ignored the judge’s interruption, “I ordered my crew to investigate the ship as it’s rare to have two similar ships owned by humans.  And I had standing orders to investigate Terra Nova activity on top of any other mission.  My crew also discovered that the Alba was emitting low levels of unexplainable radiation, not unlike the radiation we had detected in the Dante’s cargo bay.”
“How could your sensors detect such low levels of radiation, Captain?  I find that difficult to believe as, what are the Indy’s capabilities?”  The younger judge looked at through some papers, “Thirteenth in the fleet?”
“Your rankings are outdated.  When I took command of the Indy, my first mission was to Titan Station.  While there, I upgraded a lot of the Indy, especially her sensors and weapons.”
“From whom?” another elder judge asked.
“A human trader from the starship Explorer and when I arrested the crew of the Dante, I integrated the best of their ship into the Indy as well, as it is a common practice.”
“Before you took command of the Indy, was it common that you disobeyed direct orders?”
“No.”
“What made you disobey direct orders then with regard to the Dante?”
Alma looked at Shana across the courtroom.  Her face was unreadable.
“Captain, answer the question.  There is no need to look at anyone else in the courtroom.”
“I found women and children onboard the Dante.”
“Were they a part of the twelve?”
“No.”
“Then why did you disobey orders?”
“I didn’t think it was necessary to kill them or destroy the ship.”
“You thought you knew better than your commanding officer?”
“No, I knew myself.”
“You knew yourself,” the judge said a little mockingly.  “And because of that, were you only thinking of yourself when you didn’t destroy the Dante?  That actually, it really wasn’t about saving innocent children, regardless of their heritage, but it was about upgrading your ship?”
“No.”
“But you did salvage the best parts of the Dante to integrate into your ship?”
“Yes.”
“Were you also only thinking of yourself when you confronted the Alba? All the records and scans that have been submitted here show it was a very nice ship.”
“No. If I had wanted any part of the Alba I wouldn’t have destroyed it like I did. I fired on the Alba because  I was only thinking about protecting the JC and Earth.”
“Why didn’t you meet the Alba head on in open space?”
“All the information we collected on Mars One showed their ship to be faster and with better weapons.  The Indy could not have stopped them.”
“Are you sure?  Your crew stated over and over again that the crew of the Alba was cocky and inexperienced.  Isn’t it more likely that you didn’t want to risk your newly upgraded ship in an open fight?”
“No.  You don’t understand. In open space without anything to camouflage ourselves we had no tactical advantage and they would’ve had to be asleep for us to have destroyed them in space.  And they weren’t asleep. Quite the opposite, they knew we were waiting for them and what they were carrying.”
“How would they have known that?”
“If you check our communications records, you can see that I spoke with the Mars One Station Master twice while in orbit around Mars about the Alba and the weapon they were carrying.  It was obvious to me the Station Master was complicit in the matter as he refused to investigate the matter.  I knew the Alba could both outgun and outrun me so I made a decision.  If the Alba had not been carrying nuclear weapons only their crew would have died.”
“Unfortunately Captain, none of us here can verify what kind of capabilities the Alba really had.  Your crew all say the same thing, but there is no proof that they were the better starship.  Regardless, you were prepared to kill some of the twelve based on inconclusive findings of your crew that you have only known for three months?”
“Yes.  I was willing to kill some of the twelve on the findings of some of the best officers in the JC fleet which were not inconclusive, the weapons were there and headed for Earth.”
“At the time, could you think of other options to resolve this matter?”
“No, because I exhausted all other options and I was unable to establish any communication with JC Command,” Alma replied.
“Surely, you and your crew must have been able to think of an alternative? Don´t you think it was more likely your inexperience that lead you to this decision and therefore your inexperience that led to so many deaths?”
“I assure you my supposed inexperience had nothing to do with my decision.  I dare you to call any captain and ask them, given the circumstances, what they would have done,” Alma could not keep the emotion from her voice.
“We have indeed asked other captains and the military agrees with you Captain Johnson,” another judge replied.  Then the judge addressed everyone in the court room, “I am content that we have enough information now to make a judgement.  We will be in recess until tomorrow at nine in the morning. Court adjourned.”
Alma was whisked away then by the guards back to her pink cell.  That night she lay on the cold pink floor looking at the pink ceiling going over everything.  Wondering what everyone said about her before she had arrived in the courtroom.  Wondering what Afia, who hated her, had said. She wondered what a MAC would be like and if she would be able to say ‘good bye’ to her family before she was sentenced.
July 19th, 2635, The Joint Confederacy, High Court, Atlanta, Georgia, North America
Alma had hardly slept. That morning she couldn’t eat her breakfast.  She was just waiting.  By the time the guards came for her, she didn’t care anymore what happened.  She thought, This is how all prisoners must feel at the time their fates will be decided. Indifference. She knew that she had made the right decision for herself.  Had she let Terra Nova win, she would have been betting on a group she knew nothing about with a new leader that Shana had hinted might be an unhinged revolutionary.  Of course, she wanted to see technology slowly introduced back into the JC just as Roscoe had suggested but she didn’t want it done by force. Not through Terra Nova.   
Alma was returned to the same stand she had been on the day before.  Everyone else was in their same positions as well and it felt like déjà vu.  Alma looked out on her crew, who’s faces revealed nothing of what was going to happen.
The head judge from yesterday stood up and addressed Alma and the courtroom, “Captain Alma Hattie Johnson after hearing the testimony of your crew and of military experts and looking over the documentation we find you a capable captain who was put in a very difficult position.  Therefore, we exonerate you from any crimes committed at Mars One Station. It is our opinion that you were only acting for the best interests of the Joint Confederacy and its people. However, as 305 members of the twelve were killed, as an act of atonement you will give up four levels of your community social standing and lead the people in a public mourning for those who were lost.”
Alma was relieved to find out that she would not be going to a MAC and she still had her command, but falling four levels in social standing was terrible, as she was only at six out of ten to begin with and if you fell below one, you were sent to the Ethereal.  Yes, it was a fair sentence, she thought. It wasn’t a MAC, but she was definitely paying for those deaths. And she wanted to pay some price for although she made the only right choice she could, it was still the wrong choice as there was truly no right choice.
Alma also realized that this was the most they could do to her.  That those involved couldn’t see her punished without revealing themselves to be Terra Nova supporters outright.  She wondered then if Admiral Jackson was a supporter of Terra Nova.  She looked over at Shana, but she just gave Alma a small smile.
Alma returned to her apartment after the trial.  It felt strange to be there.  it wasn’t long before she received a note signed by all the other tenants that they all voted for her to leave due to her low social standing.  She was not surprised. She read through the letter on the floor and then went out and over to Scott’s.
She couldn’t help but notice all the people staring at her and outright giving her dirty looks on the tram.  She didn’t dissuade them, she had killed those people, all a part of the twelve. However, she had done it for all of them. She wanted to shout at them all, and tell them that their world wasn’t peaceful at all, that it was people like her, who were paid next to nothing, who kept their peaceful constructed dreams for them by participating in all the violence of the solar system themselves. But, of course, she said nothing.  She just closed her eyes and let the rocking of the tram and the murmur of strangers calm her and remind her, This is what I saved, this innocence. And I deserve this hatred towards me.  I am a nightmare, a reminder of what humans can and will continue to do when set to it. We have not evolved from the Great Leap Backwards, we have just realized our weaknesses. Weaknesses I must still confront and live by. 
Alma arrived at Scott’s and he buzzed her in.  His apartment was immaculate and in a much better area of town because of his much higher social standing.  When she entered his apartment she went to him for an embrace, but he pushed her away.
“I can’t be with you, Alma.”
She just stood there looking at him, stunned.  She said nothing.
“I don’t even know you.  First, the Dante and now this? How could you?”
“They were going to bring weapons to Earth to overthrow the government.”
“You didn’t know that for sure,” he countered.
“No, but I had a good enough guess.”
“You killed 300 people, 300 of the twelve on a guess?”
“In the end, I was right.  Had there been no weapons they would mostly be alive.  Did your guild crier tell you that?”
“She told me enough to know that I can’t be with you anymore.”
“I just saved this government and you think I’m immoral now?”
“I think you are a sadistic, self-obsessed killer who deserves to die in the cold vacuum of space alone.”
Alma looked at him then and wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry.  She turned to leave without another word.  She went back to her apartment where she found some more hate mail on the floor and a letter from the government.  The letter was notifying her that she and Scott had been awarded the privilege of children and that her birth control supply had been cancelled. She ripped up the letter and then began to cry.  She sat on the floor and cried for everything.
After about an hour, she picked herself up and used her IC to call Christopher.  He picked up on the first notification, “I need you to come and help me move my things,” she said without preamble.  “The neighbors don’t want me here anymore.”
“I’m on my way.”
Christopher arrived 45 minutes later and Alma put her things into a few suitcases.  She would put the little furniture she owned into storage for the time being.  Then she had Christopher help her to her father’s place in Savannah. She had not let him know she was coming, she felt that he would probably know she would be.
Her father was sitting on the porch when she arrived.  The lightening bugs were out. He greeted them both solemnly, “I expected you a bit earlier.”
Alma dropped her suitcase and went to give her father a big hug.
He held her tight and said quietly, “It’s okay. It’s okay.”
After a few minutes he let her go and shook Christopher’s hand.  Then they took Alma’s things in and up to her bedroom.  Christopher stayed for dinner and no one mentioned Mars One, Terra Nova, children or Scott.
That night it was unseasonably warm so Alma slept on her father’s upstairs screened in porch as she had done when she was a young girl. She reveled in the moment of the dark night.  The clean crisp plain white sheets and the irregular flashes of the lightening bugs around her with the sound of the cicadas near and far.  Alma let her mind and body just live for that moment.  She looked out into the darkness over Savannah and saw Earth and what humanity had made of it in that moment, alone. She closed her eyes reassured that she had made the right choice. Three-hundred and five of the twelve had died at her hand to protect this sacred life they had made.  She let all the hatred wash over her and forgave everyone, all the people who would never understand what she had done for them. She closed her eyes and decided anytime she felt the guilt creeping in she would listen to the night and the cicadas and be reminded of this moment for in this moment, it was all so easy and clear and her actions had been moral, without regret.
July 20th, 2635, Savannah, Georgia, North America
Alma woke up with the bright sunrise the next morning. She heard the soft sounds of people on the neighborhood streets and the comforting sound of the tram bell and bicycles. She stared at the sky through the screened in porch and rallied herself, “The worst is over.  I still have my command. And if I could kill, I can publically mourn.”
Alma slipped out of bed and walked into the house, every footstep resonating on the creaky antique wooden floor.  She went into her father’s prehistoric bathroom and had a shower.  Then putting on her uniform descended downstairs to the open plan kitchen.  She could smell the coffee and fresh bread.
Harold poured a cup of coffee for Alma and handed it to her without saying anything. He had not slept well for the last two days fearing for her future.  The last thing he wanted for her was to become a pirate and if she had lost her command that is exactly what would have happened.  As it was, she just took a minor hit.  He knew more than she did what this meant though, that she had stepped on some big toes in the JC and they could not openly punish her now, but would definitely try to eliminate her in the future. No doubt, they thought his little girl would have let the Alba pass.  Even he was surprised that she didn’t let the Terra Nova ship pass.  He was proud of her despite everything he had raised her right, to respect all that the JC struggled to preserve, even though he also knew, she didn’t fit in here, she never had. 
After drinking her first cup of coffee in silence, she refilled her cup and her dad’s and said regretfully, “I don’t know if I can eat, but thank you for making some food.”
“Are you sure, it’s going to be a long day,” Harold commented not wanting to push too much.  “Do you want me to go with you publically?  I will.”
Alma smiled, the first time in days, “You said the same thing the first day I went to Military Guild. Do you remember?”
He gave her a small smile, “I guess it’s what I say when I am truly and deeply concerned.”
“Thank you Dad,” she said honestly, “But I’ll be fine. I don’t want you to be contaminated by this. I don’t want you to lose anything you or mom have worked so hard for.”
“I don’t mind.  If you need me.  Just say the word. I know a lot of people didn’t take the time to understand the situation you were in. They just listened to their guild crier without a second thought to condemn you as a young captain who killed 305 of the twelve. But, I just want you to know.  I listened to all the details and other people listened too and many sensible people know that you made the only choice you could to keep our way of life safe. To keep the JC safe.  I am proud of you today Alma.”
Alma’s heart warmed at hearing her dad say that he was proud of her.  Her eyes filled with tears, she realized that it didn’t matter what anyone else thought, not Scott or the public, that as long as she did right by her father then she made the right choice, “Thank you, Dad.”
Alma left her childhood home and decided to cycle to the Savannah Central Station rather than taking the tram.  She didn’t walk far before she spotted a free bicycle at one of the bicycle parking areas along the road to the station.  She got on it and joined the other cyclists on their way, feeling free.
On the train, no one would sit too close to her and she got a lot of nasty looks.  She said nothing.  And tried not to make eye contact with those around her.
July 20th, 2635, JC Headquarters, Atlanta, Georgia, North America
When she walked into JC Headquarters it was a different situation altogether.  She was astounded by the round of applause that she got when she walked in.  She had to control herself from not crying.  She had just felt like she had run the gauntlet getting there and now this completely contrary reception was almost too much for her emotions.  She gave everyone a small smile, not knowing what else to do and continued on her way into Admiral Jackson’s office.
Shana looked up and then said,  “See, you did a good job, even if the rest of the twelve don’t see it that way. Your guild knows you.” 
“Thanks, Admiral.”
Shana sat behind her desk again, “Now, tell me who is your spy for Terra Nova.  You were blocked from contacting any of us.  I know it wasn’t you obviously.”
“I don’t know yet.”
“Off the top of your head, who do you think?” Shana asked slightly impatient. 
Alma did not want to condemn anyone without evidence, “Let me deal with it, please.”
“No, you know what I had to do to make sure you didn’t lose your command?”
“I can imagine.”
“Right so you owe me at least this conversation.  Let me help you. I’ve spoken to Afia.  Who’s the spy?”
Alma took a deep breath, “I suspect Selma Kim my communications officer as it was strange our transmissions to anyone other than Mars One was jammed.”
“Yes, I thought that too, but when you were in jail, we looked at everything that had happened.  She had been truly jammed from getting any communications out further than Mars orbit.  Someone onboard was jamming your signal until after it happened.  Who else?”
Alma looked at the ceiling trying to think, “So many new faces and so many conversations that could or couldn’t reveal Terra Nova sentiments,” she said just as much to herself as to the Admiral.
“What about Jason?”
“Jason?”  Alma was shocked.  He was so young and so innocent. “He’s never said anything or done anything that would make me suspect him.”
Shana passed a file from her side of the desk to Alma. 
Alma opened the file, inside it had pictures of Jason attending Terra Nova meetings.  It had a biography of his family, they used to be traditionalists.  “Christopher is a traditionalist, it means nothing.”
“But were his parents sent to the Ethereal? Read on.”
And so Alma did and sure enough, Jason had motive for supporting Terra Nova. “But how can we know this to be true?  This could all be fabricated.  Who can witness that any of this actually happened?”
“We can’t.  You know that.  Who would say something against their friend without implicating themselves as well?  And what enemy of Jason’s could be trusted?  However, a member of your crew might know, must know.”
Alma thought about this, Yes, someone must have seen him doing something suspicious. “Let me think about this and privately have some conversations over the next week.”
“Fine.  And are you ready for today?  Have you prepared something to say?”
Alma stood, “You know, I never prepare what I am going to say beforehand.  I’m ready though.”
Shana rose, “Good.  It’s time. Do this with the steadiest of hands,” the last sentence was a line from a famous play about a man who was the driving force behind the requirements for procreation in the JC.
Alma responded with the same reply as in the play, “The ink has already dried,” as was the protagonist’s response.  He meant that what he wrote would be nothing new to anyone and in Alma’s case now nothing she said would be outside what anyone expected her to say.
Shana nodded and Alma left her office. 
Alma made her way to the Military Guild’s Assembly Room. Before she entered she was met by the Military Guild’s Crier. 
He pulled Alma to the side before she walked in, “Captain, may I look over your speech quickly?”
Alma looked at him and smiled, “I rarely prepare my speeches.”
“What are you going to say?”
“What comes to my mind when I look out on the crowd before me.”
“Captain, I must insist that we take a few minutes to at least go over some key points.  I don’t need to tell you this is a very delicate matter.  It’s not just your reputation but the reputation of the JC and the entire Military Guild,” the Crier insisted. 
“No, you don’t need to tell me.  I know who I represent, ”  Alma said and then walked into the assembly room.
The room was filled with a section of Guild Criers from all over the world to report back to their guilds about what was said here and a section reserved for the military and government as this was her guild and closest sister guild.  Finally, in the front closest to the podium was row, upon row, of family members and friends to those who she had killed. 
As with much in the JC, there was no preamble, no introduction.  Alma took the podium and waited for the crowd to quiet down for her.  As the talking slowed she could make out words that made her uncomfortable, “killer, massacre, too young, send her to the Ethereal.”  She looked over at her own guild and saw the faces there.  The faces of all the others who knew she made the same choice that they would have.  All the faces that risked their lives daily for the others, who had never had to be the judge in a life or death situation. Alma looked directly at those family members in the front now.  She went person by person row by row, making eye contact with them all.  She didn’t care that everyone else was becoming restless now, these family members deserved this from her. When she finished she looked out on the rest of the people assembled there and began, “I mourn with you,” this was a set phrase.  “I mourn with you,” she repeated it for emphasis. “We mourn together.”
The crowd echoed her, “We mourn together.”
Alma began a bit emotionally, “Let me tell you that I did not kill your sons, daughters, brothers, sisters, fathers, mothers and friends in vain. They died so that the JC, our utopia may live.  I believe this to my core.  That ship, the Alba, was carrying nuclear weapons with the intent of a coup by Terra Nova to force technology back into our lives.”  She looked through the crowd, waiting for this to sink in.  She saw some nodding heads and not just from those who were sitting in her own guild. “Our ancestors made the choice to rid us of personal technology and limit weapons.  They did this to save humanity.”  More people agreeing with her and some vocally.  “I made the choice to work with technology and look at my social standing, I suffer from it.  I will not allow Terra Nova to ruin our utopia.”  There was a lot of vocal agreeing with her now, and so she decided to wrap it up there, “Now, I say I mourn with you.  I mourn with all of you.”  She looked down at her hands then and people began singing the mourning song. For once Alma was proud of her singing voice and she sang for all the people that she had killed and for the death of her own innocence.  For the first time, in that moment, Alma knew exactly who she was and that she was never going to be one of them.  It was impossible, but that she would always accept them and protect them. As Julia, had said to her, ‘it was who she was meant to be.’
The sunrise sees us all through

Those dark nights

Together we come together

Rejoice in life and the comfort

Of Earth

See us from the beginning to the end

From womb to coffin

Together we stand united as family

It was only afterwards that Alma found out that her eulogy and song had been broadcast to promote and officially stored in the Library. She absently wondered if this would be her only legacy in the JC’s history.




Chapter 11

July 30th, 2635, The Joint Confederacy Headquarters, Atlanta, Georgia, North America

“Admiral you wanted to see me?”
“Alma come in, close the door and sit down.”
Alma sat down across from her desk and waited.
“How are you doing?”
Alma shrugged, “Fine.”
“I’m sorry your apartment got downgraded.” 
The only apartment building that would have her was filled with other people who had also done many questionable things within the JC. Many of whom were on the verge of being sent to the Ethereal. “What can I expect when so many of the twelve were killed?”
“You can expect some gratitude that they still have their lives and the government that they elected.”
“I’m still alive.  I still have my job.  I’m fine.”
Shana and Alma held eye contact for a long minute.  “Well, I have an opportunity that will suit you and the JC.  Hopefully, by the time you return your social standing will have increased enough for you to live somewhere decent again.  Maybe, even find another boyfriend to start a family with?”
“That is going to be a long time if ever,” she still could not get Scott’s words out of her mind. She was ashamed by what had happened in her personal life even though she still stood by her conviction that she made the right choice.
“This is going to be a long mission.”
“Where?”
“To Sa, the Shimbahn Unification of 5’s capital planet. I want you to lead the mission. They have promised us that they will trade technology and weapons to us, not just UCs, for what we have to offer, food, spices, art, music and literature.  As you know, the Unification is devoid of any of the more creative aspects of life and now they find themselves wanting some distractions.”
Alma’s eye lit up, “I would love to lead the mission to the Unification.”
“I’m glad you want to do it.  You need to go.  You need a break from the JC and I think, we need a break from you too.”
“When will I go?”
“As soon as we can get artists to sign up and ships ready for the long voyage. I hope before the end of the year.  It’ll take three years to get there.  You’ll be in hyper sleep almost the entire way.  You must get a crew together.  I don’t imagine that’ll be easy with your reputation and most people don’t want to be away for three years and it will be six if you don’t manage to trade for jump drives.”
“The Unification will really trade goods for technology?  They have said so?”
“They have confirmed it, but we need to go there to show our sincerity I guess.”
“Okay,” Alma was so excited.  She felt like she could breathe again.  “I’m confident that I can get together a crew.”
“But, there’ll be many artists who will be unwilling to go with you.  You must convince them that your actions on Mars One was in their best interest.  You’ve an interview with the largest art guild in Paris next week.”
Alma went pale, “They are going to crucify me.”
“True, but it will show your goodwill and some of them will respect you more for showing up.  The majority will hate you, but you must show your humanity now to everyone so that they will follow you on this mission.  I cannot send you alone without the goods and many of those goods are artists.  Get your parents involved.”
“I don’t want to ask.”
“Do you want to do this or not?”
“I do.”
“You need to swallow your pride and talk to all of these people you saved.  You need to ask your parents to pull every string in the book to get artists to go with you to the Unification or else your get out of jail free card isn’t going to work. Do you think you can do that over the next weeks?”
“Yes.  I’ll do it,” Alma said confidently and she was suddenly more confident than she had ever been in her life.  This mission, everything felt right, more right than anything before.
“Good, we are counting on you Alma.”


 


 
If you enjoyed this book and are curious to know how Alma’s story continues in her trade mission across the galaxy  the Shimbahn Unification of 5, please follow me, Kelly Curtis, as an author on Goodreads or Amazon so that you will be notified when the new book is released.
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