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    Chart of known hyperspace lanes  
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    The chart shows the hyperspace connections and relative distances.  It does not necessarily show the physical location of the system in space.  The shaded ovals contain a planet with intelligent life.  The ‘S’ Denotes a secret route and a secret, habitable planet. 
 
    Many more systems have been charted, but only the ones relevant to the story are shown. 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Exiting hyperspace now Captain.  We are at the correct coordinates for the rendezvous.” Jenny Sledgehammer said. 
 
    “Update the passive scan.  Show it on Sunflower’s main monitor.” Russ Brand replied.   
 
    Russ was one of the original 20 fighter pilots.  Russ had recently been promoted to captain of the Sunflower and this was his first mission; to retrieve 84 former Alliance warships that Admiral Solear had hidden deep in hyperspace.  The mission was critically important for Earth and their war effort. 
 
    Paul Smith, the captain of the marines, and Mike Jones, the newly promoted chief engineer were the only others aboard with previous experience.  
 
    Russ paused for a breath and said, “Weapons, Engineering.” 
 
    Paul answered first.  He said, “Missiles launchers are ready.  All pilots are in their cockpits.  We are as ready as we can be.” 
 
    Jenny yelled, “The passive scan shows multiple objects.  We are surrounded.” 
 
    Mike screamed, “It’s a trap!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    It was a glorious morning in the capital city of Advranki Prime.  The sun was shining and beautifully reflecting off of the sea moss growing on the buildings.  It created a cascade of beautiful, stunning colors.  However, only a few people in the crowd were looking up to enjoy it. 
 
    Frank took a couple of steps forward to get a better look at the scene.  The crowd surrounding him also moved forward; thus negating his progress.  Frank wedged himself forward two more steps so that had an unobstructed view, but was still well shielded by a full row of beings in front of him. 
 
    Frank was balancing his desire to watch the commotion against his desire to evade detection.  He was wanted by the Hiriculans for questioning in the murder of Senator Figur.   
 
    Well, a little more than just questioning.  Frank knew that the Hiriculans would ask him precious few questions if he were to be captured.  They would simply lock him away and leave him there until after the election and quite possibly until the public forgot about him. 
 
    The Hiriculans were justifiably angry that they had been framed for a murder that they didn’t commit and had no involvement in.  They wanted to capture the guilty parties and prove their innocence to the galaxy. 
 
    Apparently, the mystery man that built the murder weapon betrayed Frank’s confidence.  He sold the Hiriculans information directly linking Frank to the murder weapon.  Frank knew this because the Hiriculans issued an order to apprehend him the moment they landed on Advranki Prime.  
 
    They wanted to question him and really didn’t want to be questioned.  It was something of a standoff and as long as Frank could stay hidden, it would remain one.  As a result, Frank now only ventured outside in disguise. 
 
    Today, he was dressed in his favorite disguise, his sea moss harvester outfit.  He had streaks of gray in his hair, old age make-up around his eyes, and some sun/old age spots on his forehead.  The disguise had worked perfectly the day that the Hiriculans came to arrest him and he was forced to flee from his Senatorial apartment. 
 
    He had worn the outfit several more times since then and no one had recognized him, or even gave him a second look for that matter.  He was fairly certain that as long as he didn’t break character, no one would be able to detect him in this disguise. 
 
    He made a special effort to a keep a slight frown on his face.  He definitely did not want to flash his award winning smile in the crowd or draw any undue attention to himself - especially since he was standing outside his old Senatorial apartment. 
 
    Frank, one of the taller Advranki, readjusted his stance a little to the right and positioned himself directly behind a shorter female.  He was able to look over her head and have a great view while keeping the majority of his face hidden.  Again, there was very little risk of detection, but there was a risk nonetheless. 
 
    He watched as a Hiriculan construction crew backed a large piece of drilling equipment into position and started digging a hole exactly where the supposed shaft to his fake underground bunker was located.   
 
    The crowd drew a little closer to the construction site.  Frank was carried along, but was careful to maintain at least one being’s head between himself and the front of the crowd.  It was more difficult than it sounded because Frank just naturally wanted to be the center of attention. 
 
    Frank watched the Hiriculans dig for a while.  He could see the foreman visibly arguing with one of the workers.  He flashed a communication pad at him and pointed at something on it.  Frank couldn’t see what it was, but he imagined that it was the blueprints to the bunker. 
 
    This time Frank did smile.  He quickly guarded it though by putting his hand over his mouth.  He knew that the Hiriculans were in for a real treat in deciphering the plans for his underground abode.  Frank had used multiple contractors and multiple design firms.  Each firm had drawn up multiple plans for the secret bunker. 
 
    There were probably 50 plans on file with various construction companies.  Each plan gave a slightly different location and different depth for the chamber and a different location for the entry and exit shafts.  The Hiriculans could entertain themselves by digging for a month and never find the bunker. 
 
    Eventually, the Hiriculans would discover that there was no secret bunker.  Until then, Frank was basically free to move about as he pleased.  He figured that since they were looking for him here, they weren’t looking for him anywhere else.  At best, this ploy had bought him a few weeks of anonymity. 
 
    “The election results from the outlying systems are coming in now,” someone in the crowd announced. 
 
    Frank pulled his communication pad out of his pocket and quickly looked at the election numbers to date.  He put the pad back in his pocket and continued to watch the Hiriculans dig.  He didn’t want to be spotted gloating at the results.   
 
    The election for the senator to represent the Advranki race in the new interstellar government was being held today.  This government was a new confederation between the Hiriculans, Neto, Solarians, Advranki, and Altians.  Each race was allowed one senator and interstellar issues were to be passed by a simple majority.  
 
    Most everyone was now referring to the new galactic government as the Associated League of Star Systems or simply the Association for short.  Frank hoped that that wasn’t the final name, but at the moment he had little say in the matter. 
 
    The elections on the other planets had already occurred.  Baxter Bunnyhop was elected on Solaria.  Former Alliance Senator Korno was elected by the Altians, and former Ambassador Blingfot’ne (Bline) was elected to represent Hiricula.   
 
    Quarl, the current president of Neto, had easily won the election on Neto.  In an unusual twist of fate he won the election even though he only garnered 41 percent of the popular vote.  There were two reasons for this outcome.  First, he ran unopposed.  Second, the majority of the Neto population had literally voted for ‘anyone else’ instead of Quarl.  
 
    Quarl, to his credit, argued that since ‘anyone else’ could in fact be anyone else then the vote had to be separated equally among everyone that voted for anyone else.  The Neto election officials agreed with Quarl and allowed him to win on a technicality.  
 
    Each of the other races’ elections had been fairly quick because the overwhelming majority of its citizens lived in a single star system.  The Advranki, however, had three inhabited planets in three different systems and multiple stations in deep space.  As a result the election took almost three days to tabulate because the results had to be beamed through hyperspace. 
 
    Frank was one of only the three candidates that applied for the position.  The others were the former Alliance senator from Advranki 2 and the former Alliance senator from Advranki 3.   
 
    The Hiriculans had made the fairly reasonable demand that all of the fellow races fill the position as quickly as possible so that they could start the new government without delay.  As a result the Advranki were only given two weeks to organize and hold an election. 
 
    Frank had realized almost immediately after the announcement that with such a small window of time there would be no time for formal debates or even a serious discussion of the issues.  The election would essentially come down to a popularity contest.   
 
    Frank smiled.  He couldn’t help himself.  However, he quickly covered his mouth with his communication pad.  He also scrunched down a little bit and made sure that he was still obscured behind the female.  This election was going to be a popularity contest and Frank was immensely popular. 
 
    A minute later he relented and checked the results again.  The results from the mining space stations in Conron had just arrived.  Frank had won Conron handedly. 
 
    The results of Advranki Prime had been posted nearly three days ago.  Frank won the planet by a wide margin.  He had garnered over 80% of the vote.  This made sense since he was a native of Advranki Prime and the other two candidates were from different planets. 
 
    A moment later the results of Advranki 2 arrived.  Frank had done respectably there; getting almost 15% of the vote.  Space stations 1 – 8 reported next.  Frank won with over 60% of the vote on each station.  He did some quick math.  He only needed to get 5% of the Advranki 3 vote to win a simple majority; and hence the election. 
 
    The results of the 9th station, the one located in deep space, would not be known for another day. 
 
    The Hiriculans had now been digging for over 20 minutes and had nothing but dirt to show for their efforts.  Most of the crowd soon became bored with the digging and started to dissipate.  They had expected to see someone being pulled from the ground and now realized it wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. 
 
    Frank noticed that the crowd was thinning and decided to leave.  He walked down a short alleyway and entered the nearest building.  He took an electro lift to the 50th floor and started walking along the skywalk to an adjoining building. 
 
    He kept walking.  He maintained a leisurely pace and stopped here and there to look at items for sale.  At one random building he took the electro lift down 50 stories to the street level and exited the building.  He meandered along the street for two blocks, stopped, and electronically scanned everyone in the immediate vicinity.  He then entered another building, and took the electro lift back up to the skywalk. 
 
    He scanned the beings in this area with his communication pad.  He then used a banned piece of facial recognition software to determine if anyone on this level of this building had been on the ground floor a few minutes earlier.  The software indicated that no one had.  He sighed in relief.  It appeared that he was not being followed.  Frank continued walking along the skywalk. 
 
    At this point his communication pad began to buzz.  Frank stopped walking and scanned the area.  He didn’t see anyone watching him, or paying any attention to him for that matter.  Frank opened his com pad and read the important message.  He could have had the computer read it to him, but he didn’t want anyone to overhear. 
 
    The results of the election from Advranki 2 had just arrived.  Frank had garnered enough votes to win the election.  He was the Association Senator from Advranki.  He smiled briefly and put his com pad away.  
 
    Frank continued his zig-zag, apparently random course through the shopping district, the business district, and finally completely out of the city.  The buildings became sparse and much shorter as he entered the warehouse district.  He stopped at the top of a warehouse very close to the spaceport and used his communication pad to electronically sweep the entire area.   
 
    He verified that he was alone – or at a minimum no one with any type of electronic signature was anywhere near him.  Satisfied, he took the electro lift to the ground level and entered the building.  This was the same warehouse that Lorano had used to plan his deep space voyage a few months earlier. 
 
    He briefly thought about Lorano - and Carank for that matter.  He had seen the reports.  They had maliciously reprogrammed the automated forts guarding the Earth hyperspace lane to fire upon on a fleet of Hiriculan ships.  The Hiriculan fleet was destroyed and Lorano’s mini-freighter Travesty was then seen flying away from the asteroid fort.   
 
    All of the news agencies had played the footage endlessly. Then the footage always switched to Supreme Admiral Fruid’la condemning the senseless act of violence and declaring Lorano and his associates to be interstellar terrorists.   
 
    Frank had watched the video many times; trying to figure out why Lorano did such a heinous act.  It didn’t seem like something the scientist would do.  He realized during the 11th viewing of the clip that something about the ship leaving the asteroid wasn’t right.  He figured out what was bothering him during the 19th viewing.   
 
    “The spacing of the ship seems wrong,” Frank said to his communication pad at the time.  “And that can mean only one thing.  There was another ship present during the event and the Hiriculans modified the video and deleted the footage of the other ship.” 
 
    Frank knew, well he surmised, that the other ship must have been the Sunflower.  He had been scanning the news for any mention of the Humans or their ship and had not seen a single mention of them.  There were independently verified claims that he Hiriculans found nothing in Waylon.  That meant the Humans must have left before the Hiriculans visited the system. 
 
    Further, there were rumors of a single ship chase across the outskirts of the Conron system just before Lorano made the asteroid fire its ion cannons.  Frank jumped to the somewhat logical conclusion that the Hiriculans were about to capture the Sunflower and Lorano fired the ion cannons to save it.  Then the two ships must have left together and more than likely took the secret route to Earth. 
 
    “Why would Lorano throw away his career and those of his friends to help a bunch of Humans?” Frank wondered aloud. 
 
    Okay, Frank thought.  Perhaps the ‘why’ is irrelevant at the moment?  The more important question now is ‘what’.  What was Lorano going to do on Earth?   
 
    No, Frank reconsidered.  ‘What’ is not the important question.  The one that needed to be answered was still ‘why’.  ‘What’ will follow ‘why’.  Why did the Lorano go to Earth?  To help the Humans, Frank immediately answered.  He left the question - why is Lorano helping the Humans alone for the time being. 
 
    Okay, Frank thought.  We now know ‘why’.  So, how is he going to help the Humans?  He quickly correctly himself and thought, what is Lorano going to do to help the Humans.  He certainly didn’t want to introduce ‘how’ into this late stage of his mental conversation. 
 
    Frank considered what few facts he already knew.  Lorano and Carank were two of the brightest beings in the galaxy.  Combined, they had the knowledge and ability to design an interstellar warship. 
 
    The Humans were the most warlike race in the history of the galaxy.  They would fight regardless of the odds or even common sense.  If they felt threatened then they would respond with force.  However, they were technologically backward and did not possess the required knowledge or skills to build a fleet of ships.   
 
    He neglected to mention that the Alliance had intentionally withheld advanced technology because they feared the Humans violent nature.  However, the simple fact was that over the last century the Earth had the greatest rate of technological advancement of any race (by a huge margin).  Humans could now comprehend and use more advanced technologies. 
 
    The answer was crystal clear.  Lorano was going to help the Humans build a fleet of warships.  He still didn’t know why Lorano was doing this.  Perhaps he had grown sentimental for Humans or hated the Hiriculans?   
 
    Whatever the situation, Frank did know that when the Hiriculans eventually found Earth and tried to conquer it the Humans would try to stop them.  And with Lorano’s help they may actually have a chance.  Frank doubted it, but he knew that he needed to play both sides just in case.  
 
    The computer interrupted his musings. 
 
    …The election is over.  You have officially been declared the winner… 
 
    Frank smiled at the news.  He already knew that he had won, but it was still nice to be officially recognized as the winner.  He returned his attention to the warehouse. 
 
    Frank looked around the warehouse and verified that no one was present.  He then scanned the area for electronic recording devices.  Satisfied that he was alone and not being monitored, Frank walked over to a non-descript door and checked the combination lock.  It hadn’t been tampered with as far as he could tell.  
 
    He had to pay a premium to obtain a door lock that accepted a code that one had to manually type in.  The overwhelming majority of locks used a palm print or a voice command or a combination of both.  This type of lock was unreliable because someone could guess the code and unlock the door.  However, in this case Frank feared that a palm print or voice print could be traced back to him.  No one could trace a code. 
 
    Frank took a small metal rod out of his pocket and entered a 6-digit combination into the reader.  It accepted the code and the door opened.  Frank entered and quickly shut the door behind him.  He said, “Computer, lights.” 
 
    He looked around his real bunker.  It was nothing like what any of the various plans showed.  It was simply a rounded, metal shipping container that he had repurposed.  There were only three rooms – a bathroom, a bedroom, and a perfect duplicate of his senatorial office.   
 
    Well, the office wasn’t an exact duplicate.  It had fake walls and a fake ceiling.  Even the desk was a fake.  It was made of cheap poly-fiber and painted to look like actual, real wood.  The chair was also a clever forgery.  It was sturdy enough for him sit in it, but the fabric and inlaid ceramic were simply cheap cloth and glass.  Fortunately, the chair was obscured by the desk.so that the viewers couldn’t see it clearly. 
 
    The replica office was essentially a television set and made a perfect backdrop for recording official looking messages.  His plan was to make the Hiriculans believe that he had a secret passage from his underground bunker to his actual office in the Senate building.  Again, he wanted everyone to believe he was hiding in his secret bunker.   
 
    He took off his sea moss uniform and thoroughly washed his face and hair.  He then inspected himself in the mirror.  The old age make-up was gone.  He magnified the mirror and discovered that he had a few natural gray hairs.  He colored them black. 
 
    He then applied some foundation to his cheeks and around his eyes to make his skin looker greener and more robust.  Satisfied, he put on his favorite suit and checked his appearance in the mirror another time.  Perfect. 
 
    He walked over to his desk and sat in the chair.  He practiced two or three warm-up smiles.  He even tried his latest ‘I may be in hiding, but I am still your leader’ smile.  Frank smiled two more times and decided that he was ready. 
 
    He said, “Computer, begin recording when I start speaking.  Scroll the teleprompter in 5 seconds and give me a countdown.” 
 
    …5, 4, 3, 2, 1… 
 
    Frank said, “Fellow Advranki, I want to thank everyone that participated in the election.  I want you to know that I am truly honored to represent all Advranki in the new Association government.  I plan to serve with the dignity and honor that the Advranki people deserve.”  
 
    Frank gave his new ‘I am still your leader’ smile and held it for a long moment.   
 
    He continued, “Further, I want each of you to know that I had nothing to do with the unfortunate death of Senator Figur.  The Hiriculans attempt to question me is just a transparent ploy by them to influence our election.  I am thrilled that so many of you were able to see through their blatant falsehood and elect me to the Association Senate.  Again, thank you.” 
 
    Frank said, “Computer, index the time on your internal clock forward by 12 hours.  Begin recording after the countdown.” 
 
    …5, 4, 3, 2, 1… 
 
    Frank said, “Fellow Advranki.  I once said that I was a champion of Humans.  I haven’t wavered in this belief and I still consider myself one of their greatest supporters.  Like you I am concerned about Humans potentially poor treatment by the Hiriculan military.  Therefore, when I accept my nomination I am going to sponsor a bill to force the Hiriculan Navy to leave them alone.  They may not yet be ready to join the Association, but they are certainly advanced enough to be treated with the dignity and respect that any enlightened race deserves.” 
 
    Frank sincerely doubted that this strategy would work, but he figured it was worth a try.  If the Hiriculans left the Humans alone, Frank would achieve a political victory.  If the Humans fought back and actually stopped the Hiriculans, then Frank would achieve a political victory for supporting their cause at a very early stage.  It was like flipping a coin with heads on both sides – he couldn’t lose unless he got caught. 
 
    Frank said, “Computer, index the time on your internal clock forward by another 12 hours.  Begin recording after the countdown.” 
 
    …5, 4, 3, 2, 1… 
 
    Frank repeated the process multiple times until he had made 30 recordings.  Sometimes he stood and recorded a message.  Sometimes he sat.  He changed his outfit several times.  A few times he combed his hair differently.  He also adjusted his makeup so that he looked either more or less green. 
 
    Before each recording he made the computer index its internal clock by 12 hours.  It should appear to his viewers that he had recorded two new messages each day. 
 
    Frank said, “Computer, establish a secure, untraceable connection to the websphere.  Use my Alliance Senate authorization.  Upload all 30 recordings to a secure data site and encrypt them at maximum level.  Program the data site to release a recording to the press at exactly 9:00 am and 9:00 pm each day for the next 15 days.  Make sure that the recordings are released in order and on the day the internal time-stamp shows.” 
 
    …The recordings will be released in order.  The first recording will be released in 2 hours… 
 
    Frank checked the time on his com pad.  He couldn’t believe that spent nearly the entire day on this endeavor.  He said, “Good.  Now, search for a legal precedent surrounding diplomatic immunity.” 
 
    …Searching.  The relevant articles are being displayed now… 
 
    Frank tried to read the first one and shook his head.  The text was in legalese and was difficult to understand.  He said, “Computer, summarize.” 
 
    …Diplomatic immunity is a form of legal immunity that ensures diplomats such as ambassadors and senators are given safe passage and are not susceptible to lawsuit or prosecution… 
 
    “Yes, yes, I knew that.” Frank responded.  “I meant do I have diplomatic immunity now that I have been elected to the Associate Senate?” 
 
    …Scanning.  No.  In order to receive diplomatic immunity you must first be sworn into office at an official Associate Senate location such as an embassy or government facility.  Currently the only official Association government location is the Spindle Station or an Association Navy warship… 
 
    Frank said, “Computer, please verify the 15-day travel period.” 
 
    …Confirmed.  When the election results are confirmed, you will have 15 days to travel to the Spindle Station.  If you are not present on the station at that time your nomination will be considered forfeit… 
 
    His route forward was clear; difficult but clear.  He just had to find a way to sneak aboard a heavily guarded space station and officially accept his new position. 
 
    Frank smiled.  He knew the perfect being for the job. 
 
    Frank said, “Computer, what is the travel time to the Spindle Station in Opron?  Assume that I do not get a favorable route out of Advranki Prime and factor in potential delays.” 
 
    …Nine hours real-time travel to the hyperspace lane, an 8 hour jump to Conron, another 7 hours to micro-jump around Conron, and finally another 8 hour jump to Opron.  Factoring in delays at each hyperspace lane could increase the travel time by another 6 – 10 hours.  So, the worst case total is 206 hours, or 8.5 days…   
 
    Frank already knew that it took 120 hours (5 days) for a hyperspace communication message sent from Advranki Prime to reach Solaria.  So, he had time to send a message to Solaria, sneak off of Advranki Prime, rendezvous with his secret contact in Conron, and make it the Spindle Station with a day and half to spare - provided everything went according to plan. 
 
    Frank said, “Computer, scan the interstellar shipping logs for the mini-freighter Jackal.  Find the last known location of Jack Dogbarks.” 
 
    …Scanning.  Jack Dogbarks landed on Advranki Prime two days ago and his mini-freighter the Jackal is docked at the spaceport next to us… 
 
    Frank couldn’t believe his good fortune.  Jack was actually on Advranki Prime.  He said, “Computer, activate full electronic security shield.  Full senatorial encryption.  Call Jack Dogbarks.” 
 
    …Security enabled.  Calling… 
 
    Frank started talking the moment the connection was established.  He decided to be direct and get straight to the point.  He said, “Jack, welcome to Advranki Prime.  What have you been doing these past few weeks?” 
 
    Jack replied, “Senator Frank, I just heard that you won the election.  Congratulations on your victory.  As for me, I recently completed a shipping contract to the Spindle Station.” 
 
    He continued, “I understand your sister just had a second child, a boy if I am not mistaken.  How is the young baby doing?” 
 
    Jack was a little stunned that Frank knew that minute detail about his personal life.  Jack responded, “They named the baby Jacob after me.” 
 
    Frank said, “Jacob.  I thought your name was Jack.” 
 
    Jack smiled inwardly.  Apparently Frank didn’t know everything about him.  Jack responded, “My birth name is Jacob, but I shortened it to Jack when I started traveling to Earth.” 
 
    Frank responded, “Well Jack, I am glad that you are doing well.  I was personally upset with your harsh treatment when the Earth monitoring program was cancelled.  However, I think that you did an amazing job infiltrating the Spindle Station and gathering valuable information.  I commend you for your efforts.  You are a true hero.” 
 
    Jack knew that he was being maneuvered into something potentially unpleasant after receiving the wonderful compliment.  However, all that he could think to say was “Thank you.” 
 
    Frank smiled and responded, “If I may ask, what brings you to Advranki Prime?”  
 
    Jack replied, “I am currently in the process of searching for a new shipping contract.  Failing that, I may try to purchase some speculative cargo.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Frank responded.  He was thrilled with how well the conversation had progressed and how rapidly he was able to get to the point.  Frank said, “I have a shipping contract for you.” 
 
    Jack responded, “What's the cargo?” 
 
    Frank said, “Only passengers. Myself, a boy, two females... and no questions asked.”  
 
    Jack chuckled.  He said, “What is it? Some kind of local trouble?”  
 
    Frank said, “Let's just say we'd like to avoid any Association entanglements.” 
 
    Jack smiled and replied, “Well, that is going to cost you.” 
 
    Frank replied, “Money is not an issue.  However, I am in a hurry.” 
 
    Jack stalled for a little time.  He wanted to understand exactly how desperate the Senator actually was.  Further, since Frank had mentioned that questions were not allowed, he really, really wanted to ask a couple of questions. 
 
    He couldn’t control his impulse and finally asked, “May I inquire who the other passengers are?” 
 
    Frank responded, “Yes.  Me, my wife, son, and mother-in-law.  We need to travel to the Spindle Station.  The key though is that we have to get to the station undetected and bypass customs.” 
 
    Jack had an epiphany.  He knew exactly how to smuggle the four Advranki aboard the station.  Better yet, he had also figured out a way to double the price. 
 
    Jack responded, “I know a way to smuggle you onto the station.  However, I can only take three beings at a time.”  
 
    Frank asked, “Why only three?  That seems fairly random.” 
 
    Jack was stuck.  He really didn’t want to reveal his smuggling method, but he couldn’t lie.  He replied, “I discovered a way to adjust a cryostasis chamber so that the Hiriculans cannot detect that a being is inside.”   
 
    That was technically true, to a degree.  For some unknown reason, the last time that Jack visited the Spindle Station, Hiriculan traffic control did not scan the cryostasis tubes.  Therefore, his secret adjustment to tubes was simply to turn them on and put someone inside. 
 
    Jack continued, “There are only three cryostasis tubes on board the Jackal.  If I added a fourth, the Hriculan traffic control would certainly notice the modification and personally inspect the tubes.  As a result, I can only take three beings.  However, for double the price I would be happy to make a second trip and pick up the remaining passengers.” 
 
    Frank said, “Okay, I will pay for two trips.  However, I reserve the right to add two more passengers though.” 
 
    “Of course, not a problem.” Jack readily responded. 
 
    Frank said, “Jack, you have spent more time on the station than anyone I know.  Are you aware of the accommodations aboard the station?” 
 
    Jack responded, “Based on the scans I made the last time I was there it appears that the entire upper half of the station will be devoted to the government.  Each delegation will get a set number of apartments that are located just outside the congressional offices and meeting areas.  The scan showed that each race should get a wing of somewhere between 12 - 16 rooms.” 
 
    Although Frank was the lone Advranki representative in the Associate Senate, he was not supposed to make a key decision on a piece of legislation by himself.  There was a small advisory council comprised of two Advranki sub-senators from each planet, one from Conron, and one representing all of other space stations. 
 
    It was still unclear to Frank whether the sub-senate was going to vote on an official Advranki position or whether they just going to advise Frank.  Obviously, Frank hoped for the latter, but expected the former. 
 
    Frank did some quick mental math.  One room for Frank.  One room for the sub-council ceremonial master.  One for any high level visitors.  One for the eight members of the sub-council.  Three rooms for staff members.  That was 14 total – and it didn’t count any rooms for the press. 
 
    Frank responded, “Thank you.  Do you know if there are any apartments available in the lower sections of the station?  I don’t think 12 – 16 rooms will be enough for the entire Advranki delegation. 
 
    Jack tried his hardest not to smile – too broadly.  Jack replied, “Well, once the citizens living on the Spindle Station realized that the interstellar government was being housed there, all of the rents of the apartments skyrocketed.  However, I do have a contact that I trust.  I am relatively confident that I can secure 4 apartments on a lower level for a reasonable price.” 
 
    “What are they like?” Frank asked. 
 
    They are smaller units designed for one occupant.  Three of them are side by side and could be combined into one nice space.  The other is across the hallway and would be perfect for your mother-in-law.”  
 
    “How much,” Frank asked.  However, he really didn’t care that much because he planned to back-charge the Advranki government anyway. 
 
    Jack quoted the rooms at exactly triple what he was paying. 
 
    Frank readily accepted the price and said, “Jack, the trip is fairly urgent.  How soon can you be ready to go?” 
 
    Jack replied, “It will take me a day to buy a legitimate cargo and have it loaded on board.  I can be ready to leave at this time tomorrow.  The best thing would be to pretend that you are part of the loading crew and just sneak on board the Jackal.” 
 
    “I have one final question,” Frank asked.  “What does it feel like to sleep in cryogenic stasis?” 
 
    “It’s just like taking a nap while frozen to death,” Jack responded. 
 
    Frank broke the connection and smiled.  This arrangement would actually work out rather well.  He would have almost two weeks to get the apartments modified before his family arrived.  That would allow them to simply move in when they arrived.  Frank knew his wife; it would be much better to leave her here on Advranki Prime for two weeks than to force her to live in a tiny hotel room during renovation. 
 
    Frank changed back into his sea moss harvester outfit.  He put silver streaks in his hair and reapplied some age spots to his forehead.  Satisfied, he packed all of the cosmetics into a bag.  He then exited the secret bunker and returned to the warehouse. 
 
    Frank reached out to touch the palm pad to activate the electro lift that would take him back to the roof of the warehouse and the sky walk.  He reconsidered just before touching it and pulled his arm back down.   
 
    Everything that he needed for his trip to the Spindle Station was already safely stored in the warehouse.  There was no good reason to leave; especially since there was still a risk of being detected.  Instead, Frank contacted his wife and informed her the travel arrangements. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The broadcaster looked directly into the camera and smiled.  He said, “This is Roger Duckdive and it is a beautiful day on Solaria.  Today’s stories are unbelievable and there are too many to list.  Please stay tuned to the entire program because the 30 second story after the six minutes of drug commercials is enthralling.” 
 
    He smiled for the camera again and continued, “We start by going live to Lena Wormsilk at the Solaria Spaceport for an exclusive interview with newly elected Associate Senator elect Baxter Bunnyhop.” 
 
    Lena: “Baxter, congratulations on your victory to the new Interstellar Governing Council.  Can you confirm whether Kima Katdashs is accompanying you to the Spindle Station?” 
 
    Baxter: “No, I cannot confirm that.” 
 
    Lena: “Well, then can you deny it?” 
 
    Baxter: “Sorry, I can only confirm that I cannot deny it.  Listen, we are good friends.  She is the kind of friend that one describes when they are describing a good friend.  And, to be perfectly honest with you, she is indeed a good friend.” 
 
    Lena: “Okay, switching subjects.  Can you speak about the fact that you met with the Hiriculan ambassador before the election?  Or the recent allegation that you colluded with the Hiriculan government to influence the election in your favor?” 
 
    Baxter: “I absolutely met with Hiriculan ambassador Lone before the election.  However, it was only a routine meeting and was considered part of my duties as an elected official of the Solarian world government.” 
 
    Baxter paused for a long breath and continued, “Ambassador Lone gave me very helpful insight about the workings of the Hiriculan government.  We also discussed the expectations of how the Associate Senate is going to operate.  However, I want to stress that he only gave me advice.” 
 
    Lena: “Only advice, nothing else?  No collusion?” 
 
    Baxter: “There was no collusion and certainly no, I repeat, no effort on my, or Lone, or the Hiriculans’ part to try to influence the planetary election for Senate.  This is a non-issue.  It is non-factual news.  Actually, not only is it fake, it is not really real in the real sense that it is an untruth.”  
 
    Lena: “I see ... I think.  Thank you.  Switching subjects, what is your position on Solaria’s interstellar terrorists?” 
 
    Baxter: “You are referring to Victor and Crista Bullpeep.  I firmly believe that they are innocent of all charges.  I believe that they were simply victims of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Further, I think that when one reviews all of the available facts they will reach the same conclusion that I have.” 
 
    Lena: “Can you expound on your statement?” 
 
    Baxter pointed behind him and said, “Yes.  Exhibit A, Victor filed a flight plan stating that he intended to take the Earth truck to Earth for a 10,000 mile check-up.  Exhibit B, Victor’s ship the Vista is parked right here in this spaceport.  Exhibit C, the Earth truck is on display in Human Town with a fresh calibration sticker proving that the inspection was completed.” 
 
    Baxter paused for a breath and continued, “I strongly believe that Victor had nothing to do with Lorano’s unconscionable act of violence at the Conron – Earth hyperspace lane.  I mean should someone be branded an interstellar terrorist just for getting their oil changed?” 
 
      Lena: “It is an excellent question.  I certainly don’t want to start an interstellar conflict the next time I have routine maintenance performed.” 
 
    Baxter: “Exactly.  Therefore, I want to announce that my first official act as Senator will be to file a motion to have all charges against Victor and Crista Bullpeep dropped.” 
 
    Lena: “Thank you Senator.  I have one more question.  Can you discuss the Senator Amanda Catmeows assertion that the only reason she lost the election was that three million undocumented people voted for you?” 
 
    Baxter smiled for a long moment.  He said, “Listen, I won the popular election by three million votes.  Correction, three million real votes cast by three million real Solarian registered voters.  I don’t think anyone believes that I somehow snuck in 3 million illegal aliens from Earth just to vote in an election.  I welcome any investigation into voter fraud.” 
 
    Lena: “So…” 
 
    Baxter stopped her and said, “I’m sorry.  They just informed me that I have to leave now.  Again, I intend to represent all citizens of Solaria to the best of my ability.  Remember, I plan to represent all Solarians, not the ones that vote for me.  Thank you for putting your faith in me.” 
 
    Baxter turned and entered the spaceport.  There were four uniformed guards with him.  They rode the electro lift to the ambassadorial ship waiting for him.  This was the same ship that had been assigned to Senator Amanda when she served on the Alliance Senate.   
 
    The ship was the same class as a military corvette, but was designed to transport high ranking individuals in luxury.  Now, it was his; well his as long as he was a member of the new Interstellar Council – or whatever the final name of the governing body was going to be. 
 
    Baxter climbed aboard the small craft and briefly inspected the each room.  His luggage had already been brought aboard and was secured in the storage area.  There were only two other beings aboard the ship – the pilot and one other passenger.  Baxter informed the pilot that he was ready to leave. 
 
    The more populous races such as the Advranki, Altians, and Hiriculans had decided to have a sub-council that would meet on key issues and decide / advise how the official representative was going to vote on a particular issue.   
 
    Solaria, with only one planet and no satellites in other systems, had decided against sending a delegation to advise Baxter.  Therefore, Baxter was the only being representing Solaria.  They did send a small team of interns to help him read and understand legislation. 
 
    Oddly enough and completely unconnected whatsoever, the Neto (also a one planet race) had decided to do exactly the same thing.  They sent only Quarl and a bunch of interns.  There was no Neto advisory council.  Also, it was rumored that their interns were unpaid.   
 
    (Again, there was absolutely, positively without any question whatsoever any reason at all to believe that there is any correlation between the governing makeup of the Solarian and Neto delegations.  None, not even a little.  In fact, this clarification probably wasn’t worth mentioning.) 
 
    Baxter felt the ship moving and noted that the pilot had done an excellent job of preparing the ship for immediate departure.  Good, he thought, at least something had gone well.  He shook his head to try to mentally dismiss that nearly disastrous interview.  Oh well, at least he wouldn’t have to endure another one of those for a while. 
 
    He walked into the cabin of the other passenger and sat down.  He forced himself to smile for a brief moment.  He knew that he needed to appear positive.   
 
    Baxter attempted the shortened version of the traditional Hiriculan greeting.  However, he really wasn’t trying that hard and essentially just waved his arms up and down a couple of times.  Once complete he asked, “Were you spotted getting on board?” 
 
    “No,” Ambassador Lone replied.  “There were no issues.  We took precautions to ensure that my entry was not detected.  I assure that no one saw me.” 
 
    Baxter asked, “Where are you going?” 
 
    Lone replied, “I have some business to attend to in Conron.  I have instructed your pilot to drop me off at the Conron Naval station.” 
 
    Baxter waited in silence.  He changed his mind and said, “I assume that you heard the impromptu press conference that I was forced to endure just before I boarded.” 
 
    Lone nodded and indicated that he had indeed listened to the press conference.  He said, “That is the price of fame I’m afraid.” 
 
    Baxter replied, “I don’t understand why they suddenly stopped investigating the fact that Senator Amanda deleted all of her emails and destroyed her server.  I just know that she was guilty of something.” 
 
    Lone: “Yes, crooked Amanda.  I heard you say that during the campaign enough times to almost start believing it.  However, the fact of the matter is – now that she lost the election people really don’t care anymore.  She is quite literally yesterday’s news.” 
 
    Baxter: “Switching back to the press conference, someone leaked some sensitive information.  I thought you said that everyone who knew anything about the election had signed a confidentiality agreement.  The reporter was too close to the truth for my liking.” 
 
    Lone waved his appendage in dismissal.  He said, “It will blow over in a few days.  There is no way that the Solarian government is going to assign a special prosecutor and launch a probe into collusion with Hiricula or possible vote rigging.  However, even if they do, we covered our help so well that they will never be able to find anything untoward.” 
 
    Baxter now nodded his head in agreement.  He said, “I hope not, for your sake.” 
 
    Lone looked squarely at Baxter and raised his ear stalks to their highest point.  He replied, “As I just said, they will never be able to discover how we tampered with the election.” 
 
    Baxter replied, “You are certain that none of the fake websphere stories about Amanda or any of group chat slamming her or any of the negative ads can be traced to Hiricula?” 
 
    Lone said, “Yes, I am certain.  Besides, even if they do, you will be found complicit, not me or anyone from Hiricula.” 
 
    Lone lowered his ear stalks again and waved dismissively at the unpleasant conversation.  He took a deep, calming breath and restarted the conversation, “Anyway, the deal is very simple.  We helped you win and now you will vote how and when we tell you to vote.” 
 
    Baxter responded, “And if I don’t.” 
 
    Lone replied, “I think you already know the answer.” 
 
    Baxter: “Let me rephrase that last statement.  I fully understand our deal and the ramifications if I break it.  What I meant was there may well be certain votes that require me to vote a certain way.  If I don’t then everyone back home will immediately know that something is wrong.” 
 
    “Such as?” Lone asked. 
 
    Baxter held up his hand and raised a finger with every point that he made.  He said, “I can think of several examples.  First, voting for a common language.  My race already essentially speaks Alliance Basic; I cannot vote against it.” 
 
    Lone started to respond, but Baxter waved him off.  Baxter continued, “Second, my vote to rescind the international terrorist status for the Solarian citizens.” 
 
    Lone replied, “You have no choice after publically announcing your intention.  However, I happen to agree with that one.  I also think Victor and Crista were unfairly combined with the other terrorists.” 
 
    Lone really didn’t think that or particularly care either way.  He just wanted those two to come back to Solaria so that he could question them about the secret route to Earth.  His two previous attempts to obtain the information had failed, but he was certain that he would succeed if given another chance. 
 
    Baxter named several other bills that would seem suspicious for him to vote against.  Lone let him speak for a while and eventually stopped him.  He said, “You don’t have to vote with the Hiriculan Senator every time and you certainly don’t have to vote for or against something that would imperil your fragile standing with your citizens.” 
 
    Baxter replied, “Thank you.” 
 
    Lone continued, “However, when we give you a secret sign on a particular piece of legislation, you will vote the way that we want you to vote.  Is that understood?”  
 
    Baxter indicated that it was.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Supreme Admiral Fruid’la paced the bridge of the command carrier Retribution.  He was upset and was trying to vent his frustration by walking.  The bridge was empty at this hour; leaving him alone with his ruminations. 
 
    It was a really nice bridge though; absolutely perfect for pacing.  The bridge was long and narrow and designed specifically for controlling a large fleet.  One end of the room contained his command chair.  The chair was specially designed with several control functions and monitors.  It was really more of a deluxe workstation than a chair.  Beside it was his chief of staff’s desk.   
 
    In the middle, along each wall, were two perfect rows of six workstations.  Each workstation was used by one of his analysts to monitor and communicate with a sub-fleet of 30 ships.  The fact that there were 12 stations and only 11 analysts initially caused him consternation, but he had eventually solved the problem by hiring the twins Sierr’aa and Savan’aa.   
 
    He had assigned one of the twins to be an aesthetics officer.  Her primary role was to sit at an empty station and look good.  That way, when the entire fleet was in action, there was one analyst at every station.  The bridge was perfectly balanced and the result was aesthetically pleasing.  
 
    The other end of the massive bridge was dominated by a large monitor.  The monitor took up the entire wall – from floor to ceiling and side to side.  The monitor’s scroll rate was so slow that it was practically useless in battle.  However, the monitor was more than capable of displaying scenic pictures and cool websphere videos.  At the moment it was scrolling through photos of their home world Hiricula. 
 
    Fruid’la briefly considered changing it to display images from Opron, the system in which they were currently located.   He decided against it though.  He had been stationed in Opron since the end of the abbreviated war with the Alliance and was sick of being here. 
 
    The war, now officially called the galactic realignment campaign, had ended a few months ago.  There had only been one battle – the Alliance military in Conron mounted a tremendous defense of the system and had caused massive casualties on each side. 
 
    The war had gone as planned in the rest of the galaxy though.  The Advranki, Altians, and Solarians surrendered and dissolved the Alliance without further issue.  However, he hadn’t anticipated the horror that the High Council inflicted upon him upon the conclusion of the aforementioned campaign. 
 
    He reached one end, turned, and started back the other way.  He considered leaving the bridge and walking the entire length of the ship.  However, it was possible that he would encounter someone during that journey and be forced to talk to them – and he was absolutely, positively not in the mood for a casual conversation right now. 
 
    Especially one that started ‘Hello Supreme Admiral, beautiful weather we are having stuck on this ship’ or ‘do you think we will get new orders soon Supreme Admiral’ or his personal non-favorite ‘Supreme Admiral, any update on the lost fleet?’ 
 
    Former Alliance Admiral Solear had disobeyed a direct order from the Advranki government and stolen an entire fleet of ships.  Then he had hidden them in hyperspace somewhere outside Advranki Prime.  For some reason the missing ships were now referred to as the lost fleet.  Which was strange because they weren’t lost, they were hidden. 
 
    So no, there was no update on the lost fleet.  The fleet was still lost.  That was why they were calling it the lost fleet.  If they had found it then they would be calling the found fleet or possibly the no longer lost fleet.  He hoped that they would find it so that beings would stop asking him for an update about it every time they saw him. 
 
    However much he ruminated though, he always came back to the same inescapable conclusion – he couldn’t find Solear’s fleet because everyone around him was incompetent.  No, he corrected himself, not all of them were incompetent.  Some could actually perform their functions without his constant supervision. 
 
    Honestly though, it was these beings that bothered him the most.  If they were competent, they were probably planted there by the High Council to watch him.  In fact, he was certain that someone in his immediate command chain was spying on him and reporting his every movement to the Hiriculan High Council. 
 
    Again, this was extremely frustrating to him.  Honestly, how could he overthrow the High Council and rule the galaxy while spies were monitoring him?  It wasn’t fair!  He should be allowed to advance his traitorous plot without having to worry about traitors in his ranks.  He really felt the double standard was unfair. 
 
    He stopped at one end, performed a perfect pivot, and started back the other way.  His mood changed with the change in direction.  Perhaps horror had been too strong of a word.  When the galactic realignment campaign ended the High Council split his fleet and effectively neutered his command.  
 
    Well, he argued, his orders did make sense to some degree.  The High Council ordered him to protect the entire Association – well minus Hiricula and Neto of course.  He was to set up a base of operations in Opron and guard the fledgling Associate Senate.  His orders further stated that he had to spread his fleet out among the various star systems and ensure that each system had adequate military protection. 
 
    One division went to Advranki 2, 3, and Conron respectively.  Two divisions went to Altian.  Three remained at Advranki Prime.  One division was split between Solaria, Netron, Uselon, and Waylon.  He later decided that it was pointless to monitor Uselon and Waylon since they were empty systems.  He pulled those ships back to Conron.  
 
    (Flotilla = seven warships – 1 battleship, 2 destroyers or frigates, and 4 cruisers.)
(Division = two sub-fleets or 14 warships.  If one included the supply ship, then the total number of ships in a division was 15.)
 (Fleet = traditionally described as three divisions or 42 warships, but could refer to almost anything.)  
 
    That left him directly in charge of exactly four divisions or 56 warships plus a partial flotilla of 6 ships.  How was he supposed to overthrow the government with only 62 warships? 
 
    The home fleet was well staffed, well maintained, and well provisioned.  They had 16 divisions, or 112 warships, on duty.  Some small percentage may be in the shipyard for repair, but still the number was impressive.  Plus, they had a military space station with impressive defensive capabilities.   
 
    Plus again, the 84 warships that were captured in the battle at Advranki Prime had been sent to the home fleet for repair and retrofit.  If they were able to staff those ships then they could conceivably have an order of battle of 196 ships. 
 
    The spies (loyalists?) further complicated the issue.  If he were to try to reassemble his fleet he was certain that one of those interlopers would inform the High Council of his intentions long before he could move his forces against Hiricula. 
 
    If he were to simply show up in Hiricula tomorrow with an overwhelming force of 330 ships, he could easily demand the government’s surrender.  There would be no bloodshed or even a battle.  It would be very similar to what occurred at Advranki Prime. 
 
    In every scenario he could imagine though, if he showed up with less than an overwhelming force, the High Council would force the home fleet to fight.  It would result in a civil war and Hiriculan casualties would be in the thousands or even higher.  He doubted the planet would follow him if he slaughtered that many beings. 
 
    Besides, there was another problem.  His fleet was filled with Hiriculans that were less than stellar performers.  He also had Neto, a lot of Neto.  Conversely, the home fleet was filled with the best trained and motivated personnel.  He doubted that he would prevail in an even fight and he wasn’t entirely certain that he could win even with a 50 ship advantage. 
 
    All of this left him, in a word, frustrated.  He was about to turn around when he was rudely interrupted by the presence of a female that he did not recognize.  However, this wasn’t that uncommon since he had gone out of his way to keep from meeting most of the crew members aboard the ship. 
 
    The female had the audacity to address him directly.  She said, “Supreme Admiral Fruid’la, are you ready for lunch?” 
 
    He decided that was indeed hungry – angrily pacing had given him an appetite.  He nodded in agreement and she left the room.  She returned a minute later pushing a small hover cart with a covered dish on top of it. 
 
    Fruid’la sat in his command chair and the woman maneuvered the cart beside him.  He started eating his meal and suddenly realized that it was delicious.  He looked at the woman in appreciation and said, “Are you a graduate of the local culinary school?” 
 
    It was a perfectly logical question as the school was located in the Opron system.  Specifically, it was located on the military space station where the command cruiser was docked.   
 
    She wiggled her ear stalks in disagreement and said, “My name is Thiad’bo.  I am an apprentice chef at a restaurant on the Spindle Station.  It is my dream to be accepted to the culinary school and become a master chef.” 
 
    Fruid’la smiled and responded, “I will write you a letter of recommendation.” 
 
    Thiad’bo cleared the dishes, thanked him profusely for the compliment, and left.  Fruid’la began pacing again. 
 
    Sierr’aa, Savan’aa, and Venit’la walked onto the bridge.  Fruid’la stopped pacing and said rather abruptly, “What are you three doing here?” 
 
    “Supreme Admiral, it is time for our progress meeting on the lost fleet,” said chief of staff Venit’la. 
 
    Fruid’la checked the time on his communication pad.  Sure enough, it was indeed time for their meeting.  He had completely forgotten about it.  He led them into the conference room situated next to the bridge.   
 
    The room was lined with monitors.  There were enough monitors to allow Fruid’la to have a teleconference with all of the other sub-admirals at the same time.  However, with the fleet split up over half of the galaxy the feature was rarely used.  The monitors were not going to be needed for this meeting either. 
 
    Fruid’la entered first and took his usual position at the head of the conference table.  He unconsciously ran his hands along the perfectly smooth table top.  The table was one of the precious few actual luxury items aboard the ship.  It was made from real wood.   
 
    The table contained long planks of four different woods meticulously seamed and glued together.  The entire table was then sanded and polished until it was perfectly smooth.  Fruid’la had personally supervised its construction while stationed on Neto. 
 
    The three officers entered the room and sat on the right.  They were followed by two scientists who entered the room and sat on the left.  Both stood immediately after sitting and performed the traditional Hiriculan greeting – the long version.   
 
    Fruid’la stood and returned the greeting – the abbreviated version.  His mind really wasn’t into it and he performed one of the arm motions incorrectly.  No one pointed out his mistake, of course, but still he knew that it was wrong.  He made a mental note to practice both versions a few times.  After all, it was impolite to have improper etiquette.  A mistake like that in front of the High Council could cost him his career.   
 
    For now – he amended.  When he was the ruler of Hiricula perhaps he would ban the formal greeting and replace it with a simple ‘hello’ or something. 
 
    One of the scientists showed the schematics of their latest innovation.  It was an innovation (versus an invention) because it combined two existing technologies into a new application.  Whatever the moniker, it was exactly what Supreme Admiral Fruid’la needed. 
 
    “Tell me how it works,” Fruid’la stated. 
 
    The scientist replied, “The device is called a hyperspace monitoring detector.” 
 
    Fruid’la wanted to scream.  He hated it when beings gave a perfectly reasonable answer, but failed to actually answer the question that had been asked.  If he had wanted to know what it was called, he would have asked what it was called.  No, he wanted to know how it worked so he asked how it worked. 
 
    “You both showed tremendous initiative in deriving such a descriptive name.” Fruid’la replied.  “Now, please tell me how it works.” 
 
    Scientist: “Well, it is a device that monitors hyperspace.  That is why we chose that particular name.”  He smiled politely.” 
 
    Second scientist: “Specifically, the device emits a constant, extremely low wattage gravity pulse.” 
 
    The original scientist interrupted, “You wouldn’t even notice it if you were to walk through it.”   
 
    Second scientist: “My colleague is correct, although I wouldn’t recommend doing so since you are literally walking through a graviton wave.  At any rate, a ship can pass through the gravity beam it while in hyperspace without issue and basically without even knowing it.” 
 
    He continued, “When any ship passes through the beam it will momentarily break its continuity.  The hyper detector has a sensor that can detect when the beam is broken and hence, the passage of a ship through a particular location in hyperspace.” 
 
    Second scientist: “We will set up a series of generators going vertically and a series of generators going horizontally.  There will be enough to cover the entire length and width of the hyperspace lane.  The detectors will essentially form a grid pattern that will be able to detect any ship that passes through it.  Or even a fleet of ships.” 
 
    Scientist: “No ship will be able to pass through without getting detected.”  He waited a moment and repeated for effect, “No ship.” 
 
    Fruid’la: “Thank you for that clarification.” 
 
    Second scientist: “Each hyperspace monitoring device will then send any anomalous reading to a central processing unit that will collate each individual reading into a cohesive whole.  It will then send a signal through hyperspace on a straight line just like a normal hyperspace communication device.  The signal will be directed to traffic control stationed at the various entryways to the various hyperspace lanes.” 
 
    “What?” Fruid’la asked.  “Can you repeat that?” 
 
    Second scientist: “The grid will detect any ship that passes through the hyperspace lane.  It will send the results back to traffic control.  Traffic control can then compare the signals being sent against the lane accesses they have granted.  Therefore, they will know whether or not a ship is illegally using a hyperspace lane.” 
 
    Scientist: “Well illegally isn’t correct.  It isn’t illegal to use a hyperspace lane without authorization, but it is highly frowned upon.”  He waited a moment and repeated for effect, “Highly.” 
 
    “I don’t fully understand,” Venit’la said.  He leaned way back in his chair.  His feet were about 60 cm (2 feet) above the floor and his body was almost in a horizontal position.  He folded his hands over his torso.  He then began rubbing his left ear stalk. 
 
    After a moment of rubbing he continued, “I understand that you can detect a ship passing through a particular location in hyperspace.   Let’s just say it takes 30 seconds to assemble the various readings and send a hyperspace signal.  The ship, or ships, will arrive in the system a full 30 seconds before monitoring system informs traffic control.  That doesn’t’ seem like much of an early warning system.” 
 
    “Excellent question,” Fruid’la responded.  He hadn’t even considered that.  What is the value of an early warning system that warned 30 seconds after the event?  It’s kind of like when you do something stupid.  No one is ever there to tell you not to do it before you do it, but plenty of people show up while you are doing it to laugh at you and then immediately after you do it tell you that you shouldn’t have done it.  
 
    Second scientist: “This device isn’t intended to be used that way.  The vast majority of illeg… unauthorized ships exit before they reach the end of the hyperspace lane.  No, the system is designed to determine where they exit hyperspace and also what direction they are going.” 
 
    Fruid’la asked, “How can it do that?” 
 
    Second scientist: “Well it can’t – at least not by itself.  We are going to put a grid system at the inlet of the major hyperspace lanes.  We are going to start at the one minute mark; then put them at every successive minute mark from two minutes to fourteen minutes.” 
 
    Scientist: “That way when the lost fleet tries to move through a system…” 
 
    Fruid’la suddenly understood and interrupted, “The 14 minute mark detector will send a signal and every minute after that.  When we detect the signal, the fleet can jump to the exact spot 28 minutes later.  We won’t be able to stop the first 10 ships or so, but we should be able to capture all of the rest.” 
 
    Second scientist: “But wait, there’s more.”  He paused until he had everyone’s attention and continued, “The gravity beams on the hyperspace monitoring detector can be turned way up.  It hasn’t been tested yet, but in theory it should be strong enough to force a ship, or even a fleet of ships, out of hyperspace.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Fruid’la responded.  “You two have outdone yourselves.  When can we have the first system active?” 
 
    Second scientist: “The components are readily available.  We can have a working prototype in less than a month.  If that works we can have a full system running in four months.” 
 
    The first scientist repeated for effect, “Four months.” 
 
    Fruid’la: “I want the first monitoring system to be placed between at the beginning of the Advranki Prime – Advranki 3 hyperspace lane.  Then I want the system installed on the Advranki Prime – Advranki 2 hyperspace lane and finally on both ends of the Advranki Prime – Conron hyperspace lane.” 
 
    There was nothing further, so Fruid’la dismissed everyone.  However, the twins remained seated and motioned Fruid’la to do the same. 
 
    When Venit’la and the two scientists were out of the conference room, Savan’aa closed the door and said, “Supreme Admiral, we have completed the background check on your chief of staff.” 
 
    “Computer stop recording,” Fruid’la responded.  He turned back to them and said, “Okay, now what can you tell me about Venit’la?” 
 
    Sierr’aa answered, “Venit’la is above average intelligence.” 
 
    “Ah,” Fruid’la puffed.  After all, half of the beings in the galaxy were above average. 
 
    Savan’aa continued, “He graduated 194th in his class and received an accommodation for the effective use of group brainstorming to solve a problem.  His reviews since his graduation have been consistently good.  None have been remarkable in any category; although he has shown the ability to properly align personnel for their most effective use.” 
 
    “Okay, so he has an affinity for personnel organization,” Fruid’la responded.  “I believe that is why the Navy assigned him to be my chief of staff.  I need you two to dig further.  I need to know who is reporting my every activity to the High Council.” 
 
    “We did,” Sierr’aa answered. 
 
    “Dig further,” Savan’aa clarified. 
 
    Fruid’la waited.  Neither officer continued talking.  Generally, one twin said an entire sentence before the next spoke.  Perhaps since this was a continuation the sisters were confused about who should talk next.   
 
    Fruid’la responded, “Sierr’aa, please tell me what you discovered.” 
 
    Sierr’aa: “Venit’la has an uncle who is on a Secondary Council.   His name is often ballyhooed as the next in line to run for High Council from that region.  Further, the High Council holds this uncle in high esteem and often consults with him about oceanography issues.”  
 
    Savan’aa: “There’s more.  We searched his quarters.  We scanned his clothing.  We searched his body for implants.  We read every single log entry and computer request he made since he joined this fleet.  We even viewed every file on his communication pad.”  
 
    Fruid’la was impressed with the thoroughness of their search.  However, he really didn’t want to know exactly how they had managed to gain access to his communication pad.  He made a mental note to change his password on his communication pad and possibly even voice-encrypt the files. 
 
    “What did you find?” Fruid’la asked. 
 
    Sierr’aa answered, “We found that he is encoding his log entries into personal messages and sending them to his uncle.  He isn’t necessarily spying on you directly, but he is indirectly communicating your every move to the High Council.” 
 
    “Thank you, dismissed.  Computer, begin normal function again.” 
 
    Fruid’la left the conference room and began pacing the bridge again.  He needed a new, more subtle plan to overthrow the High Council.  Oh, and he needed to remove Venit’la from his inner circle before doing anything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Jack was growing impatient.  The loading crew was almost finished, but Frank hadn’t arrived yet.  His stuff had arrived though.  There were several boxes of clothing, three small pieces of furniture, and a large plant.  The entire contents were loaded onto a single skid and wrapped for shipping.  The skid was labeled office decorations.  Jack loaded the skid into the third cargo hold and locked it from both the inside and outside. 
 
    “It’s all loaded Captain,” said the loading crew foreman.  He offered Jack a sizeable piece of Advranki sea moss and added “Would you like to try a sample before signing for the cargo?” 
 
    Jack looked at the stuff in near disgust.  He hated sea moss.  No, he despised the stuff.  However, with the short notice that Frank had given him, Jack knew that he needed a cargo that he could buy quickly and correspondingly sell quickly when he got to Opron. 
 
    Unfortunately, that meant that he had to haul yet another load of Advranki sea moss.  Jack made a mental promise to himself that this was the last load of sea moss that he would ever haul. And he really meant it this time.  
 
    Jack performed a cursory inspection of the sea moss and signed the form.  The loading crew departed, leaving Jack alone on the landing pad.  He sighed in frustration.  The Senator had told Jack that he wanted to leave immediately, but now that it was time to go he was nowhere to be found.   
 
    Jack decided to return to the control so that he could enable security and call Frank.  Even if he wasn’t allowed to leave without Frank, it didn’t mean that he wanted to wait for him for any length of time.  He was becoming impatient despite himself.  It was time to leave and he wanted to go ahead and leave. 
 
    Jack entered the control room and immediately noted that one of his cryogenic pods was in use.  The name didn’t match any of the aforementioned passengers and the associated photo of the being inside showed an old man.  However, at least it was an Advranki male. 
 
    There was a small bag lying beside the cryo chamber.  Jack opened it and looked through the contents.  There was a change of clothing, a Type 1 make-up kit, a communication pad, a canteen of flavored vitamin water, and a handful of sea moss bars.  He checked the pad – it was locked and password protected.  Jack resealed the bag and put it back in its original location. 
 
    Jack was faced with a sudden dilemma.  If he wanted to verify whether or not the being in his cryogenic chamber was truly Senator Frank, then he would have to connect to the planet’s websphere, run a formal query, and request verification of Frank’s identification via DNA sampling.   
 
    Any such request would certainly alert the Hiriculans.  Further, if the query came back positive then the Hiriculans would know exactly where Frank was.  There was no way that he would be allowed to take off at that point.   
 
    On the other appendage, it was quite possible that the being in the cryo tube wasn’t Frank.  It was quite possible and certainly plausible that Frank wanted to test the delivery method with a volunteer before committing himself or his family.  That was the most likely scenario. 
 
    It was also possible that a stranger had wandered into his ship and frozen himself.  It certainly wouldn’t be the first time.  A Hiriculan doctor named Prued’mo had stowed away during one of his trips to the Spindle Station. 
 
    Jack programmed the ship’s computer to contact his communication pad anytime one of the cryostasis tubes was activated.  With luck, this would be the last being to freeze themselves on his ship without his approval.  
 
    Jack waited another two hours just in case.  No one else showed up at the loading bay door and no one else snuck aboard and tried to freeze themselves.  Jack realized that there was no point in waiting any further. 
 
    Jack surmised that it was better to assume that being in cryogenic stasis was Frank or some other being that Frank wanted delivered than to risk detection by trying to verify the identity of the passenger currently chilling in the cryo tube. 
 
    Jack contacted traffic control and informed them that he was ready to leave.  They gave him a fairly advantageous route to the hyperspace lane.  Jack nodded in appreciation.  There was at least one benefit of the Hiriculan occupation – traffic control prioritized shipping vessels over military ones. 
 
    Jack made the relatively straightforward eight hour hyperspace jump from Advranki Prime to Conron, made a pair of micro jumps around Conron, and then made a final eight hour jump to Opron.  He encountered no issues or delays during the trip. 
 
    Jack exited hyperspace in Opron and ran a passive scan.  The scan immediately detected a Solarian VIP corvette directly in front of him.  It was clearly waiting for a berth assignment.  Jack sighed, if VIPs were being forced to wait, then cargo ships were going to be forced to wait even longer. 
 
    Jack used the time to study the passive scan.  The first thing he noticed was that the system was becoming populated with a multitude of space stations.  He immediately recognized the Spindle Station.  There was also a smaller agricultural station, a mining drill and raw material processing station, a military space station, and a ship repair / habitation station.  There was a group of tugs that were towing another two smaller space stations toward the ever increasing collection.  Both appeared to be habitation / garden stations. 
 
    All of the stations were clustered tightly together and were located beside the entry to the Opron – Conron hyperspace lane.  The actual location had been carefully planned to be as accessible as possible while also being as defensible as possible.   
 
    Specifically, at .01 light, it was approximately a 30 minute trip from the hyperspace lane exit to the Spindle Station.  The first half of that trip was outside the gravity field of the system and the second half was inside the gravity field.   
 
    The passive scan updated again and showed the entire solar system.  The upper half of the scan was several hours old, but it still gave Jack a fair representation of what was occurring.  The answer was, quite simply, a lot. 
 
    There were Hiriculan warships everywhere it seemed.  There was a partial, five ship flotilla stationed beside the hyperspace lanes going to Conron, Trilon, Netron, and Influenla.   
 
    There was a fleet of 42 warships completely surrounding the burgeoning collection of space stations.  The fleet was naturally divided into six flotillas of seven warships each and was located in every major direction (left, right, up, down, front, back).  It was impossible to approach the collective without passing by at least one of the flotillas. 
 
    Jack was thrilled that he had rented the apartments.  His initial belief that the Spindle Station was going to be the only habitable structure in the system was rapidly becoming a falsehood.  Further, as soon as the Advranki and Altians realized what was occurring, they would tow their own space stations to the system. 
 
    All that activity was certainly explainable.  However, there were 26 corvette sized ships in the system that befuddled Jack.  He couldn’t readily explain their purpose.  They were spread out on a curve along the very southwest edge of the system.  They seemed to be in constant back-and-forth motion and slowly extending out of the system.  He was able to confirm that they were not military vessels, or at least not registered to the Navy. 
 
    Jack said, “Computer, analysis, what do you think the ships are doing?” 
 
    …Unknown.  Their paths collectively cover every square meter of space in that quadrant of space.  They may be searching for something or possibly using an antiquated method of charting a new hyperspace route… 
 
    Traffic control separated the queued ships into two lines; those with passengers and those with cargo.  Fortunately, eight of the ten ships in front of him had passengers only.  He was now second in line for the bottom spindle.  After a tense, but ultimately uneventful ½ hour wait, Jack was contacted by the station’s traffic control department. 
 
    Traffic Control: “Welcome to the Spindle Station.  Please state your name.”  The statement was spoken in Hiriculan. 
 
    Jack activated his mouth translator and responded in Alliance Basic, “Hello, my name is Jack Dogbarks and I am hauling a load of Advranki sea moss to the Spindle Station.”  Jack realized that he gave more information than needed.  He really didn’t need to say his cargo and his destination of the Spindle Station was already established since he was already in line.    
 
    Traffic Control: “You can land at docking slip b-09B.  The port is on the lower spindle and the 9th spot on the right side.” 
 
    Jack: “Thank you.  Also, I need to arrange for a testing crew and an unloading crew to meet me at the slip.  Further, I need to rent two storerooms, one full-size and one small.”  
 
    Traffic Control: “We have changed our unloading policy.  Now, a testing and unloading crew will be waiting for you when you dock.  The price is included in the docking fee.  Also, one full-size storage compartment is included with the docking fee.  I have arranged for a secondary storage shelter.” 
 
    Jack: “Are there any other significant changes that I need to be aware of?” 
 
    Traffic Control:  “There are several other changes.  I will send you the summarized list.” 
 
    Jack briefly scanned the changes to the station’s unloading policy.  Previously, Jack could stay docked at the station as long as he wanted.  Now, he had to leave the cargo slip the moment his cargo was unloaded.   
 
    He could still dock at a small, personnel only port for an extended period of time if he so chose.  However, he would have to pay a considerable daily docking fee.  Plus, he would have connect a transfer tube from the Jackal to the station and perform a zero gravity swim whenever he wanted to enter the station.  
 
    Jack piloted the Jackal to docking slip b-09B.  He was surprised that the Hiriculans still let him fly his ship on manual mode all the way to the station.  All of the other stations this size demanded that freighters use autopilot with a course proscribed by traffic control. 
 
    He carefully aligned his main cargo bay door to the station’s docking port.  The clamps engaged and the ship was gently pulled against the station.  Jack checked the control panel and verified that the ship had made a secure connection.  Satisfied, he unlocked and opened the main hold doors. 
 
    Jack smiled in satisfaction at the successful conclusion to his journey.  Once again, the Hiriculans had not scanned his ships’ cryogenic chambers.  He briefly wondered what other things he could smuggle onto the station that wouldn’t mind being frozen for a few hours.  He couldn’t immediately think of anything, so he mentally filed the thought away for later. 
 
    However, Jack was a little frustrated that he didn’t have time to secure a return load to Advranki Prime.  In principle, it seemed rather wasteful to him to fly an empty transport ship halfway across the galaxy.  Bruised principles aside, he was really frustrated about the lost opportunity to make some money. 
 
    Anyway, Jack had a decision to make – awaken his guest now and have the being exit through the main cargo bay or move the ship to one of personnel slots and have him exit the ship that way.  Jack figured the risk of potential detection was probably greater via the cargo bay because more beings would see him. 
 
    Honestly though, the new docking fees had essentially made the decision easy for Jack. 
 
    He pressed the wake-up button on the cryogenic chamber.  The chamber started cycling warm air into the chamber and began the reanimation process.  Jack checked the time on the counter.  The Advranki would be awake and functional in about 30 minutes. 
 
    Jack realized that he then needed to communicate the location and combination of the storage unit that contained the other being’s luggage and personal effects.  Without this information, the frozen being would never be able to retrieve his baggage. 
 
    Jack looked around for something to write with.  He couldn’t find anything.  He realized that he had had the better part of a day to figure out how to leave the Advranki a message and had totally failed. 
 
    He was stuck.  He couldn’t tell the other person the information because that being would likely forget; especially moments after awakening from a frozen slumber.  He couldn’t send a message to Frank’s email account because that might inform the Hiriculans of Frank’s presence on the station.  And, he couldn’t write the information down because he couldn’t find a pen. 
 
    Fortunately, Jack remembered his communications training.  He realized that he was solving the wrong problem.  Well, no, he wasn’t solving the wrong problem; he was solving the correct problem incorrectly.  Either way, he now knew how to solve the problem. 
 
    Jack grabbed an empty flashdrive cube, loaded it into the reader on the control panel, and told the computer to record the location and combination onto it.  He also downloaded a few other files he thought Frank might find helpful.  Once complete, Jack took the cube and placed it in the Advranki’s overnight bag. 
 
    Jack then left the control room to supervise the unloading of the Advranki sea moss.  The moment unloading was completed; Jack undocked the ship and moved it to a personnel only docking port.   
 
    He extended the swim tube from the main entryway and attached it to the station.  He then instructed the computer to lock all of the other internal doors.  When his passenger regained consciousness, he would only be allowed to go in one direction – the exit.   
 
    Jack decided to go to a restaurant for lunch.  He gracefully jumped through the swim tube and easily landed feet first on the other side of the tube.  He then walked up the corridor, through the archway, switched gravity, and went up the electro lift to the promenade.  Jack located the central information hub and walked over to it. 
 
    He pressed the icon for restaurants and scanned the list.  He picked one that looked interesting and pressed the touchscreen to look at a sample menu.  He scanned the menu and commented about several of the dishes.  He repeated this a few more times. 
 
    He finally chose one and walked nearly halfway down the corridor to the particular restaurant.  He passed almost every other restaurant on his way.  However, his mind was made up and he was not tempted by any other eating establishment. 
 
    This section of the promenade was vastly different than when he explored the area as a double secret agent.  The entire ship rebuilding area had been removed and replaced with a variety of new shops, restaurants, and entertainment complexes. 
 
    At the moment he was standing in front of a gleaming, brand new urgent care center and mini-hospital.  There was a rather large sign on the front window advertising that they were part of a huge conglomerate of hospitals.  Apparently they were rather proud of this fact for whatever reason.  The sign below that sign said that they were running a special on cryogenic sleep therapy – two nights for the price of one. 
 
    Jack briefly considered spending a couple of nights sleeping in suspended animation.  If the advertisement were correct, a good night, or two in this case, in a freezer could cure whatever ailment was ailing him. 
 
    Jack skipped it and continued on to the restaurant he had selected.  He walked up to the maître d’hôtel and clicked his tongue to link his translator to the Hiriculan. 
 
    Jack said, “Hello, Torlok recommended this place to me.”   
 
    As far as he knew there was no Torlok.  That was the code phrase that Bline had given him.  After hearing the phrase Jack had diligently searched the websphere for any information about it.  The only thing he found was a Model 522.34.115 Touring Lock set.  The ratings were only two stars and Jack decided that he didn’t really need one.  He changed his mind and decided to buy one anyway just in case.  However, he felt it was overpriced and gave it a really low rating. 
 
    The maître d’ smiled, but Jack could tell that the Hiriculan was a little miffed at his abrupt language.  The Hiriculan responded, “I am glad that your friend holds our restaurant in such high esteem.  You would have to look high and low to find such a wonderful friend.” 
 
    The maître d’ led Jack to the rearmost table on the left and handed him a menu.  Jack quickly scanned it and ordered something that didn’t list Advranki sea moss as the main ingredient.   
 
    When the waiter stepped away Jack searched the ceiling directly above the table.  This was one of those fad joints where beings were allowed to carve their name into the ceiling with their laser knife.  Jack eventually found a sequence of numbers that looked out of place. 
 
    Jack then felt around the bottom of the table.  He tried to look as inconspicuous as possible, but it was difficult.  About halfway around his hand contacted a communication pad that was wedged between the two center posts of the table. 
 
    He eased it out of its hiding place and activated it.  He then entered the code from the ceiling and read the corresponding file.  Jack couldn’t believe what Senator Bline wanted.  He briefly considered contacting him directly and asking for clarification.  He knew better though.  Bline had specifically set up this entire clandestine passing of information so that they wouldn’t have to meet.  He sincerely doubted that the Senator would appreciate a call about it. 
 
    He whistled softly at the amount being offered.  It was incredulous.  Better yet, it wasn’t an overinflated shipping contract.  It was a simple finder’s fee for finding something very specific.  It was like trying to find a sewing aid in a very large pile of cow food.   
 
    But wow, he could buy a lot of haystacks if he managed to find this particular needle. 
 
    Jack wanted to leave immediately, but he was didn’t want to look suspicious.  He instead impatiently waited for his meal to arrive.  He figured he would take a bite or two and then go. 
 
    The plate arrived and Jack was stunned.  The overall presentation was magnificent.  He took a bite and felt the various textures massage his tongue.  It was delicious.  Jack took another bite and was stunned yet again.  It was easily the best meal that he had ever eaten.   
 
    Jack then ordered a sensible desert.  He slowly ate it, savoring every bite.  Like the meal, the desert was amazing.  Apparently, Bline hadn’t chosen this establishment at random.  When the waiter returned, Jack said, “My compliments to the chef. I believe that was the finest I have ever had.” 
 
    A minute later a Hiriculan female appeared at his table.  She was of average height and weight and had no distinguishable features.  That made the apron she was wearing stand out.  The words ‘Never trust a skinny cook’ were printed on the apron in Associate basic’.  
 
    She clicked to make contact with him and said, “Hello, I am Thiad’bo.  I am the chef that prepared your meal.” 
 
    Jack said, “You are amazing.  That was, quite possibly, the best meal that I ever had.  You are truly a master chef.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied.  “You are too kind.  I am still an apprentice chef though.  I moved here in hopes of getting accepted to The 100, an advanced culinary school located in this system.  It is one of the best in the galaxy.” 
 
    Jack smiled politely and replied, “I hope that you get accepted.  You deserve it.” 
 
    When he finally returned to the control room of his ship the cryogenic chamber was empty. Jack said, Computer, did the Advranki leave the Jackal?” 
 
    …Yes.  He is no longer on the ship… 
 
    Jack thought for a moment and said, “Computer, run a full scan of the ship.  Is there anyone else other than me on board the ship?” 
 
    …Scanning.  You are alone… 
 
    Jack physically inspected every room and every section of the ship.  He even used a heat scanner and a cold scanner to check for anomalies.  Someone had managed to sneak aboard his ship on three separate occasions and he was determined not to make it a fourth. 
 
    Satisfied that there was no one else aboard Jack returned to the control room.  He said aloud, “Fool me once, shame one me.  Fool me twice, shame on me again.  Fool me thrice, hopefully I can learn something from it.” 
 
    Jack released the docking clamps, carefully eased the Jackal away from the Spindle Station, and headed back to the entryway of the Opron – Conron hyperspace lane.  Jack received clearance from traffic control and jumped. 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Frank yawned and stretched.  He rubbed his shoulders and yawned again.  He gave his ‘I just got out of a freezer’ smile, grabbed the handholds, and carefully stepped out of the cryogenic chamber.  He took three unsteady steps and stopped.  Clearly his body wasn’t ready to move yet. 
 
    Frank had read the user manual the evening before getting into the chamber.  It stated that it was perfectly normal to feel a little woozy and disoriented when awakening and the symptoms slightly increased the longer one was freeze dried.  It also said in bold print ‘don’t panic’, the symptoms would rapidly dissipate. 
 
    Frank stretched his arms and legs several times and hopped in place.  The guide was correct, his feelings of disorientation quickly faded.   
 
    He said, “Computer, where are we?” 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    Frank realized that he had turned off his personal communication pad before he boarded.  He considered leaving it on Advranki Prime for fear of it somehow being traced, but had eventually decided to take it with him.  The chore of having to retrain a new, out-of-the-box AI outweighed the risk of being detected. 
 
    Frank grabbed his bag, felt around for his com pad, and failed to find it.  Frustrated, he dumped the entire contents of the bag on the floor.  He was now able to locate his com pad with ease.  Frank grabbed the pad and activated it. 
 
    Frank said, “Computer, link with the Jackal’s computer.  Tell me where we are, how much time has passed, and where Jack Dogbarks is?” 
 
    …Connecting.  The Jackal is currently in the Opron system and docked to the Spindle Station.  Exactly 8.7 days have passed since you entered hibernation.  Jack Dogbarks is in the main part of the station.  A crew just finished unloading the cargo…   
 
    Frank said, “Give me the current status.”  Frank wasn’t entirely sure what he wanted to know but figured that whatever the computer would tell him would be helpful information. 
 
    …All cabin doors are locked from the outside.  The exterior personnel tube has been extended and is connected to the station.  The sea moss was transferred to a normal sized storage unit and the personal cargo in the third hold was moved to a much smaller storage unit… 
 
    Frank really wanted to call Jack and have him come to the control room and give him a full situational report.  Honestly, he really wanted Jack to give him a full tour of the station and escort him to the set of apartments.  Truth be told, he wouldn’t mind if Jack carried his luggage. 
 
    Frank stopped daydreaming about what he wanted and started seriously thinking about what was actually going on.  Jack had de-thawed him and left him alone.  All of the exterior doors were locked from the outside; meaning no one could get in, but he could leave anytime he wanted.  The interior doors were also locked, meaning the only he place he could was out. 
 
    Frank said to himself, “If I were going to sneak onto a space station what would I need?”  He then mentally admonished himself for not actually thinking through this in advance.  On the plus side though, he had mastered his new ‘I snuck onto the space station and secretly became a senator’ smile. 
 
    Frank hated the corresponding silence so he answered, “I would have Jack create a diversion and then sneak aboard through an unused corridor.” 
 
    Frank suddenly realized that Jack had created a diversion unloading the cargo.  Now that traffic control had cleared the ship, they would not pay any further attention to it.  Clearly, Jack had thought of the same plan and was executing it. 
 
    Frank bent down and started gathering the items sprawled over the deck and putting them back into his travel bag.  He grabbed the flashdrive cube and turned it over in his hands a few times.  He knew that he hadn’t packed it and therefore it must be a message from Jack.  He put the cube into the communication pad’s reader slot.   
 
    He scanned the files and found schematics of the station, known security checkpoints, the location of the apartments and the storage unit, and multiple videos that Jack and Ella Birdsong had recorded during their reconnaissance mission two years earlier. 
 
    Frank finished packing his bag and checked his makeup in a hand held mirror.  He was impressed; the old age make-up survived the freezing process without cracking or blemishing.  Frank touched up a couple of places around his eyes and smiled.  It was time to leave. 
 
    Frank walked across the main hallway from the control room to the personnel entrance.  He activated the inner hatch and stepped inside.  The outer hatch opened automatically, revealing the transport tube.  Frank laughed; it had been at least 30 years since he had swam across a tube. 
 
    Frank aligned his bag in the center of the tube and pushed.  The bag floated across the expandable tunnel and fell to the ground on the other side.  Frank then stepped back a couple of paces.  He ran forward and dove headfirst into the passageway.  He briefly floated in zero gee for a moment.  Just as he reached the other side he reached up, grabbed the handholds, and flipped his feet down.  He perfectly landed onto the corridor of the station. 
 
    He picked up his bag and walked down (well, technically he was walking up) the moving sidewalk next to the cargo conveyor.  He reached the end of the conveyor and stepped off into a small antechamber.  The room consisted of two angular walls that gracefully blended into a center wall.  There was an archway in the middle of the center wall. 
 
    The archway was some type of scanner.  The scanner appeared to be active and running.  There were three lights on the top of the scanner; the one on the left was currently lit a rather pleasant shade of purple.  There were Hiriculan words written above each light. 
 
    Jack’s notes mentioned that the archway appeared to be a bio-scanner or possibly a weapons scanner.  He had even translated the Hiriculan words above each light.  The left light said Ready to Enter, the middle light said Pass, and the right light translated as either system failure or instant death.  Jack’s notes also mentioned that he had passed through it multiple times without issue. 
 
    Frank sighed.  This was the moment of truth.  If he wanted to get to the interior of the station, he would have to walk through the arch.  He really didn’t have any other option. 
 
    He paused, counted to ten, and took several deep breaths.  He really didn’t want to be recognized this close to his goal and he certainly didn’t want to be incinerated.  On his fourth breath he stepped through.  The scanner’s middle light winked an appeasing orange and let him pass without issue.  If the scanner had detected his DNA, it hadn’t sounded any audible or visible alarms. 
 
    The gravity changed direction on this side of the archway.  The relative directions of up and down were now switched 90 degrees.  Looking back through the arch, it appeared that the corridor was now on the wall.  
 
    Frank felt momentarily disoriented, but quickly got used to the new direction as soon as he stopped looking at the arch.  He was standing on a small mezzanine overlooking the next section of the station.   There were several electromagnetic lifts that led up to the main level of the station.  Frank stepped onto the nearest one and rode it up to the promenade. 
 
    Frank wanted to explore the station, but he knew that would be a bad idea.  There weren’t very many Advranki on the station.  There were even fewer sea moss farmers on the station.  In fact, if one were to count the number of Advranki sea moss farmers on the station and include Frank in the count, then one would count to exactly one. 
 
    In other words, his being disguised as a sea moss farmer on a space station that didn’t actually grow sea moss was probably not the best of disguises. 
 
    Jack hurried to his group of rented apartments, chose the lone unit that would eventually house his mother-in-law, and entered.  He took off his clothing and changed into the only other outfit in his travel bag – a leisure suit.  He cleaned off the old age make-up.  He then reapplied a much darker green and put gold highlights around his eyes and lips.  The effect hopefully made him look like a pseudo-wealthy tourist. 
 
    Frank decided to spend the day wandering around the main part of the station.  He started by reviewing the large map of the shopping district.  He was surprised how different the promenade looked from Jack and Ella’s description of it.  By far the largest change was the ship repair area.  It had been removed and replaced with shops, specialized services, and a large section of apartments. 
 
    His first stop was at the facial translator shop.  Jack had mentioned that the device was crucial for communicating with the Hiriculans and that he should get one as soon as possible.  Frank entered the shop and asked the owner how the device worked.  
 
    The owner responded in perfect Alliance Basic, “The facial translator translates words spoken from one being to another.  You stand next to someone and activate the translator by pressing it with your tongue.  It sends a signal to the person you are directly facing.  That person in turns answers their translator with a tongue press and the two of you are linked.” 
 
    Frank responded, “Linked?” 
 
    “Yes, linked,” the owner answered.  “The facial translator will only translate words spoken by linked units.  You wouldn’t want to hear everyone’s speech, would you?” 
 
    “Possibly.” Frank responded. 
 
    The owner seemed to have ignored the response.  It was clear that the sales pitch was reaching its denouement.  The owner said, “The standard Model 625.11.15 facial translator can translate three languages – Hiriculan, Alliance basic, and Neto.” 
 
    Frank said, “What about the other Associate languages?” 
 
    The owner smiled.  He responded, “If you purchase the upgraded Model 625.11.35 translator you can also translate Advranki, Altian, and Solarian.  It is important to be able to translate every language, is it not?” 
 
    Frank responded, “I thought Solarian and Alliance Basic were the same language.” 
 
    Owner: “There are subtle differences.  Without this translator certain phrases could get lost in translation.  A smart being such as yourself would not want to be misunderstood, correct?” 
 
    Frank decided to spend the extra amount on the upgraded model 35 facial translator.  He sat down in a dental chair and the owner quickly and effortlessly attached it to the inside of Frank’s mouth.  The owner then showed Frank how to operate it by using his tongue. 
 
    At one point he rode the electro lift up to the top section of the station.  He stepped off and saw the archway and the weird switch in gravity on the other side.  More importantly though, he saw a HAS unit on either side of the archway. 
 
    There was an important looking adjunct sitting at a desk beside the archway.  He looked up from his communication pad, smiled politely, and said, “This is the entrance to the Associate Senate offices.  Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    Frank said, “No.  I was just curious if you gave tours of the government buildings.” 
 
    The Hiriculan shook his head negatively and responded, “No.  Well, not yet anyway.  They may start giving tours once the council is in session.”  However, the official’s expression indicated that there was little chance of any tour groups wandering through the facility in the foreseeable future. 
 
    “When is the council going to be in session?” Frank already knew that the answer was four days from now, but couldn’t help from asking anyway. 
 
    The Hiriculan said, “All of the various delegations are here.  Four of the five Associate Senators have arrived.  They are going to be sworn into office this evening and have their first session tomorrow morning.   
 
    ‘Huh,’ Frank thought.  Apparently he didn’t know the answer.  He responded, “Who is going to represent the … missing Senator?  He managed to catch himself before he said Advranki. 
 
    The Hiriculan official responded, “The Advranki Senator is missing.  If he isn’t here by tomorrow morning then the Advranki delegation will have to nominate someone else to replace him for the session.  The Advranki government will then have to have another election to officially fill the vacated seat.” 
 
    Frank noted that the Hiriculan hadn’t said ‘temporarily replace him’ or ‘fill in for him’ or anything else that represented a temporary arrangement.  Plus, he mentioned replacement election.  Frank sincerely doubted he would be allowed on the ballot a second time.  
 
    Frank wandered around the rest of the station.  He stopped somewhere and had lunch and somewhere else and had dinner.  He even stopped and purchased an Advranki sea moss shake. 
 
    Between meals Frank continued his self-guided tour of the shopping district by checking out the new apartment units.  They were bigger and nicer with a few more amenities than the ones Frank had rented.  However, they were about one and half times more expensive than his.   
 
    Further, they were nearly all rented.  Frank would not have been able to find any side by side to make into a double (or triple in this case) unit.  Frank was proud of himself; he had negotiated a really good bargain with Jack despite having almost no information about the rental market. 
 
    Frank’s final stop of the day was at a remodeling center.  He hired a contractor and agreed upon the renovations to his quarters.  They were fairly basic – create an interior doorway conjoining the three side-by-side units.  Then, remove the kitchen unit and bedroom in the middle apartment and replace them with a living room and study. 
 
    He returned to his temporary quarters.  He checked the calendar on his communication pad.  Exactly 11 days had passed since the election; he technically still had 4 days left to officially receive the nomination before his time literally ran out.  However, if the Hiriculan official was to be believed, then he only had a few short hours left. 
 
    Frank said, “Computer, please research the following question.  Who is allowed to officially give the nomination speech?” 
 
    …Only the ceremonial master is allowed to swear in new members of the Association Senate… 
 
    Frank tried to think of a way to trick, force, coerce, bribe, or trick the Hiriculan ceremonial master into giving him the speech.  Wait, he may have thought of trick twice.  At any rate, all of the plans that he could conceive were stymied by the fact that he couldn’t get near the ceremonial master. 
 
    Clearly Frank wasn’t allowed to enter the government offices and he sincerely doubted that the ceremonial master would leave the compound and make a house call. 
 
    “There has to be a way!” he yelled in frustration.  To have made it all the way to Opron and be stuck only a few hundred meters from his goal was in a word… frustrating. 
 
    Frank sighed in apparent resignation and said, “Computer, show anything newsworthy on the main monitor.” 
 
    Frank watched a variety of news programs and updates.  Many of the stories were in fact newsworthy; however, none of them were particularly relevant to his task.  That suddenly changed though when he saw Senator Korno on television. 
 
    Korno was standing in the Senatorial chamber.  His back was against a beautiful star map of the known galaxy.  The screen then shifted 180 degrees to show the ceremonial master.  The CM said, “Please state your name and system that you represent.” 
 
    The news program switched back to the original camera to show Senator Korno.  He said, “I am Senator Korno.  I am the dutifully elected representative from the Altian system.” 
 
    The CM continued, “Do you solemnly swear to represent your portion of the galaxy to the best of your ability and work within the legal context of the new government charter? 
 
    Korno: “I do, with certain exceptions.” 
 
    CM: “Okay.  Please state your exceptions.”  
 
    The exchange continued for a few more minutes.  Eventually the ceremonial master said, “You are hereby given the official title of Associate Senator.  Congratulations.”  
 
    Baxter Bunnyhop appeared a moment later and the back and forth speech repeated.  He was followed in quick succession by Neto Senator Quarl and Hiriculan Senator Bline.  The news caster completed the story by stating that the new Senate had a quorum and was going to begin its inaugural session tomorrow morning.   
 
    Frank couldn’t believe it.   
 
    Well, to be clear, Frank had already gotten used to the idea that the Associate Senate was going to have its first session tomorrow.  What he couldn’t believe was that he had actually figured out a way to take the pledge of office.  In fact, they had made it relatively easy for him. 
 
    Frank left his apartment and purchased a second communication pad and a projector at the nearest vendor.  He didn’t even try to haggle for a better price or more features.  He returned to his apartment just as quickly. 
 
    Frank went through the entire routine of removing his make-up and orange streaks around his eyes.  He then meticulously touched up any gray hairs and age lines.  Finally, he dressed in his Senatorial suit.  
 
    Next, he carefully positioned his primary communication pad in front of the main monitor and said, “Computer, replay the ceremony for Senator Korno and record it.  When Korno speaks record a blank screen and no sound in his place.” 
 
    …Replaying and recording… 
 
    Frank then propped the new communication pad against the projector and said, “Computer project a display of the galaxy.”  
 
    …Projecting… 
 
    Frank compared the projection to the picture shown in the Senate office and adjusted it multiple times until they matched.  Fortunately, the walls were the same material and had the same reflective surface.  Overall, it wasn’t that hard to match. 
 
    Frank positioned his normal communication pad in front of the wall and said, “Computer, replay the recording.  This time record me speaking during the blanks. 
 
    Frank stood in front of the galaxy map and waited for his queue to speak.  When the gap came Frank said, “I am Senator Frank.  I am the dutifully elected representative from the Advranki system.” 
 
    During the next gap Frank said, “I do, with certain exceptions.”  During the last gap Frank listed a bunch of random exceptions.  Most of them were paraphrased from the other Senators.  Frank figured the fine details really didn’t matter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “I’m shocked,” said the newscaster.  He frowned deeply for the cameras and his dark green skin turned even darker green. 
 
    The second newscaster said, “I cannot believe that the Hiriculan television station would slight our beloved Advranki Senator Frank in such a malicious fashion.” 
 
    “I’m shocked,” reiterated the first newscaster.  He frowned even more deeply for the cameras.  He even furled his eyebrows so far that they almost joined into a unibrow. 
 
    The second newscaster said, “Well, the station in question is controlled by the Hiriculan government.  I cannot understand why they would show the inauguration of the other four senators and not that of Senator Frank.  I consider it to be an attack on Senator Frank’s reputation and an affront to the entire Advranki race.” 
 
    “I’m shocked,” reiterated the first newscaster again.  He frowned beyond deeply.  He may have hit oceanic. 
 
    The second said, “I am profoundly disappointed in the actions of the Hiriculan news media.  Their failure to show all of the inauguration acceptance speeches is unacceptable.  So, in the interest of free speech and justice the Advranki news station located here on the Spindle Station will show you viewers what the Hiriculans are tying so desperately to stifle.” 
 
    They showed Frank’s doctored video where he formally accepted the nomination three times in succession.  The video had turned out rather well; no one could tell the difference between a real inauguration speech and Frank’s clever forgery.   
 
    Well, the authorities would probably be able to figure it out in a couple of days.  By then though, Frank hoped that the video would be accepted as truth.  Then, any effort to debunk the video would be considered another heinous act by the Hiriculans to discredit the Advranki people. 
 
    The first newscaster appeared on camera again.  His frown was gone; replaced by a beaming smile.  He said, “Great news everyone, we were able to get Senator Frank for a brief interview.”   
 
    He paused for a moment and then asked, “Senator Frank, what is your reaction to this controversy?” 
 
    Frank gave his award winning smile and held it for a long moment.  He didn’t even consider trying a lesser smile for this occasion.  He responded, “I am a little surprised to be quite honest.” 
 
    The second newscaster said, “Senator Frank, do you think this is a slight intended to discredit the Advranki people?” 
 
    Frank responded, “Hopefully, it was just a simple oversight by that particular Hiriculan news channel.  I desperately want to believe that there was no ill intent behind not showing my speech to the public along with the others.” 
 
    The first newscaster asked, “What do you think should be done about it?” 
 
    I think that the Hiriculan news channel in question should publically apologize and show my acceptance speech.”   
 
    The first newscaster said, “What can you tell us about the start of the new congress tomorrow?” 
 
    Frank responded, “First, I think it is great that everyone has arrived on the station and that we are ready to get started four days earlier than planned.  I think that we will be able to work together to put a framework for a new government in place.  Hopefully, it will expand upon the beliefs of the original Alliance and create something even better.” 
 
    The second asked, “Did you hear that Senator Baxter Bunnyhop is going to put forth a bill asking that Victor and Crista Bullpeep be removed from the list of international terrorists?  Are you going to sponsor a bill to do the same for accused Advranki Carank and Lexxi?” 
 
    Frank’s struggled to maintain a smile, any smile.  He hadn’t heard of Baxter’s plans to free the Solarians.  He certainly hadn’t given any thought to pardoning Carank and Lexxi.  This was a political landmine that he really didn’t want to deal with on what was literally his first day in office.   
 
    Besides, Frank firmly believed that there was more to the incident than had been reported.  Frank responded, “I don’t think the two situations are the same.  While it is possible that the Solarians were innocent bystanders, I am not sure the same can be said for the Advranki.  Both Carank and Lexxi were active crew members of the Travesty.” 
 
    Frank paused for a breath and a smile.  He continued, “I will however ask for a full investigation of the incident and if there is even the slightest doubt about their involvement I will sponsor a bill for the interstellar terrorist charges to be dropped.” 
 
    The first said, “Thank you Senator.  This just in.  The Hiriculan news station has just formally apologized for any perceived insult to the Senator Frank or the Advranki people and has now shown Frank’s inaugural acceptance speech.”  
 
    The next morning Frank dressed in his senatorial attire and walked the short distance to the archway.  He was a little apprehensive that he would be denied entry, but he had reached his personal perihelion.  There was no going back now.  He would either be accepted as a Senator or arrested. 
 
    The official looking official greeted him politely and allowed him to pass through without issue.  The official even smiled and said that he was happy to see him.  Frank couldn’t tell whether or not the official recognized him from yesterday.  He could tell though that despite outward appearances, the Hiriculan official really wasn’t all that happy to see him.   
 
    Oh well, he supposed it didn’t really matter because his gambit had worked stupendously.  He was a senator, he had diplomatic immunity, and there was nothing that the official, or anyone else for that matter, could do about it. 
 
    Frank strolled through the government offices until he located the Advranki wing.  He walked through the area.  The hallway was completely empty.  Frank knew that the other sub-senators had left a couple of days before him, so he was a little concerned that they weren’t here.  He wondered if they had been detained or possibly lost in space. 
 
    A minute later he entered the main conference room and found his contingent alive, awake, and apparently meeting without him.  Frank was warmly greeted by everyone.  He sat down at the back of the table and joined the meeting.  They discussed a wide range of topics and voted on the appropriate position that the Advranki should take.   
 
    Frank still wasn’t entirely sure whether the position of the sub-council was mandatory or advisory.  He supposed that he could put it to a vote, but he was almost certain that the result would not be what he wanted.  He preferred being able to change his vote or modify the bill should the situation arise. 
 
    They finished the meeting just as the interstellar parliament session was set to begin.  Frank left the Advranki section and walked to the main senate chamber.  He entered the room and was immediately surprised how small it was. 
 
    Well, the room wasn’t really small; it was just small in comparison to the grandiose chamber that they had had on Advranki Prime.  Frank remembered that he was on a space station and reoriented his thinking accordingly.  Based on that fact, the room was well sized. 
 
    There were projectors situated so that they could show images on any portion of any wall or even the ceiling.  The ceiling projectors were on and were currently displaying a stunning image of the planet Draconia. 
 
    The projector was on a timer and after dwelling on Draconia for 48 seconds, it moved on to the next celestial body in alphabetical order.  Eventually, it would scroll through all of the major planets and space stations in the galaxy. 
 
    The front of the room consisted of a center stage with a podium.  This was clearly for whomever was giving a speech.  In one corner was a chair and a corresponding podium clearly intended for the ceremonial master.  Frank knew this because the ceremonial master was sitting in the chair. 
 
    Beyond the stage area was a raised semi-circular row containing exactly five super high quality, memory chairs.  Each seat could swivel to see every other chair, the stage, and anything projected on the walls or even the ceiling, with relative ease.   
 
    In front of the amazing chairs were real wooden desks.  Frank absentmindedly ran his fingers across the finely polished wood.  It was perfectly smooth and cool to the touch.  Frank couldn’t even imagine what they must have cost. 
 
    Behind them was another raised level consisting of twenty chairs designed for spectators.  Intimate, Frank thought.  The chamber on Advranki Prime could hold over 1,000 beings.  Further, there was a sliding wall between the two raised sections.  They could section off the back section and have a more private meeting if they so choose.   
 
    Each of the five senatorial chairs was situated on independent hover platforms.  The seats could be automatically rearranged into a five-sided star or conceivably into any other pattern they could desire. 
 
    The chamber was, in a word, nice.  If Frank had been given two words to describe the chamber, he would have called it understated ostentatious.  Frank loved it, whatever moniker was used to describe it. 
 
    Hiriculan Senator Bline entered while Frank was staring at the ceiling, walked over to the middle chair, and sat down.  Frank looked over at the motion and noted that the Hiriculan had literally taken the best seat in the house.   
 
    Frank now had a conundrum – where to sit.  He could choose the seat to the immediate left or right of Bline, but he would only be able to talk (relatively) privately to one other senator.  Or, he could sit at one of the far ends.  In the standard ‘U’ formation he would only be able to talk to one senator, but in the star pattern he would be able to talk to a second senator not named Bline. 
 
    Bline must have seem him dithering because he pointed to the chair to his immediate left and said, “Senator, please come have a seat.”  It seemed like Bline had choked on the word senator. 
 
    Frank gave his ‘I won but let’s be friends’ smile and sat in the chair Bline had indicated.  Frank said, “Thank you-uuu Senator.”  He overstressed the ‘you’ to the point where the sentence became insincere. 
 
    Bline: “That was certainly an ingenious method of taking the oath of office and escaping questioning about the murder of Senator Figur.” 
 
    Frank relaxed in his chair – it was nearly impossible not to relax in the chair.  He could sit in the thing all day.  No one else had entered, but Frank sincerely doubted that that even with his privacy shield activated that they could have a private conversation in this room.  He was certain that there were recording devices everywhere. 
 
    Frank responded, “He was a traitor.  I doubt very many beings have missed him.” 
 
    Bline answered, “He didn’t sell any secrets to us.  The ‘evidence’ against him was a pure fabrication.  I know that you had the murder weapon constructed, somehow snuck it and a Human to Solaria during the celebration, and then had the Human shoot and kill the Senator.” 
 
    Frank was visibly upset, but not from being so bluntly accused by Bline.  He had expected that.  No, he was upset about the details of Bline’s accusation. 
 
    Honestly, Frank liked Bline’s plan much better than the one that he had actually done.  Bline’s plan would have been perfect.  If a Human had killed Figur, then Frank could have used that murder as political capital depending upon the situation.  He could accuse Humans of being too violent or show that they were trying to help the Alliance by killing a traitor.   
 
    It would have been perfect.  If he took that scenario a little further, Frank could have simply used a Human weapon and cut out the whole complicated part of trying to frame the Hiriculans.  He mentally kicked himself for not doing that plan instead. 
 
    Frank smiled and replied, “You know nothing Senator Bline.” 
 
    Bline’s ear stalks rose slightly.  His voice was near a hiss.  He responded, “We know that you had a weapon made that matched a Hiriculan beam signature.  We also have video footage of you retrieving it from a garbage chute.” 
 
    Frank smiled again.  He knew that Bline was trying to bait him into a confession.  The reality was that the only solid piece of evidence they had was a video of Frank digging through the trash and removing something from it.  They couldn’t prove the mystery man placed a weapon into the dumpster or that Frank removed a weapon. 
 
    Bline realized that Frank was not going to respond, so he continued, “Just wait until you lose a Senatorial election and become a private citizen again.  You will have to find the deepest, darkest bunker around and stay hidden in it for the rest of your life.” 
 
    Senator Quarl entered the chamber; effectively ending their conversation.  Quarl sat on the other side of Bline.  Baxter Bunnyhop followed Quarl and sat next to him.  Korno entered a moment later and took the final chair beside Frank.   
 
    Frank was a little upset with the seating arrangements because he had wanted either Baxter or Quarl seated next to him.  As it stood he would have difficulty addressing either one in semi-private conversation. 
 
    The ceremonial master called for everyone to stand momentarily and then formally began the meeting.  He said, “Our first order of business is to officially decide upon a name and approve the new galactic governing charter.  Hopefully, each of you has had a chance to read it beforehand.” 
 
    Baxter Bunnyhop stood up and said, “I want the first order of business to be the withdrawal of intergalactic terrorist status from the Solarians Crista and Victor Bullpeep.” 
 
    Quarl asked, “Did they do something in a different galaxy?  I didn’t know it was even possible to travel to a different galaxy.” 
 
    The ceremonial master stood back up at the podium and said, “Intergalactic travel isn’t possible, at least not yet.  I believe Senator Baxter meant galactic, not intergalactic.  Or it is possible that he meant interstellar.” 
 
    Baxter said, “I meant interstellar.  Thank you Senator Quarl for correcting me.”   
 
    The ceremonial master continued, “Okay gentlemen, we need to agree upon a name and the charter.”  He then looked at Baxter and raised his ear stalks slightly as he continued, “We will officially call this bill zero so that we can make Baxter’s request can be bill number one.” 
 
    Satisfied, Baxter sat back down. 
 
    In the sudden silence Frank said, “I propose the Federal League Of Planets.” 
 
    Baxter, thrilled to correct someone else’s speech replied, “You mean Federated, not Federal.” 
 
    Frank said, “Understood.  Plus, only putting planets in the name seems inconsiderate.  I amend the name to Federated League Of Star Systems.” 
 
    Bline said, “I thought we had already agreed on the name.” 
 
    Frank said, “Okay, how about the Association of Star Systems.” 
 
    Quarl spoke up for the first time.  He said, “It has a certain ring to it.  How about the Start Alliance.” 
 
    “Star?” Senator Korno asked in both a questioning and correcting fashion. 
 
    “No,” Quarl replied.  “Start, as in we are stating a new Confederation.” 
 
    Bline had apparently had enough of the back-and-forth banter.  He said, “I formally propose that the name of the new confederation be the Associated League of Star Systems or the Association for short.” 
 
    Frank said, “Computer, what is the difference between a federation and a confederation?” 
 
    …In a confederation, members are free to leave.  In a federation, they are not… 
 
    Bline looked over at both Baxter and Quarl and then added, “If there is no further discussion I would like to vote on it.” 
 
    The ceremonial master said, “All in favor of the measure please raise your appendage.” 
 
    Frank was shocked.  The Alliance Senate voted via secret ballot and the results were only shown after everyone had registered a vote.  Now, everyone would immediately know whether or not something was going to pass and who was responsible for its defeat or passage. 
 
    Frank noted that three appendages immediately went up in the air – Quarl, Baxter, and Bline.  Frank sighed and raised his hand.  The measure had already passed.  There was very little to be gained by either voting against it or abstaining. 
 
    The ceremonial master said, “Excellent, the measure has passed unanimously.  The official name of the new confederation is the Associated League of Star Systems or the Association for short.” 
 
    Baxter said, “I want to propose a bill to…” 
 
    The ceremonial master interrupted him and said, “Everyone knows.  Please raise your hand if you support Baxter’s bill to rescind the designation of interstellar terrorist from the two Solarians named Crista and Victor Bullpeep.” 
 
    Again, Frank noted that the same three hands immediately went into the air.  Clearly he had underestimated Baxter.  Apparently Baxter had been doing quite a bit of politicking since the Solarian had arrived at the station.   
 
    Also again, the measure had already passed so Frank saw that there was nothing to be gained by trying to negotiate for his vote.  Therefore, Frank just raised his hand and allowed the measure to pass unanimously. 
 
    The official language of the Association came next and again passed unanimously.  However, the name of the language was changed from Alliance Basic to Association Basic.   
 
    Senator Quarl added an amendment stating that anyone who visited Neto must have a facial translator.  Bline seconded the amendment and added the same language for anyone visiting Hiricula or any of its satellites.   
 
    It seemed for a moment like Baxter was going to add Solaria to the facial translator amendment when he stood up and started to speak.  Ultimately though, he didn’t.  Instead he spoke about diversity and the importance of learning a foreign language.   
 
    Well, not just any language – Baxter spoke about the importance of every being in the galaxy learning Association Basic.  He even proposed that a coupon for 10% off of the official Rose Rock language program be included in every being’s commemorative brochure.  Bline and Quarl quickly agreed and the amendment passed. 
 
    Frank sighed mightily to himself.  The language program was produced on Solaria.  Baxter or one of his friends probably owned shares in the company.   
 
    Oh well, he erased that one from his mind and focused on the next bill. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Lorano was staring at the large, overhead view-screen located in the common area of the special quarters that he shared with Clowy, Carank, and Lexxi.  The Solarians Crista and Victor Bullpeep also lived there, but they were away on a special assignment at the moment. 
 
    Their quarters were located in the ambassadorial wing of the former Altian space station that the Humans had stolen rescued from Waylon six months earlier.  The Humans had renamed the station Space Station Liberty and had parked it in geosynchronous orbit over Akron, Ohio.   
 
    Lorano had repeatedly chided them over the station’s unoriginal name, but he was secretly thrilled that they hadn’t simply named the dumb thing Space Station or a multitude of other even less original names.  He had personally lobbied for keeping the original Altian name for the Space Station, but the name Yo Mar Fe Maw La Yol really didn’t resonate with anyone on Earth. 
 
    He even lobbied for the Alliance Basic translation of YoMama, but no one liked that name very much either. 
 
    The aforementioned overhead monitor was programmed to show background pictures of the solar system.  It scrolled through pictures of the planets, the sun, the moon, Space Station Liberty, the mining drill and control station, and the new cruiser assembly line. 
 
    Carank entered the common area and approached Lorano.  He noted that the silver skinned, bald Altian was silently crying.  Carank knew from diversity training that Altians typically cried for no reason; or at least for no reason that a non-Altian could readily detect.  Altians had even managed to develop emoting into a form of non-verbal communication.  
 
    Carank stood next to Lorano and watched him cry for several long moments.  Lorano was crying longer and harder than he had ever seen before.  Carank patiently waited for the waterworks to stop. 
 
    Lorano eventually stopped crying and noticed that Carank had been carefully pretending not to stare at him.  Lorano didn’t acknowledge his emotional outburst.  Neither did Carank for that matter.  Lorano waited until the overhead monitor showed the drilling station and processing center and told the monitor to stop scrolling. 
 
    They watched as a giant laser beam tore through an asteroid and pulverized everything it touched.  It vaporized the useless rock material.  The remaining useful minerals were sucked into a large collection bin and transferred via a tube to the processing station. 
 
    The processing station separated the space dust into iron, copper, and whole host of other base metals and minerals.  The station then collected each metal and compressed it into a transportable cube of raw material.  The second part of the station took the raw materials and converted then into various grades of steel. 
 
    Carank looked at the monitor.  The Humans were running the laser drill at a high setting.  They were literally destroying their solar system to produce raw materials.  He wondered if that was what was bothering Lorano.  Perhaps the Altian was a preservationist. 
 
    Carank tried an indirect question.  He said, “The Humans are certainly making creative use of the mining drill.” 
 
    Lorano turned to Carank and said, “The Humans have turned the mining drill to nearly its maximum setting.  The drill is intended to slowly scrape along the surface of an object and carefully pull the resources out of the ground.  That way the rock can be recycled and the planetary body can remain essentially as it was.  This, this…” 
 
    Carank filled the pause, “True, they are destroying the entire asteroid belt.  However, they are mining at an unprecedented rate.  We initially stated that they had the mining capacity to produce 12 ships a year.  At this speed they have enough to build 60 ships a year and still have enough left over for fighters and defensive forts.” 
 
    Lorano replied, “Yes.  But in a little over a year the entire asteroid belt will be gone.  Look at the four largest asteroids that comprise half the mass of the entire belt.  They have already disintegrated Ceres and Vesta and are now working on Pallas.  In four months they will switch to Hygiea.” 
 
    Carank said, “On the plus side, removing the asteroid belt will make navigation through the system a little easier.” 
 
    Lorano waved dismissively.  He said, “Let them destroy it.  After all, they named the thing the Asteroid Belt.  Maybe it should be disintegrated.  At least I will no longer have to refer to it by such an unoriginal name.” 
 
    Lorano told the overhead monitor to begin scrolling again.  He waited until it showed the cruiser assembly line again and told it to stop scrolling again. 
 
    He then added, “Computer, begin scrolling through different views of the assembly line; maintain the current scroll rate.” 
 
    …Scrolling through the new views now…  
 
    Lorano looked over at Carank and said, “Seven months ago the humans had nothing, absolutely nothing.  No technology, no manufacturing, no infrastructure, nothing.  Now look.” 
 
    Carank tried to guess what Lorano was thinking based on his relatively random statement.  On one appendage, something about the new Human assembly line may be bothering him and he was crying because he was upset or frustrated.  Conversely, he may be proud of their accomplishments over the last seven months and was crying for joy.  Or, he may just be upset about how ugly their final ship design looked. 
 
    Carank tried to take a middle ground approach.  He responded, “It is amazing how far the Humans have come in only seven months.  Unbelievable progress really.  The new assembly line is up and running now.” 
 
    Lorano waved his hand dismissively again.  He said, “Yes, yes.  We are staring at the longest assembly line in the galaxy.  It is probably the longest one in the universe too for all we know.” 
 
    Carank replied, “I really didn’t believe chief engineer Colin O’Neal when he told me what they were going to do.  It just seemed too extreme at the time.  Now look.  There they are, building cruisers at an unimaginable rate.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lorano said.  “I remember.  We stated in our initial assessment that because there were only three internal bays on Space Station Liberty that the Humans would only be able to build twelve ships a year.” 
 
    Carank pointed to the overhead monitor and said, “We were wrong.” 
 
    Lorano snorted in response.  A moment later he responded, “No other race in the galaxy thinks like the Humans.  No other race is willing to take such extraordinary and extremely risky measures to accomplish their goals.  They…” 
 
    Carank interrupted, “Yes, they are unique problem solvers.  Take the final exam in the flight simulator as an example.  Every other race was told how to pass so they followed those instructions exactly.  The Humans were simply given the video game with no instructions or preconceived notions.  Eventually, they found a way to not only pass the test, but to actually destroy the enemy cruiser and complete the simulation.  I personally think it is an endearing trait.” 
 
    Lorano now pointed to the monitor and asked, “And do you think this, this, this … monstrosity is endearing?”  
 
    Carank said, “The Humans were presented with a problem.  Specifically, since they only had 3 internal bays, they could only build 3 ships at a time.  They simply refused to be bound by traditional convention and found a better solution.” 
 
    Lorano said, “Yes.  I remember patiently explaining to Colin O’Neal how the Altians build ships.  First, weld the main horizontal and vertical beams in place.  Then, install the primary and secondary generators.  Next install the ion cannon.  After that install the plasma reactor and thrust modules.  Finally, weld all of the inner and outer plates onto the structure.” 
 
    Lorano paused for a moment.  He realized that he had one more step to mention, but had said the word finally.   He covered his mental mistake by saying, “Now that the primary structure has been completed and the ship could hold an atmosphere, it could then be transferred to an external bay where the interior would be installed.”  
 
    Carank said, “Yes.  That is how the Advranki, and every other race in the galaxy for that matter, builds ships.  However, as I stated earlier, the Humans clearly thought of different solution.”   
 
    Carank paused momentarily to consider his next statement.  He knew that it might upset Lorano, but he continued anyway, “And possibly a better solution.” 
 
    Lorano did not respond.  Instead, he turned back and watched the assembly line.  Carank did the same. 
 
    The assembly line started at Space Station Liberty and stretched away into outer space for 10 kilometers (6.25 miles).  There was an assembly station every 500 meters.  So, every kilometer contained 2 ships and the entire assembly line contained 20 ships.  
 
    The line produced a completed ship once every six days, meaning that Earth could build 60 ships a year.  Lorano had estimated that the Hiriculans could build 120 ships a year if they chose to do so.  The difference in build rate was still huge at 2 to 1 margin, but it was certainly much better than before.  
 
    Colin employed a small army of industrial engineers to design and build the assembly line.  They had taken Lorano’s relatively simplistic ship design and broken it down into individual steps.  It was similar to taking a car apart piece by piece and trying to figure out how to put it back together again while floating in outer space. 
 
    The process started similar to that employed by the other races.  In one of the space station’s three internal bays the main horizontal and vertical beams of the cruiser were welded together.  Next, the plasma reactor, primary generator, thrust module, and the main electrical trunk wires were installed.  These steps took eighteen days to complete; thus allowing the station to feed one ship to the assembly line every six days. 
 
    The rest of the ship was built in deep space.  Unlike the method used by the other races, the entire ship was constructed from the inside out.  In the first station the ion cannon was bolted into place and then wired to the main electrical line.  The ion cannon ran about half the length of the ship. 
 
    The ion cannon was undersized and underpowered by exactly half compared to an (former) Alliance warship.  However, despite its diminutive size, it was still more than powerful enough to blast a hole in a shielded ship.  The key benefit was that the smaller ion cannon freed up enough room to mount an additional flight deck.  
 
    In the second station of the assembly line, workers installed three habitation units.  Each habitation unit consisted of a bathroom, a kitchenette, three multi-purpose entertainment rooms, and five bedrooms with four sets of bunkbeds each.  The habitation modules were designed to house 20 crew members during eventual ship operation.  Two habitation units were placed in the middle of the ship for the two fighter pilot wings. One unit was placed near the back to house maintenance and engineering.   
 
    A fourth unit was placed in the front to house the marines and bridge personnel. This unit was slightly different as it contained one bedroom for the five marines, one spare bedroom, and individual rooms for the officers. 
 
    The habitation modules were self-contained and had blast doors that could seal in the event of sudden depressurization.  Further, they were capable of holding an atmosphere and an artificial gravity, even in deep space.   
 
    Each habitation unit was identical to every other unit.  There was no variation or customization allowed.  The units, like most of the other systems, were sub-assembled on either on Earth or Space Station Liberty and transported to the appropriate spot on the line. 
 
    During construction the habitation module served two critical functions.  First, the atmosphere and an artificial gravity made it an excellent place to sub-assemble smaller components prior to installation.  Second, the module provided the construction crews with a place to eat and sleep. 
 
    Next, the floors of the cruiser were riveted into place, followed by the walls, more wiring, the bridge, more wiring, engineering, the dual fighter bay, the missile launchers, the inner hull, the shield generators, and finally the outer hull. 
 
    Missiles were stored next to the missile launchers.  There was no centralized storage or handling system.  The missiles were loaded onto the cruiser through the fighter bay and manually carted down the main hallway to the appropriate missile launcher. 
 
    Again, the key difference with the Human line was that the majority of the ship was constructed in outer space.  Men and women dressed in smart suits crawled over the ship day and night - running power and air lines, welding, and installing equipment. 
 
    Lorano pointed to the monitor and said, “It’s too dangerous to build ships like that.  I told Colin that, but he ignored me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Carank readily responded, “I understand that three people have died so far.  One impaled himself on a cross-member and two got tangled and floated off into space.” 
 
    “They don’t listen to us like they used to.”  Lorano lamented. 
 
    “Well, if they did things the way we did, they would wind up with the same outcome.  I think the Humans know they have to innovate in order to have any chance of success in the upcoming territorial dispute.” 
 
    “Is that what we are calling it now?” Lorano asked. “A dispute?” 
 
    Lorano continued unabated, “If the Hiriculans find Earth they will enslave it like they did Neto.  Conversely, if the Humans can build enough ships they will attack with reckless abandon and destroy the galaxy.” 
 
    “Yes,” Carank answered.  “The term dispute is technically correct in this case and I think it sums up the issue rather nicely.” 
 
    Lorano waved his hand dismissively and stared at the screen again.  Carank still hadn’t determined exactly what was bothering Lorano, so he tried a more direct approach.  However, he didn’t want to be rude, so he started with a gentle misdirection that should eventually wind up where he wanted the conversation to go. 
 
    Carank waited a minute and said, “The new Earth ships are certainly something, aren’t they.  I think we can both be proud of how well the new cruiser design turned out.” 
 
    Lorano snorted in response.  He looked over at the green-skinned Advranki and realized that Carank was waiting for an actual response.   
 
    He said, “Computer, replace the scrolling view of the assembly line with the schematic of the Earth cruiser.” 
 
    …Now being displayed… 
 
    Lorano said, “Jim Donovan and Colin O’Neal certainly have high expectations for this … ship.”  He paused long enough between the words this and ship to silently express his true opinion of the thing that they had designed. 
 
    Lorano continued, “They insisted that we incorporate every modification and so called improvement that they made to the Sunflower into this design.” 
 
    Lorano reviewed the schematic.  They had certainly been challenged by Jim Donovan’s demands.  And in Lorano’s humble opinion they had delivered an incredibly powerful ship for its class, or for any class for that matter.   
 
    The ship was an absolute victory in pragmatic warship design efficiency.  The overall length was still the same, but the width and height were significantly smaller than their Alliance and/or Hiriculan counterparts.  The volume reduction was significant at over 40%.   
 
    (Specifically, an Alliance cruiser was 100 meters long, 25 meters wide, and 10 meters tall (330 x 80 x 30 feet) with a volume of 25,000 cubic meters.  The Human cruiser was 100 x 18 x 8 meters with a volume of 14,400 cubic meters.)  
 
    This volume reduction saved a considerable amount of steel and other raw materials.  It also made the cruiser accelerate faster, have a higher top speed, and fly much more efficiently through hyperspace. 
 
    The biggest change though was that the standard complement of fighters had been increased from 20 to 40.  Fighters, or technically the Human’s uncanny ability to pilot them was easily humanity’s biggest advantage and the new cruiser was designed to maximize that advantage.  
 
    Each fighter squadron was housed in its own fighter bay.  The two bays were situated side-by-side and had been moved from the front of the ship to near the back.  The bays were located in the space freed up by the smaller ion cannon – just in front of engineering and just behind the ion cannon.  The fighter bays were 25% wider than the Alliance version. 
 
    Further, the fighter storage elevator had been redesigned.  Now, two rows of five fighters were stored in an elevator above the hangar bay and two rows of five fighters were stored in an elevator below the hangar.   
 
    This modification to the storage elevator made it significantly faster to launch an entire squadron of fighters.  Now, they could launch fighters 5-wide instead of 4-wide and each elevator only had to index once versus twice. 
 
    With the new configuration, an Earth cruiser could consistently launch 40 fighters in the span of 30 seconds.  There was no equal in the galaxy. 
 
    The official Alliance record for the fastest fighter squadron launch in Alliance Navy history was 4 minutes and 18 seconds.  The pilots were intentionally trying to set the record that day.  However, the average fighter launch was 9 minutes and 42 seconds. 
 
    The unofficial record for the fastest fighter squadron launch in Alliance Navy history was 52 seconds.  That record was set by First Squadron during the battle of Hepitila.  The record was unofficial because the Sunflower’s computer had deemed it impossible to launch a squadron of fighters that quickly and had refused to log it in the database of records. 
 
    (Hepitila was the battle where the human pilots aboard the Sunflower blew up two destroyers that were hiding behind an enormous steel plate.  The Sunflower was then chased by a Hiriculan battleship.  That battle led then Captain Solear to formulate the Earth conundrum.) 
 
    Two other significant features had been incorporated into the new cruiser design.  The first was energy production.  The secondary power generator had been upgraded to a primary generator.  This made it easier to build since only one generator design was needed.   
 
    The primary generators were wired in parallel to the energy reservoir capacitors.  This meant that the ship could recharge its batteries in roughly forty percent of the time of a normal Alliance cruiser. 
 
    Further, the number of capacitors and hence the amount of stored energy, stayed the same as the Alliance design.  Since the ion cannon was half the size, it only needed half the power to fire.  Therefore, a human cruiser could either fire its ion cannon twice or fire it once and still be able to jump into hyperspace. 
 
    The final modification was the missile launchers.  The number of launchers remained the same at ten, but the storage area and automated delivery system had been removed.  The missiles were simply pushed down the main corridor to each launcher and stored beside it. 
 
    Lorano switched the view back to the assembly line and checked the countdown clock.  It showed 14 minutes until the very first Human cruiser would exit the assembly line.  Lorano then had the monitor focus on the ship. 
 
    Lorano zoomed in until only the front quarter of the new cruiser was in view.  He traced one of the outer hull plates of the ship with his fingertip.  The plates on the outer hull were 6 meters high and three meters wide (20’ by 10’).  He finished the rectangle and zoomed the view back out until it displayed the entire ship. 
 
    From this angle, he could see the two prominent, horizontal weld seams running the entire length of the ship.  He could also see the thirty-three vertical weld seams spaced evenly three meters apart.   
 
    Carank noted the gesture and said, “At least the weld lines are orderly.  They are double-braced and as strong, if not stronger, than the hull of an Alliance warship.  Plus, these seams are much faster to weld and the welding can be performed in outer space.” 
 
    Lorano didn’t answer so Carank added, “As an added bonus, these ships can be repaired during a battle.  There will now be little fear of getting trapped in the system if your enemy is able to blow a small hole in your hull.  In general, this is a superior hull design for a warship.” 
 
    Lorano still didn’t answer despite the inflammatory comment.   
 
    Carank was a little worried about his friend.  Usually, he could bait him into an ugly comment.  He waited a minute and said, “Do you think we should have attended the christening?  We were invited and asked to give speeches.” 
 
    Lorano finally responded, “I didn’t think it was appropriate.  Let the Humans have their day.  Besides…” 
 
    Lorano hesitated so Carank filled in the blank, “You really don’t want to be associated with this ship, do you?” 
 
    Lorano chuckled and his sour mood seemed to disappear with it.  He said, “On the plus side, this is the best ship I have designed this year.  However, on the minus side this is also the worst ship that I have designed this year.” 
 
    Carank chuckled as well.  He said, “This is a good ship.  I think this cruiser is a great first effort for this backwa…”  Carank immediately stopped himself and continued, “Young race.  I think the ship is fast and powerful and easily repairable.  Every component including the power generators can be swapped out and replaced with little difficulty.   
 
    “True,” Lorano added. 
 
    Carank continued, “The Humans have built a true warship.” 
 
    “What are the odds?” Lorano asked, “That the most violent race in the galaxy would build a naval vessel designed solely and specifically for war.” 
 
    “Okay,” Carank answered.  “How would you sum up this ship?   
 
    “Ugly.” Lorano answered. 
 
    It was almost time for the ship to launch.  Lorano said, “Computer, display the ceremony and turn up the volume.” 
 
    Jim Donovan, Fleet Admiral of the United Earth Navy, was standing beside Colin O’Neal on a temporary platform beside the new cruiser.  They were dressed in smart suits with helmets and were safely tethered to the platform.  There was a television crew stationed next to them. 
 
    Jim felt that the amount of pomp and circumstance was over the top, but he realized that it was necessary.  The planet needed some good news and this launch represented very, very good news.  In fact, it was cause for an international celebration.   
 
    The event planners had even wanted to put a 20 person band on the platform to play a few anthems, but Jim reminded them that they would be performing in outer space in space suits and would have a difficult time playing their instruments.   
 
    The planners were undeterred, so Jim had to remind them that there is no sound in outer space.  Finally, a compromise was reached and the band was allowed to perform in the hangar bay of the new United Earth cruiser. 
 
    Jim and Colin stood at attention while the band played a rousing medley of several national anthems – specifically those of the counties that participated in the formation of the United Earth Navy.   
 
    They finished with the new United Earth anthem.  Oddly enough, it sounded quite a bit like Madonna’s hit song Borderline.  There were even threats of a lawsuit.   
 
    Jim turned on his microphone and said, “Today we stand before the UES Indianapolis as it prepares to exit the assembly line.  This is truly a momentous occasion and is a triumph for Humanity.  We have overcome long odds and have succeeded in building a warship without equal in the galaxy…” 
 
    Jim waited a minute for the anticipated applause to die down.  He continued, “The UES Indianapolis will become the first ship in the new United Earth fleet - an interstellar fleet and a force to be reckoned with.  We will show the galaxy that Humanity deserves the basic, unequivocal rights afforded to all of the other enlightened races in the galaxy.” 
 
    Jim had wanted to say “all beings” but couldn’t because the Neto had been treated very badly by the Hiriculans.  The Hiriculans had euthanized the old, weak, and genetically defective.  They had performed selective breeding to produce smarter children and had amputated the entire race’s second set of arms.   
 
    They planned to do the same thing to Humanity – well, minus the arm thing.  That was the primary reason for fighting the Hiriculans.  Win, lose, or draw Jim knew that they had to fight well enough to at least make the enemy treat them with respect. 
 
    The song ended and Jim produced a wine bottle.  There had been a fair amount of controversy surrounding the breaking of a wine bottle to christen a new a ship.  Traditionalists argued that it was an important tradition and must be carried out. 
 
    However, the safety administration pointed out that Jim was planning on breaking glass in outer space.  After breaking, the glass could go in any direction and puncture someone’s suit and kill them.  Eventually, they came to an acceptable compromise. 
 
    Jim took the unbreakable, empty, aluminum wine bottle and slapped it against the bow of the ship.  It didn’t break.  It didn’t make a sound either.  Fortunately, television producers were ready and provided a reassuring thud for the viewing audience. 
 
    The platform withdrew to a safe distance.  The band entered a transport and left the cruiser.  After that the UES Indianapolis slowly, almost cautiously moved off of the assembly line.  It accelerated to 0.05 light and flew to Venus.  It then turned around and flew back. 
 
     It turned again and flew out to the end of the gravity well.  From there it disappeared into hyperspace.  A television announcer voiced “The UES Indianapolis just jumped to New Earth as part of its maiden voyage.  It will be on maneuvers there for a week and then return to Earth.” 
 
    Lorano said, “Computer, end sound.  Resume showing pictures of the solar system at the normal interval.” 
 
    …Resuming the view of the interesting features of this solar system… 
 
    Lorano briefly considered telling the computer that there was nothing of interest here.  He decided against it because he didn’t have the mental stamina at the moment to attempt arguing with the computer.  He instead let the computer display whatever it considered to be interesting. 
 
    Carank said, “Well, that was certainly a nice ceremony.  I wonder why they gave the ship the designation UES Indianapolis.” 
 
    Lorano replied, “Jim mentioned something about that during one of the staff meetings.  I think it is Human tradition to name their naval vessels after people or places or places that people have gone.” 
 
    Carank said, “Yes, I recall now.  The first 50 ships will be named after the 50 state capitals in the United States.  Then the next 4 will be named after the 4 capitals in the United Kingdom.  Then it will switch to Canada I think.” 
 
    “Not especially creative,” Lorano lamented.   
 
    He had lobbied for naming the ships after popular movie or television villains.  However, his initial suggestion of the UES Baltar had not been received very well.   Better than his suggestion for the name of the space station, but still not very good. 
 
    Carank asked, “Why do you think they included the initials UES before the name of the ship?” 
 
    Lorano replied, “Well, it doesn’t seem very complicated.  UES stands for United Earth Ship.” 
 
    Carank said, “But the cruiser is a naval ship.  Shouldn’t it be called the UEN Indianapolis or even the UENS Indianapolis instead the UES Indianapolis?  Further, what would they call a transport or a freighter assigned to the Navy?” 
 
    Lorano started to answer, but stopped himself.  Apparently it was complicated.  He shrugged and said, “Computer, what would the Humans theoretically call a freighter with the name Peanut that was assigned to the Navy?” 
 
    …It would be called a United Earth Naval Ship; technically the UENS Peanut… 
 
    Lorano said, “The Humans call a non-naval naval ship a naval ship, but they call a dedicated naval ship a non-naval ship.  That seems backwards.” 
 
    Carank said, “I think it is the other way around.  If it is a dedicated naval ship then everyone already knows that it is a naval ship so the word naval is therefore redundant.  Conversely, if a non-naval ship such as a freighter is put into service for the navy, it is designated with the word naval in its title for enhanced clarification.” 
 
    “Well,” Lorano said, “That certainly clears up that issue.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Frank looked at the next bill on the docket.  It was a doozy.  It allowed any Association member to place a space station in any neutral system.  They had to pay access rights and had to file a charter stating why they were there.  There were other rules and regulations such as mining, transportation, and appearance. Even so, it meant that the Hiriculans could place a station in any system they wanted.  
 
    Centuries ago the Advranki and Altians had divided the galaxy amongst themselves.  Later, they gave several systems to the Hiriculans in an ultimately failed attempt to keep them in the initial Alliance.  The Neto and the Solarians did not possess any uninhabited systems.  
 
    This bill adversely affected the Advranki and to a lesser extent the Altians.  Frank tried to convince Baxter or Quarl to vote against the bill.  He was ultimately unsuccessful and the bill passed three to two.      
 
    They had three to five legislative sessions every week.  Frank found it very difficult to introduce any legislation and virtually impossible to get anything passed.  Quarl and Baxter sided with Bline on just about any bill that mattered. 
 
    Further, he thought that he had an ally with the Altian, Senator Korno.  They had been political rivals in the old Alliance, but Frank had thought that they would band together to create a viable voting bloc.  However, other than the most recent bill, that had not been the case. 
 
    Korno had refused Frank’s overtures and had largely ignored most of the legislation.  It seemed his only interest lay in keeping the status quo of the military arrangement and ensuring that the rights of individual citizens were maintained.   
 
    When Frank mentioned that the waiting period for the reintegration of races into the military should be reduced, it was Korno who led the argument against it.  Korno reasoned that the ten year waiting period was critical to the success of the fledgling Association.   
 
    Korno then proposed for a modest tax increase to keep the Hiriculan / Neto military at full strength.  The tax increase and military race integration rule easily passed 4 to 1.   
 
    However, the argument and the vote concerning the racial make-up of the military was largely symbolic.  The Navy belonged to Hiricula and was technically on-loan to the Association.  Therefore, even if the Association Senate had voted to reduce the wait time, it would still have to be approved by the Hiriculan High Council. 
 
    Over the next few months Frank increasingly found himself alone on issues and alone in general.  So far, this wasn’t like the Alliance.  There were no adoring fans, little to no press coverage of their exploits, and almost no live interviews. 
 
    Further, for the most part none of the other Senators even asked for Frank’s input on the issues.  There was no give and take; no political posturing or even bargaining for votes.  Frank found that he couldn’t influence a single vote on a single issue.  This was the first time in his illustrious political career that he had faced such failure. 
 
    The only positive was that Jack Dogbarks had outdone himself with the rapid turnaround.  Only two weeks later Frank’s family snuck aboard the station without issue and moved into the redecorated apartment.   
 
    The negative was that his wife hated it here.  She hated the small rooms.  She hated the shopping selection.  She hated the artificial gravity.  She hated their son’s new school.  She hated not being able to walk outside and pick fresh sea moss out of their garden.   
 
    Frank tried to be positive for her, but it was difficult.  Normally, she was there to comfort him and talk him through whatever political dilemma he was experiencing.  Frank was struggling with this sudden role reversal.  He really didn’t know how to comfort her. 
 
    There was one other piece of good news.  Frank’s prerecorded speeches on Advranki Prime had been a huge success.  Their popularity far exceeded his expectations.  Well, that was primarily because he really hadn’t set any expectations for the speeches.  He had meant for them to make the Hiriculans continue to think that he was on Advranki Prime, little else. 
 
    The reality though was that the Advranki people had actually listened to the message and for the most part agreed with Frank’s conclusions.  Frank was more popular on Advranki Prime than ever before.  They had even broadcast his speeches to the other Advranki planets. 
 
    Frank’s personal life and professional career continued to deteriorate over the next few months.  It came to a head during a session at the start of the fifth month. 
 
    The ceremonial master called for everyone to stand momentarily and then formally began the day’s session. 
 
    Senator Bline said, “I would like to introduce a new subject today.  The Navy has informed me that it is on the brink of charting a new hyperspace lane to Earth.  I would like to discuss and draft a resolution about how the Earthians will be integrated into the Association.” 
 
    Frank was shocked.  He had no idea that the Hiriculans were so close to establishing a new route to Earth.  Heck, he honestly had no idea that they were even looking for the planet. 
 
    Frank responded, “As most of you already know, I had the pleasure of meeting a being from Earth.  I believe that they are called Humans, not Earthians.” 
 
    Senator Quarl said, “It is too difficult to remember a separate name for a race and a planet.  I propose a new bill to either call the native race Earthians or rename their planet Huma.” 
 
    Baxter was about to raise his hand to second the motion when Frank said, “Quarl, I think that is an excellent suggestion.  I propose we delay your naming legislation until Humans have actually joined the Association.  As a show of diversity and good relations, we can let them vote to decide whether they want to be called Earthians or live on Huma.”  
 
    Bline said, “An excellent suggestion Frank.  I agree.  We will put Senator Quarl’s renaming bill on hold until the Earth joins the Association.” 
 
    Quarl said, “I agree.  I suppose it would be better to let them choose their own name.” 
 
    Bline said, “My team has extensively reviewed all known data concerning the … Humans?”  Bline stopped for reassurance that he had said the term correctly.   
 
    Both Frank and Baxter shook his head in agreement. 
 
    Bline continued, “Unfortunately, the Humans are, by all accounts, an extremely war-like and backward race.  Our leading psychologists firmly believe that the best approach is to make contact via a large show of force.” 
 
    Bline paused momentarily for questions.  There were none, so he continued, “We can even give them a demonstration of our overwhelming technical superiority and military might by blowing up an asteroid or something.” 
 
    Bline: “Once they are sufficiently cowed, we will land a significant occupation force on the planet.  Then we can help the citizens overcome centuries of mismanagement by the former Alliance.”   
 
    He paused for effect and waited to see if Frank, Korno, or Baxter would protest or state that the Alliance did manage them correctly.  None of the senators disputed his assessment.   
 
    Bline was actually a little disappointed because he had prepared a rousing condemnation speech.  Now it appeared that he wouldn’t be able to use it.  Oh well, he figured that he could rewrite it and use it to condemn something else.  It was a good condemnation speech after all.  
 
    Bline continued, “We can cure their diseases, end their starvation, erase their overpopulation, end their wars, and …” 
 
    Bline looked down at his communication pad for reassurance and continued, “And end their dependency on using dead animals for fuel.”  He paused for a moment and said, “That cannot possibly be right, can it?” 
 
    Baxter again nodded in confirmation.   
 
    Bline smiled for effect and continued, “Eventually, they will become technically adept at new technologies and have a modern standard of living.”  Bline concluded by smiling again and holding it for a long moment. 
 
    “What exactly will you do to cure hunger and disease or care for the aged?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Bline said, “If they are hungry, we will feed them.  If they are sick, we will cure them.  If they are old or infirm, we will care for them.” 
 
    Frank mentally thought, ‘If they are sick or old you will euthanize them.  Hungry too for that matter’. 
 
    Bline continued, “The Hiriculans learned several significant lessons from our dealings with the Neto.  We are confident that we now know how to treat a less technologically advanced culture.  We will apply what we learned from Neto to Huma.” 
 
    “So,” Frank asked, “This time you will not eradicate a hereditary disease by killing everyone who is afflicted by it or amputate any unnecessary appendages?” 
 
    Bline shook his head.  He responded, “Sometimes individual sacrifices must be made for the greater good.  In the extremely unlikely event that we have to euthanize anyone, it will be done with dignity and respect and only after every medical treatment has been exhausted.” 
 
    Frank looked over and saw that both Senator Korno and Senator Quarl were nodding in agreement.   
 
    Korno stated, “It is critical that the Humans be treated with dignity and respect.  We all saw how poorly the Neto were treated by the Hiriculans.” 
 
    Bline said, “Again, that was a long time ago.  No one from that era is even alive today.  The Hiriculan Navy will not repeat the mistakes of a tiny fraction of our ancestors.” 
 
    Korno replied, “I am certain the Humans would understand that some minimal population control measures may initially be warranted.  Again, these must be handled with the upmost dignity and respect.” 
 
    Bline stated, “After the initial occupation period, I suggest the large numbers of Humans be incorporated into the Navy.  This is an excellent way for them to learn valuable skills while paying back, so to speak, the enormous cost of integrating them into polite society.” 
 
    Both Korno and Quarl said, “An excellent suggestion.” 
 
    Frank said, “This topic wasn’t on the agenda for today.  I would like to take a small recess so that we can discuss the issue with our subcommittees before voting on the measure.” 
 
    The ceremonial master granted the request.  Frank stormed out of the senate chambers and marched down the corridor.  He realized that he was headed in the wrong direction, so he stopped, turned around, and stomped back to where his delegation was located. 
 
    Frank was both upset and angry.  He wasn’t really that upset about the Humans or even mad that they were dispassionately discussing their eventual treatment – or possible mistreatment.  No, he was just mad.  And upset. 
 
    He stopped stomping and a moment later just stopped walking.  He just stood there in the middle of the hallway for nearly a minute.  He suddenly realized what was making him so irate.  The answer was everything.  The big issues were bothering him; that small issues were bothering him. In short, everything was bothering him. 
 
    Frank focused for a moment.  Everything may be bothering him, but Senator Korno siding with the Hiriculans was what had really made him upset.  And the fact that he discovered this tidbit of information in the Senate chamber made him angry. 
 
    He finally understood a fact about the Altians that had eluded him for the past few decades.  Specifically, during his time as a senator in the Alliance, a bill to allow Humans to join the Navy was brought forth at least a dozen times. 
 
    Each time the bill was sponsored by Senator Korno and each time the three Altian senators were united in their vote to allow the Humans to join the Navy.  Not the Alliance, just the Alliance Navy.  Frank had always thought of them as one and the same, but clearly to the Altians they were not.   
 
    The former Solarian Senator Amanda Catmeows always voted against the measure.  So did the four Advranki Senators.  As a matter of fact, it was Frank changing his vote that eventually broke the deadlock and allowed a small number of Humans to join the Navy. 
 
    The charter for the Alliance included a staffing and a shipbuilding plan.  The Altians enthusiastically participated in the construction of capital warships.  However, the staffing requirement was another matter entirely.   
 
    The Altians always met the minimum required number of soldiers by their race’s population, but just that.  They never had even a single soldier over the required minimum.  Frank also suspected that the Altians that joined the Navy may not have been the best representatives available. 
 
    Frank was still standing motionless in the middle of the corridor.  He thought back to the end of the war.  The Hiriculans surrounded Advranki Prime and forced it to surrender.  They then sent a message to Advranki 2, Advranki 3, and Altian telling them to surrender as well. 
 
    Admiral Solear and Captain Arean stole 84 warships from Advranki 2 and 3 and hid them somewhere in deep space.  Frank had no clue what they intended to do with the ships, but at least the two soldiers had done something.  They had been rewarded for their efforts by becoming the third and fourth Advranki to be named interstellar terrorists. 
 
    Frank seemed to recall that the Altians had surrendered without a fight; or really even without proof that Advranki Prime had fallen.  He looked left and right to ensure that he was still alone in the corridor.  Then he turned slightly to the right so that he could see the monitor in the hallway.  
 
     He said, “Computer, replay the Altian surrender from five months ago on the hallway monitor.” 
 
    …Playing on hallway monitor number 133 now… 
 
    Frank watched the playback of the Altian surrender.  They started by lining all 63 capital ships that were in the Altian system into a straight line.  They were divided into 3 groups of 21 ships each with a significant gap between each squadron.   
 
    There was a myriad of transports that shuttled between the large ships for over three hours.  The transport traffic slowed down and eventually stopped.  The first squadron began moving in unison.  They maintained their perfect formation as they reached a top speed of only .005 light.  The 21 ships flew directly into the sun and were disintegrated. 
 
    A few minutes after the first fleet entered the sun the second fleet of 21 ships began moving.  This fleet also flew directly into the sun and was destroyed.  After a similar delay, the third group flew into the sun and was vaporized.  Frank ended the recording. 
 
    A couple of months ago, the Altians voted for a bill to continue to have only the Hiriculans and Neto serve in the military.  Frank didn’t understand what was really going on at that time; he just thought the Altians were still upset about the loss of their military.   
 
    Frank mentally switched his mind back to the present bill under consideration.  Senator Korno was amending the Hiriculan / Neto only military vote to include Humans.  This addition essentially assured that the Altians would never have to serve in the military again.   
 
    However, he was now able to put the video of the Altians destroying their fleet into a different context.  It was now painfully clear in Frank’s mind what was really going on – the Altians simply did not want to be bothered with the whole military thing.  They wanted someone else to deal with it. 
 
    He laughed to himself when he thought of an old Advranki saying about the Altians.  It was racially insensitive, so Frank didn’t say it aloud.  It essentially translated to ‘the Altians just want to stay in their towers and ride up and down their electro lifts’. 
 
    (The saying actually rhymes in Advranki and uses alliteration rather effectively.  Trust me, if Frank had said it out loud you would have laughed – well provided that you could speak Advranki and laughed at insensitive jokes.) 
 
    Frank took a long breath and focused on why this sudden epiphany had unsettled him.  The reality was that this revelation changed very little.  Correction, it changed nothing.  Well, technically it changed Frank’s opinion of the Altians.  Therefore, the best description of the revelation was that it changed next to nothing. 
 
    Frank knew what he had to do.  He couldn’t believe he was actually going to do it, but he knew that it had to be done.  Take Senator Figur for instance; the old windbag would probably still be interrupting people if he hadn’t killed him.  Actually, that was a bad example.  Forget about that one. 
 
    The path forward was going to be difficult, but Frank knew with certainty that it was the correct one for him.  Frank’s entire career had been in politics and he had been very successful at it for a very long time.  He had started as a junior representative and had moved up the ranks until he had reached the pinnacle - the sole representative of the entire Advranki race in the Association Senate.   
 
    This meant that he was supposed to be the political leader of the Advranki.  However, in reality he wasn’t.  He was just a puppet that went to countless meetings and was routinely ignored or minimized by an unbreakable majority of other races. 
 
    As weird as it sounded, for Frank to become a true political leader of the Advranki people, he needed to leave politics. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “We have worm sign!”  The technician yelled. 
 
    “Worm sign?” Jim Donovan questioned. 
 
    “Yes, worm sign.” The technician repeated a little bit more calmly and quietly.  He said “Look” and pointed to the monitor. 
 
    Jim was sitting in his command chair in the Command and Traffic Control center, or CTC.  He got out of his command chair in and walked the short distance to where the technician was sitting.  The technician was new; very new.  Actually, today was his first day on the job.   
 
    Jim desperately tried to remember his name, but couldn’t.  He suddenly realized why most Earth armies put nametags on their soldiers’ outfits – so that their officers wouldn’t have to undergo the embarrassment of having to admit that they didn’t know a soldier’s name.   
 
    The worst part though, Jim thought, was that he had been formally introduced to this particular technician about three hours ago.  Jim made a mental note to add nametags to everyone’s uniform.   
 
    He really missed Russ Brand, his best friend and former shipmate.  Jim promoted Russ to captain of the Sunflower.  He then ordered him to rendezvous with Admiral Solear – who claimed to have 84 unmanned warships hidden in hyperspace.  That had been seven long months ago. 
 
    They had received a message stating that the Sunflower had reached New Earth without issue.  Then they received a second message stating that they had reached Solaria and were departing for Conron.  Then they got one stating that they were sneaking around Conron.  That was the last message they received. 
 
    Jim shook himself out of his reverie and focused back on the technician.  He tried to cover his mental lapse concerning the technician’s name as best as he possibly could.  He said, “I don’t see anything on the monitor.  What do you mean by worm sign?” 
 
    The technician looked down and realized that he had inadvertently switched to the wrong screen.  He quickly switched it back and said, “Look here.  A ship just exited a wormhole right behind Uranus.” 
 
    Jim studied the screen for a moment.  The ship was on the far side of the 7th planet, roughly 2.5 billion kilometers (1.7 billion miles) away from Earth.  The light from that particular event had taken two hours and 18 minutes to reach them. 
 
    Jim responded, “First, there is no reason to be overly excited.  The ship or object or whatever it is appeared a little over two hours ago.  The light from that event is just reaching us now.  Further, it is only a 17 second micro jump from there to here.” 
 
    He paused for a breath and continued, “So, with the 10 to 1 time dilation, the ship could have entered the system, adjusted to the correct vector, and made a micro jump to the station immediately afterward.” 
 
    “That means…” the technician started and then paused. 
 
    Jim continued, “That they would have arrived here 2 hours and 15 minutes ago.  I think that it is safe to assume that it was the Indianapolis returning from its trial run.  They must have stayed near Uranus to check on mineral deposits or something.” 
 
    “Understood,” The technician replied. 
 
    Jim smiled knowingly and added, “Second, there is no such thing as a wormhole.” 
 
    Jim immediately realized his mistake and looked around to see if Colin O’Neal, his chief engineer, was in the room.  Colin would have felt compelled to correct his mistake.  Jim was in luck though; Colin was not there at the moment. 
 
    Jim said, “Correction, there are bunches of wormholes in the galaxy, but we don’t use them for interstellar travel.  At least we don’t yet anyway.  To my knowledge, no one from the Alliance has ever tried to fly through one.” 
 
    Jim held up his finger to stop the next question and said, “Each interstellar ship is equipped with a hyperdrive unit.  The drive manipulates time to curve space and allows the ship to travel along the peaks.  Imagine the upper half of a sine wave.  The ship travels from peak to peak, bypassing everything in between.” 
 
    Jim concluded, “We should receive a hail in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    Jim returned to his chair.  A couple of minutes passed.  There was no hail.  Jim started to get nervous.  The timing was in line with the expected return of Indianapolis from its maiden flight to New Earth.  However, the fact that they didn’t communicate immediately upon return was not standard procedure. 
 
    Jim stood up and said, “James…”  Yes, James Patterson was the name of the technician that he had forgotten a few minutes earlier.  Jim had had to bring up the day’s crew roster and use a process of elimination to learn the other person’s name. 
 
    Jim said, “James, initiate an active scan of the entire area.  Also, send a hail to their last known location.”   
 
    Jim paused when saw the concerned look on James face and hastily added, “The Indianapolis may have suffered a communication or drive failure and need our help.” 
 
    A moment later James said, “They are responding to our hail.  Would you like me to play the message?” 
 
    Responding? Jim questioned.  They had just sent the message.  It would take 2 hours to get there and then another two to get back.  A momentary response was not possible.  Well, he supposed, it was possible if they had a hyper communication device on board the ship with a direct line of sight to the communication device that Lorano had put in the system a few months earlier. 
 
    Which they didn’t – have a direct line of sight that is - since they were tucked in behind Uranus.  Nor for that matter did they have a hyper communication device.  Jim sighed in relief when he figured out what must have happened. 
 
    Jim replied, “That isn’t a response to our message.  It is the initial message the ship sent when it reached our system.  It was just a few minutes later than expected.  And yes, please play the message.” 
 
    The message said, “This is the UES Indianapolis returning from New Earth.  All systems are working properly and the ship performed magnificently.  Since we are this close to Uranus we decided to perform the element analysis of the planet’s crust.” 
 
    Jim was happy that they would finally be able to provide the information to Lorano.  The Altian had requested that study almost a month ago.  They were currently mining the asteroid field just past Mars and they would have to decide their next location relatively soon.  
 
    Uranus seemed like the next logical choice.  Based on recent polling, most people would protest if they vaporized Mars or even some of the better known moons of Jupiter.  However, no one seemed to care if they mined Neptune into non-existence or stripped Uranus bare. 
 
    Jim checked the time.  There was still plenty of time before their daily staff meeting began.  However, it was almost time for his weekly chess match with Lorano.  As if on cue, Lorano and Carank entered CTC.  Lorano took his normal seat at the conference table.   
 
    Jim left his command chair and took a seat opposite the Altian.  They both began setting up their pieces.  Jim smiled as he thought about the chess board.  They were still using the same board that Lorano and Carank had used while secretly hiding on Earth.  The plastic pieces were slightly discolored and the edges of the board were frayed. 
 
    Jim made a mental note to buy Lorano a new board with intricate hand carved pieces for his birthday.  He then wondered if Altians celebrate their birthdays or even have the same concept of the passage of time.  Suddenly intrigued, Jim asked, “Lorano, do Altians have birthdays?” 
 
    Lorano, unsure if he understood the question, thought for a moment.  He finally replied, “Yes, we record the date of our births.” 
 
    Jim replied, “A birthday is considered the anniversary of the day on which a being was born.  Humans typically treat this as an occasion for a small party with cake and the giving of gifts.  Do Altians celebrate such an anniversary?” 
 
    Lorano replied, “No.  It seems senseless to document such a trivial event.” 
 
    Carank said, “The Advranki have a similar celebration.  We mark the passing of each decade with a small ceremony.  It doesn’t involve the giving of gifts or a party though.  Instead, our extended family gathers together and we sing traditional Advranki folk songs.  The highlight of the event is when we recite poems about our achievements over the previous ten years.”   
 
    Carank smiled politely and added, “I started my poem for this decade.  Would you like to hear an excerpt?” 
 
    Lorano quickly replied, “No.”   
 
    He then furtively glanced around the room to see whether anyone else wanted to hear Carank’s poetry.  Fortunately, no one overruled him.  Lorano tried to be nice and added, “I think you should save it and read an extended version during the following celebration.” 
 
    Lorano smiled.  That statement just bought him fifteen years before he would have to hear Carank’s poem.  With a little foresight and some good luck, perhaps he would be able to delay the event another decade or two. 
 
    Lorano moved his queen’s pawn and waited for Jim to play.  He secretly recorded each move of each game that they played and reviewed it for continuous improvement.  This was their 49th game.  Lorano knew that his overall record was a paltry 9 wins and 39 losses, but on the plus side he had won nine of the last twelve. 
 
    Lorano did not mention the win/loss record to Jim.  He doubted that the Human had the mental acuity to fully appreciate the statistical trends of their recent games and discern that he was now the better player.   
 
    On the other hand, it had taken him far longer than anticipated to gain the upper hand in their games.  He attributed the initial losing streak to the fact that he was playing a Human at a Human strategy game.  Now, if they were playing Go Lel Ka Pow Le Nal he was certain the result would have been different. 
 
    Lorano took Jim’s bishop and knight in exchange for only a knight and a pawn.  Jim responded by terrorizing Lorano’s back row with his queen.  Lorano countered by castling behind two pawns and pinning his queen on the opposite side of his king.  His king was now safely protected on all sides. 
 
    Despite the losses, Lorano continued to press his slight advantage and forced Jim into a weaker and weaker position.  They traded pieces until most of the board had been removed.  Jim had a pawn one square away from Lorano’s end, but Lorano had the back row guarded by his queen.   
 
    Lorano moved his free rook and placed it on the same horizontal row so that it now threatened Jim’s queen and was correspondingly protected by his queen.  If Jim didn’t jump the rook with his queen, he could threaten the pawn.  If Jim did jump the rook, he would lose his queen. 
 
    It was Jim’s turn.  Jim took Lorano’s rook with his queen. 
 
    Lorano smiled.  He couldn’t believe the huge blunder that Jim had just made.  Jim had somehow missed the fact that the rook was guarded by his queen.  Lorano knew that it was the defining move of the game. 
 
    Lorano reached out to grab his queen, but stopped.  He scanned the board just in case he missed something.  Jim would now be free to move his pawn a square and get another queen, but Lorano could just move his queen back diagonally and take it.  There was no risk – Lorano was going to trade a rook for a queen and essentially end the game.   
 
    Lorano jumped Jim’s queen with his queen. 
 
    Jim quickly moved his rook across the board and said, “Check and mate.” 
 
    Lorano stared at the board.  He was incredulous.  His king was in check and was blocked on every other side by his own pieces.  He could technically move his queen back in front of Jim’s pawn, but then Jim could slide his rook across and jump the queen.  The effect was the same.  It was check and mate.  
 
    He couldn’t believe that Jim had turned a certain loss into a stunning victory.  He looked at Jim and then looked back at the board.   
 
    Finally he asked, “You did that on purpose?  You sacrificed your most important piece on purpose?” 
 
    Jim nodded and replied, “Yes.  I had to sacrifice the queen in order to turn the game to my advantage.  The key was to offer something so tantalizing that your opponent would put logic aside and jump at the chance to strike what they think will be a decisive blow.”  
 
    Lorano said, “That doesn’t seem like an honorable way to win.” 
 
    Jim got up from the table and responded, “It counts the same as the other 39.” 
 
    Lorano and Carank followed Jim to the conference room.  There were still a few minutes before the staff meeting started, so Lorano turned on the monitor and switched it to his favorite interstellar news program.  Well, it really wasn’t his favorite news program.  His favorite was an Altian program.  
 
    The telecast that he actually chose was called Global News Intergalactic.  It was an Associate Basic language broadcast with stations on every major planet or potential news source.  Each station gathered news from its planet, combined it with information broadcast by their affiliate stations in the rest of the galaxy, and broadcast a relatively cohesive program. 
 
    Obviously, one segment would be live while the next could potentially be days or even weeks old depending upon the source.  The particular station that Lorano had chosen was being broadcast from Opron.  This added another two weeks to the age of newscast because it had to travel via hyper communication device from Opron to Conron and then to Earth.  That said, it was literally better than nothing.  
 
    (Yes.  Multiple beings complained that the word Intergalactic in the station’s name was incorrect.  It should be Intragalactic, not Intergalactic.  The station unilaterally responded that if and when someone traveled to another galaxy the network would be there to cover it.) 
 
    The Altian news anchor smiled brightly and said, “Our top story tonight.  Kima Katdashs was seen entering the Spindle Station.  She had a considerable entourage and what appeared to be five huge cases of luggage.” 
 
    The Advranki host continued, “I believe that sets the record for the most luggage ever to be brought onto the station for only a two-week stay.” 
 
    The Solarian host responded, “It is rumored that Kima is going to accompany Baxter Bunnyhop to the inaugural interstellar government ball and dinner.  This gala is in celebration of the unprecedented racial cooperation and a firm commitment to building a better galaxy.” 
 
    “Yes.” The Altian said, “It is amazing how quickly the various races were able to come together to form a new government.  It is truly admirable how effortlessly they have been able to work together over the last six months to pass multiple pieces of important legislation.” 
 
    The Advranki said, “In other news, Advranki Senator Frank resigned from the galactic legislature, retired from politics, and is in the process of relocating to Advranki Prime.  Let’s go to our field reporter for an exclusive interview with the retiring Senator.” 
 
    Frank: “I want to announce that today, effective immediately in fact, I am officially retiring from politics after 80 years of dedicated public service.” 
 
    Reporter: “Senator Frank, what do you think Kima’s sudden appearance just before the gala means?” 
 
    Frank gave his ‘let’s talk about me’ smile and responded, “Well, I don’t want to speculate.  But if I did want to speculate, I would speculate that she is here to visit Baxter Bunnyhop and attend the gala with him.” 
 
    Frank waited patiently for nearly a second for the reporter to collect his thoughts and ask another question.  However, the reporter painfully remained silent. 
 
    Frank said, “Why am I retiring?  That is an excellent question, thank you for asking.  Politically, I am thrilled with the progress the Associate Senate has made since its formation, but personally I wanted a new challenge.  I want to try something new.” 
 
    Again the reporter was silent, so Frank continued, “Can I discuss my career?  Well yes, I had a magnificent career as in representative in local, global, and galactic government.  I had the opportunity to meet and interact with many wonderful beings. 
 
    The reporter finally recovered and asked, “Are you still under questioning for the murder of Senator Figur?” 
 
    Frank gave his award winning smile and responded, “I testified before select members of the Associate Senate.  I answered their questions and was fully cleared.” 
 
    “Can you clarify?” the reporter asked. 
 
    Frank absolutely could clarify if he wanted to.  However, he didn’t really want to.  The Senate had hooked him up to a lie detector and questioned him relentlessly about whether he had snuck a Human onto Solaria.   
 
    Oddly enough, they never asked whether he shot Senator Figur.  As Frank surmised, there was only circumstantial evidence about the package.  The Senate didn’t have a smoking gun, a motive, a suspect, or any solid evidence linking Frank to the murder. 
 
    Frank replied, “It was just a routine follow-up to the initial investigation.  As you may recall, I was the one that discovered Figur’s body.  Unfortunately, I was not able to provide any new information on the tragic incident.” 
 
    The reporter asked, “One final question, what are you going to do in retirement?” 
 
    Frank replied, “I am going to become a spokesman for Seagreen, the largest producer of Advranki sea moss.”  Frank briefly considered reciting the Seagreen jingle, but decided against it.  A retirement interview didn’t seem the appropriate place. 
 
    The reporter nodded and said, “Frank that is wonderful.  Good luck in your future endeavors.”  
 
    The view switched back to the news anchor said, “Well, that was a moving interview.  It certainly appears that Frank believes Kima has arrived to accompany Baxter to the gala.” 
 
    The newlyweds Becky and Colin O’Neal entered the room at the same time.  Lorano turned the program off because the meeting was about to start.   
 
    Carank said, “I wonder whether Kima attended the …” 
 
    Carank stopped because Becky interrupted him the moment she entered.  She raised her voice to not quite a yell, but loud enough so that she could get everyone’s attention.  She said, “I have bad news if it’s true.  Computer, play the email that I just received from Senator Frank.” 
 
    …Greetings Becky Matthews.  I hope this message finds you alive and well.  I still fondly recall our brief meeting at the press conference in Conron.  You certainly entertained the crowd that day.  However, I have some dire news… (dramatic pause for effect)   
 
    …The Hiriculan Navy recently claimed that they are on the brink of charting a new hyperspace lane to Earth… (another, possibly more dramatic pause for effect) 
 
    …This statement cannot be confirmed and I honestly doubt its veracity.  However, I can confirm that the Hiriculan Navy is heavily guarding all major hyperspace lanes, especially in Conron and Opron.  In fact, the fleets in Opron are preventing some of our friends from traveling through the system.  If there is anything I can do to assist you in your time of need please let me know…  
 
    Jim was the first to speak.  He said, “Becky, he got your name wrong.  I guess you forgot to send him a wedding invitation.”   
 
    After a brief round of laughter Jim said, “Are you sure this message is legitimate?” 
 
    Becky just shrugged in reply.  When it was clear that Jim wanted an actual response, Becky said, “I had the computer trace its starting point.  The message did originate from the Spindle Station.  Plus, it did have a header stating it was from the Imperial Senate.” 
 
    “Associate,” Carank corrected. 
 
    Lorano spoke next.  He said, “I believe that Frank’s email is legitimate.  Also, I think that he communicated two separate pieces of information to us.  The first is obvious – the Hriculans may be close, or at a minimum they are actively searching for us.” 
 
    “And the second?” Colin asked. 
 
    Lorano: “The second is considerably more subtle.  Senator Frank may have given us the reason why Admiral Solear or the Sunflower has not contacted us.  The fleet cannot reach Earth because is trapped in a hyperspace lane somewhere.” 
 
    Becky replied, “That is a somewhat hopeful analysis since we haven’t heard from them in months.  Jim, what do think the message means?” 
 
    Jim replied, “War.” 
 
    “War?” Lorano asked incredulously.  “With what?  We have exactly six functioning cruisers now.  That is less than a flotilla.  Besides, if we attack we will leave Earth completely unguarded.  What if the Hiriculans come while our fleet is away?” 
 
    Jim replied sarcastically, “What if they come while our fleet is here?  I doubt six ships will change the outcome of a full-scale invasion.  The point is that we need to distract them from searching for Earth for a while.” 
 
    He paused for a moment and said almost as afterthought, “And hopefully we can clear a path for Solear.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Carank awoke suddenly and jerked up to a sitting position.  He looked around the room somewhat confused for a moment.  He saw that Lexxi was still asleep beside him and everything was more or less exactly where it was supposed to be - except of course for Lexxi’s clothes.  They were strewn about the floor in a haphazard fashion.   
 
    Carank relaxed and settled back down into bed.  Whatever had interrupted his sleep was left in his unconscious.  He checked the time on his communication pad and realized that he still had a few minutes before it was time for him to get up.   
 
    Carank noticed that his sudden movement had woken Lexxi up, so scooted over a little bit and snuggled with her.  Sleeping together had been a relatively recent development and was an important milestone of his master plan to eventually marry her. 
 
    Well, they were sleeping together, but they weren’t ‘sleeping together’.  Still though, it was an important step forward.   
 
    His big break had come when Lexxi complained that she didn’t have anywhere to set up her Type 7 make-up kit.  Carank graciously offered his room as a suitable location.  As a result, they converted his room into a combination make-up / art studio and Carank relocated his belongings into Lexxi’s room.   
 
    And since there really wasn’t enough room for two beds in the room they had started sleeping together – well sleeping in the same bed at the same time anyway.  And a week later they had started snuggling.  At this rate he figured that they should become a couple in a few more months. 
 
    Lexxi yawned and said, “Did you hear about Clowy?” 
 
    “No.” Carank responded.  He briefly wondered what it was he should have heard about Clowy.  Lorano didn’t mention anything and neither did any of the Humans for that matter. 
 
    He continued, “What happened to her?” 
 
    Lexxi yawned again and responded, “She got her letter today.  Her mother forwarded it to her.” 
 
    Carank noted that Lexxi had used the words ‘her letter’ instead of the words ‘a letter’.  That implied it was something important or at least unique to Clowy.  Carank figured that he should probably know what letter she was referring to, but couldn’t think of anything. 
 
    He responded, “No.  I didn’t see Clowy yesterday and Lorano neglected to mention the letter to me.”   
 
    Actually, in retrospect Lorano may have mentioned that his life was about to be flung into unfathomable chaos, but Carank figured he was just being melodramatic and ignored him. 
 
    Lexxi replied, “Clowy got an updated letter from the Altian government.  Her request for a birthing postponement due to the fact that she is an interstellar terrorist was denied.  Clowy still has to have her allotted two children.  Plus, she hast to get pregnant with her first child within the next three months.” 
 
    Carank briefly wondered what the penalty for not getting pregnant was.  Clowy had already been branded an interstellar terrorist.  That particular crime carried a sentence of being forced to live on a sparsely populated space station in the middle of nowhere.  So, one could successfully argue that she was already serving her sentence. 
 
    What could they possibly add to it for not having children?  Customer service? 
 
    Lexxi added, “Lorano also got a letter basically stating the exact same thing.” 
 
    It was now time for them to start their day.  Carank grabbed his communication pad and reviewed his new emails and the latest news items.  He told Lexxi that he had a meeting with Jim Donovan later that morning.   
 
    Lexxi responded, “Did you forget?  I also have a big day today.” 
 
    The simple answer was that Carank had completely forgotten whatever it was she had planned for the day.  He desperately tried to think of anything that she may have discussed, but he couldn’t.  He gave up. 
 
    Carank responded, “Well, just make sure you look great before you go.  I cannot wait to hear you tell me all about this evening.  I want to hear every detail.  Do you think you will be back in time for dinner?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied.  “Crista may take us somewhere.  I will send you a message either way.” 
 
    Lexxi got out of bed first.  She removed her nightgown and tossed it in a heap on the floor.  She then grabbed an outfit that was lying in a different pile on the floor and got dressed.  She smiled, grabbed her giant earphones, and left the room. 
 
    Carank wasn’t entirely sure whether Lexxi realized that she was undressing in front of him.  If she did, she clearly didn’t care if he saw her in various stages of undress.  He smiled and mentally checked that off of his list prerequisites required for a relationship. 
 
    He then got up and retrieved a freshly cleaned smart suit and a pair of slippers from the closet.  He got dressed.  He checked himself in the mirror to ensure that he was wearing everything that was supposed to be wearing.  He was. 
 
    Next, he grabbed one of Lexxi’s shirts off of the floor and smelled it.  Unfortunately, his olfactory sense betrayed him - he wasn’t sure whether the shirt was clean or dirty.  Further, he couldn’t ask her because she had already left the room.   
 
    Carank gave up and just tossed every article of clothing on the floor into the dirty bin.  He decided that it was better to clean the clean clothes than to leave the unclean clothes unclean.  He finished his morning routine and left their quarters. 
 
    He immediately headed to the lab at the end of the corridor.  He walked in and noticed that Lorano was already there busy with a new project.  Carank approached and watched Lorano work on his latest experiment for a few minutes. 
 
    Finally, Carank said, “You know you can’t do that, correct?”  
 
    Lorano said, “I can.  The science isn’t that hard”.  Lorano waved his hand to show that he had already figured out how to do it.” 
 
    Carank replied, “No.  I mean that you are not allowed to do that.” 
 
    Lorano looked at him quizzically.  He responded, “Why am I not allowed?  Better yet, who is going to stop me?  Better yet than that, who would want to stop me?” 
 
    Carank said, “Everyone knows the story of the Altian breeding crisis 2,000 or so years ago.  Remember, females delayed having children so long that they became infertile.  The government responded to the low population replacement numbers by cloning people.  That worked for a short time, but soon the gene pool became too restricted and your entire species was in danger of extinction…” 
 
    Lorano interrupted, “Yes, I know the story, though extinction was a huge exaggeration.  The Altian race was never in any real danger of extinction.” 
 
    Carank countered, “Okay, but they were in danger of a racial reset because at least 70% of the DNA variations were going to be lost.” 
 
    Lorano sighed in apparent defeat of this point and responded, “Yes, you are correct.  The Altian government responded by passing a series of breeding laws; basically forcing every female to have enough children to ensure the future of the race.” 
 
    Carank said, “And the Altian government strictly forbade cloning and then a few years later outlawed it just in case forbidding it wasn’t strong enough.” 
 
    “True, but…” Lorano retorted. 
 
    “But nothing,” Carank retorted even retortier.  “You are already an interstellar terrorist.  Do you want to become an Altian outlaw in addition?  Think about your children.  They would be denied Altian citizenship.  They would become outcasts and forced to spend their lives on Earth.” 
 
    Carank waved his arm around a few times to indicate that they were in fact on Earth and added, “Is that what you want for your progeny?” 
 
    Carank had seriously embellished the part about the children spending their entire lives on Earth, but it seemed to have an effect.  Lorano set down his beaker and started to cry softly.  He stopped a moment later. 
 
    Carank said, “Maybe the children will inherit Clowy’s beauty and your intelligence.” 
 
    Lorano responded, “What if they get her brains and my beauty.” 
 
    “Well…” Carank said.  He drew it out really long. 
 
    Lorano said, “If an Altian fetus has a serious handicap, then the government allows partial DNA resequencing to correct the issue.  I could simply correct everything wrong with Clowy.” 
 
    Carank said, “There is nothing wrong with Clowy.”  He thought about it for a moment and added, “Is there?” 
 
    Lorano ignored Carank’s last statement.  He continued, “I could just sequence 99.7 percent of my DNA.  I could use just enough of her strands to ensure that the children could pass a standard DNA test.” 
 
    “I don’t think that is what the Altian government intended.” Carank responded. 
 
    “Clowy’s eyes,” Lorano said.  “I could give them Clowy’s dark grey eyes and maybe a couple of her other features.  Just a few subtle changes here and there so that no one could tell they were cloned.” 
 
    Carank reached into his pocket.  Lorano looked down and said, “Don’t even attempt to label this experiment.” 
 
    Carank unclenched his hand and left his label maker in his pocket.  He asked, “What do they call marriages on Altian for the express purpose of raising children?” 
 
    “Micro-marriages,” Lorano responded. 
 
    Carank asked, “Are you going to micro-marry her?” 
 
    Lorano answered, “It appears I have little choice in the matter.  Clowy informed me that since I was responsible for her being branded an interstellar terrorist and depriving her of every other mate in the galaxy that I indeed have to marry her and father her children.” 
 
    “Seems fair,” Carank suggested.  He pulled out his communication pad, reviewed Jim’s email, and said, “Let’s put this discussion on the shelf for now.  Jim Donovan has requested our presence in his private conference room this morning.”   
 
    Being invited to Jim’s private conference room could only mean one thing.  Well, technically it could mean just about anything, but not really.  Usually, they were only invited to the private conference room when Jim wanted something. 
 
    This time may be different though.  It was entirely possible that there was some other reason that Jim wanted them to come to the conference room.  Jim could be sick or tired or just felt like using that particular conference room for this particular meeting.  After all, the acoustics in the room were wonderful and the view – well the view was astounding. 
 
    This wasn’t that time though.  Jim did indeed want something. 
 
    As they entered the conference room, they immediately noticed that the window was open and Jim was standing at parade rest in the middle of the window.  He was, quite literally, staring out into space.  If he noticed their arrival, he didn’t acknowledge it.  He just continued to stare out the window. 
 
    This conference room was special because it was the only conference room on Space Station Liberty that had an actual window.  There were only six such windows on the entire station.  There was an exterior slide mechanism that opened and closed to reveal the window.  When closed, the exterior hull metal would fuse together and create a seamless seal. 
 
    Over time the fusing material had worn out, meaning that there were several lines on the exterior of the station that traced the outline of the window.  Lorano thought that they looked terrible and that all of the windows should be removed and the station properly fused together to hide the age lines.  As was normally the case, the Humans disagreed.  They loved staring out of the window for some unknown reason and could care less about the lines on the side of the station. 
 
    The window doubled as a monitor.  There was control panel just below the window.  It was connected to a ceiling mounted projector that displayed holographic information onto the glass when it was in monitor mode.  This was its primary use when the station belonged to the Altians.  They rarely if ever looked out of the window. 
 
    Now though, the window was almost always open, especially this time of day.  The Earth was in perfect view at this hour.  Lorano also noted that Jim had neglected to turn off the overhead projector.  The effect gave the entire area around the window a blue glow and bathed Jim in blue light.   
 
    Colin entered the conference room, bypassed Carank and Lorano, and walked up next to Jim.  He said, “Nice view.  The Earth is absolutely stunning.” 
 
    Jim nodded in silent agreement. 
 
    Lorano walked up and looked out the window.  He sighed; he could get the exact same view from the external cameras and display it on the main monitor 24 hours a day, not just the few hours when everything was perfectly aligned.  He just couldn’t understand why the Humans were so fascinated with staring out the window. 
 
    Jim turned away from the window and said, “Everyone, please sit down.  I have an assignment for each of you.  Well, technically I have the same assignment for everyone, but each of you has a different part of it.” 
 
    After they were seated Jim continued, “Recall during our last team meeting when we were discussing sending our fleet away from Earth.  Someone mentioned that it would leave the Earth completely unprotected. “ 
 
    Jim paused for a breath and continued, “That is unacceptable.  We need to have the ability to send our fleet on the offensive and protect Earth at the same time.” 
 
    Lorano raised his hand to indicate that he was the one that had mentioned that point just in case anyone didn’t remember.  He said, “That is clearly impossible.”   
 
    He wasn’t sure whether everyone noticed his hand movement so he added, “As I said earlier, you need the same exact ships for both offense and defense.”  He paused for effect and said, “The solution is fairly obvious.  You need more ships.” 
 
    Lorano briefly wondered if he should have said ‘we’ instead of ‘you’.  Oh well, he supposed it didn’t matter.  He decided to correct his possible miscommunication in his next statement. 
 
    He added. “We can only build one ship every six days.  Other than waiting six months or having Solear show up with a his mythical fleet, about the only other thing we can do is build a set of defensive forts around the Earth.” 
 
    Colin asked, “Jim, what did you have in mind?” 
 
    Jim replied, “I think we should build a set of defensive forts to surround Earth.”  
 
    Lorano stated, “That is an excellent suggestion Admiral, I couldn’t have stated it better myself.” 
 
    Jim said, “Carank, I want you to focus on the ion cannon software.  It should be smart enough to have the forts work together to track any unidentified ship in the area.” 
 
    “Lorano,” Jim continued, “I want you to focus on the ion cannon.  Is it better to build one large cannon or stack several smaller cannons together?’ 
 
    Lorano responded almost immediately, “Stack several small cannons together.” 
 
    “Why?” Jim and Colin asked simultaneously. 
 
    Lorano smiled and responded, “Two reasons.  The first is quite simple.  With more cannons you get more shots and correspondingly more chances to hit your target.  The second reason is that you can fit everything into a smaller package.  Plus, if you use enough smaller cannons, the combined firepower can be greater than that of one large ion cannon.”  
 
    Carank said, “That’s three reasons.” 
 
    Lorano put his hand to his face and pretended to scratch his nose.  During the scratch he arranged his fingers so that one was pointing upward and two were going sideways.  This was an obscene hand gesture directed at Carank that basically questioned his lineage.  
 
    Jim responded, “Thank you.  Let’s go with a multiple cannon design.  Colin, I want you to design the overall appearance of the fort.  I want it have a distinctly Human look.  Also, I want both you and Lorano to develop a means to properly orient the station.” 
 
    Lorano said, “You may not know this, but I have already designed a space station.  I was responsible for the design and construction of the two asteroid traffic control stations that guard the entryway to the Conron – Earth hyperspace lane.  You recall how effectively they worked.” 
 
    Jim replied, “I do.  They saved us from a potentially painful battle with the Hiriculans.  That said, I just want…” 
 
    Lorano interrupted, “We know, we know.  You just want the forts to be easy to build, easy to maintain, easy to shoot when required, and look as absolutely ugly as possible.” 
 
    Colin walked up to the window and drew a series of circles every 30 degrees around the Earth.   He grinned at the realization that he was actually drawing circles around the Earth. 
 
    He said, “We could build 11 forts and space them every 30 degrees.  We could arm Space Station Liberty and have it act as the 12th fort.  What do you think?” 
 
    Jim said, “Let’s keep the station out of the defensive ring.  Build 12 forts.” 
 
    Colin said, “We could make them look like mini-death stars.  That would be cool.” 
 
    Jim laughed and said, “We don’t want to waste resources.  They only need to be big enough to house the ion cannon array and to rotate.  They don’t need to house men or even have an atmosphere.  I just want them to be easy to build, shoot, and maintain.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Edward Williams leaned against the transport.  His passengers were running late, but he really didn’t mind.  After two years of being a fighter pilot he had mastered the art of carefree waiting.  The passengers would eventually arrive and when they did he would take them to their destination.  There was nothing that he could do to speed up their arrival, so there was really no reason to fret about it. 
 
    Edward, he thought.  His mother had insisted that everyone call him Edward - not Ed or Eddie or any other common variation of his name.  Sometimes people unconsciously combined his first and last name and called him Edwin.  He didn’t even bother to correct them – he figured it was close enough. 
 
    That said, his name did not match him very well – either his appearance or his personality.  He was tall and thin with sandy-brown hair and piercing green eyes.  He had always been one of the taller kids in elementary school and stood six foot tall in the eighth grade.  
 
    Edward adjusted his position slightly and continued leaning.  The wait had been longer than expected and despite his calm appearance; he was starting to get bored.  He pulled out his communication pad and checked the latest pilot rankings.   
 
    He typed in Ace, his call sign, and checked his ranking.  He was still solidly number 1 in the world and conceivably the galaxy.  Ace, he silently mouthed.  He had used that name for on-line video games for as long as he could remember.  When he purchased the Victory Games pilot simulation he immediately entered Ace as his call sign.  He couldn’t believe at the time that it was still available.  
 
    Ace.  The name had stuck once he climbed to the top of the chart.  Somehow the name just seemed to fit him; much more so than Edward.  Therefore, it was no surprise that everyone called him Ace.  Heck, he doubted that his fellow pilots even remembered his real name. 
 
    Ace let his mind wander a little and thought about the Sunflower.  It was out there, somewhere in the galaxy looking for Admiral Solear.  They were out there without him.  He remembered tearing up when Jim Donovan posted the duty roster for the mission and not a single member of either First and Alpha squadrons were on it. 
 
    Besides, the Sunflower was six months overdue and it was likely that they had been captured or worse.  And more than likely, had he been aboard he would have been powerless to change that outcome.  Still though, it sucked not being there. 
 
    He later asked Jim why he wasn’t allowed to go.  Jim had responded that the Earth needed him here.  The citizens needed to be inspired by a real-life hero.  Ace chuckled at the concept.  Others may describe him as a hero, but he certainly didn’t consider himself to be one.  He was just a teenager who loved to play video games. 
 
    The fact remained though that Jim was correct.  The world had treated the returning pilots like heroes.  Their deeds had inspired thousands upon thousands of young people to buy the video game and start training to become a fighter pilot.  And a great many of them wanted to be just like Ace.   
 
    As Jim had predicted, Ace had garnered a considerable amount of fame over the last six months.  He had made a multitude of public appearances all over the globe, from the opening of a new mall to a child’s birthday party to seemingly everything in between. 
 
    He scrolled down through the top 40 and then the rest of the way through the top 100.  Some of the newer pilots were rising rather quickly, but none were close breaking into the top 40 and displacing a member of Alpha or First squadrons.   
 
    The original two groups of pilots had two unfair advantages; months of constant practice in simulators and actual combat experience.  He supposed that eventually a new generation of pilots would knock the hardened veterans from their top spots, but it wouldn’t happen for a long time.   
 
    He asked Jim Donovan about it, especially since Jim was the lowest ranked original member and would be the first displaced.  Jim had given a rather political answer.  He had basically said that a war was coming and that there was little to be gained by focusing on rankings.  Soon, people would be fighting and dying for the salvation of the Human race, not for a position on a ranking board. 
 
    He supposed Jim was right.  Still, it was cool to be number 1. 
 
    Honestly though, Ace just loved to fly.  He didn’t care what he was flying – it could be a fighter or a cruiser or even a transport.  As long as he was flying something somewhere, he was happy. 
 
    Ace recalled that memorable day when had received recognition that he was one of the top 20 pilots in the video game and received an invitation to go to Akron for a weekend tournament and a chance to try the brand new full body immersion simulators. 
 
    The pilots had unwittingly walked into the back of an alien mini-transporter.  They were so enthralled with the new simulator that they completely failed to notice that they were trapped in a ship until it had left the Solar System.  Correction, Ace thought, they really didn’t know until Jim Donovan sat them down and told them. 
 
    He smiled at the thought.  It was funny now, but certainly hadn’t been at the time.  Jim said something like, “We are trapped on an alien spaceship.”  Then he (and everyone else for that matter) jumped up and began racing around like fools and looking for exits.   
 
    What was the point – clearly Jim had already searched for exits and had already come to the inescapable conclusion that there were none.  Regardless, he ran around and searched his surroundings.  He recalled being terrified for the first few minutes.   
 
    However, his fear dissipated when Jim sat them back down and they discussed their situation.  First, they were trapped.  Second, aliens were real.  Third, there was nothing they could do to change either of those realities.  Fourth, they were going to kick whatever passed for an alien behind. 
 
    Ace realized that while on Earth his normal day had consisted of going to school and playing video games.  After being kidnapped, his normal day consisted only of playing video games - with 19 other really cool guys that also loved playing video games.  Plus, they were on a freaking alien warship and had unlimited access to real fighters.   
 
     Besides, even though they were technically prisoners, the aliens left alone for the most part.  They were generally were free to do whatever they wanted.  Plus, the close-knit atmosphere and the feeling of us-against-the-universe really made the pilots bond together.  Even today he considered them brothers. 
 
    The one thing that really made the made the terror of being kidnapped and transported to another solar system easier to manage was the game itself.  When they switched the fighters from automatic to manual mode, they immediately began feeling calm and collect.  Spending hours in the simulator really helped mentally condition him to relax and focus on his issues versus panicking over things he could not control. 
 
    The thing that he had really missed was milk.  Fortunately, the aliens had packed a 10 year supply of powdered milk for them, but somehow it just wasn’t the same.  The first thing that he did when he returned to Earth was have a large glass of milk.  Funny what people miss he thought. 
 
    Ace heard the sound of footsteps on the hangar deck.  They were faint at first, but they were getting louder.  He gradually, almost nonchalantly turned to face whoever was coming. 
 
    “Hi Ace,” she said 
 
    “Red,” Ace replied. 
 
    Red was the call sign for Heather Miller.  Heather had earned her nickname the old fashioned way – through her physical appearance.  She had bright red hair and her face was covered with freckles; so much so that she had a red complexion.  Plus, she had a mild case of rosacea that turned her cheeks red when she was nervous or exposed to the sun or just about anything else.  Red’s cheeks had stayed bright red since joining the Navy. 
 
    Like Ace, everyone seemed to have forgotten her real name and just called her Red.  She didn’t seem to mind; she had been called that nickname basically her entire life. 
 
    Red asked, “Are you ready for this?” 
 
    Ace doubted that this transport flight would be like when he rescued Admiral Dolen and the crew of the Guardian from the Spindle Station.  Still though, it was flying; even if it was just a routine transfer run from Space Station Liberty to the landing pad in Akron.  Well, he corrected himself, this particular trip may not be exciting, but it was certainly not going to be normal. 
 
    Ace shrugged and replied, “Just another drop and plop.  I don’t expect any trouble.” 
 
    “Still,” Red countered. 
 
    Ace said, “They are taking the utmost precautions.  Security is at maximum levels.  Plus, we will have you in the air protecting us. We should be fine.” 
 
    Red approached Ace and touched him flirtingly on the shoulder.  She said, “When we land, do you want to have a duel at Victory Games?” 
 
    It was an odd request; he was literally out her league. Still though, it was an earnest request.  Maybe she just wanted to compare herself to the best.  He accepted the challenge.  
 
    They heard a commotion coming from the far side of the hangar deck.  Both turned and saw that the passengers were finally coming.  It was almost comical he thought, watching the entire procession walk across the hangar.   
 
    Victor and Crista led the way, followed by Lexxi and Clowy.  Behind them were a group of five marines and behind them were 39 fighter pilots.  Ace noted that about a dozen or so were female.  The procession proceeded along the promenade until they reached Ace’s transport.  The fighter pilots then left the impromptu parade and went to their respective fighters. 
 
    Ace waved the remaining beings into the open rear entry hatch.  He said, “Please find a seat and make yourselves comfortable.” 
 
    Ace knew that seating arrangements could be a hassle, so he hung back and let them figure it out amongst themselves.  There were six seats in the front cabin.  He figured that the captain of the marine guard and the four passengers would take the front and the remaining four marines would sit in the back.   
 
    A moment later he entered the transport and passed all five marines in the rear hold.  He had guessed incorrectly.  He entered the front cabin and noted that Victor and Crista were in the back row while the two aliens were in the middle.  He had the entire front row to himself. 
 
    He heard the Diversity trainer’s voice in his head mentally correcting him.  “It is impolite to lump all non-Humans into the broad term of alien.  One must refer to each culture with the dignity and respect they deserve.”  
 
    Ace strapped himself in the cockpit and patiently waited for the fighters to launch.  Once they had exited the space station, Ace gracefully launched the transport.  He set a course almost directly down and set his speed to .0001 light.  They were only going to the surface, so there was no reason to accelerate very hard.  
 
    They landed about thirty-five minutes later at the brand-new spaceport located beside Victory Games.  A significant portion of three neighborhoods beside Victory Games had been dozed for the creation of the landing area.  The loss of the houses had driven up housing prices in the area a little.  However, Akron University was now able to boast that it was the only university located next to a spaceport. 
 
    The marines exited the transport and secured the area while the fighters circled overhead.  The fact that this area was already one of the most secure places in the world did not bother the marines in the least.  Nor did the fact that all other air and space traffic had been diverted elsewhere and the area was completely empty.  They went ahead and secured it anyway. 
 
    Victor and Ace exited the transport next and walked the short distance to Victory Games headquarters.  Victor had several important meetings set up for the day and Ace apparently was going to spend part of the day in a fighter simulator. 
 
    Crista, Clowy, and Lexxi exited a minute later.  The marines led them directly to a waiting ground car.  The females boarded one, the marines boarded one, and an additional security team boarded another three. 
 
    They went three hundred meters (yards) and Crista felt her collar activate.  She was in no longer in danger of dying when she got too far away from Victor.  The poison had been removed and the injection mechanism had been disabled.  She still felt pain when Victor did, but the setting had been reduced to roughly nine tenths of what he felt. 
 
    The motorcade proceeded directly to their destination, the Summit Mall.  The mall was located on the far west side of the city.  It was situated at the bottom of a hill.  One could stand at the top, or summit, of the hill, and stare down at the mall.  Most locals thought the mall should have been more appropriately named Bottom of the Hill, or Valley Mall, but somehow that didn’t have the quite the same ring to it. 
 
    The Summit Mall was the first completely indoor mall in northeast Ohio when it opened in 1965.  Unlike some of its peers, the mall was in an excellent location and thrived over the 50 plus years of continuous operation.  It had been completely remodeled in 2005 and was still the area’s best place to shop.  There were enough parking spaces for 3,000 cars.   
 
    There were far fewer cars in the lot today though. 
 
    There were about 100 people inside the mall when the group entered.  The people looked and acted like normal shoppers – and they were in most aspects.  However, they had been screened and specially selected in advance to be there.  No one else was allowed in the mall. 
 
    The screening process had been very thorough.  There were no criminals, no protesters, no one that wanted to be famous, and absolutely, positively no one that showed even the tiniest smidgen of animosity toward aliens.  Nor were there any alien enthusiasts present either.  Nope, they were just shoppers who were specially selected to just shop. 
 
    The staff of every store had also gone through the same intense screening.  Everyone even partially controversial in any way had been asked to take the day off.  It appeared to be just a normal day at the mall – the shoppers were shopping and the clerks were clerking.   
 
    This was the first time that actual aliens were going to go shopping at a Human mall and the UEN had done everything possible to make sure the trip went flawlessly.  
 
    Well, technically it wasn’t the first time an alien had shopped at this mall.  Crista had visited the mall two weeks earlier to make sure that she understood the layout of the stores and facilities.  She was acting as the ‘Human’ guide for the aliens. 
 
    “Where to next?” Clowy asked. 
 
    Crista responded, “Do you want to look at wedding dresses?” 
 
    They had each collected a pair of shopping bags by this time.  They had been tempted to hand the bags to one of the members of the security detail, but they didn’t.  They were supposed to be normal shoppers and normal shoppers carried their own bags. 
 
    Clowy tried on several dresses, but it was clear that she wasn’t that interested in it.  Besides, the Human style dresses didn’t fit her correctcly.  After the fifth dress she came back out in her smart suit. 
 
    Lexxi asked, “What are you going to wear? 
 
    “To what?” Clowy asked. 
 
    Lexxi waved her arm around the wedding store and said, “Your wedding.  Your wedding is less than two weeks away.” 
 
    Clowy shrugged.  She replied, “I don’t know.  I suppose I will just wear a smart suit.” 
 
    “To your wedding?” Lexxi asked somewhat astounded. 
 
    Clowy responded, “Marriage ceremonies on Altian are generally small keys…” 
 
    “Low key” Crista helped. 
 
    “Low key,” Clowy repeated.  “As you know the concept of marriage is still somewhat foreign to Altians.  It didn’t exist on Altian until we made contact with the Advranki.  In the last few years it has become more popular, but there still isn’t much ceremony surrounding an Altian marriage.” 
 
    “How little?” Lexxi asked. 
 
    Clowy said, “Sometimes there is a small recitation of vows.  It is generally rather straightforward like I agree to spend the next 20 years in the same living quarters as you and promise to do the minimum required to ensure that our children reach adulthood.  Something like that generally.” 
 
    “That sounds quaint,” Lexxi offered.  
 
    Clowy continued, “Other times both beings just email their individual applications to the government.  The bureau is fairly efficient; they guarantee that they will process the application and send you an official marriage certificate in 3 – 5 business days.” 
 
    They left the wedding dress store and headed directly to the make-up counter at a major department store.  They browsed every display and tried several different blushes, eyeliners, and lipsticks.  Clowy was particularly careful not to let anything touch her hair.  She certainly didn’t want to repeat the hair disaster that occurred on Solaria. 
 
    Crista purchased a few items at one of the counters, but for the most part the cosmetics on sale really didn’t highlight green or gray skin.  It wasn’t a crisis though as the Type 7 make-up kit that Lexxi had brought from Advranki Prime still had enough make-up left for another 30 years.  The only item that all three races could use was lipstick and nail polish.  They selected a wide variety of colors.  
 
    Crista looked up and to her left.  Just as planned, there were six cameras set up in the corner of the store, assuring that the entire shopping spectacle had been fully recorded for posterity.  Some of the footage was slated to become part of their ‘aliens are people too’ advertising campaign. 
 
    The masses had accepted that they were not alone in the galaxy without too much fuss.  They had readily accepted the fact that war with the Hiriculans was inevitable.  The logical next step was to convince the average person that they could live in harmony with aliens once the war ended.  Showing Humans interacting like this was a key first step in the process.  
 
    Crista said, “Let’s go.  It is almost time for our impromptu news conference.” 
 
    They left the cosmetic counter and walked to the atrium located in the exact center of the mall.  There was a waterfall in the middle and tables and chairs around it.  Surrounding the chairs were coffee, bagel, and donut shops.  There was a news crew waiting for them. 
 
    “Hello, this is Annie Bairston with Channel 5 news.  I am here at the Summit Mall today with two rather unlikely shoppers.” 
 
    She started with Clowy.  She said, “What can you tell us about the wedding?” 
 
    Clowy asked, “What wedding?” 
 
    Annie looked at Clowy questioningly and responded, “I understand that you are getting married in two weeks.  What can you tell us about the wedding?” 
 
    Clowy responded, “I think we will just mail it in.” 
 
    Annie looked at Crista for a help.  Crista responded, “It is going to be a big surprise.”  She mentally added ‘for everyone’.  
 
    The reporter then looked at Lexxi and said, “So, what do you think of Earth?” 
 
    Lexxi responded, “Oh, it is one of the top three planets I have visited this year.”  She continued with her rehearsed phrase, “I have thoroughly enjoyed getting the chance to learn about Human culture and tradition.  Humans are a wonderful, if slightly misunderstood people.”   
 
    She smiled politely and reached for her gigantic earphones.  She realized that she wasn’t wearing them and changed the hand motion to make it appear that she was adjusting her hair. 
 
    Lexxi had rehearsed the line ‘Humans are a wonderful if slightly misunderstood people and I am thrilled to have gotten the chance to get to know them’.  When the moment arrived though; she just couldn’t get through the line without feeling like she was going to laugh hysterically or puke. 
 
    Annie turned back to Clowy and asked, “How does it feel to be a goodwill ambassador?” 
 
    Ambassador?  Clowy wasn’t entirely sure that she heard the reporter correctly.  She figured that she must have missed a memo or something because no one had informed her that she was the Altian ambassador to Earth.  She thought that in order to become an ambassador that someone somewhere had to fill out a form or something.  Oh well, maybe Humans used a different process.   
 
    Whatever the case, Clowy thought it sounded neat to be the ambassador to Earth.  She made a mental note to ask the computer if there were in fact any forms that she needed to fill out when they got back to the station. 
 
    Clowy smiled brightly and responded, “Being an ambassador is certainly challenging.  Things change so much from day to day.  It is difficult to stay fully informed.” 
 
    Annie said, “Lexxi, how do you feel about being an ambassador?” 
 
    Lexxi responded, “Oh, it is a big honor.  This role is truly the culmination of my work to date.  Like Clowy, I am ready to face the challenges of the office.” 
 
    The reporter shrugged.  She next turned to Crista and said, “Crista, please tell us how you made first contact with the two races.  What was it like discovering that there is intelligent life in the galaxy outside of Earth?” 
 
    Crista responded, “I had long suspected that there was intelligent life on other planets.  I felt relatively certain of it in fact.” 
 
    Annie said, “Please, tell us the story about how you and Victor first made contact with the beings from another planet.” 
 
    Crista replied, “We were just sitting at home one evening when they walked and knocked on the door.” 
 
    Annie prompted, “What did you do when you saw aliens on your doorstep?” 
 
    Crista; “I slammed the door shut.” 
 
    Annie saw that both Clowy and Lexxi were nodding in agreement.  She said, “Then what happened?” 
 
    Crista: “Well, they just kept banging on the door until we gave up and invited them to come inside.” 
 
    Annie said, “Really, just like that.  You just calmly let a group of aliens come into your home?” 
 
    Crista: “Well, you know the old saying, opportunity knocks but once.  However, aliens just keep banging on your door until you let them in.” 
 
    ------------------------ 
 
    The motorcade left and Red’s squadron landed beside the transport.  Red made her best attempt to saunter up to Ace.  She touched his arm and flirted with him again.  She even laughed at his comment as if it was the funniest thing she had ever heard.   
 
    Ace enjoyed the attention, but her sudden change in mood made him suspicious.  He just didn’t have enough experience with women to tell if her flirting was genuine or part of some hidden ruse. 
 
    She grabbed his arm and they walked with their elbows linked all the way to the simulators.  Their hips rubbed multiple times.  Once, she even stumbled and Ace had to grab her around the waist to steady her.  She thanked him with a warm hug. 
 
    Ace strapped into the simulator and started the program.  He switched to ghost mode, found yellow, and linked it to the yellow in his brain.  He then quickly linked the other colors. 
 
    Researchers were trying to discover how the neural link worked and what was actually being linked to what.  They hadn’t made much progress yet, but they were fairly certain that the yellow linked to the portion of the brain that releases a neurochemical that is responsible for keeping people calm.  In essence, it was mellow yellow. 
 
    Ace flew out of the simulated hangar bay into the battle arena.  The arena was basically a large area surrounded by large barriers.  A pilot was instantly disqualified if they flew outside the battle arena.  Ace saw Red.  She was coming directly for him.  She wasn’t maneuvering or anything.   
 
    Hmm, Ace thought.  She is better than a direct frontal assault.  Surely she knows that I can shoot her and dodge her missiles.  Ace continued on a straight line directly toward her in what had essentially descended into a game of chicken.  Is that her game – to get Ace to veer off first and tell everyone that she had beaten him in a game of chicken? 
 
    No, that’s what she wanted him to think.  Or was it? 
 
    Ace veered hard left and then pirouetted upward in a high g climb.  He almost lost consciousness despite the inertia dampers.  He made an impossibly tight loop and headed directly down.  He looped back to the right and down even further. 
 
    The maneuver left Ace above and slightly behind Red.  Sure enough, she had laid a trap for him.  Her wing mate was hiding directly behind her and flying so close that she looked like a sensor echo.  If he had gone forward another two seconds in their supposed game of chicken the wing mate would have come out of hiding and nailed him. 
 
    Ace fired five guided missiles in rapid succession at the wing mate.  He didn’t know who was flying the fighter so he wanted to give them as little chance as possible of surviving.  The ploy worked; two of the missiles struck the fighter and knocked it out of the battle. 
 
    Ace then swung around in a tight arc that brought him directly below Red.  He fired three more missiles just as he passed.  Each missile scored a direct hit.  Red was eliminated from the simulation.  Ace unstrapped himself and got out of the simulator.  He shook both of their hands. 
 
    Ace said, “Nice duel ladies.” 
 
    Red replied, “How did you see my wing mate?  She was perfectly hidden in the shadow.” 
 
    Ace intentionally didn’t answer the question asked.  The true answer was that he had no idea what was wrong; he just knew that something was amiss and acted on it faster than they had.  Call it intuition or experience; he just somehow knew that something was wrong. 
 
    He answered, “It was a good trick.  You nearly had me.” 
 
    They exited Victory Games and waited together for the VIPs to finish shopping in the mall and return to the launch pad.  Victor joined them at some point.  Eventually the motorcade showed up.  The security team got out first and once again secured the immediate area 
 
    The tired shoppers then walked a few short paces from the car to the rear of the transport.  Victor and Ace were waiting for them inside.  The moment that everyone was seated Ace launched the transport and they flew back to the space station.  Red and other fighters flew in a tight formation around them. 
 
    Carank, Lorano, and Jim were waiting for the transport.  After a quick round of congratulations, Jim led everyone to the small conference room for a debriefing.  Jim closed the window and converted it back to a monitor.  They started the meeting by watching scenes of the trio shopping.  They finished by reviewing the interview. 
 
    Jim started, “You three did a magnificent job.  It is important for Earth to see positive images of our races comingling.  Plus, you two apparently just became your respective race’s ambassadors to Earth.  That is really good.  It gives legitimacy to Earth to claim that they have set up formal relations with both worlds.  Well done ladies.” 
 
    Carank walked Lexxi back to their quarters.  He attentively listened to the entire story, even the part where they accidentally mistook carmine nail polish for burgundy.   
 
    Lexxi said, “They didn’t show it, but there was an absolute disaster part way through the interview.  Crista’s secretary Mariah was supposed to get us hot tea, but she didn’t have a tray to carry it with.  We wound up being like normal people and completing the interview without it.” 
 
    He summarized, “Well, that certainly sounded like an adventure.  What are you going to do about Clowy’s wedding ceremony? 
 
    Lexxi replied, “I don’t know.  Maybe we can substitute an Advranki ceremony instead.” 
 
    Carank spoke without thinking or even realizing the magnitude of his statement.  In hindsight, he was glad that he did.  Carank responded, “We should make it a double wedding.  Let’s get married with them.” 
 
    Lexxi shrugged and said, “Okay, but I have nothing to wear.” 
 
    Carank smiled.  He said, “Wait a minute, I have something to show you.” 
 
    He walked over to the closet and pulled out two cylinders.  He handed one to Lexxi and kept the other in his hand.  He said, “Go ahead and open it.” 
 
    Lexxi opened the cylinder and pulled out the Solarian wedding dress that Carank had secretly bought her during the Solarian celebration.  She held it up and stared at it in stunned disbelief.  She was stunned that he had gotten her a wedding dress.  She couldn’t believe the one that he had chosen for her. 
 
    Carank opened his and also held it up for inspection.  He asked, “Do you recognize them.  They are the exact duplicates of the outfits that we wore in Fletcher Birdsong’s painting in the atrium of that hotel.  Do like them?” 
 
    Lexxi: “No.’ 
 
    Carank stared a Lexxi in stunned disbelief.  He said, “You told Ella that you loved the painting.  You also said that you loved the dress you were wearing and would be thrilled to get married in it.  I think you even stated that it would be an honor to represent the heritage of the Solarian people by dressing in one of their traditional wedding gowns.” 
 
    “I lied,” she replied.  “What was I supposed to say?  The Solarians threw a two-week celebration and made a statue of me just because I found some random radioactive rock.”   
 
    She reached for her giant earphones again, but she still wasn’t wearing them.  She spotted them on the nightstand and started toward it.  Carank knew that he didn’t have much time.  The conversation would end the moment she reached them. 
 
    He moved slightly to the left to block her path and said, “Let’s tell Clowy and Lorano about the double wedding.  That may be enough to get them excited about their own wedding.” 
 
    They walked across the hallway, saw that the Altians’ door was open, and walked in.  They heard Lorano say, “So, you had dark red polish on and you changed it to a different shade of dark red?” 
 
    Lorano looked up at their approach and seemed almost thankful for the intrusion.  Carank said, “We have decided to get married.  We are going to have a double wedding ceremony just like in the picture.” 
 
    Clowy asked, “What picture.” 
 
    Carank replied, “The fresco that Fletcher Birdsong painted on the atrium wall in the hotel that we stayed at during the Solarian Celebration after we were credited with finding Old Solaria.”   
 
    Carank tried to include just about every relevant piece of information in the answer in an attempt to avoid further questions.  Fortunately, it worked.  Both Lorano and Clowy smiled brightly.  Both were clearly overjoyed to have someone else plan their wedding. 
 
    Clowy said, “It is about time.”  She looked at Lexxi and said, “I told you that pretending to need Carank’s room for your makeup kit would get him to notice you.”  She added, “At least you didn’t have to prance around the room half-naked in order to get him to notice you.” 
 
    Carank was a little embarrassed and desperately looked around the room for something to use to change the subject.  He noticed a cylinder on Clowy’s shelf. He pointed to it and asked, “What is that?” 
 
    Clowy asked, “What is what?” 
 
    Carank continued to point at it.  Clowy followed his line of sight until she spotted the cylinder.  She responded, “It is a decoration.  I don’t remember where I got it though.” 
 
    Carank walked over and grabbed the cylinder.  He turned it over a few times until he found the release mechanism.  He opened the cylinder and pulled out a traditional Altian wedding dress.  The Altian wedding dress exactly matched the one in the picture. 
 
    (This wasn’t an especially difficult or clairvoyant feat.  The traditional Altian wedding dress was in fact the only style of Altian wedding dress.) 
 
    Clowy started to cry.  Carank smiled in response. 
 
    It was short-lived though.  Halfway through his smile the proximity alert klaxons sounded.  Carank and Lorano excused themselves and ran to the command center.  They met Jim in the main hallway and the three of them raced down the hall to CTC. 
 
    There were several technicians in the room sitting at the conference room table.  All of them rushed to their stations when the alarm went off.  Dave Norris beat everyone to their station.  He quickly turned off the klaxon and displayed the situational map on the main screen.   
 
    Dave reached for his pencil, but realized that he had left it on the table.  He desperately wanted to tap it on the panel.  It was a bad habit and it bothered everyone around him.  Fortunately though, he only did it when he was impatient or nervous.  Unfortunately, at the moment he was both impatient and nervous.  He tapped his hands on the control panel instead. 
 
    Dave used to work at SETI.  He had successfully tracked both the mini-freighter Vista and the cruiser Sunflower during their flights through the solar system.  He had presented this information to upper management on several occasions, but they had routinely ignored him.   
 
    Dave was the first person to contact the Sunflower when it returned to Earth.  Jim had been impressed with Dave’s initiative and technical competence.  As a result, Dave was the first person recruited to the new United Earth Navy.  
 
    James, the technician whose name Jim had forgotten earlier, reported, “Two wings of fighters have been scrambled from the station.  The Frankfort and Madison are moving to intercept.  The Lancing is positioning itself between the ship and the station.  The Indianapolis is in route.  The Harrisburg is still investigating mineral deposits on Pluto.  They will not be of any help.” 
 
    Jim said loudly, “Don’t panic, it is probably just the Columbus returning from New Earth.  They probably just forgot to wait the required two hours before jumping in-system.” 
 
    It was weird; Jim thought, that an unknown ship could micro-jump from the outer edges of the Solar System to Earth before they could detect that the ship had entered the system.  Jim surmised that that was why most races kept a small fleet stationed beside the hyperspace lanes.  It was not fun getting alarmed every time someone forgot to follow procedure. 
 
    He added, ‘Send a message to recall the Harrisburg.”   
 
    James replied, ‘Pluto is 7.5 billion kilometers (4.7 billion miles) from Earth.  The message will take almost 7 hours to arrive.’ 
 
    Jim answered, “I understand.  Send the message anyway.’ 
 
    Dave said, “It’s not ours.  The computer is identifying it as a battleship.  We are being hailed.” 
 
    Jim said, “Tell our cruisers and fighters not to attack until I give the command.  Have them maintain a safe, but threatening distance from the ship.  Show the hail on the main monitor.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “Captain, we will exit hyperspace in 10 minutes,” Jenny Sledgehammer said. 
 
    “Status check.” Russ demanded. 
 
    Russ was one of the original 20 fighter pilots.  Russ had recently been promoted to captain of the Sunflower and this was his first mission; to retrieve 84 former Alliance warships that Admiral Solear had hidden deep in hyperspace.  The mission was critically important for Earth and their war effort. 
 
    Paul Smith, the general of the space marines, and Mike Jones, the newly promoted chief engineer were the only others aboard with previous experience.  
 
    Russ paused for a breath and said, “Weapons, Engineering.” 
 
    Paul answered first.  He said, “Missiles launchers are ready.  All pilots are in their cockpits.  We are as ready as we can be.” 
 
    Mike responded, “We have a green board.”   
 
    The colors on the board weren’t really green, but the expression lived on anyway.  In fact, Mike even recommended that the new ship that Earth was designing have a green colored display when everything was functioning properly. 
 
    Jenny said, “We are at the correct coordinates for the rendezvous.  We are exiting hyperspace now.” 
 
    “Update the passive scan.  Show it on Sunflower’s main monitor.” Russ replied.   
 
    Jenny yelled, “Both passive and active scans show hundreds of missiles in every direction.  We are completely surrounded!” 
 
    Paul said, “It’s a trap.” 
 
    Russ said, “We are not going down without a fight.  Launch…” 
 
    “Wait,” Jenny said, “We are being hailed.” 
 
     “On-screen,” Russ said; clearly happy that they were not being fired upon.   
 
    Honestly, there was very little they could do.  The phantom missiles were just sitting in space, clearly guarding the rendezvous coordinates.  Each missile would strike with very little velocity, but there were an overwhelming number of missiles in the area. 
 
    Admiral Solear said, “Welcome to nowhere.  Please dock the Sunflower to the battleship Defender.  Arean and I will be waiting for you in the admiral’s conference room.”   
 
    Solear didn’t want to admit it, but the real reason why they were waiting for them on the bridge was that he was scared the Humans were going to line up into two lines and force him to walk through the middle.  That particular ceremony still unsettled him. 
 
    Jenny aligned the cruiser to the much larger battleship.  She slowed the ship to almost a crawl and inched the Sunflower forward until the entry ports lined up with each other.  She stopped the ship and extended the crawl tube.   
 
    A status light lit orange-purple with just a hint of chartreuse, indicating that the connection had been successfully made and they could disembark.  Mike looked over at the status light and again thought that the lights should be green. 
 
    Paul, Mike, and Russ exited the bridge into the caribou corridor.  After all the battles the ship had endured, it was amazing that the corridor was intact and the painting was still beautiful.  Paul even jumped a couple of times to get a caribou to jump alongside him.  They walked directly across the hallway and then a short distance to the manual airlock.  
 
    Russ went first.  He jumped into the tube feet first and floated through the zero gravity tube to the other side.  Gravity kicked back in just before he reached the end of the tube.  He swam desperately with his arms in a vain attempt to gain momentum, but failed.  He hadn’t jumped far enough and as a result he landed hard on his bum on the floor of the battleship. 
 
    “You need to practice more!” Paul jeered from the other side of the tube. 
 
    Russ couldn’t think of an appropriate insult, so he silently stood up and stepped out of the way.  However, Paul was correct – Russ couldn’t remember the last time that he had jumped through a zero gravity tube.  He made a mental note to practice the maneuver a few times. 
 
    Mike jumped through and with a little assistance from Russ and the side of the tube managed to land on all-fours.  Mike considered it a victory.  It was certainly better that Russ’ performance. 
 
    Paul went last.  He ran and jumped feet first into the tube, gracefully glided across, and stuck the landing (landed on his feet without any further movement).  He raised his arms over his shoulders like an acrobat finishing a high bar dismount.  
 
    “Show-off” Russ commented.  It wasn’t much of an insult, but he supposed it was better than nothing. 
 
    They made their way through the empty ship to the bridge.  Once again, it was a very short distance from the entry port to the bridge.  They walked the length of the bridge and took the electro lift up two stories to the command level. 
 
    Admiral Solear and Captain Arean were waiting for them in the conference room.  They entered and saluted.  Solear stood and said, “At ease.”  He added a moment later, “I don’t know if that is appropriate anymore, I don’t think there is an Alliance Navy anymore.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.”  Russ said.  “At any rate, if we can get this fleet back to Earth then there will certainly be a navy, regardless of what we call it.”   
 
    Arean said, “Agreed.  However, that poses a significant problem.” 
 
    Solear continued, “Computer, display a star map on the main monitor showing all known jump routes.” 
 
    …Now being displayed… 
 
    Solear went to the monitor and pointed to the upper left hand corner of Advranki 3.  He highlighted the spot.  Then he cropped most of the systems out of the view and enlarged the remaining systems. 
 
    Solear said, “As you know, we are here, about one light hour from the far outskirts of Advranki 3.  The good news is that the Hiriculans think this fleet is hiding near Advranki Prime.  It will take the Hiriculan Navy years, possibly decades to find us.” 
 
    Arean continued, “The bad news is that we are essentially trapped here.  The Hiriculans have set up monitoring devices as far out as 14 light minutes from Advranki Prime.” 
 
    Arean took a breath and continued, “A single ship may be able to evade their sensors, but a huge fleet traversing at once will be detected - especially since we are towing a space station, a mining drill, and its control tower.” 
 
    “What if we…” Mike asked. 
 
    Arean didn’t wait for the sentence to finish.  He said, “They will detect a pattern of multiple ships traversing the same coordinates, even if they are spread out over time.  I’m afraid it is nearly impossible to move this fleet without fighting our way through the system.” 
 
    Russ asked, “How many pilots do you have?” 
 
    Solear asked, “How many did you bring?” 
 
    Russ: “Forty.” 
 
    Solear: “Forty.” 
 
    Russ remembered the empty ship and the automated missile booby trap.  He had a dawning suspicion that Solear’s fleet was massively understaffed.  He asked, “Admiral, how many soldiers do you have?” 
 
    Solear frowned and responded, “Arean and I are the only ones who decided to rebel.  The others decided to retire and return home to their families and civilian life.  I have heard rumors that some Advranki soldiers here and there that would fight if given the opportunity, but this would still number less than twenty.”   
 
    Solear realized the potential next question and continued, “The Altian soldiers also all retired, but at least they flew their entire fleet into a sun instead of giving it the Hiriculans.  All of the Solarians also retired.  The only race willing to fight is yours I’m afraid.” 
 
    Russ said, “Okay, I understand.  We will have to sneak this fleet back to Earth.  It doesn’t seem like we will be able to fight our way through the various systems.” 
 
    Solear responded, “No, we can’t.  We don’t have enough manpower.” 
 
    Arean said, “Well, we could, but I don’t think we would get very far.” 
 
    Russ asked, “Okay, if we can’t go to Advranki Prime, can we jump directly to either Conron or Opron?” 
 
    Solear answered, “No.  There is no hyperspace route to either system.” 
 
    Russ said, “We have a significant inventory of Lorano’s hyperspace charting missiles.  We could fire them at Opron and try to chart a course to the system.  From there we could jump to Trilon and then on to Waylon.” 
 
    Both Solear and Arean shook their heads.  Solear responded, “Advranki cartographers have been searching for a route between the two systems for over a thousand years.  The area between the two systems has been extensively mapped starting from both Advranki 3 and Conron.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Russ asked. 
 
    Arean: “There are too many gravity anomalies.  Although the two star systems are tantalizing close, we simply cannot reach either Opron or Conron from Advranki 3.” 
 
    Russ nodded in understanding and said, “Okay, what is your plan to get this fleet to Earth?” 
 
    Solear said, “Well, we don’t actually have a plan.  We honestly didn’t think that far ahead when we stole, correction redirected the fleet to its present location.” 
 
    Arean added, “We have focused the majority of our time on making minor repairs.  Eighty-four ships are overwhelming for only two beings to keep maintained.” 
 
    Solear continued, “Once the ships were secure here, we secretly visited Advranki Prime to monitor the Hiriculan Navy.  We discovered that they were installing what can only be described as a hyperspace early warning and monitoring system.  As I stated earlier, if we jump, we will be detected.” 
 
    Russ walked over to the monitor and decreased the zoom back to its original level.  He studied it intently and finally said, “Well, if we can’t go to Opron or Conron or Advranki Prime, can we go to Influenla?” 
 
    Everyone chuckled.  It was the kind of laugh one made when they were trying to avoid crying or contemplating something very stupid.  In this case it was both.   
 
    Influenla was the location of two major battles between the Alliance and the Hiriculans.  The first battle ended in the surrender and capture of Admiral Dolen and his fleet.  The second ended in the destruction of Supreme Admiral Fruid’la’s command carrier and the rescue of the Alliance prisoners from the Spindle Station.   
 
    Solear said, “Well, the Hiriculans certainly wouldn’t think to look for us there.” 
 
    Russ said, “We need to send Jim Donovan a message telling him that we made it here successfully and are working on a plan to get the fleet to Earth.” 
 
    Solear shook his head.  He said, “You can’t.”   
 
    Arean realized that the statement needed further explanation so he added, “Well, you could send a message from here, but it would travel at the speed of light until it reached the hyperspace communication device at Advranki 3.” 
 
    Arean continued, “Since a hyper minute is roughly equal to half a light year, it would take the message 28 years to reach the planet.” 
 
    Russ tried, “Well, we could jump back to Advranki 3, send the message, and then jump back.”  Russ realized what was wrong with the statement the moment that he said it. 
 
    Solear didn’t realize that Russ had already realized what was wrong, so he said, “You can’t.” 
 
    Arean continued, “Well, you could jump to Advranki 3 and send the message.  However, the moment that you reach the system, your transponder would automatically upload all of your recent jumps.” 
 
    Russ raised his hand in capitulation, but Solear continued, “The Hiriculans would be able to determine our exact location and if you took the Sunflower would also discover the path to Earth.” 
 
    Russ said, “I understand.  I misspoke earlier.  When we jumped from Solaria to Conron we fired a hyper communication missile back to Solaria.  Why can’t we fire a hyper com missile at Advranki 3?” 
 
    Solear shook his head.  He said, “You can’t.”  He suddenly thought of Clowy. 
 
    Arean continued, “Well, you could fire the communication missile, but that is a military missile.  The Hiriculans would certainly notice it if it appeared in Advranki 2 space.  Also, because it is fired in a straight line, they would eventually be able to deduce our location.” 
 
    Solear said, “I understand your desire to communicate with Earth, but you are going to have to wait until we are certain that you can send a message with it being intercepted.” 
 
    It wasn’t technically an order, but Russ realized that the conversation was concluded.  And Solear was right; the risk of detection was too great, certainly greater than any gain of telling someone 1,000 light years away a piece of information that he could nothing with. 
 
    Solear concluded, “I think that our path forward is clear.  Arean, please plot a course to Influenla.  Russ, prepare a batch of forty missiles.” 
 
    Russ replied, “Yes Admiral.  I do want to tell you that we don’t have the advanced electronics on the Sunflower that we did on Waylon.  The Sunflower can only track 20 missiles at a time.”  
 
    Arean was the best hyper navigator in the group.  He was nowhere near as competent as Lorano, but he was the best they had.  Arean calculated forty probable hyperspace paths from Advranki 3 to Influenla.  He announced that it should be a 22 hour jump between the two systems. 
 
    They programmed 20 of the missiles with the first 20 routes.  Following Lorano’s lead, they programmed the missiles to blow up if they fell out of hyperspace or they reached 24 hours of flight time.  They used 24 hours because if the missiles reached 24 hours of flight time they had missed their target. 
 
    Jenny activated the hyperspace drive and directed the field about 2 kilometers in front of the ship.  One group of pilots fired one shot each into the field. 
 
    Then they waited a really long time. 
 
    (With the 10 to 1 time displacement, they waited 240 hours for the missile to reach the end of their flight time and then 240 more hours for the readings to return.  This equates to 480 hours, or 20 days.) 
 
    Fortunately, they only had to wait 13 days full days to get the results of the trial.  Unfortunately, the reason they didn’t have to wait the full time was because all of the missiles contacted a gravity source and were forced out of hyperspace. 
 
    Arean, Mike, and Russ reviewed the flight paths.  All of the missiles were destroyed around the area that Solear had previously indicated contained the gravity anomaly.  They recalculated a course intended to skirt the far edge of the anomaly and just barely hit the far edge of Influenla.   
 
    They fired another 20 missiles.  Then they waited a really long time. 
 
    But not long enough, only 14 days this time.  Once again, the 20 missiles were forced back into real space by the anomaly and were destroyed.  The command group returned to the command bridge of the Defender for a review meeting. 
 
    Arean reported, “The experiment was a complete failure.  We have reaffirmed that there is a gravity anomaly blocking our path.” 
 
    “What now?” Solear asked. 
 
    Russ said, “Well, as I see it we have two choices.  We can jump to the gravity field and try to plot a course to Influenla or we could jump to the far outskirts of Advranki 2 and repeat the process from there.” 
 
    Solear thought for a moment and responded, “We can’t risk sending this fleet into an uncharted gravity anomaly.  However, at the moment I am hesitant to jump to Advranki 2.  The risk of detection may be minimal, but is still present.” 
 
    Solear realized that he had basically just said ‘No’ to both options.  He continued, “Arean, transfer to the Sunflower.  Russ, leave a squadron of fighters and most of the maintenance personnel here.  Take the Sunflower to the gravity spot and try to plot a course around it.” 
 
    Solear really wanted to send a ship to both spots and investigate both routes simultaneously.  Unfortunately, they lacked the hardware and technical ability to program another ship to expand its gravity field.  He smiled when he realized that he actually missed Lorano.  Well, he missed his technical prowess anyway. 
 
    ------------------------ 
 
    Jenny said, “We just passed the 11 hour mark.  We should reach the anomaly within the next half hour or so.” 
 
    Arean was sitting at his old station on the bridge of the Sunflower.  They were 11 hours into their hyperspace flight and should reach the anomaly in the next hour or so.  It felt familiar to be there, but also extremely weird to be surrounded by Humans.  Arean had left the ship before the second group of Humans had been borrowed from the Earth.   
 
    As a result Arean had little experience with Humans freely moving about the ship.  He secretly longed for the time when the Humans were safely trapped behind a force field.  He shrugged and rotated his shoulders to clear his negative thoughts.  Still though, he would feel better if they sealed the bridge. 
 
    Arean said, “Jenny, display all hyperdrive performance metrics on your workstation and the overhead monitor.  We need to continuously view them from here on out.” 
 
    “Aye commander, I am putting it on screen now.” Jenny replied. 
 
    (Even though Arean was technically a captain, they used the term commander while on board to avoid any confusion between him and Russ.)  
 
    Jenny was Arean’s favorite Human on board.  He attributed it to her friendly and helpful attitude, but in reality it was more than likely due to her diminutive stature.  She was only 5’ 0’ (152 cm) tall and thin.  She could easily pass for a Solarian if she spray painted her body blue.  It also didn’t hurt that she was the only being on board that was shorter than him. 
 
    Arean noted that Jenny was a very good pilot and flew the cruiser flawlessly.  She was far smoother at the helm than Ella Birdsong had been.  (Arean had taken command of the Dandelion and left the ship before either Russ Brand or Ace piloted the Sunflower.)  
 
    Arean noticed that most of the crewmembers good naturedly teased her about her small stature for some reason.  However, none of them had ever said anything derogatory about his height.  He asked her about it after the third or fourth joke. 
 
    Arean said, “You remind me a little of Ella Birdsong, the first pilot of the Sunflower.” 
 
    Jenny replied, “Russ and Paul told stories about the first few missions.  I believe that she was a Solarian whose father painted the caribou corridor.” 
 
    Arean replied, “Yes.  Though I suppose the similarities begin and end with your sex and your height.”  Arean smiled politely and continued, “I notice that all 40 of the fighter pilots are male.  Is there a reason for that?” 
 
    Jenny shrugged and responded, “They practice more I guess.  I can fly a fighter, but not as well as them.  However, I ranked near the top as a cruiser pilot.” 
 
    Arean briefly wondered whether that meant that she was a superior cruiser pilot or all of the better pilots chose fighters.  He supposed it didn’t matter.  She was certainly qualified to pilot this vessel.  
 
    He turned to the subject of interest – her features.  He studied her.  She had brown hair, brown eyes, and really white skin.  The white skin seemed to contrast her otherwise dark features.  She seemed much thicker and stronger than Ella, but still small and thin compared to the other Human females he had met. 
 
    He said, “I notice that the other crew members tease you about your features and especially your height.  Why? 
 
    She responded, “They tease me about my name.” 
 
    Arean said, “What’s wrong with Jenny?  It seems like a fairly common Human name?” 
 
    Jenny laughed and replied, “They tease me about my last name.  It doesn’t match me very well.”  She paused for a moment and said, “My last name is Sledgehammer.” 
 
    Arean waited patiently for her to continue.  She said, “A sledgehammer is a huge weapon that people use to smash stuff.  It is very powerful and takes a huge, really strong person to swing it properly.  It is a common word, but an extremely uncommon last name.” 
 
    Arean thought for a moment.  Finally he said, “Now I understand the dichotomy.  The joke is that your small size doesn’t match your big name.” 
 
    Jenny nodded and started to respond.  Mike cut the conversation short by announcing, “We are slowing down.” 
 
    Arean looked at the hyper drive metrics on the monitor.  All parameters were operating normally.  There was no performance issue.  Besides, it was not possible to speed up or slowdown in hyperspace.  All ships traveled at the exact speed through hyperspace regardless of mass or velocity.  
 
    That meant…  Actually, Arean had absolutely no idea what that meant.  He did know that whatever it meant wasn’t particularly good.  Arean yelled, “Captain, drop us out of hyperspace now!” 
 
    Russ signaled his agreement and Jenny dropped the Sunflower out of hyperspace.  Russ said, “Mike, run both a passive and active scan.  Let’s find out what is going on out there.” 
 
    Mike said, “The passive scan is complete.  We are on the edge of a massive gravity field of some sort.  Computer, please perform an analysis.” 
 
    …There is a variation about one one-hundredth of the average gravitational attraction and increasing in strength in a multi-directional direction focused outward.  A spatial recreation map of these variations shows large negative gravity undulations at a variety of lengths… 
 
    Mike summarized, “I think that the computer is trying to tell us that we have reached the far edge of the gravity anomaly.”  A moment later he said, “Computer, why were we slowing down when we were in hyperspace.” 
 
    …Analyzing.  84.3%   The ship slowed down because it was affected by the eddy current of the anomaly’s negative gravity.  It essentially acted as a dampening or retarding force… 
 
    Russ said, “Can you say that in English?” 
 
    …English translation 99.9%   The ship slowed down because it was affected by the eddy current of the anomaly’s negative gravity.  It acted as a dampening or retarding force… 
 
    Arean said, “They sounded essentially the same.  I didn’t think there was a significant difference between Human speak and Alliance basic.” 
 
    Russ sighed and said, “Say that in English is an expression.  It basically means that I wanted it explained using different words.  Does anyone have any idea what that meant?” 
 
    Mike replied, “Not really.  I think it is like when you draw a force diagram in physics.  You know the type of problem I mean – something like a man pushes a rock forward with a 20N force and friction slows it down by 8N.  What is the resulting net force?” 
 
    Paul interrupted, “So, the negative gravity force was impeding our forward progress similar to the force of gravity.”   
 
    Mike nodded in agreement and said, “The active scan is complete.  Or at least it is complete enough.  The gravity anomaly stretches on for light years.  It is not possible to plot a straight line course from here to Influenla that will miss the gravity disturbance.”  
 
    Russ said, “Jenny, turn the ship around and set a course back to Advranki 3.  You can jump when ready.” 
 
    Jenny made a broad 180 degree turn.  There was little reason to perform a tight maneuver.  She programmed the coordinates and ran a simulation.  She double checked her calculations.  Arean double checked her calculations. 
 
    Jenny said, “I am sorry Captain.  There is too much gravity interference to create a hyper field.  We will have to fly in real time until the gravity field lessens. 
 
    Russ said, “Set speed to .12 light.  Maintain a steady course and speed.  Inform me when we are ready to jump.” 
 
    A month passed.  The time passed slowly – quite literally.  It felt like a 31 day month in the dead of winter that had days added for leap year and every day had an hour fallback for daylight savings time.   
 
    They eventually cleared the gravity eddy and were able to jump back to their secret location beside Advranki 2. 
 
    Russ reported the mission failure to Admiral Solear.  They decided to go to Advranki 3 and try again.  However, Solear didn’t want to abandon the 1,000+ missiles that comprised the automated booby-trap.  As a result, the pilots spent the next two days gingerly collecting them and returning them back to the correct ships. 
 
    “Everyone report,” Solear stated. 
 
    “Ready,” Arean said from the bridge of the Dandelion. 
 
    “Ready,” Russ said from the Sunflower. 
 
    “Ready,” Jenny said from the bridge of the battleship Sledgehammer. 
 
    The battleship had previously been named Supporter, but Arean secretly changed the name while Jenny’s transport was in route to the ship.  He had just enough time to rename three other battleships with similar names – Icehammer, Firehammer, and Warhammer.   
 
    Arean wanted to rename all 12 of the battleships in the fleet with the moniker ‘something hammer’, but he didn’t have enough time and quite frankly, ran out of creative words to place in front of hammer. 
 
    The 50 Humans and 2 Advranki were spaced out as evenly as possible among the 84 warships, 6 repair ships, 4 supply mini-freighters, 2 full-sized freighters, the space station, the mining drill, and the corresponding control platform.  Last, and in most being’s opinion least, was the Sunflower. 
 
    In total, the armada consisted of 100 independent objects.  If the 4 tugs per station were counted and the three space stations were not counted, then there were 109 ships. 
 
    (If every other ship was counted there were 55 ships and if every third ship was counted there were 37 ships.  The important thing about counting ships was that whoever was counting ships had to have a very good system for counting ships.) 
 
    They completed the status check, with each person stating that they were ready to go. 
 
    The entire fleet lined up in a single file line with a 2 minute gap between each ship.  They sped each ship up to an initial velocity of .003 light.  This was two one-thousands above the minimum speed that a ship needed to traverse into hyperspace.   
 
    The Dandelion was the first ship in the line.  It micro jumped from the far left side of the Advranki 2 system to the far right side of the system.  It was only an 11 minute jump, but with the ten to one time dilation that meant that the last ship would jump before the first one reappeared.  
 
    The Dandelion completed the jump and Arean immediately checked his speed.  He was still traveling at .0027 light.  The computer sped the ship back up to .003 light and continued the straight line forward progress.  Two minutes later a ship appeared in the exact spot that the Dandelion had occupied two minutes earlier.   Over the course of the next two hours all remaining ships jumped to the new coordinates. 
 
    Arean contacted Solear and Russ and said, “We have a decision to make.  We can secretly jump into the Advarnki 2 – Advranki 3 hyperspace lane or we can try to jump beside the established lane.” 
 
    Solear responded, “There is too much traffic between the two systems to risk sending the fleet through the normal hyperspace lane.  Besides, I remember hearing that there is a significant safety factor in the creation of the Advranki hyperspace lanes.” 
 
    Solear continud, “Plus, we are towing three space stations.  They normally shut down the entire lane when they are moving one of these.  If we were to crash into a freighter or cruise liner the results would be catastrophic.” 
 
    “Understood,” both Arean and Russ answered simultaneously.  Arean replied, “It is only a three hour jump between the two systems.  I suggest that we steer to the left of the hyperspace lane and jump with a four minute gap between ships.” 
 
    The ships kept left of the established lane and jumped 2 hours and 46 minutes.  They exited hyperspace without issue 14 hyper minutes from Advranki 2.  Arean was again the first to arrive.  He performed a detailed scan and found exactly what he was hoping to find – absolutely nothing.   
 
    A few hours later they charted 20 potential courses from Advranki 3 to Influenla.  They programmed 20 missiles on a straight line trajectory to Influenla and launched them into hyperspace.  Exactly 360 hours (15 days) later they received the telemetry readings from the missiles.  All of the missiles had successfully reached Influenla and exploded. 
 
    Jenny announced, “All 20 missiles exited hyperspace 18 hours into their flight and the gravity readings they reported match those of Influenla.  There are no gravity anomalies or any kind of abnormalities in our path.  We have a clear course;” 
 
    “Jump the fleet,” Solear ordered. 
 
    Arean and the Dandelion were once again in the lead position.  Arean double checked the hyperspace coordinates.  He ran a simulation and got a soundly negative response.  That wasn’t surprising since the simulation relied on previous result being successful.  Therefore, once he made the journey, he could rerun the simulation and get a positive result. 
 
    Arean sighed and jumped up and down a couple of times to clear his feeling of uneasiness.  Hyper travel normally didn’t bother him, but this 18 hour jump was easily the longest jump he had ever made.  In fact, it was almost double the second longest. 
 
    Arean said, “Computer, jump.”  He would normally just push the button, but in this case all of the ships in the fleet were linked together to control the spacing between the ships. 
 
    Eighteen hours (or 7.5 days in real-time) the Dandelion reached the 14 minute hyper mark of Influenla.  There was a minor harmonic in the primary processor core that he had to adjust at the 11 hour mark.  Well, he really didn’t have to adjust it; he was bored and really didn’t have anything better to do.  Either way, he included the adjustment on the repair log. 
 
    Three minutes later the next ship appeared.  Arean was responsible for this one, so he remotely accessed the computer and checked to see if any faults had been recorded during the long jump.  There weren’t any issues on the second ship, so Arean checked that the maintenance on his two ships was complete. 
 
    Over the course of the next five hours he was joined by the rest of the fleet.  Once everyone and everything was present, Admiral Solear requested a senior officer meeting.  Arean, Russ, Paul, and Mike transferred to the Defender.   
 
    Arean briefly considered changing the Defender’s name to Forcehammer, but decided against it.  Solear was not known for having a great sense of humor, being tolerant of irrelevant activities like renaming ships, or particularly liking hammers.   
 
    He changed his mind and secretly renamed four other battleships Forcehammer, Powerhammer, Furyhammer, and Steamhammer while in route to the meeting. 
 
    Solear said, “Okay … everyone.”  Somehow, saying the words ‘gentle beings’ to a room full of Humans just didn’t make sense. 
 
    Solear continued, “All of the ships jumped successfully and there are no serious issues with any of them.  Further, we appear to be safe and completely hidden.  That is the good news.  The bad news is that Influenla is likely occupied by Hiriculans and we will not be able to cross it without getting detected.” 
 
    He paused for a long breath and finished, “We need information.  We also need to find a way to sneak across this system.  We then need a way to sneak around Opron.  Does anyone have any ideas or suggestions?”  
 
    Russ answered, “Actually, I do have one.  Let’s jump a single cruiser into Influenla, take a 20 second passive scan and then jump back.  The odds are the enemy won’t even see us, or if they do, we will be long gone before they can reach us.” 
 
    “We can’t.” Solear answered. 
 
    Arean corrected, “Well, we certainly could, but actually the odds are that the Hiriculans would detect the intrusion, even if it is only for a few seconds.”  He overly stressed the ‘are’ and the ‘even’. 
 
    Arean continued, “Further, they should be able to identify the ship as an Alliance warship and that it entered the system via a previously unidentified hyperspace route.” 
 
    He stopped for a breath and waited for questions.  There were none so he continued, “And I can guarantee you that they will thoroughly investigate a warship that suddenly appears in their system and then just as suddenly disappears.” 
 
    Russ replied, “I think we should send a reconnaissance mission to Influenla.  We could have a single ship micro jump around the system to the hyperspace lane, then use the lane to jump the final 14 minutes to Influenla.  It would appear like the ship came from Opron.” 
 
    Paul said, “That would solve the problem of not entering the system via the correct hyperspace route.  However, I doubt the Hiriculans will extend a warm welcome to a warship, even if it does enter the system correctly.” 
 
    Solear looked at Arean in confusion.  Arean looked back and shrugged.  Solear said, “Computer, look up Earth colloquialisms.  What does the qualification of temperature mean to the type of welcome someone would receive?” 
 
    …96.2% The words warm welcome are called a metaphor or more precisely a kenning.  The meaning of the phrase is different than the combination of the words that make it up.  Specifically, the words warm welcome mean hospitable…  
 
    Paul said, “It is like calling a young child an ankle-biter or calling an accident a fender-bender or calling someone who reads a lot a bookworm.” 
 
    “Or calling someone with glasses four-eyes,” Mike helpfully added. 
 
    “Aha,” Arean said.  “It is like calling an octafrail a conflug-krog.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Paul said, wanting to sound as agreeable as possible since he was the one that had derailed the conversation.  However, Mike called him a brown-noser, so the gracious effect was somewhat lost. 
 
    “Okay,” Russ continued, “The problem is that the Hiriculans will detect a military vessel.  What if we send in one of our mini-freighters under a false name?”   
 
    Paul smiled and said, “I hate to put rocks in your backpack, but it still won’t work.  As you well know, the Spindle Station is located immediately past the hyperspace lane.  The Hiriculan navy will almost certainly be able to scan the ship and its crew.  They will discover that is manned by either Humans or Advranki outlaws.” 
 
    Arean said, “That is not entirely correct.  There is a Solarian aboard.  Or at least there could be one.  All she is needs is a false identify and some blue paint.” 
 
    It took a few hours to dock the mini-freighter to the space station and unload its contents, clean it, erase all vestiges of military programming from the freighter’s computer, locate some blue paint, and find a commercial transponder in the station’s inventory. 
 
    Jenny meanwhile transformed herself into a Solarian.  The physical transformation only took a few minutes.  Jenny painted her hands and face blue.  She made sure to paint an extra inch past where the smart suit ended.  She really didn’t want to expose any bare white skin if she accidentally adjusted her shirt.   
 
    Unfortunately, no one had thought to bring blue Solarian make-up.  Therefore, she had to paint herself with spray-paint - permanent, blue spray paint.  She was going to remain blue for the next couple of weeks until it wore off naturally. 
 
    She completed the ensemble with red lipstick.  It was the reddest, most garish lipstick she could find, but it still was rather subtle compared to current Solarian fashion.   
 
    She looked in the mirror for a moment and sighed loudly.  Honestly though, she was excited about being selected for such an important mission.  The sigh was mostly for sympathy and/or recognition form the other six female crew members in the room. 
 
    One said, “You look good.” 
 
    “Definitely an improvement,” another added. 
 
    “You should spray your entire body blue.  I bet Todd would notice you then,” a third mentioned. 
 
    Jenny thought about the comment for a moment.  Her friend wasn’t wrong; Todd probably would notice her if she painted her entire body blue and danced around half-naked in front of the pilots’ barracks.  Of course, every other pilot would notice her too...   
 
    “Okay,” the first woman said, “Remember to speak Alliance basic.” 
 
    “I will.” Jenny replied.” 
 
    “Say something,” the second woman demanded. 
 
    Jenny said, “Today I walk, yesterday I walked, and I have walked.” 
 
    The women laughed.  The first said, “Come on, try something a little harder.” 
 
    Jenny said, “Today I go, yesterday I goed, and I have goed.” 
 
    “One more,” the second woman begged. 
 
    Jenny said, “Today I run, yesterday I runed, and I have runed.” 
 
    They walked the short distance across the station’s hangar bay from the make-shift cosmetic studio to the mini-freighter.  Since the space station was turned off because it was unoccupied and was being towed, they had only activated the lights and air handling system in one hangar bay.   
 
    She entered the mini-freighter through the primary hold, turned back, and waved to the 20 or so people that had landed on the station to help unload and prepare the mini-freighter.  She walked to the control room and activated the power generator.  Mike walked by, told her that all of the engineering systems were okay and gave her a long hug. 
 
    He said, “Good luck, stay safe, come back,” and gave her a kiss on top of her head. 
 
    Jenny waited until Mike signaled that he was off of the ship.  She closed the primary hold and undocked the ship.  She carefully piloted the ship away from the space station and maneuvered it into the proper jump location.  She then contacted Admiral Solear. 
 
    Solear said, “Ensign Jenny Sledgehammer, thank you for volunteering for this perilous mission.  You alone possess the skills and, and … vertical ineptitude required to make this mission a success.” 
 
    Arean was standing beside Solear.  He added, “I changed the name of the mini-freighter to the Mallet.  Unfortunately, we don’t have any way to create a false identity for you.  Therefore, you have two choices.”  He thought for a moment and said, “Well, you have three choices.” 
 
    Jenny asked, “What are they?” 
 
    Arean answered, “You could change your first name to Jenna and use Birdsong as your last name.  I understand that both names are fairly common on Solaria, so the odds are that you will match with someone.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jenny replied with a little less conviction.   
 
    Arean said, “The second is the use the name Ella Birdsong.  She is a former officer aboard the Sunflower.  With your knowledge of that ship, you should be able to convince just about anyone that you are her.” 
 
    Arean waited for her to say okay again.  She didn’t, so Arean finished, “The third option is to use the name Ella Songbird.  This is a fake identity that a Solarian female used to infiltrate the Spindle Station a couple of years ago.  She was on the Spindle Station before the war, so the Hiriculans should let her pass with minimal checks.  I just forwarded you her information.” 
 
    Jenny verified the course and pressed the hyperspace button.  She was only making a series of micro jumps around the far outskirts of Influenla, so she would be there in about 30 minutes ship time. 
 
    She reviewed the identities.  Great, she thought – an assumed identity, a relatively famous one, or a completely fake identity.  She had three very poor choices.  She hoped she didn’t have to use any of them. 
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    Jenny performed her second micro jump.  This one aligned the mini-freighter in the middle of the Opron –Influenla hyperspace lane 14 hyper minutes from the Influenla system.  She typed in the final set of coordinates and made the final micro jump to the interior of the system. 
 
    She watched the countdown clock slowly tick down.  It passed 10 minutes, then 9, then 8.  She decided that she would use the identity Jenna.  Then a minute later she changed her mind and chose Ella Songbird.  A minute later she changed again to Ella Birdsong, but she wasn’t entirely sure she liked it.  The problem was that all three identities had their advantages and disadvantages.   
 
    The clock passed 1 minute and switched to seconds.  The seconds ticked away and the mini-freighter Mallet transitioned back into real space.  Jenny activated the passive scanners.  There was little point in using the active scanners; she didn’t plan to be in the system long enough for them to gather any useful information.  
 
    She started programming in the coordinates to jump back 14 minutes into the Influenla – Opron hyperspace lane.  She wanted to be ready to leave the moment the passive scan completed.  She finished entering the coordinates and ran a simulation.  It came back green (well technically it was orangish with just a hint of topaz).  She was ready to jump. 
 
    Jenny said, “Computer, display the passive scan on the main control room monitor when it is complete.  What’s out there?” 
 
    …Displaying passive scan now.  There are no ships or artificial objects in the vicinity.  There are no artificial objects in this system.  It is completely empty.,, 
 
    Jenny was dumbfounded.  This system was supposed to be occupied by the Hiriculans and there were supposed to be multiple space stations in the immediate area.  Well, she supposed it was good news.  They had the system to themselves and could cross at their leisure. 
 
    She contemplated what to do next.  Clearly, she had to inform the fleet that Influenla was completely empty.  After that, the next step wasn’t entirely clear.  She could return to the fleet or jump on ahead and scout Opron.  It was the logical next step; besides if the false identity could fool the Hiriculans in Influenla, it should be able to fool them in Opron. 
 
    She configured her lone hyper communication missile and recorded a message stating that Influenla was empty.  It was a risk to include a communication missile since normal mini-freighters do not possess them.  However, Solear decided agreed with her argument that it was better to be able to communicate than to worry about being boarded.   
 
    She fired it on a straight line course to the armada.  It should reach the fleet in 26 minutes of travel time.  
 
    She looked at the coordinates that were already typed into her navigation transponder.  They were set to go 14 minutes toward Opron.  If she wanted to return to the fleet she could simply reprogram the transponder and basically follow the communication missile.  There was no need for jumping around the outskirts of the system. 
 
    If she wanted to go to Opron, she had to pull out the military transponder, replace it with the commercial one, type in 7 hours instead of 14 minutes and recalculate the jump. 
 
    That was the funny thing about hyperspace transponders.  They were virtually indestructible and their basic design hadn’t changed in thousands of years.  The transponder was nearly impossible to hack.  Lorano once succeeded in hacking one, but he found that deleting jumps from the database was impossible.  Oddly enough, false jumps could be added with little or no effort. 
 
    Although a hyper transponder couldn’t be hacked, it could be easily replaced.  It took less than a minute to pull the old transponder out and put a new one in its place.  It was so easy that even a Human could do it. 
 
    No one really knew why replacing a transponder was so easy.  One historian theorized that it dated back to the dawn of hyperspace travel.  The information of a successful jump was so valuable back then that they wanted to ensure that it was not lost.  As a result, the transponders were swapped every time a ship returned.  Therefore, the manufacturers were forced to make the transponders easy to swap.  
 
    A second historian firmly believed that the concept of swapping transponders was invented by greedy transponder manufactures who simply wanted to sell more transponders.  Well, that and a really clever marketing campaign at the time.  The slogan roughly translated to ‘why erase when you can just replace’. 
 
    Jenny may be having a little trouble deciding who she wanted to be, but she made this decision with little trepidation.  She pulled the military transponder out of the dashboard and swapped in the commercial one.  She started the boot up sequence and ran a diagnostic to ensure it was working properly.   
 
    Once complete, she programmed the coordinates into the transponder, double checked for accuracy, ran a simulation, and verified that everything was working correctly.  She re-verified a second time that it was okay. 
 
    Now satisfied that she wouldn’t be stranded in the system, she took the military transponder and smashed it against the bulkhead.  She then stomped on it a few times and smashed it a few more times.  Satisfied it was damaged beyond repair, she chucked it out of the airlock.  If she was captured in Opron with the transponder, the enemy could discover the location of the missing armada.  
 
    (Chucking something out of an airlock was actually an involved, multi-step process.  One had to open the inner hold, set the item in the passageway between the holds, close the inner hull, open the outer hull door, verify the depressurization forced the object off the ship, close the outer hull door, and pressurize the passageway.  It would be more accurate to say that she used the above process to expel the transponder.) 
 
    She pressed the hyper drive initiation button and disappeared from Influenla.  Seven hours later she reappeared in Opron.  She exited at the end of the hyperspace lane; exactly where anyone traversing this lane was supposed to exit.   
 
    Jenny activated the passive scan and said, “Display the scan on the main monitor when it is available.” 
 
    …There are five Hiriculan warships in the immediate vicinity.  We are completely surrounded.  We are being hailed… 
 
    Jenny replied, “Display it on the main monitor.” 
 
    A Hiriculan appeared on the monitor and said, “Please state your name, your destination, and your cargo.”  He paused for the briefest of moments and continued, “And your reason for being in Influenla and how you managed to get to Influenla in the first place.” 
 
    Jenny focused on speaking Alliance basic instead of English.  Well, she was technically speaking Associate basic now.  Well, since she didn’t know that the new government had officially changed the name of the language, she was actually technically speaking Alliance basic.  Or was she? 
 
    The good news though was that the computer had automatically downloaded an information and news packet from traffic control.  One of the packets discussed the official name change.  Therefore, she was technically speaking Associate basic, even if she didn’t know it yet. 
 
    Jenny responded, “Hello, my name is Ella Songbird.  My destination is Opron.  I am carrying no cargo.  I went to Influenla to visit the Spindle Station.  However, it wasn’t there, so I jumped back here.” 
 
    Jenny had decided to use the fake identity.  She reasoned that it was better to use a real identity than a supposed one, so that eliminated Jenna.  She then figured that it was better to use the fake identity instead of trying to pretend to be someone real. 
 
    The Hiriculan responded, “We have no record of you jumping from Opron to Influenla.  How did you get to Influenla?” 
 
    Jenny smiled brightly.  It was more difficult than she thought it was going to be.  She was glad that Clowy had organized diversity training for the military. 
 
    She responded, “I jumped from Opron to Influenla.  You have no record of it because I jumped six months ago, before the Hirculan military occupied this system.” 
 
    The Hiriculan looked at her strangely and his ear stalks rose up about halfway.  He asked, “Why did you stay in Influenla for six months?  You should have immediately noticed that the station wasn’t there.” 
 
    Jenny said, “I was in cryostasis.  I programmed the cryo tube to wake me when we reached the Spindle Station, not Influenla.  As a result, when the Mallet reached the correct coordinates, it just sat there constantly pinging the area in search of the station.” 
 
    “Okay,” the Hiriculan answered, “So what woke you up?” 
 
    Jenny said, “The transponder’s internal battery died from the constant pinging.  The computer de-thawed me so that I could replace it.”  She remembered to smile as sweetly as possible.  However, she was a little worried that she was snarling. 
 
    “Okay,” the Hiriculan responded, “Why are your holds empty?” 
 
    Jenny responded, “I was carrying a load of fruit and vegetables to the Spindle Station.  They rotted while I was in cryostasis and I had to dump the load before jumping to the Opron.” 
 
    The Hiriculan repeated, “You dumped your entire load of perishable food.  What about the containers?” 
 
    Jenny replied, “I just opened the main hatches and flew backward until everything was out.  Then I turned around and jumped here.” 
 
    The Hiriculan said, “You dumped your entire load in front of the hyperspace lane and left.  You quite possibly contaminated the entire lane” 
 
    Jenny said, “No.  I wasn’t near the lane when I dropped the cargo.  Well, I mean I was close, but not really that close.”  She paused for a moment and said, “I guess it could eventually drift into the lane, maybe.”  She tried smiling again. 
 
    The Hiriculan stared at her for several long moments.  Finally, he asked, “Why are you flying in an Advranki mini-freighter?” 
 
    Screw it, Jenny thought.  Pretending to be a Solarian wasn’t working.  She switched to what she knew best.  She responded, “Your ear stalks are too short.  It makes you look funny.  I should call you a half-culan.” 
 
    The Hiriculan actually put his hands on his ears and felt them.  He responded, “My ear stalks are normal sized.  There is nothing unusual about them.” 
 
    Jenny stood up, raised her index fingers, and put them beside her head like bunny ears.  She started hopping up and down and waving her index fingers like a bunny.  She chanted, “Shorty shorty shorty.” 
 
    He said, “They are not short.” 
 
    She responded, “Hey short stalk, why don’t you find someone with full sized ears that I can talk to.” 
 
    The Hiriculan yelled, “My ear stalks are not short!  I can hear you just fine.” 
 
    “Oooh,” she answered, “Your temper is as short as your tiny, little stalks.” 
 
    He responded, “It appears that you have suffered freezer burn from your long cryo slumber.  You need to get checked by medical.” 
 
    “Well you should…”  She stopped talking because she realized that she had won.  The Hiriculan was no longer questioning her about the mini-freighter.   
 
    She continued, “Let me to go to the Spindle Station and get checked out by a medical professional trained in Solarian physiology.” 
 
    The Hiriculan turned away from his monitor for a minute.  He returned and said, “There are indeed appropriate medical personnel on the Spindle Station.  I am sending you a series of two micro jumps.  Set your ship to automatic and perform the jumps.  Failure to do so may result in your detainment.” 
 
    Jenny replied, “Thank you, I will be there shorty.   Oops, I mean shortly.” 
 
    The Hiriculan concluded, “Your case has been forwarded to the Associate government for review.  A representative will be assigned to meet with you and assist with your recovery from your ordeal.” 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Frank was bored.  Not the normal kind of bored where one was just bored.  No, he was experiencing the deep down boredom that came from truly being bored with every aspect of everything.  He was, in summary, bored beyond belief. 
 
    He tried to pay attention to the conversation around him.  Ambassador Bline just proposed a new bill about home mortgage reverse equity being tax deductible or possibly he was discussing reversing the trade of equines or quite possibly he was talking about reversing the decision to deduct taxes for the military. 
 
    Either way, both the Hiriculan senator Quarl and the Solarian senator Baxter Bunnyhop were falling over themselves to be the first and second to support the bill.  They voted a few minutes later.  It passed four votes to none.  Frank hadn’t even bothered to vote on the bill and no one had bothered to ask him to do so. 
 
    It was clear to Frank that something was amiss with the three senators.  They had clearly formed a voting bloc.  They didn’t always support each other, but they did enough times to make it obvious that when one senator really wanted something, the other two would approve it. 
 
    Frank had already decided that he was going to retire from politics in the very near future.  He just hadn’t decided when or how and he hadn’t told anyone yet.  It was going to remain a secret until he was ready to leave. 
 
    His communication pad buzzed with a high priority request.  Frank noted that Baxter’s communicator also buzzed.  It was considered poor etiquette to answer a message during session, even an important one.   
 
    Frank didn’t care.  He calmly activated his pad despite protests from the ceremonial master.  He figured that whatever the message said was more interesting than this mindless debate about reversing energy consumption.  He scanned the message. 
 
    Baxter saw that Frank read his message, so he also activated his pad and scanned the message.  Baxter said, “There is a Solarian traveling in an Advranki mini-freighter who accidentally got stuck in cryostasis for nearly a year.  Apparently she suffered some mental trauma and is coming to the station for medical treatment.” 
 
    Bline looked at Baxter and then at Frank.  He said, “I fail to see how that is even remotely important, let alone urgent.” 
 
    Frank said, “She entered Opron from Influenla, so she was automatically flagged for follow-up screening.  The message was sent to Baxter and me because …” 
 
    Bline interrupted, “Because the pilot is a Solarian and the ship is Advranki.  It is clearly unusual, but certainly not worthy of our time.” 
 
    Frank said, “I am sure there is a simple explanation.  I will volunteer to personally go and talk with this being.  You may continue to debate and if required vote in my absence.”  He added under his breath, “Not that it matters when you vote in my presence.” 
 
    Frank exited the senate chamber and reread the entire communication.  He scanned it a third time until he reached the being’s name.  There it was, Ella Songbird.  He laughed quietly to himself.  Ella Songbird was a secret identity that he had created for an officer named Ella Birdsong for a secret mission. 
 
    A couple of years ago the real fake Ella Songbird infiltrated the Spindle Station and gathered invaluable information about a Hiriculan fleet stationed in a hidden area.  The information later proved to be false, or possibly intentionally planted, but either way it was pretty spectacular work at the time. 
 
    No wait.  That wasn’t the point.  The point was that a Solarian was masquerading around the galaxy with a fake name and a possibly stolen Advranki mini-freighter.  More pointedly, there were only a few beings in the galaxy knew about the false identity – himself obviously, Jack Dogbarks, Ella Birdsong, Admiral Dolen and Admiral Solear.  There may be a handful of others, but he was too distracted to research it. 
 
    The woman’s ship was scheduled to land in a few minutes, so Frank began walking to the correct docking bay.  Fortunately, she was given a very low number on the upper section.  Frank only had to walk about 20 meters (22 yards) to get the correct dock. 
 
    While he waited he studied a picture of Ella Birdsong.  Solarians all looked alike to him, so he carefully examined every detail of her face.  He felt certain that he could probably determine whether or not this person was the true Ella just by looking at her. 
 
    The light over the docking bay lit, indicating that the ship had successfully docked to the station.  A minute later the docking bay door opened.  Frank looked at the being standing there.  She was definitely female, the hair was correct, and the size and shape were okay.  He thought that her face was slightly different than Ella’s and that she was slightly more muscular.  He couldn’t tell for certain though.   
 
    However, the woman’s most striking feature was her pose.  Her feet were spread out and her hands were loosely balled into fists.  She looked like she was ready to fight.  Frank said, “Welcome to Opron” and gave his ‘I think you are a spy but I am trying to be nice’ smile. 
 
    The woman tried to smile in return, but it looked more like a snarl.  Clearly this being was not used to smiling.  She reminded him of someone else. 
 
    Frank said, “Ella Songbird, it is nice to see you in person again.  I remember when we met aboard the Sunflower.  You showed me the painting of the elk running in the main corridor.”  
 
    Jenny responded, “They are caribou.” 
 
    Frank smiled and responded, “So they are.  I always tend to mix up my animal names.  Anyway, you must be famished after being frozen for nearly a year.  Please come with me.  I know an amazing restaurant.” 
 
    Frank learned two things from their brief exchange.  First, it was clear that this person did not know him.  This was strange because as the Advranki representative to the Associate Senate he was one of the more recognizable beings in the galaxy.  Even if they hadn’t personally met, this being should be able to identify him from news reports.   
 
    Further, he hadn’t met her personally.  He met the real Ella via widescreen monitor once when he called Captain Solear.  It was only a brief introduction, but still the woman should have remembered that she did not give him a tour of the ship. 
 
    Second, it was clear that this woman had been on the Sunflower.  And that could only mean one thing.  Well, he supposed it could mean several things, such as the Sunflower could have picked up a Solarian hitchhiker who then stole an Advranki mini-freighter.  It was unlikely, but certainly possible.  He mentally corrected himself to – and in all likelihood that could only mean one thing. 
 
    They walked along the moving sidewalk in silence for a few paces.  Frank didn’t want to talk to her in an exposed area for fear of being overheard.  They entered the arch, reversed gravity, rode the electro lift to the promenade, and walked about 20 paces to Frank’s favorite restaurant. 
 
    Frank subtly watched her during the entire journey.  She was clearly nervous around Hiriculans.  Correction, she was nervous around all beings.  She even actively avoided the two Solarians they passed.  He thought she was going to turn around and run a couple of times, but she didn’t.   
 
    They were immediately seated and Frank ordered for both of them.  While they were waiting for their meals, he asked ‘Ella’ to tell her story.  Frank “oohed” and “aahed” at all the appropriate places and asked several questions to show that he was actively listening. 
 
    He was listening – not really to her story though.  He was attentively listening for the wrong accent, incorrect verb usage, and any other non-verbal clues that would add credence to his rapidly growing suspicion that her home world was Earth. 
 
    The first dish arrived.  It was a sea-moss cake sautéed with honey.  Frank motioned for her to start eating.  Jenny grabbed her fork, reached forward, and pressed down on the moss.  She scissored back and forth a few times and was able to cut a piece off.  She then stabbed it with her fork and put it in her mouth.  She started chewing. 
 
    Frank was aghast at her terrible manners.  He involuntarily pulled his fingers back a bit to ensure that she didn’t try to stab or bite one of them.  No, he corrected himself; her table manners were probably fine, they just weren’t Solarian – or even civil for that matter.   
 
    Frank made a small production of grabbing his fork and sticking the prongs a tiny portion of the way into his sea-moss.  He then grabbed the utensil beside the fork, adjusted it to her field of vision, and pressed the activation button.  A laser beam appeared and Frank effortlessly cut a piece of sea moss.  He then deactivated the laser and took a bite of the sea moss cake. 
 
    The woman took her laser knife and duplicated Frank’s maneuver.  Good, he thought, at least she can learn.  As they finished their meals he carefully considered his next move.  The biggest question he had to mentally resolve was whether or not to have an honest discussion with her.  He really needed an update about Earth and believed that this woman could provide it. 
 
    As they were finishing their last course Frank finally made his decision.  He took his communication pad and set it on the table.  He then set a privacy shield generator on the table.   
 
    He said, “Computer, activate privacy shield, maximum Associate Senate privacy setting.  Stop recording effective now.” 
 
    …Recording has ceased.  Privacy screen is active at maximum level… 
 
    Frank said, “Can I be frank with you?”   
 
    Jenny replied, “Yes.” 
 
    Frank loved the double entendre - it was both his name and meant forthright or honest in English.  Further, the word frank had no corresponding meaning in Associate basic.  The fact that she understood the second use of the word and had no clue about the first pretty much secured his assumption. 
 
    Frank said, “Ella, don’t get mad, don’t try to throw anything.  In fact, force yourself to not react at all to what I am about to tell you.  No one can hear us talk, but we are probably being watched.  If they see you react inappropriately they will probably detain you despite my report.” 
 
    He paused for a moment and added, “Do you understand?” 
 
    Jenny replied, “Yes.” 
 
    Frank almost flashed his award winning smile.  He hesitated though – since the Human didn’t seem to appreciate smiles there was no reason to waste the big one on her.  Plus Becky Matthews, the only other Human he had personally ever met, had a tendency to smack beings that smiled at her.  He was a little scared that smacking smilers was a trait shared by all Human females. 
 
    Frank said, “First, let me tell you that I sincerely want to help you.  I am going to claim in my report that your freezer burn was temporary and that you are now fine.  I will say that the medical report was not needed.  However, we both know that this not entirely true.” 
 
    He took a breath.  It was time.  He could delay it no further.  Now was the time to talk openly with her.  This was not the time for stalling or further delay.  There was no possible way that he could think of to wait longer or find a better location.  Not one.  He actually tried to think of one, but he couldn’t. 
 
    Finally, Frank said, “You are a Human.”  He waited; fortunately she didn’t react.   
 
    He continued, “You are stationed on the Sunflower and are on a secret mission to make contact with Admiral Solear and bring his fleet back to Earth.  I believe that you successfully made contact with him based on the fact that you are flying in an Advranki freighter.” 
 
    Still no reaction.  Good.  Frank continued, “Then you used Lorano’s missile system to chart a path from Advranki 2 or 3 to Influenla.  My guess is that the fleet is now trapped in Influenla.” 
 
    He looked at her.  She still didn’t react.  He continued, “You are very short for your race.  Therefore, you were given the assignment to disguise yourself as a Solarian freighter captain and probe Opron for Hiriculan activity and potential routes around the system.” 
 
    She still didn’t answer.  Frank figured that it was too much for her brain to process.  He started again with something easy.  “What is you real name?” 
 
    She said, “Ella Song…” 
 
    Frank said, “Stop.  Listen.  I was the one who created the fake identity.  You are not her because she doesn’t exist.  Please, I want to help you succeed.  This new Association is not a federation or a confederation or even a group of equals.  It is basically just a Hiriculan take-over.  We need you Humans to stop this farce.” 
 
    He mentally continued – or at a minimum join the Association as full voting members so that I can break this Solaria / Hiricula / Neto voting conspiracy. 
 
    As he was waiting for her to answer his mind wandered a bit.  He wondered how difficult it would be to engineer a new intelligent life form, seed it on a habitable planet, wait for them to develop a culture roughly equal to the Neto or Humans, and get them join the Association.  Ten years he figured; fifteen tops. 
 
    Jenny lowered her voice to almost a whisper said, “My name is Jenny Sledgehammer.  Everything else you just said is pretty much correct.” 
 
    Frank smiled politely in appreciation of her honesty and open response.  He said, “What can I do to help you?” 
 
    “There is nothing that you can do for us right now,” she said.  “We can probably sneak around Opron and maybe Conron, but I don’t think that we can sneak all the way back to Earth without getting trapped.” 
 
    “Or worse,” Frank said, “They could just choose to follow you the entire way and then capture the fleet intact and discover the location of Earth at the same time.” 
 
    Jenny responded, “It’s a catch-22.”  She saw he didn’t understand the term so she said, “We just don’t have enough troops to fight our way through Opron’s defenses.  We need a fleet to rescue our fleet.  The frustrating thing is that we cannot communicate with Earth because the Hiriculans could intercept the message.” 
 
    Frank answered, “Well then, there is one thing I can do.  I can send a message to Earth and tell them that you are safe and are plotting a way home.” 
 
    Jenny responded, “I would appreciate that.” 
 
    Frank said, “Meanwhile, you need to get off of this station and out of this system as quickly as possible.  You may be able to paint yourself blue and look like a Solarian, but your mannerisms are way too Human.  You need a significant amount of training and practice if you want to fool anyone into believing you are a Solarian.” 
 
    They finished lunch and Jenny told Frank the real story of the Sunflower making contact with Admiral Solear.  She reviewed their current plight and discussed various alternatives.  None of them were very good. 
 
    Next they discussed how ship production was progressing on Earth and that the first ship should be completed at any time.  Jenny didn’t mention the production line or the build rate.  Finally, they discussed how Humans were dealing with the discovery that they were not alone in the galaxy. 
 
    Frank summarized, “Basically, they moment that Earth discovered that aliens exist, they announced that we were going to build a fleet of ships and go to war.”   
 
    Jenny nodded in agreement. 
 
    Frank smiled and added, “I wouldn’t have expected anything else.” 
 
    After lunch, Frank escorted Jenny directly back to her ship.  He told her good luck and returned to the senate committee.  The reversal bill, whatever it was, had been reversed during his absence.  He sat down in his chair and mentally began composing his message to Earth. 
 
    Jenny left the station and reversed her two micro jumps back to the entryway of the Opron – Influenla hyperspace lane.  She was again contacted by the same Hiriculan. 
 
    Jenny said, “I feel much better now that I am fully de-thawed.  I am sorry for making you feel uncomfortable about your tiny ear stalks.” 
 
    The Hiriculan said, “Apology accepted.  I see in the report that actually met an Associate Senator.  That is impressive.  I also see that your story has been validated and that you have been cleared by the medical staff.  I would say that is an impressive recovery.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jenny replied. 
 
    The Hiriculan asked, “Why are you returning to Influenla?” 
 
    Jenny responded, “I feel terrible about dumping my cargo in a location that could potentially be hit by another ship.  I am going to gather the load and dump it into the nearest planet’s atmosphere so that it can burn up properly and will no longer be a threat to anyone.” 
 
    The Hiriculan responded, “You are cleared to jump to Influenla.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Name,” Crista said. 
 
    “What name.” Clowy replied. 
 
    Crista replied, “You write your name in the blank that says name.” 
 
    Clowy replied, “Yes, I know that.  I meant do I use my Alliance … er my Associate basic name or do I use my real name?” 
 
    Crista had no idea.  The FSO form simply said name.  It gave no further clarification or offered any other details.  She realized that she had the exact same issue.  Her name on Earth was Crista Tyrano, but her real, Solarian name was Crista Bullpeep. 
 
    Lexxi said, “Let’s use our real names on the forms for our native planets and our Associate basic names for the Earth form.” 
 
    Clowy responded, “I don’t understand why we have to fill out two forms just to become an ambassador.  Earth should just accept the Altian form or vice-versa.” 
 
    Lexxi asked, “Crista, how are you going to become the Solarian ambassador to Earth?  I thought that everyone believes that you are Human.” 
 
    Crista replied, “It is ingenious really.  I told the Earth government that I applied for and received citizenship from Solaria and that I am now a dual citizen of both planets.  Therefore, as the only Solarian on the planet I am now uniquely qualified to be the Solarian ambassador to Earth.” 
 
    “And they believed that?” Lexxi asked. 
 
    Crista replied, “I promised to paint myself blue on special occasions.” 
 
    Clowy asked, “What is the address of the Space Station Liberty?  Oh, and what is a zip code?” 
 
    ------------------------ 
 
    “Well,” Jim Donovan asked. 
 
    Lorano said, “We just finished the scans.  It could take several hours for the computer to review the data and make an informed analysis.  There are hundreds of subtleties that have to be computed and…” 
 
    …100%.  The analysis is complete.  The three pyramids on the Giza plateau are Altian energy pyramids.  Each pyramid was constructed approximately 4,000 years ago.  All pyramids show evidence of use… 
 
    “Use,” Jim repeated. 
 
    Lorano reviewed the scans in detail.  He said, “Yes.  The pyramids were definitely used to generate electricity.  I will know more once we land and review the structure.” 
 
    Ace took a very aggressive flight path through the atmosphere and down toward the surface.  He reversed the transport 180 degrees so that the nose was pointing directly up.  He fired both the anti-gravity landing thrusters.  The high g maneuver pinned the passengers to their seats.  At the last moment he leveled off and gracefully landed the transport on the ground. 
 
    Jim reached up from the middle row and patted Ace on the shoulder.  He said, “Nice work Ace.” 
 
    Ace replied, “You said that you wanted to minimize the amount of time the transport remained in the atmosphere over the pyramids.” 
 
    Red looked over at him from the co-pilot’s seat and shook her head.  She said, “I know you said we were taking an aggressive flight path, but I didn’t think it was going to be straight down.  That was insane.” 
 
    Lorano, Carank, Colin, Jim, Ace, and Red exited the transport and walked the short distance to the pyramid.  Ace set the transport down only 10 meters (33 feet) from the pyramid and had aligned the rear to the pyramid. 
 
    Jim looked overhead.  There were one hundred fighters circling the general area.  He looked to the left, then right, then behind him.  There were a slew of transports already on the ground – possibly every single one that the UEN possessed. 
 
    Just beyond the transports were 200 space marines.  Their swords had been removed and replaced with a second Gatling gun.  They were standing a ring around the pyramid facing outward with both barrels ready to fire. 
 
    Jim’s eyes swept the area another time.  He didn’t see anyone or anything out of place.  This trip had been cleared by Egypt’s government, but many people didn’t like it.  Unlike the mall trip that had received nearly positive comments, the proposed trip to visit the pyramids had received a multitude of negative comments and even a few death threats. 
 
    There were a few theories, but no one could really explain why the concept of aliens visiting the pyramids was so negative.  It just was. 
 
    They entered the pyramid and walked / climbed about a third of the way up.  They came to a room called the King’s chamber.  The room got its name because there was a large, ornate box on the floor that looked like a sarcophagus without a lid.   
 
    Early archaeologists had mistakenly believed that the box was indeed a sarcophagus and therefore the chamber was a burial room.  It wasn’t though.  The chamber was actually the power generation room.  The quartz in the walls below the chamber converted sound into electricity.  The box focused the electricity and turned it into a useable current. 
 
    Red shook her phone a couple of times and said, “There is no cell phone reception here.” 
 
    Ace checked his phone as well and nodded in agreement. 
 
    Lorano took several measurements of the walls and box.  He drilled a tiny core sample and tested its material properties.  When finished he announced, “This pyramid generated electricity for about 200 years.” 
 
    Colin asked, “Does that mean the Altians were here for over 200 years?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Lorano replied. “Clearly the Altians were here long enough to build, or at a minimum oversee the construction of the pyramid.  It could be they were here for 200 years.  However, it is just as likely they only stayed long enough to teach the Humans how to construct and operate the pyramid.” 
 
    Carank said, “I have confirmed that these pyramids were built 40 – 50 years before the ones on New Earth or Solaria.  The interesting thing is that all of them were built with the same design.  Not a similar design, the same design.  Heck, they were probably built by the same company. 
 
    Jim suddenly noticed that Red and Ace were missing.  They had been standing right next him a minute ago.  He looked around and verified that they weren’t behind him.  He then checked the rest of the room.  He walked along the outer chamber and verified that they weren’t hiding in a corner or leaning against the wall. 
 
    They weren’t.  He returned to the center and scanned the room a final time.  He walked up to the box in the center of the room where the box was located.  He looked down and saw them laying down and curled into a ball.  They started laughing when he saw them. 
 
    The marine captain called Jim’s walkie-talkie.  He said, “Admiral, we have some fast moving vehicles coming toward our general direction.  It looks like 20, maybe 30 people.  They don’t appear to be a threat at the moment, but we will continue to watch them.” 
 
    Jim acknowledged the input.  It was one thing to use the space marines as a deterrent.  It was quite another to use them to actively attack other Humans in order to protect aliens.  They really needed good PR and a firefight was not the way to obtain it.  
 
    Jim said, “Hide and seek is over kids; time to get out of the box.”  He turned to Lorano and said, “How much longer?  We need to go.” 
 
    Lorano said, “I have everything I need.” 
 
    Carank said, “This goes a long way to proving that the Humans and Solarians are the same species.  I can’t wait to see how the Solarians react when you tell them that Earth is actually Old Solaria.” 
 
    Jim said, “We cannot – at least not yet.  We have to keep it a secret.” 
 
    Carank asked, “Why?” 
 
    Jim responded, “The Associate government may try to use a legal maneuver to strip of us our rights.” 
 
    They exited the pyramid and returned to the transport.  The marines boarded the other transports.  They left without issue. 
 
    ------------------------ 
 
     “Just open it already,” the maître d’ said. 
 
    “I don’t know, what if I don’t get accepted,” Thiad’bo responded. 
 
    The maître d’ replied, “The message is from the Navy Culinary Institute and arrived a day after Supreme Admiral Fruid’la said that he would give you a recommendation.  I am positive that this message is not a coincidence.” 
 
    Thiad’bo pressed the icon on her communication pad and opened the message.  Just as the maître d’ had suspected, the message contained an acceptance letter.She screamed for joy.  She was going to the Navy, the place where the finest chefs in the galaxy were located.  
 
    Specifically, she was leaving the Spindle Station and traveling a short distance to Ark’la, a military space station located in the ever-growing cluster of stations beside the Opron – Conron hyperspace lane. 
 
    Ark’la was a decent sized military station, but it looked tiny floating in space next to the Spindle Station.  The station hosted a supply depot and included six interior construction bays and fourteen exterior docking bays. 
 
    For whatever unknown reason Ark’la was also home to one of the finest culinary schools in Hiricula.  It was the premier place for chefs to learn how to cook a wide variety of specialty dishes, especially desserts.     
 
    The school maintained its prestige by only admitting the very best students and also by keeping the total number of students to 100.  As a result, the school’s actual name was rarely used.  Everyone just referred to it as ‘The 100’.  
 
    When the Navy relocated the station from Hiricula to Opron, they performed a cost / benefit analysis on the school.  They determined that it was more cost effective to simply leave the school on the station and move it to Opron.   
 
    Thiad’bo took a leave of absence and packed her bags.  The first class was starting in two days.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “Short stalk,” Admiral Solear repeated. 
 
    “Yes sir, I intentionally teased him about the size of his ears,” Jenny said.   
 
    She sighed silently.  The news that Influenla was empty – non-starter.  The bigger news that the Spindle Station had been dragged to Opron and was the new center of government – not even a second thought.  The fact that she had met Senator Frank and he had agreed to help them – interesting, but not especially important at the moment. 
 
    Nope, Solear had just listened to her entire report and the only aspect he had decided to focus on was the size of the Hiriculan’s ears.   
 
    Russ said, “That was smart thinking Jenny.” 
 
    Arean said, “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Russ replied, “It is a common tactic on Earth to insult the person you are talking to, especially when you are losing an argument.  It makes the person you are addressing become emotional and forget the facts or at a minimum stop focusing on them.  Often, these types of conversations end with both parties yelling insults at each other or even fighting.” 
 
    Arean said, “So if the person losing the debate can insult the other person enough then both Humans will stop debating and just insult one another.  So the debate is effectively concluded at that point and both sides lose?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Russ and Jenny said in unison. 
 
    Solear shook his head.  Humans were okay for the most part, but their conversational skills and mating rituals still baffled him.  Oh well, neither were relevant at the moment. 
 
    He said, “Computer, display the passive data collected by the mini-freighter on the main monitor and provide an analysis of the information.” 
 
    …Displaying data.  There is a five ship sub-squadron guarding the hyperspace lane to Conron, Influenla, Netron, and Trilon.  There is a hyper communication satellite near each hyperspace lane… 
 
    Solear asked, “What about the Spindle Station?” 
 
    ..The Spindle Station is located near the Opron – Conron hyperspace lane; approximately 15 minutes travel at .01 light inside the system’s gravity.  There are six full 7-ship flotillas and a military space station Ark’la guarding the Station.  Finally, there are 4 stationary military supply and repair ships near the Spindle Station … 
 
    Arean said, “Meaning that they can micro jump up to 56 ships to any location in a moment’s notice.   
 
    Solear concluded, “The problem is that our fleet has to be spread out in single file line with a 3-minute gap between each ship.  That means there are five hours separating the first ship from the last.  The Hiriculans will easily be able to intercept us before we get across Opron.” 
 
    Russ said, “The solution is simple, but you aren’t going to like it.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Solear demanded. 
 
    Russ said, “First, we don’t go through Opron.  Second, we don’t take the entire fleet.  Third, we don’t jump one at a time.” 
 
    Solear was about to immediately dismiss the suggestion, but stopped.  He recalled years earlier when he had asked Jim Donovan for advice about how to make the battle of Hepitila appear a little less egregious.  Jim had provided invaluable information and Russ may have done the same. 
 
    Solear said, “I am intrigued.  You have told us what we cannot do.  Now, please tell us what we can do.” 
 
    Russ said, “We will have to leave some of the fleet hidden here.  We should be able to get through the gauntlet if we have a lean, mobile force.  The key is jumping from one location to the next so fast that they cannot track us; just like a single ship.” 
 
    “How many?” Solear asked. 
 
    Arean answered.  He said, “We could fill the middle lanes.  It would be risky, but not overly so.  We could therefore jump in groups of six ships.” 
 
    Solear responded, “We have detailed scan data from Opron.  The Hiriculans can send a message the moment the first ship appears.  They can respond 40 minutes.  We could jump easily from Influenla to Opron, but they will be waiting for us when we jump to Trilon.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to Opron.”  Russ assured him.  “The armada will take a roundabout journey from Advranki 2 to Advranki Prime, then Altian, around Solaria, then to Waylon, and finally Earth.”   
 
    Russ intentionally left out the stop in New Earth and added the unnecessary stop in Waylon.  If – scratch that- When they reached Solaria he would tell them about New Earth. 
 
     “Why there?” Solear asked. 
 
    Russ wasn’t sure whether Solear was asking why they should fly the sub-armada along that particular path or whether he meant why hide the ships near Influenla.  He decided to answer both questions. 
 
    Russ replied, “Two reasons.  First, as you have already stated, we cannot go through Opron because it is too heavily guarded.  And if we attempt to send even a small fleet from Influenla, they will know the rest of the fleet is hidden there and will barricade the hyperspace lane.” 
 
    Russ continued, “Second, they already think we are near Advranki Prime.  So, running the blockade there will reinforce that belief.  The Hiriculans will then think that we are stuck near Solaria.  Therefore, they will boost their presence in Conron and with luck reduce their force in Opron.” 
 
    Solear finally understood, “Then we can return to Opron with fully loaded ships and rescue the remainder of the fleet.”  He paused for a moment in deep concentration and added, “We will take 36 ships total.  That will only be a 21minute gap from the first ship to the last.” 
 
    Arean added, “Thirty-six ships make the math easy.  We can take all 12 battleships and all 24 destroyers.  The cruisers can stay behind.” 
 
    Solear looked at Jenny and said, “Jenny, you will have to continue your ruse as a Solarian.  You need to take the mini-freighter back to Opron to keep the Hiriculans from becoming suspicious of the existence of another hyperspace lane.” 
 
    Jenny nodded in understanding and said, “Yes Admiral.” 
 
    Solear continued, “Also, we need detailed information about Conron’s defenses.  Finally, someone has to jump the remainder of the fleet closer to Influenla.” 
 
    Solear displayed a star chart on the main monitor.  He drew a path with his finger and circled a point near Influenla and a second near Solaria.   
 
    He said, “Jump the entire fleet to a point 22:14 hyper minutes from Opron.  Then have the ships make a perfect ninety degree turn and then jump 5:03 hyper minutes.  Leave the fleet there.” 
 
    Solear said, “You need a clean jump in the mini-freighter.  The Hiriculans may query your navigational data and it would appear very suspicious if you stopped part-way through a hyperspace jump.  Unfortunately, that means you will not be able to verify whether or not the remaining ships and the space stations safely made it to the hiding point.” 
 
    Jenny replied, “Understood.” 
 
    Solear continued, “Go straight through Opron and then straight through Conron.  Make sure that you get detailed scan data of both systems.  Then jump to the far outskirts of Solaria and meet us at this rendezvous point.  You can jump the rest of the way home with the fleet.” 
 
    Jenny resprayed her hands and face blue.  She wanted to throw the can into a storage bin, but decided against it.  If her ship were searched, she would have a difficult time explaining its purpose - especially since it was just about the only item on the entire ship. 
 
    She changed her mind and sprayed a blue arrow on the floor in the direction of the emergency exit.  There.  Now she had a reason to have a can of blue spray paint on board. 
 
    Jenny said a final round of good-byes and made the short 3 minute jump back to the entry way of the Influenla – Opron hyperspace lane.  She performed a quick passive scan and was relieved to discover that there were no other ships in the system.   
 
    Honestly though, she really didn’t know what she would have done if there had been another ship in the system.  Contact them and suggest that move out of the way because forty-eight ships and a few space stations were going to start appearing in about 3 minutes?  She laughed at the thought.   
 
    She waited until all of the ships were in the system in a straight line behind her.  She activated the hyperdrive and disappeared.  Exactly seven hours later she reappeared in Opron.  Oddly enough, she was contacted by the exact same Hiriculan at traffic control. 
 
    “Did you destroy the cargo?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.”  Jenny responded, “I retrieved it, jumped as close as possible to the nearest planet, and dumped it again.  It should have already burned up in the planet’s atmosphere by this now.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the Hiriculan responded.  However his tone implied that this particular exchange was anything but that.  He even involuntarily rubbed his ears and asked, “What is your destination?” 
 
    Jenny replied, “I am traveling to Conron.” 
 
    The Hiriculan looked off-screen for a moment.  He returned and said, “The shipping system shows that you have cargo waiting for you on the Spindle Station.  I assume that you are going there to retrieve it first before continuing to Conron,” 
 
    It was a question, but the traffic control agent said it in a matter of fact tone that implied it was more of a statement.  Jenny hesitated momentarily.  Clearly she hadn’t arranged a load.  Heck, she wasn’t even sure if she was returning here the last time she left.   
 
    Therefore, someone else must have figured out that she was in fact returning to Opron and had for some mysterious reason arranged a load for her.  Conversely, the Hiriculans may be suspicious of her and want to search her ship.  Neither option was particularly appealing to her at the moment. 
 
    Jenny finally replied, “Yes, of course I am planning on retrieving my load before leaving.  You asked my destination, not if I was making any stops in the system.”  She attempted the slightest of smiles. 
 
    The Hiriculan responded, “Excellent.  I am sending you a set of coordinates to the Spindle Station.  Please follow them precisely.” 
 
    Jenny took that exchange as a good sign.  At a minimum they hadn’t required her to fly in automatic mode through the system this time.  Jenny followed the coordinates and docked at the station.  She was in the upper section again, two bays up from her previous location. 
 
    She sat in the control room and stared at her blue hands.  She realized that she had absolutely no idea what to do next.  She didn’t know what her load was, where it was located, or even how to obtain any information about it.   
 
    She also knew that she couldn’t leave the ship and investigate the space station.  If she did, she could be recognized as a Human masquerading as a Solarian and be detained indefinitely.  So, she sat in the control room and stared at her hands.  There was little else she could do. 
 
    What seemed like an eternity later (but was in fact only 19 minutes) Jenny received a hail.  She answered it and saw Senator Frank. 
 
    Frank said, “Captain Ella Songbird.  Welcome back to the Spindle Station.  I trust your journey to Influenla was successful.” 
 
    Jenny simply replied, “Yes.” 
 
    Frank knew that there was little reason to continue the conversation any longer than absolutely necessary.  He could tell that Jenny was clearly uneasy.  Further, he doubted that she could comprehend the subtleties of polite conversation anyway. 
 
    He said, “As I am sure that you have already surmised, I arranged a load for you to carry to Conron.  Please open your main hold so that it can be loaded onto your ship.” 
 
    Jenny complied and a couple of minutes later she was surprised to see that Frank had boarded the ship and was standing in the control room.  He was flanked by three other Advranki.  Jenny noted that were two females and one much younger male. 
 
    Frank said, “Captain Ella, I would like to introduce my wife, son, and mother-in-law.  Again I want to thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to transport us to Conron.  The cargo hold is being loaded as we speak.  It should only take a few minutes as we are only taking a few household items.” 
 
    Frank gave one of his more charming smiles.  He knew that even if Jenny couldn’t appreciate the gesture, his wife certainly could.  She would have suspected something was amiss and started asking questions if he hadn’t smiled.  He certainly didn’t want her to ask any questions at this delicate stage. 
 
    She was still mad at him for being forced to be frozen and snuck aboard this station.  Now, even though she wanted to leave, they were traveling on a mini-freighter instead of a luxury liner.  If she discovered that her pilot was a Human, even a rather short Human, her reaction would be …   
 
    Well, he technically didn’t know what her reaction would be, but he knew that it wouldn’t be very pleasant.  He was certain that she would make quips for the next century that he intentionally put their child within biting range of an actual Human. 
 
    Perhaps someday he would tell her.  However, today was not that day.  Tomorrow didn’t look promising either. 
 
    Frank said, “I have to run a final errand and then we can leave.  I should only be a few minutes.” 
 
    Frank mentally ran through his checklist: 
 
    -Sub-lease the apartments, check. 
 
    -Resign, check – the official email had already been sent to the other Senators, but no one would read it until after the day’s session ended and he was long gone. 
 
    -Send the Humans on Earth a coded message, check. 
 
    -Find a way to secretly get myself and my family off of the station, check. 
 
    -Hold a final press conference, still open 
 
    Frank saw his favorite reporter in the hallway, exactly where he asked him to meet.  As requested, the reporter had brought a camera crew.  Perfect. 
 
    Frank said, “I want to announce that today, effective immediately in fact, I am officially retiring from politics after 80 years of dedicated public service…” 
 
    Frank finished the interview, watched the crew round the corner, and ran a few bays to the mini-freighter.  He ducked inside, contacted Jenny, and ordered her to close the main hold.  He joined her in the control room. 
 
    He saw that his wife was chatting with the Human.  Good, maybe they would become friends over the next few hours.  He mentally pictured her bragging to her book club members, “Well, my Human friend said this or my Human friend said that.”  
 
    He said, “I have already arranged for clearance from traffic control and I was able to obtain a favorable route through the system.  You may leave at your earliest convenience.”   
 
    Now, he thought.  They need to leave now.  Fortunately, they did.  They exited the station and micro jumped the short distance to the Opron – Conron hyperspace lane.   Jenny obtained clearance and they jumped. 
 
    They spent the overwhelming majority of the eight hour jump sitting in the dining area and talking.  Frank was impressed that Jenny seemed to be able to handle the interaction relatively okay.  He noted a few mistakes here and there, but she had managed to fool his family.   
 
    The exited the hyperspace lane in Conron.  Jenny immediately began a passive scan of the system.  Frank meanwhile negotiated with traffic control.  They made two micro jumps to the main space station in Conron and Jenny started the docking procedure. 
 
    They were alone for the moment.  Frank said, “Do you know Becky Matthews?  We met on this very space station a few years earlier.” 
 
    Jenny replied, “I met her once.  We reviewed a seat design.” 
 
    The docking clamps engaged and Frank’s wife returned to the control room.  Frank was about to say something, but stopped when she appeared.  Instead he said, “It appears we have arrived.  Thank you for taking us to Conron.  Your assistance was both timely and invaluable.” 
 
    His wife added, “Good luck on your future journeys.” 
 
    Jenny walked them to the end of the main hold.   There was a Solarian standing in the corridor waiting for them.  The being looked at them and said, “Frank, welcome back.  It is truly my pleasure to see you again.  My ship is docked at the next bay.  We are cleared to leave the moment you are on board.” 
 
    Frank responded, “Thank you.  You remember my family.” 
 
    Jack turned to them and said, “It is nice to see you conscious this time.  And yes, you get to remain that way during our trip back to Advranki Prime.” 
 
    Jack turned to Jenny and said, “Frank must be slipping in his retirement.  He neglected to introduce you.” 
 
    Frank hadn’t forgotten.  He had in fact hoped that Jenny wouldn’t accompany them and / or Jack would ignore her.  Neither of which occurred. 
 
    Jenny said, “Hello.  My name is Jenna Dogpound.  I transported Frank from Opron to Conron.” 
 
    “And it appears that you did a masterful job of performing the task, Jack replied.  “I have often said that Solarians are some of the best pilots in the galaxy.” 
 
    Frank said, “You two share the same root in your last name.  Perhaps you are distantly related.” 
 
    Jack looked at Jenny and smiled politely at her.  He answered, “Distantly, I am sure.  Again, it is a pleasure to meet you.”  
 
    Jack typed a quick message into his communication pad while Frank moved their luggage from one ship to the other.  There were only a few suitcases.  Frank hadn’t taken the furniture back with him, primarily because it would have been difficult to conceal.   
 
    Secondly, the furniture had been purchased specifically for the move to the station and they didn’t need it on Advranki Prime.  They did bring the plant though.  Once they completed the brief luggage move, Frank said a final goodbye to Jenny and joined his family on the Jackal.  
 
     Jenny watched them leave.  She resealed the mini-freighter’s main hold and inspected every room to make sure that they had taken everything.  Satisfied, she walked back to the Mallet’s control room and prepared to leave.  
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Next stop Solaria.” 
 
    ------------------------ 
 
    Admiral Solear pretended to study Sunflower’s roster.  However, he really only had two choices; put all of the people on one ship or put one person on each ship.  The first would be nice because they could launch two squadrons of fighters and fight a small battle if required.   Conversely, the second would be good because he could minimize the chance of a system failure slowing them down or becoming catastrophic.   
 
    In the end he had to decide whether running or fighting was more important.  
 
    The decision made, Solear redistributed the people such that there was at least one person on each of the 36 ships.  There were 16 pilots remaining.  They were stationed on the lead battleship.  It wasn’t quite a 20 person squadron, but it was certainly better than nothing.. 
 
    They homecoming fleet watched Jenny jump the remaining fleet to Influenla.  There was considerable risk that something could go wrong, but there was little other choice.  The three large stations would either make it to the hiding place or they wouldn’t. 
 
    An hour later they made their first jump back to Advranki 2.  The stealthily micro jumped around the outskirts of the system until they were one jump from the Advranki 2 – Advranki Prime hyperspace lane.  Solear waited until every ship had arrived.  He then waited a little longer. 
 
    Arean was currently standing on the bridge of the battleship Icehammer.  He contacted Solear and said, “Admiral, the decision won’t get any easier the longer that we wait.” 
 
    Solear responded, “I know, but…” 
 
    “Admiral,” Arean said somewhat formally.  “We are never going to have perfect information.  We cannot jump into the Advranki 2 system and determine what hyper lanes are being used.  We don’t know and will never know what is waiting for us in Advranki Prime.  All that you can do is jump there and hope for the best.” 
 
    Solear sighed deeply and said, “All units maintain your jump timing of 3 minutes between groups.  You are authorized to act independently if necessary.  First wave, jump on my mark, time now plus 10 seconds.” 
 
    All hyperspace lanes were divided into a series of individual slots.  The slots were always exactly the same size – large enough to allow a full-sized freighter to pass through with a 2x safety margin.  The number of individual slots was defined based upon the width and height of the hyperspace lane.  The smallest charted lane was 4 slots wide by 4 slots high.  The largest was 9 by 9.   
 
    Generally, a ship jumping from one planet to the next was assigned a lane on the far right.  The middle lanes were typically only used when there was overflow or a large object such as a space station jumping through.  There was certainly a risk to jumping into the middle lanes, but it was minimal.  It was certainly less than jumping to the start of the lane and requesting a slot from the Hiriculan fleet guarding it. 
 
    The hyperspace lane between Advranki 2 and Advranki Prime was 5 by 6.  They could technically jump eighteen ships at once in the middle three lanes, but Solear had decided it was too risky.  They were only going to use the exact center lane. 
 
    The next decision was how close they should jump to the system.  They could stop as far out as the 14-minute mark.  This lowered their chances of detection, but increased the amount of time required to jump around the system.  Conversely, jumping closer reduced the time and increased the chances of being discovered. 
 
    Solear watched the overhead monitor as the last two seconds ticked off of the countdown clock and the ship jumped into hyperspace.  It reappeared six minutes later in the upper slot of the middle hyperspace lane.  The other five ships sent a signal indicating that they had also jumped safely into their respective slots.   
 
    The fleet had already preplanned the series of jumps that would take them around Advranki Prime and hopefully to relative safety.  Solear maintained the ability to change the parameters for each jump if required. 
 
    So, although it was totally unnecessary, Solear still contacted the other five ships in the first wave and said, “Set the hyperspace coordinates for 4 hours, 47 minutes, and 58 seconds.”  He realized that the order was extraneous, so he added, “Let’s stay with the original plan.” 
 
    Solear programmed the coordinates into his transponder.  He ran a passive scan of the immediate area.  He checked the jump clock.  They had been in the hyperspace lane for 24 seconds.  They still had over two and a half minutes until the next set of ships appeared, but Solear didn’t want to spend any more time than absolutely necessary sitting in a hyperspace lane. 
 
    He verified that everyone else was ready and at the 30 second mark the six ships jumped to Advranki Prime.  Nearly five hours later the first group exited hyperspace 12 minutes from the end of the hyperspace lane. 
 
    The hyper detector stationed at the 14 minute mark detected the passage of six unauthorized ships.  It immediately sent a signal to the traffic control station at the entryway to the Advranki Prime hyperspace lane.  The hyper detector at the 13 minute mark did the same exactly one minute later.  However, a minute later the hyper detector at the 12 minute mark remained silent. 
 
    Solear programmed the next set of coordinates. He then quickly checked that all five other ships were present. Twelve seconds later they micro jumped due west - toward the Advranki Prime – Advranki 3 hyperspace lane.  They arrived at the spot and waited 40 minutes to fully recharge their energy reservoirs. 
 
    They then jumped the rest of the way around the system.  The last jump put them in the exact middle of the Advranki – Conron hyperspace lane.  This time they were at the 11 minute 58 second mark.   
 
    This was the crux of Solear’s plan – to fool the Hiriculans into believing that the fleet took the hyperspace lane to Conron.  With luck, the Hiriculans would fall for the deception and respond by reinforcing or perhaps blockading Conron. 
 
    Solear quickly programmed the battleship to jump in hyperspace for two minutes and six seconds.  Again, he verified that everyone else was ready and he engaged the hyperdrive.  The six ships activated the hyper detectors located at 12, 13 and 14 minutes and dropped out of hyperspace four seconds later. 
 
    Solear then programmed a series of three jumps that would take them around the entire southern half of the Advranki Prime system and to the hyperspace lane leading to Altian.  They were able to complete the three jumps undetected. 
 
    The second group of six ships completed their 4 hour and almost 48 minute jump from Advranki 2 to Advranki Prime exactly three minutes after the first group.  This group triggered both the 14 and 13 minute mark hyper detector.  Once again, they exited hyperspace just before the 12 minute detector.   
 
    They quickly programmed their transponders with the first of a series of three micro jumps that would take them around the north east side of the system and to the 12 minute mark of the Advranki Prime- Altian hyperspace corridor.  This was the exact opposite direction of the first group.  The next six groups of six ships (all remaining ships) also followed the same course as the second group.   
 
    They completed the first two micro jumps without issue or detection.  They waited at that way point for three hours before making their third and final micro jump.  The ships only stored enough energy to make three micro jumps.  So, if they didn’t wait here before making the next jump, they would be stranded in the middle of the hyperspace lane and have to wait 40 minutes to recharge. 
 
    The extra 100 minute wait was to allow the first group more time to complete its mission.  They didn’t want to jump to Altian too early for fear that the Hiriculans may discover the ruse before all ships had completed their micro jumps. 
 
    Three hours later they completed the final micro jump that put them at the 12 minute mark in the middle of the Advranki Prime – Altian hyperspace lane.  The fleet jumped to Altian without issue and more importantly, without being tracked. 
 
    They micro jumped around the far outskirts of Altian and then jumped to Solaria.  Again, they micro jumped around that system.  Finally, they reached the rendezvous point. 
 
    Arean said, “Admiral, we have conducted three separate scans of the area.  There is no sign of Jenny’s mini-freighter.” 
 
    Solear responded, “It would have been difficult for her to sit here alone for six days.  Perhaps she just got excited and jumped ahead.”  Solear didn’t believe it though; the kind words were for Arean and the Humans’ benefit. 
 
    Now that they were in Solaria, Russ informed Arean and Solear of the presence of New Earth.  He had initially withheld the existence of the planet.  However, he couldn’t conceal it now that they had to fly right past it.   
 
    The path wasn’t properly charted and they had no idea how wide the lane was.  Therefore, Solear ordered the fleet to line up in single file.  He insisted on being the first ship in line.  It had been his idea to steal the fleet and he wanted to be the first one to arrive. 
 
     They jumped in single file to New Earth.  Each ship only stayed in the system the few seconds required to program the next jump to Earth.  Solear ordered that they stay in single file formation with a three minute gap for the final jump to Earth.  They wanted to surprise Earth, not threaten it.   
 
    Admiral Solear watched the jump clock tick down.  There were only a few minutes left until they reached Earth.  The voyage from Influenla to Earth had taken 29 real-time days to complete.  He was both excited to arrive and tired from the exhaustive trip. 
 
    The jump clock reached zero and Solear’s battleship exited hyperspace near Uranus.  He programmed the final micro jump directly through the system to a point near the moon.  There was no reason to hide now.  For better or worse he was home.  He pressed the button and jumped.   
 
    He exited hyperspace a couple of minutes later.  The ship’s proximity warning sounded immediately upon reentry.  He started a passive scan and hailed the space station.  The scan showed that there were multiple skinny warships in the vicinity and dozens of fighters converging on his position. 
 
    Solear had mentally rehearsed his arrival speech many times over the past month.  However, he didn’t get a chance to use it.  As soon as Jim Donovan accepted the hail, Solear said, “This is Admiral Solear on the battleship Firehammer.  Please order all ships and fighters to move a safe distance away from the area.  There are more ships coming behind me.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Traffic control here: Mini-freighter Mallet, please hold your current position for the time being.  There is a lot of traffic in the immediate area.  We should be able to give you clearance to leave in about an hour.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jenny replied.  “Is there anything that can be done to speed it up a little?” 
 
    “No, even priority clearances are being delayed.  Please accept our apologies for any inconvenience this may cause you.  In the meantime, please accept a gift certificate for a free meal at the restaurant of your choice.”  
 
    Jenny banged her fist on the dashboard in frustration.  Frank and his family had managed to leave right before the shutdown.  “One minute, I missed the launch window by one friggin minute,” she yelled to no one in particular. 
 
    She sighed heavily and sat back down in her chair.  Her mini-freighter was physically locked to a docking bay and traffic control wasn’t going to release it until they were ready.   
 
    There was very little she could do about it.  She could sit in the control room and stare at her blue hands or go get a free lunch at the station.  She sighed again.  She wanted to leave for Solaria as soon as possible, but she wasn’t in any real hurry.  She had six days to spare before she was supposed to rendezvous with the rest of the fleet. 
 
    She was silently debating whether or not to get a sandwich or possibly risk going shipping when she was hailed by traffic control yet again. 
 
    “Traffic control here: Unfortunately, the military is now moving the 7th fleet past the station, so the entire civilian traffic pattern around this area has to remain clear.  The delay shouldn’t last more than four hours; six at the absolute most.” 
 
    Jenny responded, “Do you want me to come up there and show you how to direct traffic?” 
 
    The traffic control agent responded, “Again, the situation will be corrected shortly, we humbly apologize for any inconvenience this temporary delay has caused.”  He smiled politely and added, “Any assistance that you could provide in alleviating the traffic jam would be greatly appreciated.  I look forward to your help.” 
 
    Jenny looked down at her blue hands and sighed.  She had been teased about her diminutive size since kindergarten and had developed a very sharp tongue as a result.  Now though, even her subtle insults weren’t working.   
 
    On the plus side though there must really be a huge traffic issue if the agent actually welcomed her help to try to resolve it.  For the briefest of moments she actually considered going there and assisting them.  She didn’t though because she knew that she couldn’t keep her Solarian persona intact long enough to actually help. 
 
    That left four and a half hours of staring at her hands or going to a restaurant.   
 
    Suddenly, she thought of a third option.  She queried the station and found that Kolvak and Shole were living there.  Kolvak and Shole (pronounced sho lé) were engineers that had trained the crew of the Sunflower on many engineering and maintenance procedures.  Her friends spoke highly of them and Jenny thought it would be nice to meet them. 
 
    In fact, their quarters weren’t too terribly far from where she was.  Jenny brought up a display of the corridors on the main monitor and traced the path with her finger. 
 
    She said aloud, “It’s pretty easy actually.  I just have to go down this corridor, up the elevator, oops I mean up the electro lift 12 levels, and then walk down this corridor.  One more left turn at the main intersection marked 16P and then their apartment is the third on the left.”   
 
    The mini-freighter was still docked to the station via the main hold.  Jenny opened the hold an exited into the corridor.  She closed and locked the freighter behind her.  She walked down the corridor toward the electro lift.  She turned the corner and saw two Hiriculans standing there, blocking her access to the electro lift.   
 
    One said, “Are you Jenna Dogpound?” 
 
    Jenny immediately considered answering ‘are you an idiot’ but she stopped herself.  Instead she simply answered, “Yes.” 
 
    The Hiriculan responded, “You need to come with us.” 
 
    “Why,” Jenny asked.  Once again she considered adding several other words such as ‘dipshit’ to the question, but once again refrained. 
 
    The Hiriculan said, “You are wanted for questioning…” 
 
    Jenny didn’t even wait for the rest of the sentence.  She launched herself at the Hiriculan that was speaking.  Her lunge was slightly off, but she managed to catch his right ear stalk with her left hand.  She wrenched it around and slammed the back of his head into the corridor wall. 
 
    Unfortunately, Clowy’s diversity training hadn’t covered weak points in Hiriculan anatomy.  If she made it home she was going to suggest augmenting the diversity class with some basic combat moves and choke holds. 
 
    She wasn’t exactly sure where to punch.  Therefore, she reached out and grabbed his other ear stalk with her right hand.  She rapidly pulled his head down and correspondingly raised her knee until the two soundly connected with each other.  She heard a very loud crunching sound and felt the Hiriculan go limp. 
 
    She dropped him and leaped toward the second one.  She put her hands out in front of her and slammed him hard into the opposite corridor.  Just as she was reaching out grab his ear stalks her right arm suddenly went numb.   
 
    She jerked her head to the right and saw that there were two more Hiriculan guards.  They had been standing on the opposite side of the corridor.  These two were armed with stun guns. 
 
    She clenched her left hand into a fist and punched the Hiriculan where she figured the weak part of his neck was.  As he was falling she tried to bring her leg up to hit him, but she couldn’t.  She realized it was numb as well.  She turned to face the two remaining attackers and watched as they fired again.  She fell down unconscious beside the second Hiriculan. 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Senator Bline waited patiently as the four guards marched the Solarian or Human or whatever she was into the senator’s office.  They came to a full stop about four paces from Bline’s desk.  Bline stood up and walked around his desk so that he could better see her. 
 
    He noted that her hands were bound together with electronic hand-cuffs.  He hadn’t seen those used in years; not since his time as a judge on Neto. 
 
    He visually inspected the female.  She looked pitiful.  Her hair was a mess and her smart suit was tattered in multiple places.  She appeared to be limping ever so slightly.  He doubted that the restraint was warranted here. 
 
    Bline asked, “Guards, why does our prisoner look so disheveled?  Surely you had time to give her a change of clothes and let her take a shower during the transport from Conron to Opron.” 
 
    Guard: “We were forced to stun her when we took her into custody.  She slept during the entire voyage.  We took her directly here because I thought that you would want to see her as soon as we arrived.”  He neglected to mention that she woke up halfway through the journey and the frightened guard stunned her again. 
 
    Bline responded, “Thank you.  You made the correct decision.  She will have ample time to become presentable after our initial meeting. 
 
    Bline turned to Jenny and said, “It is a pleasure to meet you Ella Songbird.  Or should I use the name Jenna Dogpound.”  He smiled and said, “Please answer a simple question, what is your real name?” 
 
    Jenny responded, “Kiss my ass!” 
 
    Bline thought for a moment and said, “That name doesn’t seem to follow the proper Solarian naming convention.”  He grabbed his communication pad and writing utensil and asked, “Can you spell it for me?” 
 
    Jenny said, “K i s s a  A s s o m i n e.” 
 
    Bline smiled politely at Jenny.  He said, “Guards, I don’t think she needs to be kept in manacles.  Release her so that we can a proper conversation.” 
 
    The guard activated an icon on his communication pad and the electro cuffs fell to the floor.  Jenny leaped before they hit the ground.  She grabbed Bline around the waist and threw him backwards onto his desk.  She raised her elbow and lined it up to his neck.   
 
    Just as she swung it down she was pelted with multiple stun shots and fell to the floor.  Her head bounced against the corner of the desk and created a large gash over her right eye. 
 
    Bline brushed himself off and stood up again.  He looked down at Jenny’s unconscious body.  He and two of the guards gently rolled Jenny onto her back.  He looked at the blood freely flowing down her face and was stunned.  She was bleeding profusely, and according to his diversity training, it was enough to cause a Solarian severe shock. 
 
    He was upset.  It had taken a tremendous amount of effort to get her here.  If she died now he would be … well, he would certainly be upset.  He contacted the station’s emergency personnel and told them to come immediately.  He tore off a piece of cloth off of her smartsuit and held it to her head. 
 
    While he was waiting, he looked through the now significant tear in her shirt and saw white skin.  He carefully pulled her shirt up and away from her pants just enough to partially expose her mid-riff.  He saw that her entire body was white.  Next he rolled up a little of her right sleeve and noted that her skin was white there too. 
 
    The guard summarized, “She is completely white underneath the smart suit.  It appears she really is a Human.  She must have painted her hands and face blue to look like a Solarian.” 
 
    Bline replied, “True, but appearances can be misleading.  I have personally met three Solarians that had their bodies bleached white.  The white skin is a positive sign, but it doesn’t really prove anything.” 
 
    At that point a Hiriculan physician entered the room.  Bline released his hand from Jenny’s head and said, “Please stop the bleeding as quickly as possible.  We don’t want her to die in my office.” 
 
    (He stressed the word ‘office’, not the word ‘die’.)  
 
    The physician rushed over to the woman and looked at her.  She said, “This Solarian has lost a lot of blood and has a significant head trauma.  I can understand why passed out.” 
 
    She reached into her medical bag and pulled out a Solarian intracerebral hemorrhage mender and affixed it to the woman’s head directly over the wound.  The machine essentially fused the skin together and stopped the bleeding.  Now that the bleeding had subsided, they gently loaded her onto the physician’s electro cart.  They took extra special care to keep her from further injuring her head.   
 
    Bline turned to the physician and said, “Please give her a thorough physical.  I need to know if there are any distinguishing features that will allow us to determine whether this being is a Human or a Solarian.” 
 
    Bline watched the physician maneuver the cart out of his office.  He realized that he was too impatient to wait for the information and decided just to follow the physician to the infirmary.  The doctor gave her a full bio scan.  Several minutes later she displayed the results on the main monitor. 
 
    She said, “There is no evidence of skin bleaching.  Also, the female has fluoride coated on her teeth.  More importantly, her musculature is far more developed than the Solarian baseline listed in the computer.  I cannot say with certainty, but I am 95% confident that this being is indeed a Human.” 
 
    Bline couldn’t believe it.  He was more than likely staring at a real-life Human.  If she wasn’t Human, then she was a mentally deranged and extraordinarily physically fit Solarian.  Either way she was perfect.  He smiled and thought that Jack Dogbarks had outdone himself on his latest assignment. 
 
    Bline turned back to the guard and said, “As soon as the physician clears her, give her a clean outfit and take her to the Retribution.” 
 
    Bline left the infirmary and went back to his quarters.  He had a pretty good understanding of what must have happened.   
 
    This female, whatever her real name was, must have been one of the Humans that the Advranki had stolen from Earth and placed at the military space station in Conron for study.  Somehow this female must have stolen a mini-freighter and escaped.  The military probably covered up the escape because they didn’t want it known that there was a Human running loose in the galaxy. 
 
    Then, the Human female pretended to be a Solarian shipping captain.  While transporting her first load to Hepitila, she accidentally mis-programmed the cyrostasis chamber and spent the next year in frozen hibernation. 
 
    The entire narrative made perfect sense.  So much so that his old rival ex-Senator Frank even fell for the deception and cleared her.  Heck, Frank had even booked passage from Opron to Conron on her mini-freighter the day he retired. 
 
    Bline grabbed his communication pad and looked at the picture that Jack Dogbarks had sent him.  It showed Frank standing right next to the Human.  He knew that Frank hadn’t secretly arranged for this Human to go to Solaria and kill Senator Figur.  Still though, the optics were incredible.  This may be too good an opportunity to pass up. 
 
    Bline completed his report and forwarded it to Supreme Admiral Fruid’la. 
 
    He checked the rest of his messages, browsing the information only emails first; then scrolling through and deleting anything that was obviously junk.  He read one and said, “Huh, methocarbamol has been clinically proven to grow ear stalks.” 
 
    He read another and said, “I can get my ear stalks surgically lengthened with one simple procedure.  Hmm…” 
 
    For centuries no one had cared about the length of their ear stalks.  In the last few weeks though there had been an explosion in advertisements for ear stalk lengthening.  He sighed; he just didn’t see the point. 
 
    He started to focus on the remaining critical messages when he saw an unusual one.  It was purportedly sent from a Human.  He read it and laughed.  Clearly someone on his staff had a sense of humor.  He made a mental note to inquire about it during his next staff meeting. 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Supreme Admiral Fruid’la was standing on the bridge of his flagship, the command carrier Retribution.  The bridge was nearly empty as all of the technicians were off duty.  His chief of staff Venit’la and two lawyers were standing next to him. 
 
    They watched the main monitor as the transport traveled the short distance from the Spindle Station to the command carrier.  He was upset because the transfer was supposed to have occurred several hours ago.  Somehow though, the prisoner had accidentally bumped her head and had required medical attention.   
 
    The prisoner slowly shuffled into the bridge area.  She was forced to take small steps because there was a pair of electro manacles on her ankles.  There was a second set on her wrists.  She was dressed in a clean, short sleeved smart suit that highlighted her white arms against her blue hands. 
 
    She was surrounded by six guards.  Each guard was armed with a high powered military beam weapon.  The weapons were currently pointed down, but it was clear the guards were ready to raise them at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Fruid’la looked at the woman, then back at the guards.  He sighed and said, “Sergeant, I really don’t think these restraints are warranted.  Please remove them.” 
 
    Four of the guards raised their weapons and pointed them directly at Jenny.  The sergeant deactivated both sets of cuffs and they fell to the floor.  This time Jenny remained perfectly still.  
 
    Fruid’la looked at the guards and waved his hands down.  The guards reluctantly lowered their weapons.  He said, “Now, please tell us…” 
 
    He didn’t get any further because Jenny leaped to the guard standing immediately to her left.  She grabbed his gun and wrestled with him for control of it.  She couldn’t wrench it free of his grip, but she did manage to move the selector from stun to kill.   
 
    She aimed in the general direction of Supreme Admiral Fruid’la and fired.  The guard moved the gun a little at the last second and the shot went wide right; completely missing Fruid’la.   
 
    The shot hit chief of staff Venit’la in the middle of his chest.  A significant portion of his chest cavity simply disappeared and a round hole appeared in its place.  There was no blood or guts.  The blast disintegrated his innards and completely cauterized the wound.   
 
    Venit’la died immediately.  He remained standing for a second and then his legs just stopped working.  He crumpled in half and fell down on his back.  He legs straightened out when he hit the floor. 
 
    The remaining five guards raised their rifles and fired in Jenny’s general direction.  She twisted around and put the Hiriculan guard between her and the other guards.  The stun shots hit the guard and knocked him unconscious.   
 
    Jenny tried to wrench the weapon free of the guard’s hands, but she couldn’t because she was forced to hold up the guards limp body as a shield.  She managed to swivel the weapon and fire again, but the shot missed everything. 
 
    The five guards fired again.  Jenny was hit in the leg, rendering her entire left side unusable.  She slowly started to slide to the ground.  Two of the guards maneuvered around the now completely limp guard and shot her in the back and in the chest.  This hit knocked her unconscious. 
 
    The other three weren’t taking any chances.  They fired a third and a fourth and a fifth round at the two unmoving figures.  Jenny and the guard were now lying in a heap on the floor. 
 
    Once Jenny was subdued, Fruid’la looked over at his chief of staff.  He could see the floor through the cavity in his chest.  He noted how similar this wound looked to that of Senator Figur.  He tried not to smile. 
 
    Fruid’la looked back at the lead guard and said, “My apologies sergeant, it appears that the restraints were warranted.” 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Supreme Admiral Fruid’la walked to the medical bay.  The attending physician had just notified him that the prisoner was about to awaken and he wanted to be there to question her.  He contacted Sierr’aa and Savan’aa and told them to meet him there.  Their grasp of Associate Basic was much better than his and he felt their input would be worthwhile. 
 
    They watched as the woman woke up.  She wiggled mightily until she realized that her arms, legs, and torso were firmly strapped to the bed.  The woman literally could not move a muscle below her head. 
 
    Admiral Fruid’la approached her and said, “I apologize for our abrupt treatment, but you left us little choice after you shot and killed my chief of staff.  Hopefully, you will now cooperate with us fully so that your stay here can be as pleasant as possible.” 
 
    Jenny yelled, “Eat shit and die!” 
 
    Supreme Admiral Fruid’la looked at her inquisitively.  He said, “Computer, scan all languages and see if you can find a translation for this witticism.” 
 
    …Scanning.  Two translations were found.  There is a Solarian saying with a 2.8% match and a Human one with a 99.7% match… 
 
    Supreme Admiral Fruid’la considered the two choices for a moment.  He briefly considered asking for both definitions, but stopped just sort of speaking.  According to Bline’s medical report, the odds were high that this being was a Human.  Therefore, the saying was probably Human in origin.   
 
    He said, “Start with the Human one.” 
 
    …99.7% She is telling you to consume enough of your own fecal matter to cause your internal digestive system to become overloaded with toxins.  These toxins will then spread to all parts of your body and cause intense pain and swelling.  Eventually, if you consume enough, you will die in horrific pain and agony... 
 
    Sierr’aa looked at Jenny and asked, “Let’s try the Solarian translation.  The Human one sounds horrific.”  
 
    Jenny yelled, “Get bent you single helix.” 
 
    “Computer,” Savan’aa said.  “Delay further meanings of the first statement.  Can you translate this new statement?” 
 
    …64.3% There are two separate insults contained in the statement.  The first suggested that you contort your body in such a fashion that you can perform sexual acts upon yourself.  The second was a derogatory reference to the fact that you are a twin.  It implies that you and your sister each got exactly half of the DNA required for a complete Hiriculan… 
 
    Sierr’aa said, “Supreme Admiral, it appears that this Human also failed diversity training.  Her statements are rather unhelpful.” 
 
    Fruid’la nodded his agreement and Savan’aa asked, “Do you hate all Hiriculans?” 
 
    Jenny: “No, I just have an overwhelming desire to smash your face in with a shovel.” 
 
    Sierr’aa: “Why her?” 
 
    Jenny: “Because she is standing between me and the door.” 
 
    Savan’aa and Sierr’aa involuntarily took a large step, one to the left and one to the right.  Now neither was physically blocking the path to the door. 
 
    Savan’aa: “So, you do not necessarily hate all Hiriculans.  You just want to escape.  Is that correct?” 
 
    Jenny remained quiet.  She was angry and felt like she had probably already said too much.  Her strategy of attacking them before they could question her had worked well so far.  Now that physical attacks were no longer possible, she was focusing on threats and insults. 
 
    Sierr’aa pointed at Jenny and said, “If that is true, why did you attack the guard and shoot the commander.  You must realize that killing him wouldn’t help you escape.” 
 
    Jenny responded by trying to bite her finger.  Sierr’aa withdrew her finger and stepped well back away from her. 
 
    Supreme Admiral Fruid’la walked up and stood right beside Jenny’s bed.  He stared at her for almost a minute.  Jenny bared her teeth, snarled back at him, and wiggled even harder.   
 
    Fruid’la looked at the twins and said, “I understand you two did some research on Humans.  This particular Human seems extremely aggressive.  Are all of them this bad?” 
 
    Savan’aa responded, “No.  By all accounts most are not this bad.” 
 
    Sierr’aa said, “The Advranki scientists were able to get the Humans to take orders and perform a few basic tasks.  That said, they had sleeping gas canisters installed in every room and were forced to gas the Humans on four separate occasions.” 
 
    Savan’aa said, “This one may be defective, possibly as a result of an incorrect setting on her cryostasis tube.  At least that was what the traffic control officer noted in his report.  Should we have her interviewed by a psychologist?” 
 
    Fruid’la looked at Savan’aa and said, “No.  I don’t think that is necessary.  She may be defective, but we don’t have a baseline to compare her to.  Besides, I suppose it really doesn’t matter either way.” 
 
    He added, “Clean her face and hands.  I want her entire body to be white.  There should be no confusion about whether or not she is a Human.  Also, install an oral translator.  There won’t be too many people speaking Associate Basic where she is going.” 
 
    Sierr’aa responded, “Yes Supreme Admiral.  What should we do with her after that?” 
 
    Fruid’la answered, “Put her in a cryostasis tube until further notice.  Have one of the xenobiologists double check the settings on the cryo tube and adjust them if necessary.  We don’t want her to be disoriented or suffering from any further side effects the next time we awaken her.” 
 
    He then drew a beam weapon and stunned Jenny. 
 
    Supreme Admiral Fruid’la returned to his bridge.  He now had to have a rather unpleasant conversation with Sub-admiral Lopeq’la, a being that he both loathed and despised.  Lopeq’la was the infamous admiral that had accidentally destroyed his entire fleet during an ill-fated attempt to capture the Alliance cruiser Sunflower. 
 
    After the stunning defeat, he asked Admiral Solear for political asylum on Solaria.  It was a ploy to avoid getting killed or being forced to surrender. 
 
      (Note: Solear wasn’t aboard the Sunflower during the aforementioned battle.  Kolvak, Shole’s husband, impersonated Admiral Solear because at that time Human participation in the Alliance Navy was still a secret.) 
 
    The High Council secretly reinstated him and put him in charge of the fleet in Solaria.  Then, during the battle for Solaria he had the Alliance outnumbered seven ships to one and almost lost again.  Fortunately the ground troops were able to capture the EMP weapon and force the Solarians to negotiate a military surrender. 
 
    Fruid’la was certain that Lopeq’la was High Council informant.  There could be no other possible reason that the incompetent fool had been allowed to remain in the navy after his series of military blunders.  He had recalled Lopeq’la to Opron so that he could watch him closely and find a reason to demote him. 
 
    He sighed mightily and contacted Admiral Lopeq’la.  He said, “Admiral, I have received an urgent request to appear before the High Council.  You are in charge while I am gone.  I am guessing that the business shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    He could tell that Lopeq’la wanted to ask how long, so he said, “It takes eight days to travel to Hiricula and eight to travel back.  The conference should only take a week, maybe two at the most.  So, I should be back in 23 days at the earliest, but certainly no more than thirty.” 
 
    Lopeq’la responded, “I heard that Venit’la was murdered by a Human assassin.  What happened?” 
 
    Wow, Fruid’la thought, news certainly travels fast.  He considered answering ‘Venit’la was murdered by a Human assassin’.  However, he restrained his first response.  He also managed to keep his second response of ‘he was shot you dipshit’ to himself. 
 
    He responded, “We captured the Human assassin that killed Senator Figur and framed the Hiriculans for the murder.  She shot and killed chief of staff Venit’la while trying to escape,” 
 
    He added, “As you have already surmised, I am taking the prisoner back to Hiricula to stand trial for both murders and a multitude of other crimes including theft of a mini-freighter, assault, battery, threatening assault, and saying some really cruel insults.” 
 
    Lopeq’la asked, “Do you have any departing orders for me?” 
 
    Supreme Admiral Fruid’la responded, “Yes, try not to blow up your entire fleet like the last time you were in charge.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, that’s the overall plan.  Now, let’s break into teams and formulate a detailed mission plan,” Jim said. 
 
    Jim had been mentally preparing himself for this occasion for some time, but it was still weird.  He was the ranking officer in the United Earth Navy and to date the only person above the rank of captain.   
 
    So far it hadn’t been an issue.  So far the overwhelming majority of volunteers had been pilots and engineers.  He knew that eventually they would need to fill out their chain of command and start accepting high level officers from the various armed branches.      
 
    Upon arrival in Earth, both Solear and Arean accepted commissions in the UEN.  Solear kept his rank as admiral and was now the second highest ranking officer in the UEN.  Arean was promoted to fleet captain and was third in charge. 
 
      The relative rankings made sense as both Advranki had more years of service than Jim had years of life.  That said, it was somehow both weird and fitting to have aliens in the UEN.  Russ Brand was also promoted to fleet captain. 
 
    Therefore, Jim made sure that he had consensus when he gave his first set of official orders.  Besides, there was very debate since the overall plan was relatively simple - go to Influenla, retrieve the rest of the fleet, and kill anyone that tries to stop them.   
 
    There had only really been two topics of discussion - whether or not to split the fleet and whether or not to race back home once they had secured the ships.   
 
    Lorano argued for the most simplistic plan possible.  His idea was to stack enough crew members on the existing ships to fully staff the remaining cruisers.  The fleet could then jump directly to Conron and destroy the Hiriculan fleet located there.  Then they could split the fleet – half could hold Conron while the rest freed Advranki and Altian.    
 
    Lorano summarized, “The war will essentially be over before the Hiriculans can mount an adequate response.  Easy peasy popcorn weasy.” 
 
    Solear believed that they should follow Lorano’s plan initially, but then split the fleet when they reached Opron.  However, he believed that the fleet should keep moving and not try to hold Conron.  
 
    Paul, the newly promoted general of the space marines, wanted to split the fleet into twelve logical subgroups and basically attack everyone everywhere.  He reasoned that if they attacked from multiple fronts then the Hiriculans would not be able to reinforce anywhere.  The constant harassment would allow them to keep the Hiriculans from doing anything. 
 
    Colin argued that they should formally state their demands and allow the Hiriculan the opportunity to meet them.  This led to a vigorous debate about what their demands actually were.  It was decided that only when the Hiriculans failed to fulfill all of their demands would they declare war on the Hiriculans and attack.   
 
    However, issuing their demands proved to be more difficult than expected.  No one really knew to whom they should send the message.  They couldn’t send it to the Association Senate because they technically weren’t going to war with the Association.  Nor could they send it to the Hiriculan military because the military was not a separate entity.  One made war with governments, not navies.   
 
    They could send it to the Hiriculan High Council, but no one knew how to address a message to them.  In the end they sent the message to Senator Bline and asked that he forward it to the High Council.  The decided the message should be short and to the point. 
 
    It stated: Hiriculan High Council, you have two weeks from the receipt of this message to remove all naval vessels and troops from all former Alliance systems.  If you fail to do so, the United Earth Alliance will force you to leave. 
 
    Jim eventually decided upon a plan that incorporated bits and pieces of each person’s initial concept.  It was, in essence, the plan that everyone disliked the least.   
 
    The next two weeks were filled with organized chaos.  Transports, fighters, and even an occasional cruiser landed on the planet hourly.  They shuttled crews from the planet to Liberty Station.  When the full crew for a particular ship was fully assembled on the station, they would then be transported to their respective warship. 
 
    Then, to even further complicate the issue, the crews for the forty-eight stranded cruisers were assembled and dispersed amongst the other ships.  In addition, missiles, food, and miscellaneous equipment were shuttled between the ships, the planet, and the station.  It was a logistical nightmare. 
 
    Eighty-nine people were promoted to ship captain.  Many were experienced naval officers.  Most though were experienced gamers. 
 
    Some were assigned to Earth cruisers, some to the newly arrived fleet, and the remainder to the fleet hidden in Influenla.  Jim and Solear personally talked with each one about the expectations of being a captain in the UEN.  They also reviewed their specific role in the upcoming mission.  It took them 9 days to complete the interviews. 
 
    Each ship was thoroughly inspected by both maintenance and engineering.  The main focus of their attention was propulsion, hyper drive, energy storage, and weapon systems.  Each ship was upgraded with several recent innovations, including: battery backups of key systems, rewiring charging conduits, wiring the primary and secondary generators into one circuit, and adding a storage chamber beside each missile launcher. 
 
    The destroyers were, for lack of a better term, remodeled.  The missile storage area was gutted.  The missiles were moved beside the missile launchers.  The storage area was converted to a storage area for sixteen additional fighters.  A manual launch system was constructed similar to the one employed by the Sunflower.    These modifications increased the number of fighters each destroyer could hold from 24 to 40.     
 
    The key change though was protecting the hyperspace route to Earth.  Since each ship had just traveled from Solaria to New Earth to Earth, its transponder now had a complete set of hyperspace coordinates stored in its memory.  If any of these ships made contact with traffic control the Hiriculans would immediately learn the location of both planets. 
 
    Therefore, every time they left Earth they would have to replace their transponder to assure that the coordinates would not be uploaded.  That solved one problem, but it created another.  The ships at some point needed to get back home.  That meant that either someone had to memorize the coordinates or they had to store them in the computer. 
 
    Both possibilities had plusses and minuses.  What if the computer was compromised and the data stolen?  What if the crew member that had memorized the coordinates died in battle?  Worse still, what if he was captured and tortured?  How many people had to memorize the route to assure that someone still knew it?  It became complicated very quickly.   
 
    The easiest thing to do would be program a transponder with the secret routes (Earth to Waylon, Earth to New Earth, and New Earth to Solaria).  The transponder would be stored in a sealed box.  The box would be filled with explosives and rigged to self-destruct by command or unauthorized entry.  When a ship left Earth it would use the secret transponder.   
 
    Then, when a ship reached either Waylon or Solaria, the secret transponder would be swapped with a normal transponder.  The net effect is that it would appear that every Earth ship started their voyage in either Waylon or Solaria.   
 
    Lorano proposed a much more complex solution using a version of Crista’s collar.  He even demonstrated by having Victor slap himself a few times.  In the end though Carank designed a bunch of blow-up boxes and had them installed on every ship.  He cleverly named them destroboxes. 
 
    (Actually, the easiest thing to do would have been to program the transponders not to send their information to traffic control when they reached an occupied system.  For whatever reason though everyone failed to think of that solution.  Plus, saying destrobox was really cool.) 
 
    Three weeks after Solear’s arrival, the fleet was ready to leave again.  The difference was stunning.  This time the fleet was filled beyond capacity with nearly 8,000 Humans.  Further, the fleet was bristling with activity - the Humans had been running simulations almost non-stop now for two solid weeks.  He could feel that they were ready for the upcoming battle. 
 
    There was just one thing that he had to do before leaving. 
 
    Solear stood at the very end of Space Station Liberty’s main hangar bay.  His back was only a meter or so away from the protective barrier that kept the atmosphere inside the bay while correspondingly allowing ships to pass through. 
 
    The bay was completely filled with 3,000 Humans sitting on folding chairs facing him.  There was a large aisle down the center of the seats.  The sight of so many Humans gathered in one place still unsettled him, but he forced himself to remain calm.   
 
    Music started playing and everyone stood up.  Lorano and Carank walked down the aisle side by side.  Clowy and Lexxi followed a few paces behind.  They tried to walk in unison to the beat of the music, but they really didn’t do very well.   
 
    The males walked significantly faster than the music and the females walked significantly slower. By the time that they reached the front of the hangar the males were well ahead of the females.  They stood at the front and awkwardly waited for the ladies to catch back up. 
 
    Both couples stood in their assigned spaces.  There wasn’t really any particular place that either race needed to stand; they just wanted to match Fletcher Birdsong’s painting as closely as possible.  
 
    Solear started with a Human based ceremony, “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to witness the marriage of Clowy to Lorano and Lexxi to Carank”.   
 
    The words seemed a little foreign to him, but he repeated them nonetheless.  He found it odd that he had to state the names of the beings getting married.  The beings in the wedding were standing as couples on the altar.  Didn’t it go without saying that they were the ones getting married? 
 
    Apparently not.  After all, they were on Earth and there were millions of people watching the ceremony.  He figured the opening was required so that those at watching home could understand exactly why they were gathered at that point and who was doing what.  Still though, he thought it was obvious. 
 
    He said, “Clowy and Lorano, if you accept each other, then nod in your partner’s general direction.”  They both nodded.  Clowy started crying. 
 
    He turned to the other couple.  He said, “Lexxi and Carank, please touch globes to signify that you accept each other as equals in legal marriage.” 
 
    Lexxi placed a tiny light cube on her index finger and held her hand high above her head.  The tip of her index finger began glowing dark red.  The other fingers looked magnificent as the burgundy nail polish perfectly matched the light from the cube. 
 
    Carank placed a similar light on his finger.  The tip of his finger began glowing light blue.  He then reached out and touched his glowing cube to Lexxi’s cube.  Once they touched, both cubes began glowing light orange.   
 
    Solear started clapping and motioned for the crowd to join him.  After a vigorous round of applause, Solear finished with the Human statement, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” 
 
    It was a lovely ceremony, but Lexxi complained afterward that there weren’t enough flowers on the altar. 
 
    The next day the 49 ship fleet jumped to the far outskirts of the Waylon system’s gravitational field.  Since there was no rush and this hyperspace route was uncharted, they jumped one at a time with the standard three minute interval between ships.    
 
    The Sunflower was the lead ship in the massive convoy.  It was selected to go first because it had a special mission in Waylon.  Since the Hiriculans already knew that it was an Earth ship, they theoretically should be less surprised and/or suspicious to see it in Waylon than either a new Earth cruiser or one of ships from the lost fleet.   
 
    Mike Jones looked around the bridge.  It was strange seeing new faces.  Paul had finally accepted his promotion; Russ was now commanding a battleship; and Jenny had not returned.  Even the pilots and majority of the remaining crew had been assigned to other ships.   
 
    There were only three people aboard - Mike, the combination engineer / mechanic / captain and two combination mechanics / pilots. 
 
    Mike had stayed because someone with experience was needed aboard.  It seemed that nearly every system was cobbled together, bypassed, or replaced by a Hiriculan unit.  The ship needed constant attention.  In fact, this was planned to be the Sunflower’s last extra-solar mission.  The cruiser was slated for semi-retirement in the Earth’s home fleet when the mission ended.   
 
    The Sunflower arrived an hour before the next ship.  Mike pulled the ship’s secret transponder and secured it in the destructobox.  He put the new transponder into the hyper control circuit, ran a function test, and declared that they were ready to leave. 
 
    They then completed a series of three micro jumps around the outskirts of the Waylon system.  The last jump brought them to the entryway of the Waylon – Uselon hyperspace lane.   
 
    Mike said, “The passive scan is complete.  There are no other ships in the system.  There are no other active monitoring devices.”  He then looked directly at the pilot and said, “Jump.” 
 
    The Sunflower jumped the entire length of the hyperspace lane.  There was no reason to hide or try to bypass the system.  If there were any Hiriculans in Uselon they would negotiate with them until the rest of the fleet arrived.  Six hours later the cruiser exited hyperspace at the entrance of the Uselon – Waylon hyperspace lane.   
 
    Mike said, “The passive scan is complete.  We’re in luck; there are no other ships in the system.  I have located the automated traffic control beacon.  It is active and broadcasting.”  He typed a few keys on his work station and announced, “I am sending the program now.” 
 
    The traffic control beacon monitored the hyperspace lane.  It assigned individual routes to ensure that ships wouldn’t hit each other while traveling through the lane.  The beacon contained a hyper communication device that allowed it to communicate with the beacon on the other end of the hyperspace lane.  It was also communicated with any other beacons in the Uselon solar system. 
 
    The beacon was their immediate concern.  They needed to be able to pass through Uselon without the beacon sending a signal to Conron.  However, while the beacon was a problem now, it could be an asset in the future.   
 
    Therefore, instead of simply destroying it, Lorano developed a program that would force the beacon to perform an operating system update.  When the update completed, the beacon would no longer register the presence or passage of Earth fleet ships.   
 
    Mike said, “The update program was successful.  The beacon will no longer register UEN ship transponders.”  
 
    They jumped across the system and repeated the process with the navigational beacon situated at the entryway to the Uselon – Conron hyperspace lane.  The system was now secure for the fleet’s return passage.   
 
    The Sunflower then jumped to a point on the north east side of the system.  If the Uselon system was represented as a circle with the Uselon – Conron hyperspace lane at zero degrees and the Uselon – Waylon hyperspace lane at 180 degrees, then they were at the 45 degree point.  
 
    While the Sunflower may no longer be fit for battle, it still had one unique feature that made it invaluable.  It was still the only ship in the fleet that could project its hyper field to a location other than immediately in front of the ship. 
 
    Mike programmed 100 of Lorano’s hyper charting missiles with possible locations of Trilon.  They then adjusted the hyper field away from the ship, loaded the missiles onto the fighters, and fired them through the hyperspace field toward Trilon.  It took several trips with only two pilots, but they managed nonetheless.   
 
    Lorano had estimated that it should take between 11 to 14 hours for the missiles to reach Trilon.  With the 10 to 1 time dilation it would take 110 hours for the missile to reach Trilon and another 110 hours for the gravity signal to return.  Therefore, the earliest they would get a response would be nine days.  The small crew settled in for a long wait. 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    One-by-one the fleet exited hyperspace in Waylon and micro jumped to the other side of the system.  They reassembled in the exact location where they had searched for Old Solaria.  During the search they had found a new route from Waylon to Trilon.   
 
    Solear wanted to report the route to the Alliance Navy.  Lorano lobbied to keep the route a secret.  He said that they never knew when the Alliance may need to sneak a fleet past Conron.  Now they were actually going to use the aforementioned route to sneak a fleet past Conron.  Solear had been forced to thank Lorano for his foresight. 
 
    Solear mentioned to Jim that living on the drilling platform and searching for Old Solaria seemed like a lifetime ago.  Jim readily agreed.   
 
      The fleet reformed in a single file line and made the long, long 27 hour jump from Waylon to Trilon.   
 
    Jim did the math.  While only one day passed on the ship, 11 days had passed in real time.  He reflected on the 10 day differential.  That meant that he was 10 days closer to his next birthday.  He supposed that he could argue that his birthday should be moved back 10 days to rectify the missing time.  However, he doubted that anyone would let him get away with it.  In the end he decided to call himself a young 32 year old at his next birthday. 
 
    Twenty-seven hours was a long time to spend in hyperspace.  It was by far the longest jump that Jim, or anyone else in the fleet, had ever made.  The longest jump that he had been on previously was 11 hours, from Earth to Waylon.   
 
    Around the 17 hour mark the jump started to affect him.  He felt ill at ease.  He felt apprehensive about something, but he didn’t know what.  It was like everything was bothering him, but nothing in particular was rising to the surface of substantive concern. 
 
    He talked with a few of the members of Alpha Squadron who had jumped a short distance in fighters.  They all agreed that the feeling was similar, though much worse in a fighter than in a large battleship. 
 
    At any rate, they exited hyperspace 27 hours later in the Trilon system.  The general feeling of apprehension disappeared with reentry into real space.  However, it was replaced by a specific feeling of apprehension.  They were only hours from a rather large engagement. 
 
    Jim was standing on the upper level of the recently renamed Starhammer’s bridge.  Like all former Alliance battleships, this ship had a fifth level of the bridge designed specifically for an admiral.  The level contained a separate bridge, conference room, and living quarters.  The bridge was designed for five beings, the admiral, a chief of staff, and three communications officers. 
 
    Jim felt that five people on the bridge was overkill – and overcrowded for that matter.  Therefore, he eliminated the chief of staff position and reduced the number of communication officers from three to two.    
 
    After Jenny Sledgehammer’s disappearance, Arean had renamed the remaining four battleships in her honor.  Honestly, he was going to do it anyway, but it was a nice gesture to dedicate the ships’ names to her apparent sacrifice. 
 
    The remaining four battleships were renamed to the UES Starhammer, Earthhammer, Sunhammer, and Skyhammer.  Arean had been teased mercilessly about the fact that he couldn’t think of four more original words to put in front of hammer.  Arean of course argued that Associate Ba sic was his second language and contained few interesting names. 
 
    He argued that if he had been allowed to use Advranki names he could have easily finished the task with far greater creatively.  He even offered to name one of them Karkubhammer, which loosely translated to hammer the big dipper.  In the end though everyone agreed that the names he had selected were good enough and there was really no reason to switch to Advranki. 
 
    Jim Donovan was on the lead ship.  He ordered both an active and passive scan of the system.  They would be in Trilon for almost three hours waiting for all of the other ships in the fleet to arrive.  The active scan would not be completed in that amount of time, but it wouldn’t hurt to scan what they could in the time that they had. 
 
    …Passive scan completed.   There are no ships in the system… 
 
    Jim contacted the ship’s captain and ordered him to release a navigational beacon.  These beacons were designed to record their current location and mark the spot.  They were primarily used in the old days for establishing hyperspace routes.  They were rarely used now.   
 
    Lorano had modified this particular beacon so that it did not contain any navigational data.  In fact, it contained no data of any kind.  The only thing it was capable of doing was responding when it was pinged.  The beacon was going to be used on their return trip.   
 
    Every three minutes another ship arrived.  When all 48 ships had arrived they reorganized the fleet into four groups of 12 ships.  Each group contained 3 battleships, 3 new Earth cruisers, and 6 destroyers. 
 
    Since the Trilon – Opron hyperspace lane was 3 ships wide by 3 ships tall, using the right and middle lanes would allow them send six ships through at a time.  The first group contained three battleships and three cruisers.  The second had six destroyers.  This pattern was repeated for the rest of the fleet. 
 
    Jim contacted Russ, Arean, and Solear to have a teleconference.  Jim felt that it was critical to have one final meeting before jumping to Opron. 
 
    Jim said, “Computer, display the last known fleet arrangement in the Opron system.” 
 
    …Displaying data.  There is a 5 ship sub-squadron guarding the lanes to Conron, Influenla, Netron, and Trilon.  There are six full 7-ship fleets and a military space station guarding the Spindle Station… 
 
    Jim summarized, “Okay, based on Jenny Sledgehammer’s information, there should be 5 ships guarding the lane – a battleship, a destroyer, and three cruisers.  We should be able to easily overpower them and hold the entryway while the rest of the fleet enters the system.  After that, does everyone know their tasks?” 
 
    Each one answered affirmatively.  After all, they had spent two weeks deciding upon the overall plan and training for their separate missions.  It was highly unlikely that any of them would have forgotten it simply by flying through hyperspace for a few days.  Not impossible mind you, just highly unlikely. 
 
    Arean said, “I think we are ready.  It is time to put down the hammer.” 
 
    Both Jim and Russ laughed.  Arean looked confused, so Jim said, “Put the hammer down.  In this case the order of the words is important.” 
 
    Arean waved dismissively.  He responded, “Regardless, it is certainly time to hammer the Hiriculans.” 
 
    Jim nodded in firm agreement.  It was indeed hammer time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The first group of six ships entered the Trilon – Opron hyperspace for the quick three hour jump to Opron.  This time Jim felt no misplaced apprehension.  This time his apprehension was well placed.  In a few short hours they were officially going to war with the Hiriculans. 
 
    According to Jenny’s scan, the five ships were sitting in stationary positions surrounding the Trilon hyperspace lane.  They hadn’t moved an inch the entire time she was in the system.  The odds were that they were still in the same position today.  Hopefully they were.  Either way, he would know in a few short minutes.   
 
    Jim wanted to call Fred Caldwell, the captain of the Starhammer and ask if they were in battle positions.  The 80 pilots should be safely tucked in their cockpits and waiting to launch.  The maintenance personnel should be sitting next to the missile launchers and prepared to fire.   
 
    Jim desperately wanted to call and double check, but he refrained.  He didn’t want to interfere with the command structure of the ship.  He was the fleet admiral, not the captain.  It was ironic somehow; the higher in rank that he climbed the less that he personally did; or perhaps better stated the less he was actually allowed to do.   
 
    As a pilot he would personally check his munitions, perform the maintenance checklist and the preflight checklist, and of mentally prepare for battle by switching to manual mode and taking direct control of the fighter.  As a captain he still performed multiple tasks and interacted with nearly everyone on the ship. 
 
    As an admiral, he basically stayed in this little area.  He was responsible for overseeing the entire battle.  He had to stay mentally prepared and ready to give an order on a moment’s notice.  However, there was no admiral’s pre-war checklist to complete or really any tangible thing to do.  As a result, there was basically nothing for him to do except worry. 
 
    He couldn’t help himself.  He brought up a screen that showed the status of the Starhammer.  He nodded in satisfaction.  Everyone was where they were supposed to be.  The fighters were ready, the missile launchers were ready, and the ion cannon was charging. 
 
    It was not particularly dangerous to charge the ion cannon in hyperspace.  However, once the cannon was charged, it had to be fired.  There was no other way to discharge it. 
 
    Three hours later they exited hyperspace in Trilon.  The passive scan updated and showed all that the five Hiriculan warships were still in the exact same position.  As hoped, the ships were not moving and their drives were off-line.   They would need a minute or two to alight their drives. 
 
    Jim signaled to Larry Holly, one of his two communications officers to contact all six ships.  Larry was a huge man.  He stood 6’ 8” (2.03 m) and weighed 280 pounds (132 kg).  He had massive arms, massive legs, and a massive mid-riff.  He was a former offensive lineman in college and briefly played for the Buffalo Bills.  He was a communications major in college and after his (short) football career ended had worked extensively as a linguist. 
 
    Larry looked a little silly sitting next to Dave Norris, the other communication officer.  Dave was only 5’ 9” (1.75 m) and was wisp-like thin.  Relative sizes aside, their skills and experience seemed to complement each other.   Jim was happy to have them. 
 
    Once the connection was established Jim said, “All ships, jam enemy communications.  Break formation and attack.” 
 
    Jim felt the big battleship jerk up and to the left.  He watched the monitor as the other six ships turned in different directions to face an enemy ship.   
 
    The enemy ships formed a ring around the entryway to the hyperspace lane.  Each ship was 72 degrees from each other and all ships were 150,000 kilometers (94,000 miles) from the entryway.  The formation was very intimidating for the lone ship that had to pass through the middle of the formation.  However, it was awful for defending against a fleet of opposing warships. 
 
    The Starhammer completed its turn and was now directly aligned with the bow of the enemy battleship.  They had turned a little too far and were not aligned correctly for an ideal kill shot.  That said, they were aligned well enough to ensure a hit.  Any hit anywhere would penetrate the opposing battleship’s hull plating and prevent it from jumping to hyperspace.   
 
    They fired a tight, full-powered blast at the bow of the enemy battleship.  The ion burst traveled the intervening distance in one half of one second and struck the bottom of the ship.  The enemy battleship managed to raise its shields before the strike, so the damage was significantly reduced.   
 
    The ion blast penetrated the lower shields and pierced through the lower hull.  It then passed through the entire height of the ship in a fraction of second (.00000007 to be exact) and exited out the top of the ship.  The blast disintegrated the entire nose of the ship.   
 
    The remainder of the ship was completely undamaged.  There were no twisted metal edges or broken pieces.  It appeared as the entire front section had been perfectly shorn off or perhaps the ship was still under construction and waiting for a nose cone to be assembled.  
 
    It was a good hit, but certainly not a great one.  The enemy battleship could not fire its ion cannon or jump into hyperspace.  However, it was still dangerous; it was still fully covered by shields, it could still launch fighters and missiles, and it could still fly in real space. 
 
    Jim was seated in his chair on the admiral’s bridge.  He was monitoring the entire battle as best as possible.  He checked the status of the other five ships. 
 
    The Skyhammer scored a direct hit on the enemy destroyer’s power generator.  The strike caused a chain reaction in the power core and obliterated the entire ship.  There was nothing left of the ship bigger than a grain of sand.  The Sunhammer also scored a direct hit on one of the cruisers and blasted it into a large ball of space dust. 
 
    The three Earth cruisers did not fare nearly as well as the battleships.  It was well understood that their ion cannons were underpowered compared to their counterparts.  In fact, it had actually been a design requirement in order to give more space for fighters.  However, the smallish ion cannons did not perform as expected. 
 
    Two of the cruisers targeted one enemy cruiser.  One scored a direct hit near the front of the ship; the second scored a glancing blow toward the rear.  The direct hit did enough damage to the outer hull to keep the ship from jumping.   
 
    However, the damage was minimal and looked relatively easy to fix.  The glancing blow was refracted by the shields and did no damage to the enemy cruiser.  The third Earth cruiser’s ion blast completely missed everything. 
 
    Overall, the performance wasn’t awful; two ships completely destroyed, two ships disabled, and one undamaged.  However, the result wasn’t that good either. 
 
    Jim contacted all ships again and said, “Starhammer, Sunhammer, and Skyhammer focus all missiles on the battleship.  Columbus, Indianapolis, and Frankfort target the remaining healthy cruiser.  Ignore the damaged cruiser for the moment.  Let’s try to keep anyone from escaping.” 
 
    The three battleships fired an impressive volley of 20 shield buster missiles each.  At a distance of 120,000 kilometers (75,000 miles) the missiles only had a 6 second travel time.  With that little travel distance there wasn’t enough time to direct them to a particular part of the ship nor was there enough time for them to gain maximum velocity.   
 
    Conversely, there wasn’t enough time for the enemy ship to dodge.  All 60 missiles hit at almost the exact same time and struck the entire length of the ship.  The shields weakened across the ship and went out across the ship.  However, none of the missiles penetrated the outer hull.  
 
    The crews had repeatedly practiced manually loading missiles into the missile launchers.  Further, they had developed a far more robust loading system than the one employed on the Sunflower.  Now there was a floor based powered hoist situated beside the launcher.  One person rolled the missile onto the cradle.  Then it rose just higher than the launcher.  The second crew member slid it into the launcher. 
 
    Using the new system, crews could repeatedly and routinely reload the missile launcher in 20 seconds.  Every crew.  On every missile launcher.  On every ship.  Assuming that the enemy was still firing one missile every three minutes the advantage was a murderous 9 to 1. 
 
    However, Jim didn’t want to show the Hiriculans every new trick that they possessed.  That was why he told the fighters not to launch and ordered the missile launchers to keep their rate of fire at one volley every three minutes. 
 
     The undamaged enemy cruiser started moving and jumped into hyperspace a second before the thirty shield buster missiles were going to hit it.  The shield buster missiles exploded in empty space where the ship used to be. 
 
    Jim slammed his fist down on the chair.  The ship was gone and probably all element of surprise with it.  The plan was simple; enter the system, destroy all ships guarding it before they could communicate, and have upwards of a four hour head start before the enemy even realized that they were here.  That part of the plan was lost now. 
 
    Jim contacted the other ships and ordered, “All captains, stop jamming communications.  Target both remaining ships and fire at time zero mark 3:00.” 
 
    Dave said, “Admiral, scans show far more damage on the enemy battleship than initially reported.  Several of the missiles snuck in through the front of the ship and exploded.  It appears that the battleship’s shields contained the blast – which is why it didn’t immediately register on the scanner.” 
 
    Larry said, “Admiral, we are being hailed by the enemy battleship.” 
 
    “On screen,” Jim replied.  He hastily added, “Computer, if the being is speaking in Hiriculan, please mute his voice and provide a translation in Alliance Basic.” 
 
    “Admiral …” The Hiriculan on the other end had clearly expected to see Admiral Solear.  He stopped that sentence and said, “Are you a Human?” 
 
    Jim replied, “Yes.”  He really didn’t know what else to say – he considered ‘are you a Hiriculan’ but that somehow seemed redundant. 
 
    The Hiriculan captain stared at Jim for a few moments.  He didn’t seem to know what to say.  Jim checked the clock.  It read 1:06 seconds.  He had about almost two minutes to conclude this conversation before the next round of missiles was fired.  And judging by the more recent scans, the next round of missiles was going to obliterate the enemy battleship. 
 
    Frustrated, Jim finally said, “Well, you called me.  What do you want?” 
 
    The Hiriculan captain responded, “Why did you attack us.” 
 
    Jim tried to smile politely.  He responded, “We need to clear this hyperspace lane because our fleet is going to jump through it.” 
 
    The Hiriculan looked incredulously at Jim.  Whatever response he was expecting clearly wasn’t that.  The Hiriculan eventually responded, “Why?” 
 
    Jim responded, “We are going to jump around the system to a different hyperspace lane and we cannot pass through with you blocking it.” 
 
    The Hiriculan seemed to process this new information.  He responded, “I was going to surrender, but I would rather die in battle than be eaten alive.” 
 
    Jim appeared to consider for a moment and said, “If you agree to withdraw, I promise that none of your crew will be harmed.”  He considered for a moment and added, “Or eaten.” 
 
    The Hiriculan said, “What about the damaged cruiser?” 
 
    Jim replied, “Contact your cruiser.  Have all personnel on the cruiser transfer to your ship. Based on our scans, your ship still has power and your drives are unharmed.  If you agree to give us the cruiser, your battleship will be allowed to fly back to your space station.  Our ships will not move until you are out of range.” 
 
    The Hiriculan thought for a moment and responded, “We accept your terms.” 
 
    Jim cut the connection.  Of course he accepted the deal.  It was a great deal.  The Hiriculan didn’t have to formally surrender or even admit defeat.  Plus, the enemy got to keep an otherwise doomed battleship in exchange for abandoning a cruiser.     
 
    It took the Hiriculans 20 minutes to transfer their crew from the cruiser to the battleship.  Jim felt like this was an extraordinary amount of time to complete the simple task.  However, since his ultimatum had not included a time component, he was forced to impatiently wait.  
 
    Almost all of the fleet arrived during the Hiriculan’s slow evacuation, so they lost both the element of surprise and the initiative.  Jim contacted the others and requested an impromptu conference to salvage what was left of their battle plan. 
 
    Dave announced, “The scan is complete.  The enemy cruiser has been evacuated.  The battleship is turning and leaving.  I am plotting their course now.”   
 
    A moment later he said, “The battleship sped up to .012 light.  It is headed for the Spindle Station, or more than likely the military space station beside it.  They should reach their destination in 70 hours.”  
 
    Jim responded, “Thank you.  They are going very slow.  We must have damaged them more than we thought.”   
 
    Jim then contacted Paul and said, “General, please organize a marine squad and go secure the enemy cruiser.” 
 
    He turned to Larry and said, “I want you to organize a staff for the new ship.  Make sure someone in maintenance is qualified for deep space welding.  Give them a minimal bridge and engineering crew.  Wait until Paul gives the all clear before sending them.” 
 
    “Fighters?” Larry asked. 
 
    Jim responded, “No.  I don’t think the ship will be in a battle.  Prep a squadron from one of the Earth cruisers for transfer just in case.” 
 
    Dave said, “Admiral, the enemy battleship just sent a coded message to the hyper relay.  The relay just turned and beamed a message to the military space station.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Jim started.    
 
    Larry cut off any further communication by stating, “Admiral, the others are waiting for you in your conference room.” 
 
    Jim jogged several paces to the conference room.  Russ, Arean, and Solear were each on their own monitor staring at each other.  Jim said, “Sorry I’m late.  I have good news and bad news.” 
 
    “Start with the bad, “Russ responded. 
 
    Jim said, “The ion cannons on the new cruisers aren’t nearly as effective as expected.  Two essentially missed and the third did minimal damage.  The engineering teams are reviewing the data from the blasts.  Hopefully, it is just a calibration issue.” 
 
    Arean replied, “Hmm.  I thought the bad news was that one of the ships got away and the Hiriculans managed to send a distress signal via the hyperspace communication device.  Now they know we that are here and they also know exactly how big our fleet is.” 
 
    Jim responded, “I didn’t say that that was all of the bad news.  Thank you for summarizing though. Besides, we should be able to use the hyperspace communication device to our advantage.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s hear the good news,” Russ stated. 
 
    “Well, if we jump now we should be able to beat any possible Hiriculan reinforcement to the Opron – Influenla hyperspace gate.  We will be able to retrieve the rest of the ships,” Jim said. 
 
    He continued, “As an added bonus we have captured an enemy cruiser.  Fortunately, it was minimally damaged in the engagement.  We should be able to fix the hole in the hull relatively quickly.  I have a crew ready to board the ship once the marines clear it.” 
 
    Arean said, “Okay, so what is the new plan.” 
 
    The last six ships warships arrived from Trilon.  They had three more minutes to wait until the four tugs arrived.  They had stripped Earth of nearly every hyper capable ship for this mission and it had to succeed.  It was pretty much win or lose right now. 
 
    That said, their initial plan was in tatters.  Fortunately Jim had had 20 minutes to think of a new one.  Unfortunately, he hadn’t thought of one. 
 
    Jim replied, “Let’s just stay with the original plan.  It stills seem better than anything else we could come up with.  Let’s just adjust the number of ships and proceed.”  Jim displayed his planned ship realignment on the main monitor. 
 
    Arean said, “It won’t work.  The element of surprise is lost.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jim replied.  “Now that they’ve seen how incompetently our first battle went, they won’t be expecting us to actually attack again.”  
 
    The four massive tugs exited hyperspace and lumbered to the rear of the formation.  Each behemoth was triple the size of a battleship and was essentially a massive hyper field generator.  These tugs had been used to move Space Station Liberty from Waylon to Earth.   
 
    Jim ended the conference and returned to the bridge.  He said, “Dave, contact the hyper communication device.  I want to send a message to the last known address.” 
 
    When contact was established, Jim said, “Automated traffic beacon, I would like to request a hyperspace path from here to the Opron – Influenla hyperspace lane.” 
 
    “Message has been sent.” Dave updated.  He added, “You do know that hyperspace communication devices do not work like navigational beacons, don’t you?” 
 
    Jim smiled and said, “I know.  They just relay messages.” 
 
    Jim activated a fleet wide channel and said, “Everyone, there has been a slight change to the plan.  Sub-fleets B, C, and D are now assigned to Admiral Solear and are going to jump to Influenla.  Sub-group A is going to remain here and guard the Trilon hyperspace lane.” 
 
    Solear’s fleet micro jumped across Opron.  The 12 ships assigned to Jim’s sub-fleet and the tugs stayed at the hyperspace lane.  They had to wait another two hours for the battleships to recharge their batteries. 
 
    “Admiral,” Larry said. 
 
    Jim looked over at him and said, “Yes.” 
 
    Larry replied, “I have an update on the enemy cruiser.  The marines reported that he ship was empty.  All sensitive equipment was removed and all military files were deleted.  The computer’s memory core is intact though.  The marines are returning now.” 
 
      He continued, “Maintenance has removed the metal damaged from the ion blast and electron beam welded a new panel in place.  The captain reports that the ship is ready for duty and is awaiting your orders.  They are also requesting a name.” 
 
    Jim replied, “Does anyone have a suggestion for the name?” 
 
    “UES Ireland,” Dave immediately responded. 
 
    “Do you have any particular reason for honoring that country?” Jim asked. 
 
    Dave shrugged.  He stammered for a moment and finally tried, “Well, we can’t name it a city because it is a captured ship, not a constructed one.  I think we should name captured ships after European countries.” 
 
    Jim replied, “We should probably start with Iceland or Greenland then and work our way left to right.” 
 
    Larry laughed and said, “Hey Dave, what is the name of that cute girl in maintenance you have been trying so hard to impress lately?” 
 
    Dave didn’t immediately answer.  Both Jim and Larry stared at him until he responded, “Ireland, okay!  You already know her name is Ireland.” 
 
    Jim smiled for a moment and said, “Dave, please inform the captain of the ship that its name is the UES Ireland.  For now they are assigned to this sub-group.” 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Admiral Lopeq’la was sitting in Supreme Admiral Fruid’la’s command chair.  He was currently in the command center of the Hiriculan military space station Ark’la.  Fruid’la rarely visited the space station and even more rarely visited the command center and even more rarely than that sat in that particular chair.   
 
    On the contrary, Lopeq’la preferred the sanctuary of the Ark’la Space Station.  In fact, he hadn’t left it since assuming overall command of the military in Opron two weeks ago.   
 
     “Admiral, we just received an urgent message from the battleship stationed at the Opron – Trilon hyperspace lane,” his chief of staff Floop’la said.  
 
    Floop’la had been with him during the ill-fated attempt to capture the Sunflower, their banishment to Solaria, and their subsequent rise back to power.  Lopeq’la knew that he and Floop’la shared some high level secret.   
 
    He had absolutely no idea what it was though.  However, he knew why he couldn’t remember the memory - Floop’la had literally zapped it out of his brain using a Model 9220.322.45 brain zapper.   
 
    (Note: Brain zappers weren’t for public consumption.  But then, that was patently obvious by the 9220 designation.  Several years back they released a version as a toy for children, but the results were disastrous.  Parents literally forgot to purchase the thing.) 
 
    Lopeq’la jumped to his feet.  However, he jumped too quickly and felt dizzy.  He had just finished his favorite treat, a space float, and was still lightheaded.  Culinary student Thiad’bo helped him back down into his chair and removed the dishes. 
 
    A space float was one of the more difficult dishes to create.  The chef had to float out into outer space to properly mix the ingredients.  Even the smallest effect of gravity could potentially ruin the dish.   Further, the best way to enjoy the concoction was to put on a space suit and eat it while floating in outer space.  The saying, “Go float yourself” had arisen from this. 
 
    That was another reason that Lopeq’la preferred to stay on the station.  ‘The 100’ culinary school seemingly always had free samples of something delightful to eat. 
 
    Lopeq’la steadied himself on Thiad’bo and slowly lifted himself erect.  He carefully took a step forward to be sure that he had his balance.  He waved off Thiad’bo and responded, “You said urgent.  Did they use the emergency broadcasting system or did they just expedite it?” 
 
    The technician clicked a few keys on his monitor and checked the message’s header information.  He answered, “They sent it via hyperspace and marked it urgent.  However, they didn’t expedite or use the emergency system.” 
 
    Lopeq’la thought that that was extremely odd.  Generally one didn’t send a message via hyperspace communicator.  There just weren’t that many things to say to one another that were worth the time, effort, and money to expedite.   
 
    It was 3.2 billion kilometers from the Trilon hyperspace entryway to the Ark’la military station.  Therefore, a normal message sent at the speed of light from took 3 hours to arrive.  A message sent via hyperspace only took 90 seconds.  With the 10 to 1 time dilation the message actually took 15 minutes to arrive.  
 
    Lopeq’la responded, “That is extremely odd.  I wonder what they could possibly have to say that is worth the extra effort just to shave 2 hours and 45 minutes off of the delivery time.” 
 
    The technician said, “Well, I suppose we could watch it and find out.” 
 
    Lopeq’la nodded in agreement and told the technician to play the message on the main monitor.  Everyone in the control room stopped what they were doing and watched the entire sequence.  No one specifically told Thiad’bo to leave, so she stayed and watched as well. 
 
    First, the enemy ships appeared from Trilon and opened fire.  Then there was a battle, followed by a negotiation and the eventual withdrawal of the battleship.  Finally, the enemy fleet appeared, requested a jump path, and left. 
 
    “Comments,” Lopeq’la said once the message ended. 
 
    The technician said, “Computer, review scans of the battle and reconstruct the enemy fleet.  Show it on the main monitor.” 
 
    …Displaying.  The three battleships are from the former Alliance Navy and specifically from the fleet that Admiral Solear stole.  They have been renamed.  The three smaller ships do not match any known ship class.  They are the same length as a cruiser, but are much smaller.  Plus their construction technique is unusual… 
 
    Lopeq’la said, “Computer, display a close-up of this new ship.” 
 
    Everyone gasped or said something along the lines of “Wow” or “Ugh or Yuk.” 
 
    Lopeq’la summarized, “That has to be the ugliest ship I have ever seen.  I am stunned that that obscenity is actually space worthy.”  
 
    The technician responded, “Well, this answers several questions.” 
 
    Lopeq’la’s brain was still a little frozen from the space float.  He struggled to understand what questions had actually been answered.  He also struggled to comprehend what questions had been pondered.  Completely unrelated but probably worth mentioning, he also struggled to feel his extremities.  He shook his hands and tried to will the side effects of the space float away. 
 
    Lopeq’la: “Please summarize.  I would like to hear your thoughts on the subject.” 
 
    Floop’la: “Judging from the scans, we can deduce several facts.  First, Admiral Solear made contact with the Humans.  Second, he somehow threatened or coerced the Humans to give him enough soldiers to fill his fleet.” 
 
    “How could he steal thousands of Humans?  I thought they were great fighters or something,” Lopeq’la asked. 
 
    Floop’la responded, “He probably just threatened to bomb a major population center.  Conversely, he may have offered them some advanced technology in exchange for fighters.” 
 
    Lopeq’la recalled a Solarian saying from his time there.  He said in Associate Basic, “Give a Solarian a raw vegetable and beat him with a stick until he eats it.” 
 
    “Exactly,” several of the technicians hastily agreed.  One looked at Thiad’bo and secretly rotated his ear stalk a couple of times, implying that the admiral was loony.  Thiad’bo forced herself not to smile. 
 
    Lopeq’la rubbed his left ear stalk.  Feeling was starting to return to it.  He briefly considered having it lengthened.  That seemed to be the rage all of a sudden.   
 
    He continued, “I suppose using Humans makes perfect sense.  In reality, he had no other choice.  Please continue with your analysis.” 
 
    Floop’la: “Third, there are considerably more Humans on the ships than anyone could possibly imagine as necessary to staff a either a cruiser or a battleship.  One can safely assume that…” 
 
    Lopeq’la interrupted, “That the Humans are hopelessly inefficient and vast numbers are needed to perform even the most basic tasks.” 
 
    Floop’la stopped to consider the statement for a moment.  He responded, “Yes, that is possible I suppose.  However, we only see 36 ships of Solear’s original fleet.  Therefore, I believe that the extra personnel are going to be used to staff the missing 48 ships and that their mission is to retrieve those ships.” 
 
    Lopeq’la’s mind was finally starting to work again.  He said, “You’re right.  What else?” 
 
    Floop’la responded, “Clearly the Humans now have the ability to build hyper capable warships.  As you can see, the ships are crudely designed and even more crudely assembled.  Initial results showed that the ships did not perform very well in battle.” 
 
    Lopeq’la: “I agree with your analysis.  Still though, I find it disturbing that the Humans were able to develop hyper capable ships so quickly.  They must be getting outside help.” 
 
    Floop’la noted that he had just theorized that Admiral Solear had more than likely traded the Humans advanced technology in exchange for their help.  He had literally just said it.  Like, less than a minute ago.   
 
    He ignored Lopeq’la’s comment and instead replied, “This battle was very similar to the battle in Conron.  The Humans’ appear to only have one tactic.  They moment they exit hyperspace they fire all of their ion cannons at the first target they see.” 
 
    Lopeq’la responded, “That strategy was effective for breaking the blockade, but it essentially stranded a significant portion of their ships.  A far better tactic would have been to simply fire missiles until their reinforcements appeared.” 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement.  That clearly would have been a better plan.  Lopeq’la briefly wondered if he could get a job teaching rudimentary battle tactics to the Humans.  He just as quickly talked himself out of it.  It was obvious that the Humans wouldn’t be able to comprehend it and he would probably get eaten. 
 
    They watched the monitor as the Human requested a path across the system.  The fleet appeared to wait a few minutes for a response.  Clearly they didn’t get one.  Then, 36 of the ships jumped away from the hyperspace lane.”  
 
    Floop’la said, “Fourth, the Humans mistook the hyper communication device for a hyperspace navigational beacon.  As a result they telegraphed their next move.  They are going to the Opron – Influenla hyperspace lane, presumably to retrieve the rest of Solear’s fleet.” 
 
    Lopeq’la: “The other 12 ships?” 
 
    Floop’la responded, “It appears they are going to remain where they are and hold the hyperspace lane.  They must be planning on leaving the way that they came.  Perhaps in this one case firing the ion cannons wasn’t a tactical error.” 
 
    Floop’la: “Fifth, and obviously most important, the scans of the final group of ships to arrive showed that there were two Advranki aboard.” 
 
    Lopeq’la: “Can we identify whether one of them was Admiral Solear?” 
 
    The technician gave Floop’la a strange look.  These ships were positively identified as belonging to the fleet that Admiral Solear stole.   They had a scan showing two Advranki.  Surely the admiral knew that there was no possible way that the scan could identify one specific being.  They would need to query the computer or obtain a ship manifest to get that level of detail.   
 
    However, if it looked like a duck and quacked like a duck, then it probably was a duck.   
 
    Floop’la responded, “Yes, the technicians were able to confirm that Admiral Solear and Captain Arean are the two Advranki aboard one of the ships.” 
 
    Lopeq’la said, “Computer, display a visual of the system.  Show all Hiriculan warships in yellow and all enemy warships in blue.” 
 
    There were currently five ships guarding the Opron – Influenla lane that would soon be overwhelmed by 36 enemy ships.  He had a choice; he could pull the five ships back and allow the enemy fleet to pass or he could send all available resources to the lane and stop them once and for all. 
 
    He studied the map and did some mental math.  There were 62 Hiriculan warships in Opron.  Four of the five ships in Trilon were lost.  The five ships guarding Netron were on the other side of the system; any message he sent them would not arrive in time for them to react.   
 
    That meant he could assemble 48 ships to reinforce the five in Influenla – 42 guarding the Spindle Station, 1 returning from the Opron – Trilon hyperspace lane, and 5 at the entryway to the Opron - Conron hyperspace lane. 
 
    He would have a distinct ship advantage, but he would have to leave the Spindle Station, and all of the government senators, completely unprotected to do so.  It was a difficult decision.  If he left any ships behind he may not have enough to win.   
 
    On the other hand, if the Humans attacked the seat of the galactic government with his fleet elsewhere…  He tried to imagine what they would do to him if the Humans harmed the government officials.  He couldn’t.  It was literally beyond his imagination. 
 
    Lopeq’la looked at the chart a final time.  Suddenly, he realized a crucial fact that he had been overlooking – nine of the thirty-six ships in the enemy fleet were Human cruisers.  He didn’t need to overwhelm the enemy – a one for one Hiriculan fleet should easily prevail.  That allowed him to keep 11 ships here to guard the government officials and one to continue monitoring the Opron – Conron hyperspace lane. 
 
    He said, “Send 31 ships from the main fleet to Trilon now.  Tell four of the ships stationed at the Conron hyperspace entryway to come here.  Send a message to the 5 ships at Netron to come here.  Tell the captain of the battleship Abrasion that I am transferring my command to his ship and that I will be there momentarily.” 
 
    He thought for a moment and added, “Thiad’bo, go tell the cooking class to pack us a lunch.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Solear watched the countdown clock.  It was indeed counting down.  Solear briefly felt jealous of the thing – at least it had a clear purpose and knew exactly what it was doing.  The countdown clock just passed two minutes.  It then reached 1:59 and merrily continued ticking away toward zero.   
 
    The fleet was taking a least time course of three micro jumps that followed the outer edge of Opron’s gravity well.  When the countdown clock finished counting down to zero, the fleet would arrive at the entryway to the Opron – Influenla hyperspace lane. 
 
    Their series of micro jumps took them from one side of the system to the other.  Unfortunately, the Hiriculan fleet only had to jump about half that distance.  More than likely, the Hiriculans would be waiting for them in force when they arrived. 
 
    It wasn’t supposed to be this way.  Their original plan had been for Jim to take 36 ships and feint an attack against the Spindle Station.  They had even planned a series of clever maneuvers and angry communications.   
 
    This should have kept the enemy occupied at the southern part of the solar system while Solear snuck in unopposed and retrieved the remainder of the fleet.  Jim had even included the tugs to make the enemy think that they were going to try to steal a space station. 
 
    Now Jim’s feint was no longer feasible.  Now Solear had the 36 ship fleet with a simple directive - go through the Opron – Influenla hyperspace lane, retrieve the ships, and destroy anything in his way.  There was no longer any back-up plan or clever ruse they could use to distract the Hiriculans and make the task easier.   
 
    He watched the clock pass 0:59.  He would know whether or not he would have to fight his way through in another minute or so.   
 
    He mentally reviewed his fleet.  He had 9 battleships, 18 destroyers, and 9 Earth cruisers.  No, he corrected himself, they weren’t Earth cruisers; they were just cruisers.  He needed to stop thinking of them differently.  Besides, if their specifications were to be believed, these new cruisers should be able to outperform a standard one by a wide margin.   
 
    Thirty-six ships in total. It was the largest fleet that he had ever commanded.  Well, that wasn’t technically correct.  He once commanded a fleet of 42 ships, but that was a simulated war game and probably didn’t count.  Besides, that time he had known the exact size and composition of the opposing fleet.  Further, he had had days and an entire military staff to formulate a cohesive strategy.   
 
    This time he had Arean, a bunch of Humans, and 0:28 seconds.  Now 0:27.  Now 0:10.  Solear silently asked the countdown clock for more time, but it refused.  A few seconds later the clock struck 0:00. 
 
    The fleet exited hyperspace in perfect formation exactly ten million kilometers (6.3 million miles) from the entryway to the hyperspace lane.  Solear had plenty of misgivings about Humans; however, flying ships in precise formations was not one of them.   
 
    The fleet was arranged in a three-dimensional lattice pattern.  The nine battleships and nine cruisers comprised the leading row.  The two rows of nine destroyers were located diagonally to the left and behind the first row. 
 
    Solear at this point would normally contact all ships and give a rousing speech about honor and sacrifice.  He would then wait for the passive and active scanners to update.  He would then negotiate with the enemy commander.  It would normally be hours before the two sides even considered actually shooting at each other. 
 
    This was not a normal engagement.  Or perhaps this was the new normal.  It didn’t really matter he supposed.   
 
    The passive scan updated.  There were 36 Hiriculan warships present; five full 7-ship fleets and one additional battleship.  The ships were located directly in front of the Opron – Influenla hyperspace lane.  Fortunately, they were in the same location as before.  The gravity missiles flight path did not need to be updated. 
 
    The Hiriculans had already launched their fighters.  They were circling their fleet in a broad pattern to try to increase their sensor range.  It must have worked to some degree because the scan showed that the enemy fighters were already racing toward the UEN fleet at .12 light.  At that speed they would reach the UEN fleet in just under 5 minutes.   
 
    The enemy fleet also fired a full round of 440 offensive missiles.  These missiles were targeted roughly equally among the nine battleships.  Solear couldn’t tell whether they were shield buster or gravity missiles.   
 
    Solear nodded in approval.  Unlike all but one of their previous battles, the Hiriculans struck first.  The Hiriculans had clearly been learning from their previous battles.  The enemy had, apparently, learned that it was indeed a better strategy to shoot first and ask questions later.   
 
    Solear felt a light bump as the Warhammer fired all 20 of its missile launchers.  He had instructed the fleet to fire a full round of gravity missiles at the enemy’s last known location the moment they arrived.  Once the passive scan located the enemy fleet the missiles’ flight path would be updated.   
 
    This pattern should create enough gravity interference to keep the enemy fleet from jumping away.  The enemy had learned attacking first from him.  Now, he was going to show that he had learned gravity missiles from them.  He figured the Hiriculans would appreciate the gesture. 
 
    However, they were in open space – the system’s gravity field did not restrict movement to hyperspace.  Therefore, it was far more likely that the enemy ships would simply jump away before the gravity missiles hit them.  That was the logical thing to do and it was certainly was Solear was planning to do. 
 
    Who knows though, maybe the enemy commander would stay and get hammered to death by missiles.  He doubted it though. 
 
    This time it was the Hiriculans who were desperately trying to maintain the initiative.  All of their fighters were already launched and approaching.  The first round of missiles must have been pre-loaded because they had fired the moment the UEN fleet arrived.  Normally, that would have been a devastating advantage. 
 
    It wasn’t though.  For the first time Solear could remember he had the enemy utterly outgunned.  They could throw 440 missiles, he could toss 486.  They could fire a round every 3 minutes; he could fire one every 20 seconds.  They had 1,332 fighters; he had 1,620 fighters plus 180 in reserve.  And this time all of his pilots were Human.   
 
    He checked the time; it had only taken one second to launch the missiles.  Even though he had just accused the enemy of firing first, the UEN ships had technically fired their missiles before the enemy fired theirs.  It was somehow ironic, he thought. 
 
    Solear announced, “All ships - maintain this formation.  Launch fighters.  Hold the 2nd squadron of each cruiser in reserve.  Set the missile fire rate to 2 minutes and 50 seconds.  The next round will be defensive missiles.  Then follow with shield buster, ship buster.  Repeat that sequence.”   
 
    He briefly considered adding “Until I tell you to stop” but refrained.  Somehow, it seemed redundant.  Solear set the countdown clock to 3:04, the amount of time left before the enemy missile barrage reached his fleet. 
 
    Solear reconsidered his earlier decision.  Perhaps the Humans could use a rousing speech to lift their spirits before the big battle.  He added, “Good hunting everyone.” 
 
    Solear could have ordered the fleet to fire a missile every 20 seconds, but he refrained.  Every 2 minutes 50 seconds should be good enough.  He and Jim Donovan had agreed during the planning sessions to show the Hiriculans as few of their innovations as possible.   
 
    For instance, during this battle they would have to show the enemy that they could launch an entire squadron in under a minute.  They were also going to show that they had upgraded the number of fighters a destroyer could carry from 24 to 40.  Hopefully, those two particular skills were all that he would have to reveal.   
 
    They would also have to show the Hiriculans that they had increased their rate of fire from 3 minutes to 2 minutes and 50 seconds.  Heck, the 10 second differential may be viewed by the Hiriculans as a rounding error and ignored. 
 
    Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to increase the rate of fire any further.  Showing them a 10 second increase was one thing; showing them a 2 ½ minute increase was something else entirely. 
 
    (Actually, it was technically still the same thing, just slightly different.) 
 
    He smiled at the only directive Jim had given him.  Under no circumstance, save the total destruction of his fleet, was he allowed to reveal that the new Earth cruisers carried 40 fighters instead of the normal complement of 20. 
 
    Solear verified that the fleet had fired all 486 missiles and that they were appropriately dispersed among as wide an area as possible.  With luck the enemy commander would stay exactly where he was.  If not, well that was still okay.   
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Ace grabbed the yah control of his fighter with both hands, squeezed it tightly for a moment, and released it.  He then took a deep breath and flicked the control to switch the fighter from automatic to manual.   
 
    The information from the fighter’s flight system flooded into his brain and momentarily threatened to overwhelm him.  An instant later though his brain found yellow and mapped it to the correct receptacle in his brain.  He then quickly mapped the rest of the colors to the appropriate places.   
 
    Ace had discovered through years of practice that squeezing his hands and breathing helped him mentally prepare for linking his brain to the fighter.  Nowadays, switching from automatic to manual was nearly instantaneous.  Ace felt calm and collect and ready for anything. 
 
    (‘Years’ was technically correct in the above statement.  The original pilots had just celebrated the second anniversary of their recruitment.) 
 
    Ace’s fighter was neatly tucked into the top row of fighter elevator number two.  His squadron was stationed aboard the battleship Warhammer.  He checked the status of everyone else in his squadron; all 19 others were in manual mode and waiting for the order to launch. 
 
    His squadron.  Ace repeated it for effect.  Ace was now in charge of his own squadron.  He would still prefer to fly with First squadron, but that was no longer a possibility.  During mission planning Admiral Jim Donovan had decided that both First and Alpha squadrons should be disbanded.  All forty members had been separated and given command of their own team. 
 
    Ace supposed it made sense.  Since all of the actual combat experience was contained in those 40 individuals, it certainly made sense to distribute the wisdom as widely as possible.  That said, whoever had assigned the actual members to his squadron must have had a sense of humor. 
 
    First, he was older than every other member of his squadron.  He only had that distinction by two months, but still, at 19 he was the oldest.  The other nineteen pilots in the squadron ranged in age from 17 to 19.  They were the youngest squadron in the fleet by a fair margin. 
 
    Second, half of his squadron was female - exactly half.  Ten of the pilots were male and ten were not male.  There were 3,360 qualified fighter pilots on this mission – three thousand, three hundred sixty.  Of those, 3,350 of them were male.  The only female fighter pilots in the entire fleet were assigned to him. 
 
    (The 3,360 consisted of the aforementioned 1,800 active pilots in Solear’s fleet, plus the 600 active pilots in Jim’s fleet and finally 960 pilots waiting for a ship assignment.) 
 
    To add insult to injury, he hadn’t even been allowed to name his own squadron.  Nope, someone, somewhere had entered the name ‘Fate’ for his squadron.  Ace had been told officially that the name was meant to inspire the group to succeed, aka they were fated for greatness.   
 
    As inspiring as the name was intended to be, most people just referred to it as the Females And TEens squadron.  
 
    “…All fighters launch…” 
 
    Ace sensed the other three in his row were ready to leave.  They launched in unison.  Ace targeted the upper left portion of the fighter bay and flew out.  It was a tight squeeze to fit four fighters side by side inside the hangar, but they executed the maneuver without issue.   
 
    He banked up and over the battleship and slowed down.  His foursome was joined by the other four fighters that had launched out of the other side of the fighter bay.  They waited another 50 seconds for the rest of the fighters in the squadron to launch. 
 
    Ace said, “Box plus two formation.  Full thrust.  Let’s go.”  
 
    The box plus two was a fairly straightforward formation.  The box consisted of two rows of five fighters; the plus two meant there was a second box directly behind the first.   
 
    Ace switched to a private channel and contacted his wing mate.  He said, “Are you ready for this Red?” 
 
    Red’s reply was delayed slightly.  She enunciated each word clearly once she finally started talking, but struggled to form the initial sentence.  She eventually answered, “I don’t know how you can talk so effortlessly.” 
 
    “Practice,” Ace replied. 
 
    Ace had initially struggled with the assignment of wing mates.  He tried putting all the females together, but that seemed sexist.  He then tried going strictly ranking, but that seemed elitist.  The first caused other squadrons to tease them and the second caused internal strife.  Finally, Ace settled it by having each male ask a female to be his wing mate. 
 
    It was an effective solution, but the other squadrons teased them mercilessly afterward.  Most joked about teen love or asked how their prom dates went.  Ace countered that they were just jealous.   
 
    Then there were the living arrangements.  All members of a particular squadron bunked together in one room.  This was true of all squadrons on all warships; even the new Earth cruisers.  The members of Fate squadron were no exception to this rule.   
 
    Suffice to say, if the squadron’s name, age, and selection of wingmates didn’t provide enough fodder for jokesters, the fact that they were all living together in a single room cemented their standing as the most teased squadron in the fleet. 
 
    Ace checked his scanner.  It was having difficulty keeping up with all of the activity.  There were 72 capital ships, just under 3,000 fighters, and about 1,000 missiles in flight.  He realized that the broad view was not possible.  Instead he focused the fighter’s sensors on the tiny area directly in front of him. 
 
    He heard, “All squadron leaders, this is Kip Armstrong.  There are too many objects to track.  Target a group of enemy fighters and mark them with your squadron insignia.  Eliminate all ships marked by other squadrons from your view.  Good hunting everyone.” 
 
    Ace nodded in approval.  Kip, the commander of the air wing, had come to the same conclusion he had.  Ace chose the nearest enemy squadron and assigned his squadron to it.  He then eliminated all other assigned ships.  He noted that every enemy squadron was accounted for.   
 
    Ace switched back to his squadron channel and said, “We have been assigned these 20 fighters.  Two minutes to intercept.  Good luck everyone.” 
 
    “They’re changing position,” Red announced. 
 
    Ace saw it too.  His (and all of the other Humans) enhanced awareness allowed him to feel the whisper of the enemy formation change almost before it happened.  
 
    The enemy fighters changed into a new formation.  They split into four separate groups of 444 fighters - 11 rows of 40 fighters each.  There was one group in the center, one group above, and one group below.  It was a massive formation change and took 30 seconds to accomplish.   
 
    Acre replied, “They are trying to double loop us.” 
 
    The enemy’s standard attack pattern was to attack straight ahead with one row, then have the top row loop up and back down and the bottom row loop down and back up.  Both looping rows would catch the Alliance fighters in a pinch and easily kill them.  Sometimes there was a trailing row.  The trailing row would then make its pass and destroy any stragglers. 
 
    The standard attack pattern was in fact the standard attack pattern because it was easy to coordinate, easy to execute, and devastatingly effective.  That was the reason it was the standard attack pattern.  If there were an easier, more devastating attack pattern then that would be the standard attack pattern. 
 
    Ace replied, ‘They’re panicking.  They were anticipating an unopposed attack on our capital ships.  The speed of our fighter launch surprised them.” 
 
    The positional monitor showing the position of the fighters was now useless.  Ace corrected this by adding a single dot to represent all of the other enemy squadrons.  He then was able to see that the 20 fighters that they were supposed to attack had moved to the very top row of the top group.   
 
    Ace switched to squadron only channel and said, “Adjust your monitors to show one point for each enemy formation.  Form into a single file line and follow me.” 
 
    Ace pulled the attitude adjuster as hard as possible and forced his fighter in a tight 90 degree turn pointed straight up relative to the on-coming fighters.  He accelerated as hard as possible.  The inertia dampers reduced most of the force, but enough g’s bled through that he almost passed out.  The fighter whispered that the rest of the squadron was following him. 
 
    Ace continued going up until he reached the gap between the middle wave of fighters and the top wave.  He angled down just a touch and flew through the gap between the waves.  None of the enemy fighters took notice of him.  He briefly wondered if they had dulled their sensors as well. 
 
    The moment he passed the first wave of enemy fighters he immediately slowed down and pulled back on the attitude adjuster.  He leveled off horizontally and looped back behind the top wave of fighters.  The loop technically left him upside down compared to the enemy fighters. 
 
    The final maneuver left him to the far right of the top formation of enemy fighters.  He was directly behind the 20 enemy fighters that his squadron had been assigned to battle. 
 
    The enemy formation didn’t move or even adjust to the squadron’s appearance.  The sensors whispered that the enemy fighters in the top group were starting to accelerate.  That meant they were about to start their loop. 
 
    Ace used the squadron channel and said, “Line formation.  Select individual targets.  Do not overlap with anyone else.  Follow them down and through the loop.  Fire when ready.” 
 
    Ace settled directly behind an enemy fighter.  He was so close that he couldn’t miss.  He fired a dummy missile and easily destroyed it.  The rest of squadron also scored easy kills.  All 20 enemy fighters were destroyed.   
 
    (A dummy missile is a missile fired in a straight line with navigational guidance turned off.  Ace discovered a couple of years ago that the enemy fighters generally do not react to a dummy missile.) 
 
    Ace felt something was wrong.  There were more enemy fighters still alive in the top wave than there should have been.  Ace adjusted his monitor to show eleven rows of 20 fighters – exactly half of the fighters in the top wave.  This seemed to be the number that his computer system could effectively track and display. 
 
    The very top row was obviously now missing, but the other 200 enemy fighters were still there.  For some reason, none of the other fighters had been destroyed.  Ace contacted his squadron and said, “Destroy them row by row during the turn, space invader style.” 
 
    The top enemy wave turned down for the pincer attack.  Ace turned his fighter a little tighter.  He lined up the fighter in row 10 and fired.  Ace maintained the tight angle.  A moment later the row 9 fighter appeared directly in his view.  He fired a dummy missile and destroyed it. 
 
    He continued the tight turn.  He continued firing every other second and continued killing enemy fighters – row 8, then 7 then 6 and down to 2.  Twenty seconds later he fired his 11th missile and destroyed the fighter in the 1st row.  He checked the rest of his squadron.  Everyone else had also successfully hit all eleven of their targets.   
 
    They completely destroyed 219 of the 220 fighters and severely damaged the 220th.  That lone surviving fighter had lost its power and its pilot had died from exposure.  The fighter had turned away from the battle and was headed on a course that would slowly take it into deep space.  In the end, each pilot recorded 11 kills and honestly, it hadn’t been that hard.   
 
    Ace widened his scan pattern and searched the immediate area for enemy combatants.  The initial scan came back negative so he widened the scan pattern.  The results came back as a jumbled mess, but he was able to spot a significant group of UEN fighters headed toward the enemy cruisers. 
 
    Ace contacted his squadron and said, “It looks like we have broken through the enemy fighters.  Form up in a box and let’s go attack the capital ships.” 
 
    Red replied, “Three minutes to contact.” 
 
    Ace did some rough math.  The gravity missiles should have hit the enemy fleet in the next 15 seconds.  Further, they should keep the enemy from jumping for 30 minutes, maybe a bit longer.  However, the enemy certainly wasn’t going to sit still in a gravity field.  The ships were already in motion and would be able to clear the gravity field in five minutes.   
 
    That left a precious 90 second window to attack the enemy’s capital ship.  They might have enough time to make one pass, but even that would be close.   
 
    Ace clicked the squadron leader channel and said, “Ace, Fate squadron here.  I need all squadron leaders to report.  We need to know how many fighters we have to coordinate an attack plan.” 
 
    “Rubie Red, Gangnam Style, Eight Fifteen, Dynamite, Yellow, Vape, 420 Blazin.” 
 
    Ace waited another second.  No more squadron leaders reported.  Ace had heard eight names mentioned.  Those, combined with his, meant that they had 180 fighters in the breakaway group.  Ace recognized Rubie and Blaze from Alpha squadron.  He didn’t recognize the others. 
 
    Blaze offered, “Our eight squadrons were too slow I guess.  We couldn’t find a target, so we flew here to engage capital ships.” 
 
    Rubie said, “Solear is only firing missiles every 3 minutes, so we won’t be able to rely on help from our capital ships.  I think we should attack fewer ships with more fighters.  Therefore, I suggest that we break our squadrons into two groups of 10.  Target a single cruiser and attack with all 10 fighters.” 
 
    It was a good suggestion and everyone agreed that they should follow it.  Ace noted that Rubie did not give it as an order.  The chain of command among fighter squadrons was nebulous at best and nonexistent at worst.  In this case Ace was probably in command since he was the longest serving squadron leader, but no really knew for sure. 
 
    Generally, it wasn’t an issue during training.  They usually just agreed to have someone act as the overall leader before starting the simulation.  Further, the largest simulation that Ace (or anyone) had ever participated in was 4 squadrons, or 80 fighters.  This tiny subset of fighters on the battlefield was double the largest simulation ever conducted. 
 
    At any rate, their squadron was now close enough that they were able to get an accurate scan of the enemy fleet.  The first volley of missiles was almost in position – four more seconds.  Ace watched as the enemy ships jumped away right before the gravity missiles exploded.   
 
    “What now?” Rubie asked. 
 
    “Good question,” Blaze responded. 
 
    It was a good question, Ace thought.  It was one of those questions with no clear answer and really even no answer of any kind.  Ace was tempted to answer that they should just turn around and goes back to the fleet. 
 
    Ace asked, “Has anyone tried to contact Kip for orders?” 
 
    Rubie said, “I haven’t heard from him since he gave the initial orders to identify and target an enemy squadron.” 
 
    Blaze responded, “I just tried.  There was no answer.  He may have gotten shot down.” 
 
    (The phrase ‘shot down’ didn’t really make sense anymore in battles fought in outer space.  However, like ‘threshold’ and ‘raining cats and dogs’ the expression lived on even if the actual meaning behind the words were lost.) 
 
    They listened for a few minutes for any type of orders.  None were forthcoming.  There was plenty of background chatter, but no direction of any kind was being offered.  Gus Swanson was the second in command, but they hadn’t heard anything from him either.   
 
    Ace suddenly thought of answer to the initial ‘what now’ question.  He replied, “Let’s get into formation and wait.  The gravity field should hold for at least 20 minutes.  If they try to jump back here to retrieve their fighters this field should knock them out of hyperspace.” 
 
    “And right into our laps,” Rubie finished.  “It’s as good a plan as anything.  I suggest we do it.  We shouldn’t have to wait more than three or four minutes for them to return.” 
 
    Ace sighed.  Rubie had an unusual habit of estimating time to his benefit.  If he wanted to stop somewhere, he would say that it would only be a minute.  If he didn’t want to stop somewhere, then he would say that they could save 15 – 20 minutes by not stopping.   
 
    In this case Rubie was dramatically underestimating the amount of time required.  Hiriculans, in the simulation at least, always jumped away from a battle a minimum of 30 hyper seconds.  So, 30 seconds away plus 30 seconds back, plus a probable delay of 4 minutes to reprogram the transponder equaled a time to return of 14 minutes.  Rounding down, Ace called it twelve minutes minimum. 
 
    Ace replied, “It may take a little longer than that for them to reappear.  I suggest that we wait 20 minutes for the enemy fleet to return.  After that, the gravity field will start to deteriorate and our opportunity to ambush them will pass.” 
 
    “Agreed,” the other squadron leaders said almost in unison. 
 
    The nine squadrons split into eighteen sub-squadrons and positioned themselves along the most likely intercept courses.  It was pure guesswork though. 
 
    Ace patiently waited.  He remained in ghost mode (automatic turned off) and it forced him to maintain an almost Zen-like calm.  Sixteen minutes passed.  They were now two minutes past his conservative fourteen minute estimate.  Ace continued patiently waiting.  He really couldn’t do anything else. 
 
    At that moment all 36 enemy ships reappeared.  He realized that they would only have time for one pass before the gravity field would dissipate. 
 
    Ace chose the nearest cruiser and dove toward it.  They had caught the enemy fleet completely by surprise; there was no return missile fire or even defensive lasers.  Ace flew to the sweet spot – close enough that he couldn’t miss yet far enough away that he plenty of room to maneuver after he fired. 
 
    Ace lined up the primary power generator compartment and fired three shield buster missiles directly at it.    His first two missiles struck the desired target and significantly weakened the shields in that area.  The third scored a direct hit on the shield generator.  A moment later he pulled up and away from the cruiser and banked hard to the right. 
 
    The next fighter fired another three shield buster missiles.  The first tore through the opening in the shield and significantly widened the area without shield coverage.  The shield generators in that section were destroyed and the shields could no longer regenerate.  The next two missiles impacted the outer hull and created a sizeable hole in the side of the ship.  The cruiser could no longer jump to hyperspace, even if wasn’t stuck in a gravity field.   
 
    The third fighter fired two more shield busters followed by a ship buster.  The two shield busters opened a hole in the inner hull.  The inner hull was gone and the ship was now exposed to space.  The five beings sitting in engineering at the time were sucked out into space and immediately died.  The ship buster missile flew through the inner and outer hull and exploded against the reactor containment compartment. 
 
    The fourth fighter fired a single ship buster missile.  It flew through the outer and inner hulls and obliterated the containment field around the power generator.  The power generator began spiking out of control.  It was a runaway failure and would explode in less than two minutes. 
 
    The fifth fighter fired a final, completely unnecessary ship buster missile.  The missile traveled through the path created by the previous missiles and hit the unprotected power generator.  It created a chain reaction that caused the ship to explode into a giant fireball.   
 
    The innards of the ship blasted outward and were momentarily contained by the outer hull and the remaining shields.  The secondary explosion engulfed the ship in a wave of total destruction that completely incinerated everything contained within the shields.  The resulting blast spread out for a hundred kilometers and contained nothing bigger than a grain of dust. 
 
    The remaining five fighters didn’t bother to fire their missiles.  They rolled out and followed the first five fighters away from the explosion. 
 
    Now clear of the expanding debris, Ace scanned the immediate area.  The fighter whispered the updates as the came in.  The sneak attack had been phenomenally efficient and effective.  All eighteen cruisers targeted had been completely destroyed.  The enemy fleet had been cut in half in a matter of minutes. 
 
    Ace checked the general area.  The gravity field was rapidly dissipating, so much so that there was little point in trying to attack another ship.  As if on cue the remaining 18 ships jumped away.  Ace doubted that they would return. 
 
    Ace contacted the squadron leaders and said, “Good job everyone.  Let’s go home.” 
 
    “We can’t,” Blaze answered.  “We have no ships to return to.” 
 
    Ace pulled his scan back and reduced the intensity as much as possible.  The UEN fighters showed as an organized blob.  Ace confirmed that there were no capital ships in the area.  
 
    Rubie said, “We should rejoin the other fighters.  I’m sure that our ships will return in a minute or two.” 
 
    The squadrons reformed and flew back to, for lack of a better term, the fighter staging area.  Ace tried to calculate the potential time that their ships would have jumped to avoid the enemy’s missiles, their wait time, and their potential return time.  His best guess was that the ships would appear in a minute or two.  This time Rubie’s estimate seemed legit. 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    It was chaos, utter chaos.  It was the chaotic kind of chaos that was extremely chaotic.   
 
    The chaos was unimaginable.  In retrospect, if Solear had imagined the chaos caused by thousands of fighters in action at the same time then perhaps the result wouldn’t have been quite so chaotic.   
 
    Solear was staring at the main monitor in the admiral’s bridge of the UES Warhammer.  He was waiting for it to update and give him a clue about the result of the fighter battle.  So far it wasn’t cooperating.  Solear banged it with has hand.  It didn’t help, but at least he felt he had done something to try to correct the situation. 
 
    “What do we know?” He shouted at his command staff. 
 
    Arean was standing beside Solear.  He was using the secondary and tertiary monitors to focus on particular sectors of space.  Hopefully, they could gain some useful information about the chaotic battle.  Solear had probably meant the question to be rhetorical, but Arean felt the need to answer it anyway.   
 
    He said, “Our battle systems are not designed to track this many objects at once.  You would think that each ship could track its own fighter squadrons and the result could be summarized into a cohesive picture.  However, the system is just not scalable to this level.” 
 
    “You would think…” Solear began and stopped.  There was little point in stating that the beings who designed the battle systems didn’t take into account the fact that their scanning systems were wholly inadequate to monitor a large scale battle.   
 
    He briefly considered typing a strong worded email to the commander of research and development.  He stopped.  The Alliance military no longer existed.  All of the commanders had been forced to retire.  The engineers and scientists that created the monitoring system were probably working on civilian construction projects now.  He doubted that any of them would care. 
 
    Besides, he could have ordered a test of the entire tracking system before they left Earth.  They could have practiced formations and counter formations.  They could have attempted to launch fifteen hundred fighters at once and reviewed any issues.  For whatever reason though, they hadn’t done so. 
 
    It was almost humorous.  The Humans had run countless single ship simulations and battle drills.  Each member on each ship knew what to do in an emergency and what to do during a battle.  Heck, they even practiced running to the correct location and putting on their safety gear.   They practiced with the lights off, they practiced with no atmosphere.  Heck, they even practiced lining up in a straight line.  However, none of them had even considered practicing large scale fighter battle formations. 
 
    In summary, they just didn’t have any operational or command experience flying fighters in such large numbers.  Solear was certain that they would practice this in the very near future; well provided they lived through the chaos. 
 
    “Okay, so what do we know?” Solear repeated.  This time it was not rhetorical. 
 
    Arean responded, “All fighters launched.  They massed into a single mega squadron and then suddenly split in every direction.  After that, they engaged the enemy fighters.  We have no counts of any kind.  I have requested each fighter to give a status update.” 
 
    Arean meant it when he said fighter.  He had sent an automated request to each individual fighter.  The fighter’s computer would receive the request and send its status back every minute. The status check included only the number of missiles fired.  He figured that he could deduce active / inactive by whether or not the fighter sent its status and could get a rough idea of the battle’s progress via shots fired.   
 
    It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best he could do in this situation.  He certainly didn’t want to bother the pilots with continual information request during an actual battle. 
 
    Solear looked at the countdown clock.  It showed 38 seconds.  They had only been in the system for two and a half minutes and already the command situation had deteriorated, possibly beyond repair.  
 
    Solear felt a slight bump just as Arean said, “The defensive missiles are firing now.  They are forming a three level defensive layer around the battleships.  None of the other ships were targeted in the missile attack.” 
 
    Solear responded, “If we move the battleships the missiles could acquire other targets.”  He opened a channel to all of the ships and said, “All ships, micro jump to the attached coordinates at time zero mark 3:06.” 
 
    Despite his limited understanding of Human emotions, he could tell that the three Human members of his command staff really didn’t want to jump away in the middle of a battle just to avoid a few missiles.   
 
    It would be far easier to just have the fighters shoot down any strays that made it past the defensive perimeter.  However, that was yet another skill that they would have to show the Hiriculans.  Solear had already decided that it was best to follow standard protocol. 
 
    The defensive missiles deployed around the formation in three successive waves.  Some released reflective sheets of metal.  Others created micro gravity fissures that resembled drive signatures.  Still others activated and pretended to be damaged cruisers.   
 
    The Hiriculan offensive missiles began an almost choreographed dance of move and counter move, thrust and parry.  Many were confused an exploded harmlessly.  Others navigated through the chuff and continued on to their primary targets. 
 
    Arean announced, “The defensive missiles were 65 percent effective.   They stopped 316 missiles.  We are still being targeted by 124 enemy missiles.” 
 
    That was a fair increase in effectiveness from the last time that they used defensive missiles.  He wondered if the former Alliance research scientists responsible for improving them would be interested to know how well they had worked.  He figured that they probably would like to know, but doubted that the information would be particularly useful to them. 
 
    He sighed.  Research and development was going to be a huge issue if the war dragged on for very long.  At the moment the UEN had several advantages.  However, as each advantage was displayed, the Hiriculans would have time to recognize the innovation and find a way to counter it.  The Hiriculans literally had an entire galaxy full of support staff.  The UEN had a grand total of two scientists and an abandoned Altian research facility.  
 
    The clock ticked down to 0:02 and the fleet micro jumped 30 seconds away.  
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Kip Armstrong launched from the battleship Firehammer and banked hard to the right.  He waited 30 seconds until the rest of his squadron joined him.  Kip was the commander of the air group or CAG.  He had overall responsibility the fighter wing.  The Alliance used to have a bridge officer assigned to directly oversee and command the fighters, but the UEN had deemed the position redundant and had eliminated it. 
 
    As CAG, Kip should have been stationed on the Warhammer.  However, there had been such a rush to leave that Solear had accidently flown to the wrong battleship.  No one was brave enough tell the admiral that he was on the wrong ship, so they secretly transferred his belongings from the Firehammer to the Warhammer. 
 
    Eventually Kip’s squadron would trade places with one of the four squadrons aboard the flag ship – or someone would tell Solear that he was on the wrong ship.  It hadn’t been an issue so far, but it could be if they had to split the fleet. 
 
    Kip’s squadron found an empty space in the UEN formation and flew toward the enemy.  Formation was a poor word choice for the assembled fighters; basically the area was so crowded that everyone was just flying wherever they could find a place.  
 
    Kip activated his scanner and was met with a jumbled mess of misinformation and no information.  He honestly didn’t know which was worse.  The computer refused to track the UEN fighters.  It showed the enemy formation as a giant blob. 
 
    He eliminated all of the UEN fighters from his monitor.  It helped a little, but the enemy formation still looked like a giant blob.  He then narrowed his focus on one portion of the on-coming enemy wave.  That seemed to work.  He was able to detect about 200 enemy fighters clearly.  They were flying side-by-side in what amounted to an organized free-for-all. 
 
    Kip checked three other locations.  All of the enemy fighters were flying in this pattern.  It was clear that the enemy had spaced themselves out so that they could go one-on-one.  That was good, he thought.  One-on-one battles greatly favored the UEN fighters. 
 
    He suddenly realized that he needed to assign one of his fighters to each one of their fighters.  Otherwise, some enemy fighters may get targeted by multiple UEN fighters and others may not get targeted at all.  If it was going to be a free-for-all, it may as well be as organized as possible. 
 
    Kip said, “All squadron leaders, this is Kip Armstrong.  There are too many ships to track.  Target a group of enemy fighters and mark them with your insignia.  Eliminate all ships marked by other squadrons from your view.  Good hunting everyone.” 
 
    The squadrons sprinted out in every direction in a mad rush to locate their assigned squadron and destroy it.  Due to the sensor recalibration, they were literally ignoring everything else in their path.  The good news was that they were now spaced out a little better.  The bad news was that they failed to notice the enemy’s formation change until it was too late. 
 
    Gus Swanson radioed Kip and said, “They are changing formation.” 
 
    Kip’s squadron had charged ahead and had almost reached his assigned enemy squadron.  They were located directly in the middle of the UEN formation.  Kip had been focusing on maneuvering around all of the other squadrons and hadn’t noticed the change until Gus mentioned it to him.   
 
    Kip readjusted his scanner and the fighter immediately whispered the enemy formation change to him.  They went from one big spread out blob to three independent blobs.  Even though the formation was huge, he instantly recognized the now infamous over-under maneuver. 
 
    This time though the enemy changed their tactics.  Just before beginning their loop, all fighters fired three guided missiles into the area directly in front of the middle group.  Four thousand missiles saturated the entire area and overwhelmed the UEN fighters located there. 
 
    Kip immediately recognized he was in serious trouble.  His fighter had been targeted by 13 missiles.  Even with the enhanced connection to his fighter, there was no possible way that he could avoid that many missiles.   
 
    He fired three guided missiles in the general direction of his assigned enemy squadron and ejected.  He activated the emergency beacon that broadcast his position to the fleet. 
 
    His ejection pod shot up and away from the melee.  The enemy missiles ignored him, though his fighter was no so lucky.  It was hammered with multiple shots and was completely destroyed.  Kip’s connection with the fighter was severed the moment he ejected.   
 
    Now free of the fighter’s calming effect, Kip released an expletive bound tirade that loosely translated as “Oops, the enemy outsmarted me.  Gosh, I probably should have planned that attack a little better.  Perhaps we should have practiced large scale fighter engagements.  I am such an ignoramus.  If I live through this we will focus on this aspect a little more.”  
 
    Kip refocused his attention on his immediate surroundings.  He was currently flying out of control away from the battle and everything else in this system.  He activated the emergency power generator and thrust module.  Kip aligned the thrust in the opposite direction of his forward motion.  He began slowly decelerating.  It would take him around twenty minutes to come to a complete stop.     
 
    Once he stopped he could then fly back to the fleet.  The module did not contain landing gear so once he got back he would be at someone else’s mercy to come and retrieve him. 
 
    Kip next checked his food, water, and air status.  The module contained a spare oxygen generation unit that could provide up to twenty days of air.  It also contained a two week supply of food and water.  He was set for two weeks.  He hoped he wouldn’t need it. 
 
    Most frustrating perhaps, the pod did not contain a scanning system or display module.  He had absolutely no idea how the battle was going.  Kip sat back in his chair and prepared for a long wait. 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Gus couldn’t believe it.  The enemy toasted 300 UEN fighters with their initial missile launch.  It was difficult to tell for certain, but it appeared that almost every pilot in the danger area realized that he was overwhelmed and ejected before the missiles arrived. 
 
    Their initial fighter advantage was gone.  Further, the enemy at least appeared to be semi-organized and they weren’t.  They were roughly spread out in a horizontal line – well now two horizontal lines with a giant gap in the middle.   
 
    Even though they still had approximately the same number of fighters (1,320 vs 1,332) the 300 fighters on both ends were now horribly out of position and wouldn’t be able to engage the enemy this pass.   
 
    Gus scanned the immediate area around him and located the nine fighter squadrons nearest him.  He set up an inter squadron channel with them. 
 
    Gus said, “All fighters, we are forming a new group.  Forget your initial assignments.  Focus instead on the bottom wave.  We will nail them as they loop up.” 
 
    Gus swooped down and slightly to the left.  He flew toward the on-coming wave for a few seconds.  He targeted the one nearest him and fired a dummy missile at it.  The missile struck the fighter directly in the pilot chair and disintegrated it.  He quickly targeted a second fighter and fired another missile at it.  That one was also destroyed. 
 
    Gus located a third and fourth and easily destroyed them as well.  He then scanned the broad area with as high a resolution as possible.  As far as he could tell, all 440 fighters in the bottom wave had been destroyed and they hadn’t lost a single fighter. 
 
    They were now well past the top and middle enemy wave.  Gus led the fighter group through as tight as loop as possible and raced back to the melee.  If they sustained this acceleration they would be able to catch the enemy before they reached the warships.   
 
    Gus watched as 300 UEN fighters that had been directly to the left of the killing field swooped in from the left.  They caught the enemy’s middle wave just as it passed.  These fighters were already trying to dodge the on-coming missiles from the doomed UEN fighters and as a result were caught completely by surprise.  The UEN fighters passed left to right and destroyed all 440 enemy fighters. 
 
    Gus reprogrammed his scanner to search for enemy fighters.  He found that there were still 220 fighters left in the top row.  They were still aligned in 11 rows of 20 fighters.  He briefly wondered what happened to the other half of the wave. 
 
    The top half wave completed their loop down.  As they were turning back they got caught between Gus’s formation, the formation left swooping formation, and another right swooping formation.  Each UEN fighter fired two computer guided missiles in rapid succession.   
 
    The 220 remaining enemy fighters were targeted by just over 1600 missiles and were completely destroyed.  In essence they used the enemy’s opening move against them.  The fighter battle was now over.   
 
    Gus scanned the general area.  Both the UEN and the Hiriculan capital ships had jumped away.  He knew that was standard practice to avoid a missile barrage while in open space.  He also knew that they would be returning soon. 
 
    Further, there were hundreds of escape pods littering the entire area.  Gus ordered the fighters nearest to the escape pods to go chase them down and retrieve them.  He told the others to reorganize by squadrons and wait for the capital ships to return.  One group of UEN fighters was well away from the battle area and his sensor sweep missed them. 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    In a complete and utter non-surprise, the UEN fleet reappeared exactly 30 seconds later.  They exited hyperspace exactly where they intended – which was, on the whole, not surprising.   
 
    If there was anything surprising about the jump it was that one of battleships was missing.  However, that wasn’t truly surprising either since the aforementioned ship was not supposed to be there.   
 
    “Were there any surprises?” Solear asked. 
 
    “Checking now,” Jud White, one his staff members, replied.  He added, “The Icehammer is not here.  Hopefully Russ made it past the blockade.” 
 
    Solear nodded and replied, “The plan should work, provided the enemy commander reacted as he is supposed to react.”  
 
    Arean replied, “Switching subjects, the fighter status update worked to some degree.  I was able to deduce that we lost 300 fighters in the initial moments of the battle.  I will have to collect data from every fighter and pilot interview to gain a full picture of the battle though.” 
 
    Solear nodded in understanding.  He demanded that they perform a full status check on every system of every ship and verify that everything was okay.  They also actively scanned the immediate area to make sure that nothing had inadvertently followed them through hyperspace.   
 
    Once again he was aware that his Human staff wanted him to jump back to the fray faster than Alliance dogma dictated.   Solear smiled when he once again realized that he was following a military procedure from a military that no longer existed.  Still though, the fact the regulation no longer existed didn’t mean that wasn’t a good one and shouldn’t be followed. 
 
    The checks usually took about three minutes to complete.  Solear displayed the fleet on the main monitor and colored the ships mocha.  As each ship reported in he changed the color to lavender.  Right around the three minute mark the eight battleships and eighteen destroyers turned lavender.   
 
    They kept waiting – four minutes, then five.  None of the Earth cruisers had reported yet.  Solear again scolded himself about calling them Earth cruisers.  Darn it, they were just cruisers.  No, he corrected himself, something was wrong with the ships built on Earth.  In this case calling them Earth cruisers was completely appropriate. 
 
    Solear said, “Find out what is wrong with the Earth cruisers.” 
 
    The cruiser Madison contacted the command bridge.  Its captain reported, “Admiral Solear, we are having difficulty calibrating our hyper bubble.  It has been operating perfectly on the long jumps, but the short one messed it up somehow.  Engineering is investigating and trying to correct the issue, but at the moment we cannot jump short distances.” 
 
    Solear responded, “I thought you performed a micro jump as part of the initial ship commissioning.” 
 
    “We did,” the captain responded.  “It worked perfectly at the time.  Now it does not.” 
 
    “What is the minimum that you can jump?” Solear asked. 
 
    The captain looked off-screen for a moment.  He looked back and said, “The minimum the system will accept is a three minute jump.” 
 
    Solear acknowledged the report and verified that the other cruisers were being affected by the same condition.  They were.   
 
    Specifically, the space-warping interferometer was inducing a relative phase shift between the split beams in the antimatter chamber.  As a result the magnitude of the phase shift created by the change in apparent path length was not sufficient.  
 
    “So,” Jud summarized, “Long jumps good, short jumps bad.” 
 
    Solear looked over at Arean.  Arean said, “No, we can’t fix it here.”  He mentally added ‘we probably can’t fix it anywhere’.   
 
    Arean continued, “The hyper bubbles will require a full calibration and magnetic interference retuning.” 
 
    They had now been there for nine minutes.  Solear knew that they needed to get back to the battle.  He couldn’t abandon the fighters.  He also couldn’t abandon the cruisers.  He slammed his palms down on the control board in frustration. 
 
    Jud said, “Admiral, I have a solution.  Tell the cruisers to jump three minutes farther, then turn around and jump 3 ½ minutes back.” 
 
    Solear did some quick math.  The cruisers would take 68 minutes to complete the additional jump.  It was the best solution that anyone could come up.  Hopefully, the temporary loss of one quarter of their fleet wouldn’t be a problem.   
 
    Solear said, “Excellent work Jud.  Inform the cruisers of the plan.  Order all ships to jump.”  He smiled.  He had actually managed to not say Earth. 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    “Welcome everyone,” Arean stated. 
 
    Solear, Kip, Gus, and Ace were seated at the conference room table.  So too was the captain of the Warhammer.  The other 34 ship captains had joined the conference remotely.   
 
    The partial fleet jumped back to their original location; about 10 million kilometers from the entryway of the Opron – Influenla hyperspace lane.  They performed a full scan of the immediate area and found that their fighters were now guarding the entryway.  Further, the enemy fleet was gone.  The entryway was now theirs. 
 
    The fleet accelerated to .001 light and flew the short distance to the hyperspace lane.  They stationed the capital ships in the exact same spot that the Hiriculans had just occupied.  Solear felt a little silly using that location, but it was the best place to guard the lane.   
 
    A little over an hour later they were joined by the nine wayward cruisers.  Fortunately, they had had no difficulty with the two longer jumps.  Unfortunately, they couldn’t think of a way to resolve the issue. 
 
    Solear reallocated the remaining fighters among the ships.  Basically, he stripped one squadron from all of the cruisers, totaling 180 fighters.  .Six of the eighteen destroyers only received one squadron, equaling the 300 total fighters that had been lost. 
 
    Arean approached the main monitor and said, “Let us begin the after action meeting.  First, the plan worked successfully.  The enemy fleet jumped away a moment before our fleet did.  As a result, Russ Brand and the Icehammer were able to successfully jump around the gravity zone and through the hyperspace lane.” 
 
    Arean pointed to the countdown clock.  Arean said, “If all goes well they should be able to retrieve the rest of the fleet and return here in 13 hours.  Our goal is simple.  We have to hold this position until he returns.”  
 
    Everyone clapped.  It was indeed good news.  Arean continued, “Now we will conduct a full review of the fighters’ performance.” 
 
    Arean showed a recreation of the fighter battle.  It was … unimpressive to say the least.  The enemy fighters fired a massive wave of missiles directly in front of them.  Fortunately, the enemy fighters were actually the victims of their initial success – they proceeded to perform the double loop maneuver in a region of space that was completely devoid of UEN fighters.   
 
    It appeared that the enemy also had difficulty tracking large numbers of fighters.  They were clearly focused solely on the fighters immediately in front of them and ignored everyone to the side.  They stayed in formation and did not deviate from their loop in the slightest; even when fighters around them were getting killed. 
 
    Arean summarized, “The logical conclusion was that the enemy must have detuned their sensors just like our fighters did.  They were probably only focused on the fighters directly in front of them and completely missed the fact that they were being outmaneuvered.” 
 
    Gus replied, “So were we at the beginning of the battle.  Oh well, at least our chaotic attack may have actually helped us after the initial losses.”  
 
    Solear looked at Kip and said, “We need to practice flying in massive formations and find a way to counter or at least minimize the effect of the sensor loss.  I am certain that the next time we fight a large scale battle the Hiriculans will have found a way to increase their sensor effectivity.” 
 
    Kip nodded in agreement.  He had already reached the same conclusion while drifting in his life pod. 
 
    They then watched the Hiriculan fleet reappear, eighteen cruisers get destroyed, and the fleet disappear again.  So far they hadn’t returned.  Solear doubted that they would in the next thirteen hours. 
 
    Solear commented, “Excellent work gentlemen.   Your attack gave us the time we need to retrieve the ships.” 
 
    Arean motioned for everyone to stand up.  He said, “We destroyed 1,336 fighters and 18 cruisers.  There were no survivors among the enemy combatants, meaning 1,876 Hiriiculans and Neto were killed in the battle.  The UEN lost 300 fighters.  All 300 pilots ejected, but two were killed because they were too close to their fighters when they were destroyed.  The remaining 298 pilots were rescued.” 
 
    Arean said, “Let us give us a moment of silence for our dead pilots.” 
 
    Solear summarized, “Despite your feelings to the contrary, we won this battle decisively.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
     “No,” Jim Donovan said.  “We can’t risk it.  We need to stay here and guard the entryway to the hyperspace lane.” 
 
    Larry stood up and moved his torso in a weird combination shrug and muscle flex.  Paul was a big, muscular man, but even he looked small compared to the former offensive lineman.  Larry sat back down.  He was frustrated, but he knew that he couldn’t let it show too much. 
 
    Larry said, “You told us the story about how you insisted that Solear go to Influenla and rescue … the Alliance soldiers being held prisoner on the Spindle Station.”  He had almost said ‘a bunch of aliens’ but had stopped himself in time.  
 
    “That was different,” Jim argued.  He wasn’t sure at this point how it was different, but it was different somehow.  
 
    “Nemo resideo,” Paul said. 
 
    Jim looked at him.  It was clear Paul was using his extensive vocabulary for effect.  Generally when Paul became nervous he tended to use big words.  This time though Paul didn’t look nervous. 
 
    Paul repeated, “Nemo resideo.  It’s Latin for leave no one behind.” 
 
    He paused for a moment and continued, “The phrase is often attributed to the US military, specifically the Army Rangers who have the saying ‘I will never leave a fallen comrade to fall into the hands of the enemy’ as part of their creed.  However, the saying dates back at least to Roman times and is quite possibly as old as warfare itself.” 
 
    Jim sighed heavily and said, “What do we know?” 
 
    Larry responded, “The Hiriculans scrubbed most of the computer core from the captured cruiser.  However, they forgot to clear the communication log.  I searched through the log and found several interesting references to Jenny Sledgehammer.” 
 
    Jim said, “Give me the full report.  Let’s review every message.” 
 
    Larry said, “The first says they captured a Human named Jenna Dogpound in Conron who was flying in a stolen Advranki mini-freighter and masquerading as a Solarian under the fake name Ella Songbird.” 
 
    Larry: “Here is a second stating they took her to the Spindle Station.  Then there is a third stating that they transferred her from there to the military.  It is unclear exactly where she was sent – the words used translate to command center.” 
 
    Paul added, “The battleship that we let go communicated directly with the military space station.  That appears to be their command center.” 
 
    Larry said, “There is a final one stating that she is going to be transferred to a civilian court to stand trial for murder.” 
 
    Paul added, “We need to hurry.  We have to rescue her before she is transferred.”  
 
    Jim asked, “How sure are you that she is there?” 
 
    Larry said, “60/80.  Honestly, I have a good feeling about this.”   
 
    He noticed that everyone was looking at him rather strangely.  He thought for a moment and realized that his percentages didn’t add up to 100 percent.  Nor did they make any sense for that matter.   
 
    He added, “Based on the communication between the battleship and the military station, I believe it is very likely that she is there.  I think the odds are between 60 and 80 percent that she is on the station.” 
 
    Jim said, “Thank you.  Next subject, the military stations are heavily shielded.  How do you propose that we get aboard? 
 
    Dave, Jim’s other assistant, said, “We could send a mini-freighter to the station with someone hidden between the inner and outer hulls.  He could then sneak aboard the station and deactivate the shield generators. 
 
    Jim said, “Like the first Death Star.” 
 
    Dave said, “Well, we have their codes from the cruiser we captured.  We could use the code to trick them into letting us land.  Then the marines could jump out and blow-up the shield generator.” 
 
    Jim said, “Like the second Death Star.” 
 
    Paul said, “I know how to do it, but you aren’t going to like it.”  He then proceeded to tell them how they could do it. 
 
    Jim replied, “You’re right, I don’t like it.” 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Thiad’bo raced through the corridors of the space station.  She couldn’t wait to tell the other students her unbelievable news.   
 
    The approximately 100 students were broken into five classes based on natural ability and training.  Generally, one started at the lowest level and progressively mastered each class.  When they finished the fifth, they graduated and were considered master chefs.   
 
    Thiad’bo had been placed in the fourth level.  It was quite an honor and a testament to her already considerable culinary skill.  She was only the sixth student in the school’s history to be placed so highly.  The instructor had insisted on hanging her picture on their wall of fame during the first day of class. 
 
    She reached her class and ran inside.  She stopped, put her hands on her legs and panted in exhaustion.  Finally she straightened back out and smiled. 
 
    “Well,” her instructor asked. 
 
    Thiad’bo replied, “It was awesome!  I can’t believe how much fun it was to make a space float.  And Admiral Lopeq’la loved it.  He said I should go float myself more often.” 
 
    The other students clapped in appreciation.  It was one of those underhanded efforts where one only puts forth a minimal effort to smack one’s palms together.  Each student only touched their hands together three or four times and probably only made solid contact once.  The effort was just enough to convince anyone checking the monitors afterward that they had indeed clapped.  
 
    “Well done,” the instructor said.  “Please take your seat.  We will begin with today’s lesson with the proper way to decorate a soufflé…” 
 
    “Wait,” Thiad’bo interrupted.  “The lost fleet is here in Opron.  They attacked and destroyed some of the warships guarding the Trilon entrance.” 
 
    “Wow,” the one of the students intoned.  He continued, “I thought that Solear did not have a crew for his fleet.” 
 
    Thiad’bo continued.  “Apparently Admiral Solear went to Earth and either recruited or possibly kidnapped enough Humans to fill his entire fleet.” 
 
    “Well,” a different student said.  “It is great to hear that you managed to locate the lost fleet while personally catering for yet another admiral.  I am certain the Navy appreciates that.  Hopefully, that was the end of the update?”   
 
    (He strung out the word ‘great’ for added insincerity.  It wasn’t a Tony the Tiger ‘Greaaat!’ it was more of a monotone greaaat.) 
 
    “No,” Thiad’bo responded.  “Admiral Lopeq’la is leaving to go fight them.  He requested that we prepare lunches for the departing troops.” 
 
    This time the applause was genuine and heartfelt.  The class was thrilled to be given the opportunity to make sandwiches and fruit cups.  The instructor even intended to toss in her specialty – fried sea moss chips. 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Paul Smith double checked that his mobile powered suit was powered and ready to go.  He checked that his Gatling gun was ready to fire and his giant sword was within easy reach.  He verified that the other ten marines in the shuttle were also ready to go. 
 
    Jim Donovan had grudgingly approved his plan and told him to organize an away team to secure the station and search for Jenny.   
 
    Paul knew that Jim would be angry if he found out that he was personally leading the mission. As the general in charge of the entire UEN Space Marine Corps he probably should be on the command bridge.  That said, marines were fighters first and Paul firmly believed his place was beside his men.  In this case it was definitely better to beg for forgiveness than ask for permission.  
 
    There were 75 marines spread throughout the 12 ships in Fleet 1.  Well, there were 76 total if Paul counted himself.  All 76 marines were currently crammed inside six transports.  Paul had initially planned to only use 5 transports and stack the troops in like sardines.   
 
    Jim Donovan overrode that decision because he insisted that a communications specialist join the team.  In the end both Larry and Dave had insisted on going and Paul had been forced to add a sixth transport to the mission. 
 
    Paul’s headset chimed.  He said, “Go ahead.” 
 
    Jim responded, “Are the marines ready?” 
 
    “Yes sir.”  He paused for a fraction of a second because he almost used the word ‘we’ to describe who was on the transport.  He mentally corrected himself and continued, “Everyone is loaded on the transports and ready to go.  
 
    Jim said, “We transition to real space in 20 seconds.  You are cleared to launch immediately after the fighters.  Good luck, you’re going to need it.” 
 
    Paul said, “Don’t worry; this plan is just crazy enough to work.” 
 
    Jim supposed there was some truth to that statement.  Over the last two years, the logical plans always seemed to fail while the crazy ones seemed to succeed.  Based on the sheer craziness of this plan, the mission should be a rousing success. 
 
    Fleet 1 slammed into the edge of the system’s gravity and was rudely thrown back into real space.  Jim felt the Starhammer shimmy and shake in the violent gravity wake caused by their forced re-entry.  They had just completed a series of three micro jumps around the southwest corner of the Opron system.  They were now as close as they could possibly get to military station.  
 
    Again, the Spindle Station and all of the supporting stations were clustered tightly together.  They were located beside the entry to the Opron – Conron hyperspace lane.  The actual location had been carefully planned to be as accessible as possible while also being as defensible as possible.   
 
    Specifically, at .01 light, it was approximately a 30 minute trip from the hyperspace lane exit to the Spindle Station.  The first half of that trip was outside the gravity field of the system and the second half was inside the gravity field.  
 
    The fleet was traveling at .08 light and began braking immediately upon reentry.  At this frenetic speed the trip from the edge of the gravity field to the station would only take 2 ½ minutes to complete.  
 
    The fleet fired a full round of 162 shield buster missiles within a second of arriving.  The entire salvo was directed at a point beside the main hangar entryway.  There was almost no chance of lowering the permeable shield that surrounded the actual opening; therefore their only chance of getting into the hangar bay was to blow a hole beside it. 
 
    They also launched their entire complement of 540 fighters.  Once again, Jim held back the second squadron on the cruisers.  That was a secret they were saving for another time.  The fighters could only launch two at a time due to the fleet’s high speed and deceleration.  It was simply too dangerous to launch them four at a time.  As a result it took two minutes and 18 seconds to launch the fighters.   
 
    The 162 missile salvo hit the military space station in the exact spot that they were aiming for.  This wasn’t particularly difficult as the station was stationary and there were no defensive lasers or missiles blocking their path.  The missiles splattered against the massive shield.  The shield was significantly weakened in that area, but net damage was negligible and the shied quickly regenerated back to full strength.   
 
    The engineers reviewed the scans from the initial salvo and calculated the rate of shield loss and corresponding recovery.  They only had a few seconds to make the required calculations. 
 
    “Well?” Jim asked.   
 
    The lead engineer responded, “162 missiles caused an 11% shield loss.  The plan should work, in theory anyway.” 
 
    The fleet sped past the 11 Hiriculan ships guarding the general area.  The Hiriculan fleet was caught completely by surprise and just let the UEN ships fly past unopposed.  The ships continued braking as hard as possible and began a long turn back toward the station. 
 
    The fighters gathered into a massive squadron of 60 rows of 9 fighters.  As they passed the station each fighter in each row fired three shield buster missiles at the same spot.  The 27 missiles exploded and weakened the shields slightly in the target area.  Row after row after row of fighters also fired 27 missiles at the exact same spot. 
 
    The stations shields flared and withered under the repeated pounding.  After the 54th row passed the shields finally went down for good.  The next four rows fired shield busters at the station’s now exposed shield emitters.  They destroyed the three covering that particular section.  The final two rows fired a total of 18 ship buster missiles at the hull of the station. 
 
    The ship buster missiles blasted a huge hole in the outer hull.  Three missiles flew through the hole and impacted the inner hull.  The inner hull buckled and cracked open, exposing the entire hangar bay to open space. 
 
    The seven transports followed the fighters.  Each transport fired a ship buster missile at the exposed area.  All seven flew through the huge gap in the outer hull and exploded against the inner hull.  They had opened a hole in the side of the station big enough to drive a transport through. 
 
     The transports then flew through the aforementioned hole and skidded to a stop on the hangar bay floor.  The marines leaped out of the back of the transports and secured the hangar bay.  This was relatively easy since the bay was no longer pressurized and everyone that had been standing on the deck had been blasted to bits, sucked out into outer space, or suffocated to death. 
 
    Klaxons were sounding throughout the station and a voice was repeating itself.  Paul could have asked the computer to translate it from Hiriculan to Associate Basic, but he didn’t bother.  He figured it said something like ‘there is a large hole in the side of the station’.   
 
    At the moment they were trapped in the hangar bay because the blast doors had closed when the computer detected an air leak.  They could use a liberal amount of combination 4 and blow the blast doors, but that would depressurize another part of the station and cause yet another set of doors to close.  They needed to open the blast door, not depressurize the entire station. 
 
    The marines hustled over to the gap and covered it with several layers of cellophane.  They duck taped the edges and made sure there were no gaps.  As soon as they completed the task the claxon stopped and the blast doors automatically opened. 
 
    The moment the blast door opened thirty HAS units ambled through it and opened fire.  They really didn’t stop and aim, they basically just began firing at everything.  Paul shooed the unarmored technicians back into the transport. 
 
    The marines split into their original fifteen teams of five and charged the on-coming horde.  Two soldiers got caught in the initial cross-fire and went down.  The rest power jumped across the hangar bay and landed among the HAS units. 
 
    The Hiriculan units had more armor, better shields, and higher powered beam weapons than the mobile power suits (MPS) favored by the marines.  The HAS units were over seven feet (2.1 meters) tall.  They were sleek and smooth and were painted a deep, beautiful shade of teal that really made them stand out in a crowd. 
 
    The MPS (generally pronounced empees) meanwhile were poorly shielded, had no weapons, and looked like a mad scientist had bolted random pieces of steel to the soldier.  The unit wasn’t painted or color coordinated and was only as tall as the person wearing it.  The MPS may be ugly, but they were fast – very fast.  Plus, the wearer carried a giant sword and had a quick grab Gatling gun attached to his back. 
 
    The closest marine slid under an ion cannon blast.  As he slid by, he sliced off both of the Hriiculan’s legs off.  The HAS unit fell to the ground and the Hiriculan trapped inside rapidly bled to death. 
 
    Another marine made a massive jab and skewered three HAS units.  A few others fired their Gatling guns at both sides of the enemy formation.  The bullets sped through the shields and chewed through the armor.  A quarter second later the bullets penetrated the suit and shredded the Hirculans inside.  Their blood and guts spewed over the general area. 
 
    Yet another threw his sword in a swinging motion like a scythe and decapitated a HAS unit.  The remaining HAS units were quickly overwhelmed.  A moment later the battle was over and all 30 Hiriculans were dead. 
 
    Paul raced out of the transport and power jumped to the two fallen soldiers.  He grabbed one in each arm and dragged them back to the relative safety of the transport.  He checked each soldier.   
 
    The first said, “The blast just melted my suit.  I’m fine otherwise.” 
 
    Paul realized that they hadn’t packed any replacement suits.  He took his MPS off and gave it to the soldier.   
 
    The second was not quite so lucky.  The blast had welded part of the suit to the marine’s arm.  His arm was broken.  Paul took off all of the armor that could be safely removed.  The marine looked something like a man with a steel cast on his arm.  Paul ordered him to stay there and guard the transports.  There was little else the man could do with a fractured arm.  
 
    The marines broke into firing teams and exited the hangar bay.  They began exploring the first level.  The teams went room to room.  Each room showed evidence of occupation, but no one was in it.  They searched the entire level and did not find a single being.  The same was true with the second and third level.  No one was present anywhere. 
 
     Paul stayed in the hangar bay with the communications specialists.  He marked each room when it was confirmed that there were no hostiles.  They quickly cleared levels one through four.   
 
    Paul was growing concerned.  There was no evidence of a launch or escape pods leaving the station.  However, they couldn’t find anyone on the station.   
 
    Finally, one of the marines called Paul and said, “General, we found them.  They have barricaded themselves behind a massive door.  The door is locked from the inside and is independently shielded.  I am not sure that we can blow it without killing everyone inside.” 
 
    Smart move, Paul thought.  The Hiriculans had probably entered the safe room when the station lost air pressure.  Now, they were staying in there.  Smart move, Paul repeated.  We can’t get to them and they certainly aren’t going to come out and engage us. 
 
    Paul replied, “I want one team to stand guard in the corridor.  Shoot anyone that attempts to leave.” 
 
    Paul looked at Larry and said, “Okay, the station is ours.  Where are the prisoner cells?” 
 
    Larry shrugged.  His massive frame drooped down in resignation.  He responded, “I don’t know.  Without a schematic of the station we will have to open every door and look inside.” 
 
    Janes found an information station and said, “Computer, where are the prisoners located?” 
 
    The computer responded in Associate Basic 
 
    …A thousand apologies.  This computer is unable to process commands given in Associate Basic.  Please give your command in either Hiriculan or Neto… 
 
    Paul looked at Dave.  This time Dave shrugged.  He thought for a moment and said, “Computer, please translate the following sentence to Hiriculan and then input it as a command.  Where are the prisoners located?” 
 
    Paul looked at him and said, “That isn’t going to work.” 
 
    …Any and all military prisoners are housed on level 7… 
 
    Dave grinned; he was clearly proud of his ability to outwit the computer.  This was especially true after Paul had just teased him about it. 
 
    Paul called a fire team to their location.  The combined group stepped on to the main electro lift.  Paul saw what appeared to function like buttons.  There were Hiriculan words listed next to each one.  Paul adjusted his communication pad such that he could take a picture of the words.  He then asked the computer for a translation. 
 
    …Level 1 main hangar bay, level 2 store-room, level 3 administration, level 4, housing, level 5 hydroponics, level 6 executive, level 7 culinary… 
 
    There were several more levels, but Paul didn’t bother to translate them.  He pressed the button and they rode the main electro lift up seven levels.  They exited and looked around.  This section of the station looked completely different – so much so that Paul said, “Something looks different.” 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement.  Finally Dave said, “This doesn’t look military for some reason.  The colors on the wall are different.  The flooring is different.  I don’t know, maybe this is a civilian section for families or something.” 
 
    Paul said, “Spread out, search room by room.” 
 
    They walked to the end of the corridor and into a control room.  The room was deserted and didn’t appear to be used very often.  Paul walked over to the nearest control panel and suddenly stopped.  He was about to try to activate one of the screens, but realized that he should let the experts do it.  He backed away and motioned for one of the communications specialists to replace him. 
 
    Both Larry and Dave took separate terminals.  They both pushed buttons and pressed palm pads.  Nothing happened.  Dave said, “It looks like only someone with access to the system can access it.” 
 
    Both Larry and Paul looked at him.  Dave said, “What I meant was, it appears the control panel can only be activated by someone with adequate clearance.” 
 
    One of the marines contacted Paul and said, “We found something.  You need to come here right away.” 
 
    Paul took a couple of steps backward and exited the chamber.  Larry followed him.  Dave felt silly standing by himself in a control room with inactive controls, so he went as well.  Besides, while on a hostile alien space station it was better to stand next to a group of armored marines than all alone in an empty room. 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    “What was that?” one of the students asked. 
 
    The station shook slightly.  It jostled the drink resting on the corner of Thiad’bo’s desk and almost tipped it over.  She grabbed it and moved it to the center of her work area.  She continued to hold it between her hands. 
 
    The instructor responded, “The Navy probably dropped a large piece of steel or accidentally banged into the side of the station.  It happens from time to time.”  She smiled politely. 
 
    The station shook again.  A moment later it shook significantly.  Several students’ drinks fell and spilled all over the floor.  A second later there was another thud caused from another drink falling on the floor. 
 
    Thiad’bo spun around and looked back at the student behind her.  She saw his hand moving back from the edge of his desk.  He looked at her and grinned broadly. 
 
    “What was that?” the same student asked again. 
 
    The instructor replied, “It felt like we were just hit by a meteor shower.”  She waited a moment.  There was no further shaking.  She continued, “It seems to have passed now.” 
 
    He raised his hand and said, “Instructor, unfortunately the station’s jostling ruined my drink before I had to chance to even try it.”  He swept his hand around to show the large number of glasses on the floor.  He continued, “It appears that many of my classmates’ drinks have suffered the same fate.” 
 
    Another student said, “I was so looking forward to savoring the berry fruit blast.  This is an absolute tragedy.”   
 
    The instructor said, “Thaid’bo, would you be so kind to make another batch this evening.  It sounds like your fellow students are really upset that they did not get to try it.” 
 
    Thiad’bo smiled politely and responded that she would be thrilled to remake the drink.  Secretly though she fumed.  The drink took over four hours to make and her classmates had had plenty of time to catch them before they fell.  Instead they had just wasted them, apparently to force her to spend another evening remaking the drink.   
 
    She turned back around and glared at her classmates.  Several of them made rude hand gestures below the table in response. 
 
    A couple of minutes later the station shimmied again.  A moment later it started violently shaking.  The vibration increased to the point where the instructor had to sit down and grab the sides of her chair.  Thiad’bo grabbed her desk and used it to steady herself. 
 
    The vibration got steadily worse until the whole station felt like it was shaking.  Then the vibration suddenly stopped.  It was replaced by a series of massive explosions.  The klaxon sounded and the barricade doors beside the electro lift slammed shut.   
 
    “We lost air pressure,” one of the students said. 
 
    Another one added, “The meteor shower must have penetrated the shields and opened a portion of the hull to space.” 
 
    “Everyone stay calm,” the instructor said.  “The blast doors have sealed off this level from the affected area and we are in no danger of suffocating.  I am certain that the repair crews will have the issue resolved momentarily.” 
 
    It wasn’t momentarily, but sure enough a few minutes later the warning lights turned off and the blast door reopened.  Thiad’bo was relieved.  She had spent the majority of her life living on space stations and it was easy to forget that they were only one major catastrophe away from suffocation or decompression. 
 
    “Okay class, any final questions before we dismiss for the day?” the instructor asked. 
 
    One student responded, “Yes can you review how to create micro-fractures in ice?  I think I understand it, but I just wanted to …” 
 
    He stopped midsentence because the door burst open and a strange being walked inside.  It was impossibly tall and incredibly strong and was wearing ill-fitting suit of what could possibly be called power armor.  It looked like something a child would make with a toy erector set.  It said something in heavily accented Associate Basic. 
 
    The being then pointed a strange weapon at the class and said, “Don’t move.”  He must have realized that he had used an improper conjugation because he repeated, “Do not move.  Stay where you are.  You will not be harmed if you remain in your seat.” 
 
    The strange being swung the weird weapon thing back and forth as if to emphasize that the opposite was true – they would be harmed if they moved.   
 
    Thiad’bo figured that it must be some sort of weapon, but it wasn’t like any that she had seen before.  She doubted that it could hurt her.  However, the being brandishing the weapon clearly thought it would - based on the way the being was slowly swinging it back and forth. 
 
    She corrected herself – the silly armor and useless weapon could only mean one thing.  The being standing in front of her was a Human. 
 
    Three other Humans walked into the room.  These three were not wearing armor.  She was stunned when she realized just how big and strong the Humans actually were.  It was terrifying.  She recalled hearing rumors that Humans ate other races.   
 
    She had always doubted those rumors as mere fiction, but now that she had actually seen a Human in real life she could believe it.  She hoped that if she was going to be on the menu that they had a great chef.  The thought of personally tasting bad disgusted her. 
 
    One of them was carrying a tiny version of the crazy weapon in his huge hand.  She shrugged, if the huge weapon was useless, then the tiny one must be more useless.  She wondered why he even carried it.  The Human with the tiny gun talked to the Human with the big gun for a couple of minutes. 
 
    Finally, the unarmored Human turned around and addressed the class.  He said, “Which one of you speaks Associate Basic the best?” 
 
    Most of the students pointed at Thiad’bo.  They all did it in an underhanded way that wasn’t apparently obvious.  The large Human said to the enormous Human, “Grab her.” 
 
    The behemoth walked toward her.  It only took him two paces to cover the distance from the front of the room to her table.  His massive hand reached out and grabbed the smart suit behind her neck.  He formed his hand into a fist with the fabric in the middle.   
 
    The Human’s fist bunched up her smart suit at the top and stretched it across her chest.  The fabric moved a little to compensate, but it was still painful.  She briefly wondered if the stretched fabric made her chest look bigger.   
 
    The Human effortlessly lifted her out of her chair.  He held her at arm’s length in front of him.  The large Human started walking away and the other Humans started following him.  She couldn’t believe that he had literally grabbed her with one hand and was actually carrying her out of the room like an infant. 
 
    She tried to calm down.  The Human had asked about Associate Basic.  Clearly he wanted to talk to her – hopefully it wasn’t about how to serve Hiriculans.   
 
    They walked down to the end of the hallway and into the control room.  Thiad’bo was amazed at how easily the big Human could carry her.  Well, she was amazed in general just how big and thick they were.  The third one was significantly shorter than the other two, but he was still much taller and stronger than she was. 
 
    She deduced that the Human with the small weapon was in charge.  He pointed to a console and said, “Drop her over there.” 
 
    Sure enough, a moment later the Human swung her a little and tossed her through the air and in front of the console.  She tried to grab the console, but missed and fell down on the floor.  She quickly stood back up and stepped away from the console.  It was now abundantly clear that they wanted her to activate the control panel.  She decided that after the rude treatment she wasn’t going to help them. 
 
    The Human in charge said, “Hello, my name is Paul.”  He pointed left and right and said, “That is Dave and that is Larry.  What do they call you?” 
 
    “Thiad’bo,” she offered.  Even being thrown around was no reason to be impolite.” 
 
    Paul pointed to the console with the weapon and said, “Thiad’bo, I need you to turn on that console for me.” 
 
    She replied, “No.  I am a Hiriculan citizen and you cannot make me.”   
 
    Honestly, what could they do to her?  They could stun her, but then she would be asleep.  According to the Interstellar Diplomatic Accord 123.44.456 paragraph 17, sub section 4 enemy combatants were not allowed to physically touch civilians during an interrogation.  She was prepared to recite the exact passage – well she was prepared to ask the computer to do it. 
 
    Further, she doubted that they had the technology to read her mind or the drugs to induce her into action.  In summary, they really weren’t allowed to anything except threaten her.  
 
    The Human in the power armor said, “We don’t have time for this.” 
 
    Paul looked at a strange device attached to his wrist and replied, “You’re right.  We don’t.” 
 
    She couldn’t understand why they were speaking Associate Basic to each other.  She also couldn’t understand why they spoke the language so poorly.  She decided to ask them during the next lull in the conversation. 
 
    Paul pointed the weapon thingy at her and said, “Activate it, now.” 
 
    She couldn’t believe how deep and commanding his voice was.  She almost did it just because he said it so forcefully.  She didn’t though.  Instead she took another step away from the console and repeated, “You cannot make me.” 
 
    The Human moved the weapon slightly down and activated it.  The weapon produced a noise so loud that she thought it was going to burst her ear drums.  For an instant she thought that was what the weapon did – make a painful noise.  
 
    A micro second later she felt a searing pain in her leg.  It was by far the worst pain that she had ever felt in her life.  She instantly lost her balance and fell heavily to the floor.  She started screaming at the top of her lungs.  She screamed and screamed and screamed. 
 
    She screamed for a full 30 seconds and eventually stopped.  The pain was still there and seemed to be getting worse, but she didn’t feel the need to scream any more.  She looked down at her leg.  There was a hole through it.  She was bleeding steadily and her green blood was pooling on the floor.  She had never seen this much blood and certainly had never seen that much of her own blood. 
 
    Paul said, “Activate the monitor and I will carry you to the infirmary.  Otherwise, you will sit there and bleed to death.” 
 
    What an interesting choice, she thought.  She sat there for a few seconds and just watched her blood pour out of the hole in her leg.  She really couldn’t believe it.  No one was rushing over to save her.  The Humans were talking amongst themselves and basically ignoring her.   
 
    Paul said, “Dave, Larry, go get another one.  It looks like this one has decided to bleed out.” 
 
    She realized in that instant that this wasn’t some veiled threat or some kind of joke.  It was clear that the Human named Paul meant exactly what he had said.  They were going to just let her sit there and bleed to death. 
 
    She had heard stories about how violent the Human race was, but like everyone else she figured they were just tales invented to frighten children.  She now decided that some of the stories may not be so farfetched after all. 
 
    She mentally commended them on finding a loophole to get around the accord.  She supposed it made sense that a race would develop a weapon specifically designed to cause intense pain and suffering.   
 
    She refocused for a moment.  She was losing a lot of blood.  Larry was almost out of the room.  She yelled, “Wait, I will do it.”  Whatever they wanted from the computer wasn’t worth her life – especially if they were just going shoot her fellow chefs until they found one willing to help them. 
 
    Dave walked over and gently lifted her up.  He stood behind her with his arms around her waist to keep her upright.  She noted that even the smallest one was very strong.  She put her palm on the palm pad and activated the station.  She then said her passphrase.  The monitor activated.  Dave moved her over a little and she repeated the activation sequence on a second monitor. 
 
    Paul walked over.  He took a piece of cloth and wrapped it tightly around her leg.  The bleeding slowed down.  He then scooped her up and gently held her with both arms so that her leg was supported.  The pain reduced somewhat.  She briefly wondered if Humans practiced carrying wounded people.  She figured that they did. 
 
    Paul said, “Where is the infirmary?” 
 
    The Human carried Thiad’bo to the medical facility and set her on a bed and helped her call a doctor.  She thought that he would stay with her until the doctor arrived or at a minimum apologize for shooting her.  He did neither though; he just turned and left.   
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Paul really didn’t have the time to waste carrying a Hiriculan halfway across the station.  The fleet was executing a looping maneuver and returning to the station.  When they arrived the marines had to leave.  Period!  However, he had promised to do so and she had fulfilled her part of the deal.  He left the medical bay and trotted back to the control room. 
 
    Paul said, “Did you find Jenny?” 
 
    Larry turned to face Paul.  Paul could already tell by his crestfallen expression that the news was not going to be good.  Larry answered, “Jenny isn’t on the station.  It looks like she never was here.  The communications state that she was transported directly to some sort of command carrier.  That ship left for Hiricula about two weeks ago.” 
 
    Paul opened a channel to all marines and said, “She isn’t here.  Teams 1 -10 search the depot and steal anything interesting.  Teams 11 – 15 search the hangar bay and see if there are any ships we can take.  We have 20 minutes men, let’s make them count.” 
 
    Paul then turned to the two communications specialists and said, “Is there anything else of interest on the computer?” 
 
    Dave shook his head and said, “Not really.  Apparently she was a civilian and had limited access to the sensitive military information.  About the only thing she can access are some really strange sounding recipes.” 
 
    Paul laughed and replied, “Download anything that looks edible I guess.  We are leaving here in two minutes.” 
 
    Exactly two minutes later they left the control room and walked back to the electro lift.  They rode it down six levels and entered the hangar bay.  There was an absolute flurry of activity all across the bay.  There were two marines standing guard at the three entrances.   
 
    They rest of the marines had stashed their weapons and were running everywhere.  They were pulling crates and boxes out of the storeroom and loading them into confiscated ships.  It appeared that they were taking everything that wasn’t bolted down and perhaps even a few things that were. 
 
    Paul activated his headset and said, “Section leaders, report by number.” 
 
    “One here General, we found 40 Hiriculan fighters.  I have assigned squadrons 1 through 8 to load them with as many munitions as possible and fly them out of here.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Paul replied. 
 
    “Nine here General, there are three capital ships in the repair section.  They can fly, but they aren’t hyper capable.  We are stripping everything we can from them.” 
 
    Paul replied, “Launch them toward the Hiriculan fleet and set them to self-destruct when they get close to another ship.” 
 
    “Ten here General, we found four corvettes.  They are absolutely beautiful inside.  They remind me of an executive jet or maybe Air Force One.  I am guessing that they are used to transport high ranking officials.  At any rate, they are in perfect repair and ready to fly.  The overwhelming majority of the cargo from the store room is being loaded into these.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Paul replied.  “I suppose you are volunteering to fly them all the way back to Earth.” 
 
    “I don’t know, it would be tough to spend a month in the lap of luxury.  But hey, if I absolutely have to, I will be a team player and fly one of them back for you.” he replied. 
 
    Paul said, “I know, there is no I in team, but there is me.  Well done.  Fly them to the rendezvous.  Jim can decide from there.” 
 
    “Eleven and twelve here General, we are guarding the entrances.  There has been no activity.” 
 
    Paul answered, “Twelve, break off guard duty and help the loading teams.”  
 
    “Thirteen here General, we found a dozen transports.  They are already filled with cargo, but none of it is particularly useful.  The manifest says it is steel.” 
 
    Paul asked, “For ship construction?” 
 
    Thirteen, “It doesn’t specify.” 
 
    Paul replied, “Take the transports.  Don’t bother to unload the steel unless we need the space.” 
 
    “Fourteen here General, the storeroom has been emptied.  We are loading the last of the items into the corvettes now.  We don’t need to unload the transports.  There are two hyper communication satellites, but we don’t have room for them anywhere.” 
 
    “Fifteen here General, we found Jenny Sledgehammer’s mini-freighter.”   
 
    Paul replied, “Eleven, abandon guard duty and help fourteen and fifteen load the satellites onto the mini-freighter.  Hurry people, we are running out of time.” 
 
    Paul motioned to Larry and Dave.  They grabbed the abandoned MPS suit and dragged it to onto the transport.  They didn’t want to leave it behind for the Hiriculans to study.  They secured it as best as possible to the floor and entered the front compartment. 
 
    Paul sat in the pilot’s seat.  Larry took the co-pilot’s seat and Dave sat in the second row beside the injured marine.  Paul checked his watch.  They only had three minutes before they had to leave. 
 
    Paul nervously watched his watch.  It ticked down to one minute.  They had to launch in the next minute or they would miss the fleet.  “Come on, come on” he quietly cheered.  The satellites would be a huge bonus if they could get them, but they weren’t worth dying for. 
 
    They were down to 40 seconds.  Paul knew that he needed to make the call now.  He said, “Eleven, what’s the status?” 
 
    Eleven replied, “They are loaded and the hatch is sealed.  We are securing them now.” 
 
    At the ten second mark Paul said, “Blow it.” 
 
    Gus, the munitions expert, had attached a single stick of composition 4 to the cellophane covering the hole in the hangar bay.  He remotely activated the firing detonator.  The c4 completely disintegrated the plastic wrap and exposed the hangar bay to outer space again.  It was completely unnecessary; he could have just walked over and cut a hole with a knife or just removed the duct tape.  However, the explosion was cool. 
 
    The blast doors in the hangar bay slammed shut.  More importantly, the pressure loss activated the override mechanism in the semi-permeable shield that that separated the hangar bay from outer space.  The override was a safety feature that allowed anyone to leave the hangar in the event of an emergency.  Rapid pressure loss certainly qualified as an emergency. 
 
    Paul ordered, “Marine fleet 1 launch.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “Status report,” Lopeq’la demanded.  He changed his mind and said, “Belay that.”  He changed his mind again and said, “Tell me something.” 
 
    He couldn’t believe what had just happened.  Well, actually, he could believe it.  This battle was eerily similar to the last one he had fought against Admiral Solear.  Not really, he corrected himself – honestly the two battles were nothing alike. 
 
    About the only similarity was that the enemy was more prepared, had a better strategy, and executed better.  Well, there was the one, absolutely obvious similarity; the battle had been extremely one-sided.  He had lost over half his fleet while Solear had suffered minimal casualties.  He felt like he was going to barf up his sandwich. 
 
    Floop’la said, “They created an artificial gravity field and waited for us to encounter it.  They attacked us with multiple waves of fighters before our sensors were fully restored.  We lost 18 of our 20 cruisers.”  His response came to a grinding halt.  He really didn’t feel like giving the rest of the information.  
 
    “What is the status of our fighters?” Lopeq’la asked. 
 
    “The computer is reconstructing the both the active and passive scans that we took while we were trapped in the gravity field,” one of the technicians said.   
 
    Another technician continued, “The computer compilation of the scans is complete.  None of our fighters survived.  There were at least 1,000 enemy fighters still active.” 
 
    Floop’la replied, “We have lost the hyperspace lane.  We cannot prevent Solear from jumping to Influenla and retrieving the rest of his fleet.” 
 
    The moment the gravity field lessened the remaining ships micro jumped 6 seconds away.  It was far enough to remove them from the battle, but still close enough that they could actively scan the area.   
 
    A technician reported, “Thirty-five of the enemy ships have positioned themselves in front of the Opron – Influenla hyperspace lane.  One battleship is missing.” 
 
    Admiral Lopeq’la replied, “Check the hyperspace monitoring detector.  I am guessing that it flew through the lane.” 
 
    The technician replied, “Excellent suggestion Admiral.  However, this particular lane was classified as low priority and the hyperspace monitoring detectors have not been installed yet.” 
 
    Lopeq’la said, “Jump back to the Spindle Station.  We need to regroup and collect all of our reinforcements.  If we can’t stop them from getting the rest fleet, then we may be able to stop them from leaving the system.” 
 
    The technician replied, “The ships report that they have a course set that will return us as close as possible to the station.  They would like you to verify and approve it.” 
 
    Of course they would.  After the fiasco the captains did not want to take any responsibility for their actions.  He understood their concern.  They were already going to get blamed for the battle; they didn’t want to be held responsible for a poorly plotted hyperspace jump on top of it.  
 
    He briefly checked the course.  The battleship’s pilot had already programmed a course into the transponder, ran a simulation, and double checked for accuracy.  The course was fine.  Now, provided every other pilot entered the course correctly, they would wind up where the navigational computer said that they would.  After all, it wasn’t rocket surgery. 
 
    Lopeq’la responded, “Course approved, jump.” 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Jim Donovan felt silly standing in the Admiral’s bridge all alone.  He also felt silly intruding upon the bridge crew of the Starhammer.  He decided that if he was going to feel silly either way he may as well visit the bridge crew for a few minutes.  Jim took the electro lift down two levels to the main bridge. 
 
    The pilot saw him first.  She stood up and said, “Admiral on deck.” 
 
    The remaining bridge crew members stood up and saluted him.  Jim picked a general position that wasn’t exactly facing anyone but wasn’t precisely excluding anyone and returned the salute.  He said “Return to your duties.” 
 
    The pilot said, “Admiral, we are still slowing down according to plan.  We will reach the rendezvous in 51 minutes.” 
 
    Jim said, “Do me a favor, display the course and time on the main monitor.” 
 
    Jim could have easily displayed the course on the monitor on the fleet bridge.  In fact, he had just been staring at it before he left.  He looked at the monitor.   
 
    The 12 ships had just raced past the space stations so fast that the enemy warships didn’t have time to react.  Now they were executing a giant parabolic loop that took exactly one hour and 18 minutes to complete.  The loop was essentially the upper half of a figure 8. 
 
    It would bring them back to the exact same spot they were in 78 minutes ago; except that they will be headed in the opposite direction – away from the gravity field and toward open space.  
 
    Jim acknowledged Fred Caldwell, the captain.  That was the only person on the bridge that he knew.  He had of course met the original crew during the voyage.  However, the original staff had been sent to man the captured Hiriculan cruiser.   
 
    Jim didn’t know the members of this replacement bridge crew.  He mentally admonished himself because he should have made effort to come down and meet them.  At any rate he was here now.  Jim led them through a brief round of introductions. 
 
    The last person to be introduced was Ben McNally.  He was the interim chief engineer of the Starhammer.  Ben had one of the higher scores ever recorded on the engineer simulation.  His interim promotion was well deserved and he would more than likely be promoted to chief engineer as soon as the returned to Earth. 
 
    Jim said, “Ben, do they ever make fun of your last name?” 
 
    Ben replied, “Yes, when I was in primary school my nickname was Maps.  Fortunately, by the time I turned eleven no one found it funny anymore.”  
 
    Ben said, “Admiral, I have an idea.  I think that there is a way to effectively fire the missile launchers.” 
 
    “I didn’t think that was possible,” Jim replied. 
 
    His eyes quickly darted around the room and focused on the engineering station.  This was primarily due to the fact that Colin or Becky O’Neal would have immediately corrected him.  Neither of them was here though and no one present felt like correcting him. 
 
    Jim couldn’t help himself.  He said, “Correction, I know that it is possible to fire the missile launchers.  The problem is that at this distance they will go ballistic long before they reach the enemy fleet.  The enemy can just make a slight adjustment and the missiles will fly right past them.” 
 
    Fred added, “I suppose we could just annoy them for next hour or so. We would waste a tremendous amount of ammunition in the effort though.” 
 
    “I think I may have found a way to fire the missiles so that they will all arrive at the same time and under power,” Ben replied. 
 
    “I didn’t think that was possible,” Jim replied.  He realized that he had already stated that so he added, “Okay, what am I missing?  When we fire a missile we input the final target coordinates and the amount of time for the burn.  The missile then computes a least time trajectory to the target.  We cannot adjust the trajectory or the acceleration curve.” 
 
    Fred asked, “Ben, did you figure out how to adjust the missiles’ speed?” 
 
    Ben said, “Yes.”  He walked to the main monitor and pointed to their trajectory.  He drew a line toward the location of the enemy fleet.  He said, “We fire the first round and set the timer for fourteen seconds of burn.  That is just long enough to get the missile on the correct trajectory.” 
 
    Ben continued, “We fire the next round three minutes later and let them burn for eighteen seconds.  Assuming we fire every three minutes, we adjust the time so that it fires a second or two longer and hence reaches a higher terminal velocity.  So at the end of the loop we will have fired 17 times and all of them will be on the same trajectory and will arrive at the same time.” 
 
    Jim did some quick math on his communication pad and said, “Seventeen salvos times 162 missiles per salvo is 2,754 missiles.  Divide that evenly among the 11 enemy ships and you get a whopping 250 missiles per ship.”  
 
    Jim said, “Organize the firing solution with the other ships.  Maintain the three minute gap.  There is no reason to show them we can fire any faster.  Make the first two salvos gravity missiles just in case they try to run.  Let’s wait a few minutes.  I think 11 salvos should be more than enough.” 
 
    Ben nodded in agreement and Jim said, “Fire when ready.” 
 
    The fighters lined up in a straight line beside their respective warship.  Each fighter landed in the hangar bay and had their three shield buster missiles replaced.  It then launched, moved back into formation, and allowed the next one to land.  They cycled through the fighters with twenty minutes to spare.   
 
    The next fifty minutes were relatively calm and peaceful.  The fleet continued on its graceful loop and fired a round of missiles every three minutes.  Somehow, the irony of the situation bothered Jim.  How could they be both in an active shooting battle while at the same time feel like they were out for a Sunday cruise?  
 
    ………..………… 
 
    The Icehammer exited hyperspace exactly 22 minutes and 14 seconds from the entryway to the Opron – Influenla hyper lane.  They began actively scanning the entire area for the homing beacon that Jenny Sledgehammer left when she hid the remainder of the fleet.   
 
    They had timed their jump as precisely as possible, so they were reasonably confident that they were in the right spot.  However, locating the beacon would greatly boost their confidence.  If they missed the rendezvous by even a few seconds they would be a billion kilometers away from their goal. 
 
    The 10 to 1 time dilation meant that they had been traveling for over three hours.  The battle for the Influenla hyperspace lane was long over by now.  It certainly appeared that the UEN was winning when they left, but they really didn’t know for certain.  That was why it was critical to get out of the lane as soon as possible.  They really did not want to be hit by a ship chasing them. 
 
    “Captain,” said the pilot.  “We found it.” 
 
    It had only taken a few seconds to find the beacon.  That was good news.  Russ desperately wanted to sit in the pilot chair and calculate everything himself.  He was certain that he could do it faster than anyone else.   
 
    That was the downside of being a captain; he couldn’t do everything by himself.  Further, if he started doing selective tasks then the crew could lose confidence in his ability to command and their ability to follow them. 
 
    Russ said, “How far off are we?” 
 
    The pilot replied, “Only six minutes in real time travel.  I am plotting the course now.” 
 
    Russ looked at the course.  In order to get in the exactly correct position, they had to cross the entire hyperspace lane.  There was little danger that they would hit another ship, but they still wanted to minimize the amount of time that they stayed in the middle of the lane. 
 
    The pilot made the necessary maneuver and the Icehammer was in the correct position and orientation.  Russ said, “Jump 5:03 hyper minutes.  Let’s hope we find the fleet there.” 
 
    Five minutes later they exited hyperspace and found the fleet.  As expected, there were 48 cruisers, 1 space station, 1 mining drill, 1 mining control platform, and 12 freighters sitting in space waiting for them. 
 
    The standard crew of a battleship was 200.  When they left Earth the Icehammer was carrying 270 – the standard crew plus an extra 70 that would be used to staff the new ships.  However, they had left all four wings of their fighters in Opron.  As a result they only had 190 people – significantly fewer than planned and vastly fewer pilots than planned.  The saving grace was that twenty of those seventy extra crewmembers were fighter pilots.   
 
    Russ chastised himself for not thinking through that part of the plan a little better. 
 
    Russ divided the crew as evenly as possible.  The freighters each received two crew members, the cruisers got three, and the remainder was dispersed among the space stations.  Russ was the only person that remained on the Icehammer.  He didn’t mind too terribly because it meant that would finally get a chance to pilot the ship. 
 
    The five transports they had on board immediately began ferrying people to their various ships.  The process was slow because the transport had to load the respective crew, fly to the ship, dock, drop the crew, fly to the next ship, drop that crew, and then return to the battleship for the next two groups. 
 
    It was a slow, arduous process that was exasperated due to the lack of fighters.  One brave group volunteered to space-walk to their ship.  The request was vehemently denied. 
 
    It took just under three hours to transport everyone to their correct locations.  It took another hour after that for everyone to complete their status checks and declare that their particular vessel was ready to go. 
 
    Russ typed in the coordinates into the transponder and double checked them for accuracy.  He then punched the button and jumped back to the hyperspace lane.  He turned ninety degrees and jumped to Opron.  Hopefully the fleet would be waiting for him there.  There was no plan B. 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Admiral Solear looked at the countdown clock.  It showed negative 90 minutes and was still going.  The rest of the fleet was overdue.  He tried to stay calm, but his nerves were getting the better of him.  Arean entered the command bridge and looked at the clock.   
 
    Solear said, “They are long overdue.  I am starting to worry.  What if they cannot locate the rest of the fleet?  If Jenny made even the slightest miscalculation, the fleet could be lost forever.” 
 
    Arean said, “Do you think we should dispatch a ship to look for them?” 
 
    Yes, Solear thought.  However, he responded, “No.  There is little we can do right now except continue to wait.” 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Admiral Lopeq’la was worried.  They just lost all of their fighters and half of their capital ships.  They failed to stop Solear from collecting the rest of his fleet hidden in Influenla and manning it with thousands of Humans.   
 
    They had confirmed that the Humans were able to fly fighter pilots.  Unlike the Advranki or Altians or even the Solarians, Admiral Solear apparently had no issue with sending them into battle by the thousands.  Clearly he was more than happy to trade Humans for Netos in a real war of attrition.  
 
    Lopeq’la said, “How long until we arrive?” 
 
    Floop’la responded, “We will exit hyperspace in 18 minutes.”  
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Jim said, “Okay, that was the last salvo.  I want the ships to get in a 2 by 6 formation as we pass the station.  ” 
 
    The pilot said, “Starhammer is beside the Columbus, Sunhammer is next to the Indianapolis, and Skyhammer is aligned with the Frankfort.  The destroyers are forming up now.”  A moment later he reported, “The destroyers are in position.” 
 
    The communications officer said, “Admiral, we have a communication from General Paul.  It is a recorded message.” 
 
    Jim said, “Play it on the main monitor.” 
 
    …Admiral.  Jenny Sledgehammer is not on the station.  Repeat, she is not on the station.  We found her mini-freighter, two squadrons of fighters, three corvettes, and a few transports.  We are leaving now.  We will see you in a few minutes… 
 
    Jim changed the view of the main monitor to the military station.  Sure enough, there were a multitude of ships and fighters exiting the station seemingly all at once.  The various ships tried to line up in some semblance of a formation, but they looked like a ragtag group of survivors fleeing a doomed vessel.   
 
    “Admiral,” Ben McNally said, “The enemy fleet is moving.” 
 
    Jim said, “Display it on the secondary monitor.” 
 
    They gathered around the monitor and watched as the 11 enemy ships made a drastic course change.  They headed directly for the Spindle Station.  The ships stationed themselves around the station’s botanical ring.  
 
    Jim said, “Smart.” 
 
    “How so?” Ben asked. 
 
    Jim replied, “They have tucked their ships tight against the station.  Now the station’s shield can reinforce theirs.  We can shoot missiles at them for hours and never touch them.  They are safe there.” 
 
    The captain added, “Plus, by taking this position they appear as if they are protecting the Associate government located on the station.  No one could ever fault them for protecting the Associate Senate members, even if it meant that they let a band of renegade Humans escape.” 
 
    Jim nodded in agreement and said, “It is the perfect maneuver.  They appear to be protecting the government while in reality they are saving themselves and providing a defensible reason to avoid contact.” 
 
    Ben said, “We would look terrible if we tried to attack the Hiriculans while they were beside the Association headquarters.  All of the races would turn against us.” 
 
    “What do we do with the 1,700 missiles?” Ben McNally asked. 
 
    Jim said, “Nothing, just let them continue flying in front of us.  We will explode them right before we jump.” 
 
    The communications officer reported, “General Paul’s transport just landed.” 
 
    Jim left the battleship bridge and took the electro lift back up two levels to the command bridge.  Paul, Dave, and Larry joined him there a few minutes later.  Paul gave a full report of the mission, including a list of everything that they had liberated from the station. 
 
    Dave and Larry took their stations.  Larry reported, “Four minutes until we clear the gravity band.  The fighters are landing.” 
 
    Jim breathed a sigh of relief.  The mission wasn’t a success, but it had gone easier than planned.  The opposing Navy was actively avoiding them. 
 
    Larry reported, “All fighters have docked.  We will clear the gravity field in 30 seconds.” 
 
    Exactly 30 seconds later Larry reported, “We have cleared the gravity field.  We can jump at any time.” 
 
    Jim replied, “Wait a few more seconds.  We want the missiles to get far enough ahead of us to ensure that we don’t get caught in the wake of the explosion.” 
 
    Dave yelled, “Straight ahead.”   
 
    The main monitor updated and showed that an enemy destroyer had exited hyperspace directly in front of them.  The ship’s shields were down and its navigation was resetting.  The destroyer was immediately swarmed by the 400 or so missiles nearest it.  The missiles hit nearly every part of the ship and peeled the outer hull away from the ship.  
 
    Still more missiles hit and buckled the inner hull.  Half a second later the inner hull was shredded and the entire ship was exposed to space.  Still more missiles hammered it until one penetrated the power generator and the ship exploded into a massive ball of fire that reduced the ship into a dust cloud. 
 
    This eruption caused all of the gravity missiles to explode and create an artificial gravity field across thousands of kilometers.   
 
    Jim noted that the gravity missiles exploded early.  Larry confirmed it, “We’re caught in the gravity field.  We cannot jump.” 
 
    Jim said, “Time now, all ships 140 next 150, independent.” 
 
    (Jim told the ships to immediately turn 40 degrees to the left and 50 degrees up.  He also instructed the ship captains that they were free to maneuver their ships independently if necessary.)   
 
    The gravity field caused four more enemy destroyers to suddenly drop out of hyperspace.  They were relentlessly hammered by nearly 300 missiles each.  Once again, the ships were peeled apart strike by strike.  The first ship exploded seconds after reappearing from hyperspace.  The other three died a few seconds later.   
 
    An sixth destroyer was pulled from hyperspace from the gravity wave.  The three cruisers that the marines had stolen from the station reached the destroyer and exploded.  They engulfed the destroyer in a wave of destruction.   
 
    There was nothing left.  All of the missiles had detonated.  All nine ships caught in the inferno were completely and utterly disintegrated.   
 
    Dave said, “Admiral, look at the main monitor.  More enemy ships just appeared.” 
 
    Jim looked over and saw that 12 warships just exited hyperspace.  He checked their range and direction.  They were well out of missile range and headed in the opposite direction; directly toward the Spindle Station.  
 
    Jim said, “There must have been 18 ships in the original fleet.  These twelve apparently missed the gravity field.” 
 
    Paul asked, “Do you think we should chase them?” 
 
    Jim shook his head and said, “They will make it to the Spindle Station long before we can turn around and catch them.  Besides, we have the same problem that we had before.” 
 
    Paul said, “You mean that it will appear like they are guarding the Association Council and we are attacking them.” 
 
    Jim nodded in affirmation this time and replied, “We have to let them go.  All ships - realign into our previous formation.  Prepare to jump the moment we clear the gravity field.” 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    Lopeq’la couldn’t believe it.  Somehow, the enemy had set yet another gravity missile trap for them and killed six of their destroyers.  A few hours ago he had 36 ships and thousands of fighters.  Now he had 12 ships and no fighters. 
 
    Lopeq’la said, “Status.” 
 
    Floop’la replied, “The gravity field missile trap completely demolished six destroyers.  Fortunately, none of the other ships were torn out of hyperspace early.  We exited hyperspace  out of range of the enemy ships.” 
 
    He paused for a moment and added, “Shall we turn and engage?”   
 
    Floop’la already knew the answer.  He just wanted it on record that he asked. 
 
    Lopeq’la replied, “No, our top priority is to protect the Spindle Station.  Tell all remaining ships to proceed directly there and take up defensive positions.” 
 
    Floop’la stepped beside Lopeq’la and activated a privacy field.  He said, “Fruid’la will not be pleased with our performance.”  It was an understatement to say the least. 
 
    Lopeq’la shrugged and rolled his ear stalks.  He replied, “Maybe we should ask the Humans for asylum.” 
 
    ………..………… 
 
    “Admiral, the Icehammer just exited hyperspace.  We are being hailed,” 
 
    “On screen,” Solear said.  He saw Russ Brand and said, “Welcome back, we were starting to worry.” 
 
    Russ replied, “Sorry for the delay.  It took significantly more time than anticipated because we did not have the 80 pilots or their fighters.  We had to shuttle everyone back and forth using the transports.” 
 
    Solear was a little frustrated that he had not been able to figure out that was the reason for the delay.  He looked at Arean.  His expression showed that he clearly felt the same way. 
 
    They waited another hour for the remainder of the ships and the space stations to appear.  The replacement crews quickly transferred to the correct ships.  Thirty minutes later the entire fleet jumped to the Opron – Trilon hyperspace lane. 
 
    Jim’s Fleet barely beat them back to the meeting point.  It was funny in a way.  Solear left before the light of Jim’s departure reached him.  He had no idea that they had gone to the military station until they were reunited.  
 
    The fleet reassembled into formation.  Jim gave the order for them to jump to Trilon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, wake up.  Come on, wake up.” 
 
    Jenny felt herself being lightly jostled.  She slowly regained consciousness.  She had no idea where she was or how she had gotten there.  She focused on the last thing that she could remember.  She recalled waking up and being pulled out of the cryostasis tube.  She didn’t know how long she had been frozen or when she was thawed back out. 
 
    She looked around the room.  She was definitely in a cabin on a ship.  The cabin was fairly small, but it was tidy and well apportioned.  She gingerly stood up and took a couple of cautious steps toward the door.  She had lost count of how many times she had been stunned unconscious, frozen, melted, and re-frozen.   
 
    She took a few more steps and noted that she was okay.  She walked around the room a few times just to stretch out her legs.  She walked over to the door and pressed the palm pad.  Nothing happened.  Figures, she thought.  Well, at least she was conscious. 
 
    Jenny sat and paced and paced and sat for what seemed like hours.  She eventually realized that there was probably a computer in the room.  She said, “Computer, how much time has passed since I woke up.  Also, is there anything to eat?  I’m starving.” 
 
    …Fifty-seven minutes have passed since you woke up.  A meal has been ordered for you… 
 
    A few minutes later the meal arrived.  Jenny found that she was famished.  She devoured everything on the plate.  She didn’t even care if the food was drugged.  If it was, it was.   
 
    She started feeling lightheaded after eating, so she walked over to the bed and lay down.  She figured that it was from the reanimation process.  This time seemed a little worse than the last time she was frozen and thawed. 
 
    She rested for a minute.  She really felt lightheaded now.  She tried to move her arms and legs.  None of them would budge in even the slightest.  She tried moving her head.  It wouldn’t turn either.  She tried to yell and was actually surprised when it worked.  She realized that the food had indeed been drugged. 
 
    She heard the door whisk open and heard someone enter her cabin.  She looked up at the Hiriculan standing over her.  It was a female and looked slightly familiar.  She couldn’t tell for sure though. 
 
    The Hiriculan said, “Hello, my name is Sierr’aa.  We met in the medical bay two weeks ago.  You threatened to hit me in the face with a shovel.” 
 
    “I remember,” Jenny replied.  “You should have let me hit you; it would have improved your looks.” 
 
    Sierr’aa ignored the comment.  She said, “Listen, I need to talk to you.  It is important.  We do not have much time.” 
 
    Jenny asked, “Why can’t I move?”  She saw the strange expression on Sierr’aa’s face, thought for a moment, and said, “Why is it that I cannot move?” 
 
    Sierr’aa: “The meal contained a drug that disconnected your nervous system from your brain.  The effects will wear off in a few minutes.” 
 
    The absurdity of the moment struck her.  In reality, all that she could do was lie there and listen to the Hiriculan.  There was nothing else she could do.  She replied, “I’m listening.”  She immediately corrected herself and said, “I am listening.” 
 
    Sierr’aa said, “I have secretly studied your background.  I know that you did not kill Senator Figur.  You are however being framed for his murder.  The High Council desperately wants to clear themselves of all suspicion surrounding his untimely death. They need a scapegoat and I am afraid you are it.”  
 
    Jenny didn’t respond.  There was no need. 
 
    Sierr’aa continued, “I want to help you escape.  I know it sounds strange, but it is the truth.  You should not be punished for a crime you did not commit.” 
 
    She pulled a small, round ball out of her pocket and put it in Jenny’s pocket.  She then took a tiny gas mask and attached it to the flat area just below Jenny’s left shoulder.  Next she pulled out a sensor and glued it Jenny’s left hand. 
 
    She said, “In a few minutes they are going to transport you to the surface.  You will be marched into a chamber where the High Council will review your case.  I have no doubt that they will find you guilty.” 
 
    Sierr’aa: “Supreme Admiral Fruid’la will be next to you for the beginning of the trial.  He will probably recount how he captured you or something.  Eventually though he will leave.  It is critical that you wait for the Admiral to leave before you act.” 
 
    “Why?” Jenny asked.  She really didn’t care.  She just felt like talking. 
 
    Sierr’aa: “The Supreme Admiral is irrelevant.  The armed guards escorting him are what you need to worry about.  They are coming from outer space so they will still be wearing their space suits.  You have to wait until Fruid’la, or more importantly his guards, leave.” 
 
    “How will I know when he leaves?” Jenny asked. 
 
    Sierr’aa: “There is a small sensor on your left hand.  It is a proximity sensor.  When Admiral Fruid’la takes off the sensor will light blue.  That is your signal to act.” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” Jenny asked. 
 
    Sierr’aa: “Take the ball out of your pocket and press the button to activate it.  Then toss it onto the stage where the High Council is sitting.  The ball contains a concentrated gas that will make everyone in the room fall asleep.” 
 
    She continued, “After you throw the ball, you should have two or three seconds to secure the mask to your face.  Then, once the guards in front of you are asleep, just turn around and walk out.  There should be no one stationed behind you, so you will have a clear exit path.  Then walk down the corridor and out of the building.  There will be a corvette sitting on the pad waiting for you.  The combination to the door is 1234.”   
 
    Jenny laughed (well tried to laugh anyway) and said, “1234.  No one ever picks that combination.  It is too easy to guess.” 
 
    Sierr’aa: “I know.  That is why I chose it.  No one would ever think to try it.” 
 
    She continued, “Now, just climb in the corvette and leave.  Remember two things though.  First, as soon as you open the door fresh air will flow into the chamber and the guards will reawaken.  As soon as you open the door, head to the corvette and leave.  Do not loiter.” 
 
    “Got it,” Jenny replied.  “What else?” 
 
    Sierr’aa: “Second, the High Council’s status is constantly being monitored.  Security will come when they recognize that everyone has fallen asleep.  Therefore, you must leave immediately after you toss the sleeping gas grenade.  If you wait around for even a few seconds you will get caught.” 
 
    “Understood.  I have a question though.  Why are you helping me?” Jenny asked. 
 
    Sierr’aa replied, “What they are doing to you is a travesty.  They know you are innocent and do not care.  They just want someone to blame.  Do me a favor.  After you escape, please tell the galaxy what happened here.” 
 
    “I will,” Jenny replied. 
 
    Sierr’aa bent down and gently touched her forehead to Jenny’s.  Jenny had no idea what the gesture meant, but she appreciated it nonetheless.  It somehow seemed fitting. 
 
    Sierr’aa stood back up and said, “Goodbye and good luck, Jenna Dogpound or whatever your real name is.” 
 
    Jenny said, “Jenny Sledgehammer.” 
 
    Sierr’aa nodded and said, “Goodbye Jenny Sledgehammer.  I honestly believe in other circumstances that we could have been friends.” 
 
    Jenny replied, “Thank you.” 
 
    Sierr’aa set a level 2 make-up kit down on the floor and added, “Oh, I almost forgot.  Here are some cosmetics.”  She exited the room. 
 
    Jenny noted that the feeling started to return to her hands.  A few minutes later she was able to wiggle her fingers and move her head back and forth.  Ten minutes after that she had regained the full use of her body. 
 
    Jenny walked over and picked up the kit.  She looked inside and studied the contents.  The make-up was designed for a Solarian – the lipstick and rouge were garish shades of dark red.  She grabbed the least offensive color and shaded her cheeks.  She put on a light amount of nail polish and lipstick. 
 
    She normally didn’t care too much about her appearance and she honestly didn’t care now.  However, the simple act of applying cosmetics was soothing somehow.  At a minimum, it was something to do to occupy her time. 
 
    She felt a sudden movement in the ship.  She could tell that they were descending through atmosphere and the pilot had to make a corrective maneuver.  A minute later she felt a bump that probably implied that they had landed on the surface of Hiricula. 
 
    She was sitting on her bed when they came for her.  The door suddenly opened and four heavily armed Hiriculans rushed in.  The second they entered one of the guards fired his beam weapon at her. 
 
    She screamed as her nervous system became over excited and every synapse in her brain fired at once.  Her eyes rolled back in her head.  She fell on the floor and started convulsing uncontrollably.  A couple of minutes later the pain finally stopped or at least subsided enough for her to crawl back up on the bed. 
 
    The guard fired the weapon at her again.  Her nervous system again went haywire and she again convulsed uncontrollably.  She screamed in agony for a full minute until the pain finally started to diminish.  Her whole body felt numb.   
 
    She was tired, incredibly tired.  She felt like she had just run a marathon while juggling bowling balls.  Her arms and legs felt like jelly.  She didn’t think she had the strength to even raise them.  She knew one thing though; she didn’t want to get shot again.  Jenny stayed completely still, primarily because her muscles weren’t working properly. 
 
    The guard raised the weapon and aimed it directly at her chest.  It was clear that this set of soldiers was not going to let her harm them. They were prepared to shoot her repeatedly until they were convinced that she could no longer fight. 
 
    He said, “You used a stolen Hiriculan weapon to shoot an Advranki.  It seems only fitting that you just got shot with a stolen Altian weapon.” 
 
    Jenny struggled to follow the logic.  The Advranki he was referring to must be Senator Figur.  They pointed out that she had just been shot by a stolen Altian weapon.  However, knowing that it was stolen did not make her feel any better.   
 
    (Had her mind not been fried, she probably would have asked herself – why did the Altians feel the need to create a weapon that caused intense pain?  When did they create it?  Why did it only work on Humans?) 
 
    The guards moved in now.  Three of them pulled her up to her feet and started walking her.  The fourth held the beam weapon to the back of her head.  They walked her out of her room, down the short hallway, down the gangway, and out of the corvette.   
 
    She turned her head slightly and saw that there was another corvette sitting on the landing pad right next to this one.  She read the ship’s designation.  It was HC-1234.  Wow, she thought, Sierr’aa had outdone herself. 
 
    They marched her a few steps across the small landing pad and into a beautiful building.  The structure was both magnificently opulent and stunningly streamlined at the same time.  It was like someone had decided to build a simple structure as sophisticated and as absolutely expensive as possible.  The result was amazing. 
 
    They walked down the corridor and into a chamber.  The design concept had been carried into this room as well.  The ceiling was impossibly high.  The walls started fairly narrow near the ground and swooped out as they went higher.  Then the walls swooped back in at a dramatic angle as they approached the ceiling.  The result, once again, was amazing.  
 
    There was a skylight overhead and a raised dais in the middle of the floor.  The skylight and the dais moved with the movement of the sun to keep the light ray in the same location.  They marched Jenny to the exact spot where the light was hitting the floor and stopped her there.   
 
    She could see that there were 12 figures sitting on the stage, but the light ray prevented her from looking directly at them and seeing their features.  They basically looked like dignified blobs.  There were two guards standing one each side of the platform.  Each was armed with a stun gun.   
 
    All four kept their weapons pointed at the floor.  They were ready to raise the weapons at a moment’s notice.  Jenny judged the distance.  There was no way that she could make it to the dais before getting shot multiple times. 
 
    The rear guard lowered the weapon’s intensity to its lowest setting and shot her in the back of the head.  She felt pain tingle through her body.  Clearly the shot was intended to intimidate her to remain standing in that location.  It was also a reminder that the guard was still holding the weapon against the back of her head. 
 
    Supreme Admiral Fruid’la had been standing to side when the guards dragged her in.  Now he approached and stood next to her.  He was a little scared that she would attack him again, but he felt reasonably safe with eight elite guards watching her for the slightest sign of movement. 
 
    He performed the traditional Hiriculan greeting flawlessly.  He even added the little flair to the 14th movement.  Upon completion he sent a communication link to Jenny and waited for her to accept it.   
 
    Fruid’la said, “Honored members of the High Council, I would like to present the being accused of two murders, assault, battery, and insulting behavior.” 
 
    “What is her name?” one of the council members asked. 
 
    Fruid’la squinted to try and see which of the 12 council members had spoken.  He couldn’t.  Even at this angle the light ray prevented him seeing the council clearly.   
 
    Fruid’la replied, “She has used several Solarian names to avoid detection.  They are Ella Songbird, Jenna Dogpound, and Kissa Assomine.” 
 
    “Are any of those her real name?” a different council member asked.  Actually, it could have been the same one; Fruid’la couldn’t tell for certain. 
 
    Fruid’la replied, “No.  We believe her name is Jenny Sledgehammer.  She is a Human from Earth.” 
 
    Council: “Please present the case against her.” 
 
    Fruid’la: “She escaped from an Advranki integration center, disguised herself as a Solarian, and attended the Solarian Celebration.  She killed Advranki Senator Figur with a stolen Hiriculan beam weapon.” 
 
    Council: “Why did she do this?” 
 
    Fruid’la: “She murdered him for the express purpose of making Alliance citizens suspicious and distrusting of Hiriculans.” 
 
    Council: “What are her other charges.” 
 
    Fruid’la: “She stole a gun from a guard and shot and killed my chief of staff.”  He knew that he should have mentioned him by name, but he had already forgotten it.  Suddenly he recalled it and added, “Venit’la” .  He hoped the pause sounded like he was honoring him. 
 
    Fruid’la: “She also broke a guard’s nose, another’s ribcage, and a third’s arm.   She roughly slammed Senator Bline onto the top of his desk.  I will show these events.” 
 
    He handed one of the council guards and information cube.  He placed in to the control panel and they watched as Jenny assaulted the guards and shot Venit’la. 
 
    Council: “You mentioned insulting language.” 
 
    Fruid’la: “Yes.  She said that a traffic guard’s ear stalks were too short for him to properly hear her.  She then called him short stalk.”   
 
    He motioned to the guard to play the audio file.  The council listened to the exchange.  Fruid’la could have included the insults and threats that she made to Sierr’aa and Savan’aa but he decided against it.  They had enough evidence to convict her without it. 
 
    Council: “I understand from this timeline that she escaped from the integration center, stole a mini-freighter, killed Senator Figur, and then impersonated a Solarian to obtain a load of sea moss.  She accidentally froze herself in cryostasis for a year while trying to deliver said load.  When she finally arrived in Opron she was diagnosed with freezer burn.  She then left for Conron where she was finally recognized as a Human and apprehended.” 
 
    Fruid’la nodded in agreement.  That sounded about right. 
 
    Council: “The defendant will now speak on her own behalf.” 
 
    The guard shot Jenny in the back of the head.  She once again felt pain shimmer through her system.  It was an effective persuasive tool.  She knew that if she didn’t speak the guard would increase the pain threshold and continue to zap her until she spoke. 
 
    She considered resisting.  Just as she was considering she was zapped again – this time at a higher setting.  She dropped to her knees and in pain.  She managed not to cry out though.  The guards quickly grabbed her and forced her back to her feet.  Jenny realized that if she got shot any more she wouldn’t have the strength to run after she threw the sleep grenade. 
 
    Jenny said, “I am innocent of all charges.” 
 
    She heard gasps and utterances of pure shock reverberate among the room.  The small crowd of dignitaries seated on exquisite bleachers rumbled dissatisfaction with the pronouncement. 
 
    Council: “Please provide an explanation of your statement.” 
 
    Jenny replied, “I have never been on Solaria and I did not kill Senator Figur.  Clearly I did all of the other acts.  However, as a prisoner of war I have the right to use any means at my disposal to escape.  It is not a crime to defend oneself from an enemy combatant.” 
 
    Council: “I was not aware that we were at war with the Humans.  Supreme Admiral Fruid’la, are we at war?” 
 
    Fruid’la: “I wasn’t informed.  This is news to me.  The Associate Senate voted to allow the Navy to expend resources to find a new route to Earth.  Once the Navy locates the planet, we are authorized to make formal contact and help the Humans increase their technology and lower their penchant for violence so that they can become full members of the Association.” 
 
    Jenny couldn’t believe the words the Hiriculan had just said.  They sounded reasonable, well-thought out, and difficult to contradict.  After all, who wouldn’t want those things? 
 
    Jenny replied, “We will not allow Hiricula to invade Earth under any guise.  When we heard that the Navy is looking for Earth we sent a formal proclamation of war to Senator Bline.  The demands stated in the letter were not met, so we are at war.  Therefore, my actions, while violent, are not criminal.” 
 
    Jenny fingered the sleep grenade.  She really wanted to throw it.  
 
    There was a cacophony of noise as everyone started talking at once.  Eventually Fruid’la waved for attention and said, “High Council, I would like to amend the charges to include lying.” 
 
    Council: “Supreme Admiral Fruid’la, you may leave now.  The High Council must deliberate.” 
 
    The guard shot Jenny again.  The beam was more powerful than the previous few, but significantly less than those first two.  Still, the pain was enough to drop her to her knees.  Furid’la and the four guards left.  Fortunately, they took the damned beam weapon with them. 
 
    The deliberation was quick.  Fruid’la had just barely left the chamber when one of the council members announced that Jenny was guilty on all charges.  Apparently, the only thing that took any time was deciding who got to announce the verdict. 
 
    Two Hiriculan technicians wheeled out a portable cryostasis chamber and set it just to the left of the raised dais.  They remained standing beside it. 
 
    Council: “Jenny Sledgehammer, your punishment will be life imprisonment in cryostasis.” 
 
    The technician said, “You will be frozen in stasis at 99.996% effectiveness.  The remaining .004 percent of your brain will be left in a state of pseudo consciousness.  You will feel the passage of time.  It won’t be minute for minute, but you will experience it.” 
 
    The technician continued, “Over the years, your mind and body will deteriorate until the cryo tube can no longer sustain your life.  At that time you will be reanimated.  You will have about 2 months to live before your body completely expires.” 
 
    “How long will she remain in cryostasis?” one of the council members asked. 
 
    The technician replied, “It is difficult to determine.  I am unfamiliar with her physiology.  That combined with the effects of her earlier case of freezer burn makes any prognosis little more than a guess.”  
 
    Council: “Guess.” 
 
    Technician: “She will last a thousand years, maybe twelve hundred at the absolute most.” 
 
    Council: “What actually happens to her in the cryo tube?” 
 
    Technician: “Her body will break down molecule by molecule until it loses cohesion.  It is quite possible though that she will degrade rather quickly.  We may have to bring her out of stasis early in order to give her the required two months of reflection at the end of her life.”   
 
    He continued, “However, since the Humans have really short life spans, the Council can rest assured that when she awakens everyone she knew will have been dead for centuries.  Two months will be enough time for her to return to Earth and see what became of the Human race.   
 
    He finished, “Also, if the Council desires, we can take a DNA sample before we put her in stasis.  That way we can keep her DNA on file before it starts to degenerate.  Then, she can use the profile to find her distant relatives and have some comfort of family when she dies.” 
 
    Council: “We don’t think that would be appropriate at this time.  It would be better if she had no clue whether or not her biological unit survived into the future.  She will not be allowed to return to Earth when she awakens.  She will die here, alone.” 
 
    Jenny was starting to worry.  The trial and sentencing was occurring way too quickly.  She stared down at her left hand as casually as possible.  It still hadn’t turned blue.  She decided to try something to prolong the proceedings. 
 
    She said, “I am an alien and am therefore not subject to your laws.  I do not recognize my sentence or the High Council’s authority to give it.  I want a new trial by the Associate Senate.”  
 
    The chamber erupted in a multitude of noisy conversations.  Jenny slowly looked around.  There were 18 people on the chamber floor including the guards, technicians, and council members.  Then there were another 80 or so Hiriculans sitting in the ornate bleachers to her right.  None of them would be in position to intercept her. 
 
    Sierr’aa was correct.  There was no one directly beside her or behind her.  She had a clear path to the cruiser.  She just needed them to delay long enough for Admiral Fruid’la’s guards to get clear of the area.  She stared at her hand again and mentally willed it to turn blue. 
 
    The murmur died down eventually.  One of the council members said, “Your sentence will be carried out as ordered.  One year from today your case will be forwarded to the Associate Senate.  The Senate can choose whether or not they wish to retry your case.” 
 
    Jenny felt her left hand tingle.  She looked down and saw that the sensor had turned blue.  She pulled the sleep grenade out of her pocket and pressed the button to activate it.  She then gave it an underhanded toss onto the dais.  She grabbed the gas mask attached to her shoulder blade and put it over her nose.  She knew that she had to remain motionless until the guards directly in front of her fell asleep. 
 
    The canister hit the platform, bounced once, and landed on its side.  The case opened and released one gram of antimatter from its containment unit.  The gram of antimatter collided with one gram of matter.  The entire sum of their masses was released as pure energy.  The conversion of mass to energy was 100% percent effective, versus the 7 – 10% conversion rate produced by an atomic or hydrogen conversion. 
 
    The resulting explosion was massive.  It released 43 kilotons of energy, roughly 2 times larger than Hiroshima.  It instantaneously obliterated the building and everything around it.  The blast carved a perfect semicircle in the ground and the air above it.   
 
    Everything and everyone in the vicinity was incinerated.  There was nothing identifiable left of the building, the High Council, the spectators, or anything else.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Supreme Admiral Fruid’la’s corvette bucked and shimmied as it struggled to maintain lift.  They were caught in the far outer edge of the explosion and it made the ride rather bumpy.  He sighed rather heavily.  He desperately wanted to yell at the pilot, but refrained.  It wasn’t the pilot’s fault the air was suddenly difficult to fly through.   
 
    If anyone was to blame for his current predicament it was him.  He laughed at the concept of holding himself responsible for this.  He changed his mind and yelled at the pilot anyway.  Surely he could do a better job if he tried. 
 
    Fruid’la turned back to his communication pad and said as sarcastically as possible, “Wow, was she ever eager to kill herself.  You would think that the dumb Human would at least have the common decency to wait a more few seconds for me to get clear of the aftershock.” 
 
    “Very inconsiderate,” Sierr’aa replied.  Sierr’aa was sitting on the command cruiser.  It was currently sitting near the military space station a few thousand kilometers from the planet Hiricula.  However, the distance was close enough that they could have a real-time conversation without any lag. 
 
    Fruid’la replied, “You should have calculated the distance better.  If she had activated the weapon even a few seconds earlier my craft would have been incinerated.” 
 
    “That would have been unfortunate,” Savan’aa replied. 
 
    Fruid’la hadn’t noticed that her twin sister was present.  It wasn’t surprising though, the two were rarely apart.  The bumpy ride ended after a minute and the corvette leveled off and began a statelier ascent from the planet. 
 
    Sierr’aa said “Supreme Admiral, I expected her to throw it at the first available moment.  The timing was precisely calculated.” 
 
    Fruid’la thought for a moment and realized what she wasn’t saying.  She had timed the detonation so that it would appear that he had almost died in the explosion.  Smart, he could include that in his speech about the terrible accident.  No, accident didn’t sound right.  What else?  Tragedy?  No, that didn’t fit either.   
 
    He responded, “I still don’t understand how you convinced Jenny to kill herself.” 
 
    Savan’aa replied, “It was easy because she volunteered.”  She neglected to mention exactly what it was that Jenny thought she was volunteering to do.  The conversation was undoubtedly being recorded and she didn’t want to be held responsible if this plot went awry. 
 
    He broke connection with the twins and thought about the proper term to describe the explosion during the rest of trip to the command carrier. 
 
    When he reached the command bridge all of the technicians were waiting for him.  Fruid’la said, “Please connect me with the news sources, the military high command, and the major networks.  I want to give a speech about the unfortunate incident as soon as possible. 
 
    No, he thought.  Incident wasn’t correct either.  And honestly, he really didn’t find it that unfortunate either. 
 
    The connections were established and Fruid’la said, “Gentle beings, by now most of you have heard that exactly 48 minutes ago the High Council building was destroyed by an antimatter bomb.”   
 
    Slight pause, then he continued, “The High Council and three of the secondary councils were inside the building at the time of the explosion.  They and everyone else in the vicinity at the time of the blast are presumed to be dead.  The death toll currently stands at 456 but may rise as officials search through the wreckage.” 
 
    He paused for effect and continued, “The perpetrator was a Human female named Jenny Sledgehammer.  She was on trial for slander, assault, the murder of a Hiriculan military officer as well as the assassination of former Alliance Senator Figur.” 
 
    He had intended to mention Venit’la by name.  He didn’t though because he forgot the officer’s name again.  He figured that he could just name him during the question and answer session afterward.  
 
    Fruid’la: “She killed Figur with a Hiriculan beam weapon in an attempt to foster distrust between the former Alliance citizens and the Hiriculans.  Clearly her efforts on that behalf failed.  She then performed the other crimes in an attempt to flee justice.” 
 
    Fruid’la: “Her ultimate goal was to prevent Hiricula from reaching Earth and helping guide the Human race to technological enlightenment and civil decency.  Please know that this misguided Human is not alone in this sentiment.  This view is shared by the majority of the Humans.”  
 
    Fruid’la paused for a breath and to let the citizenry have a chance to process that last few statements.  He continued, “The Humans actually had the audacity to formally declare war on Hiricula.  They site perceived injustices that our race has no intention of doing.” 
 
    Fruid’la: “They punctuated this declaration of war with an act of terror.  This criminal act was cowardly beyond belief and a testament to the lengths that the Human race will go in order to preserve their perverse belief that they are above interstellar law and common decency.” 
 
    He paused again, this time rather dramatically, and continued, “This act cannot go unpunished.  In the absence of a governing body, I have assumed temporary control of the government.  I will enact military rule until a new High Council can be elected.” 
 
    Fruid’la: “My first act as governor will be to send the excess fleet to Earth and force the Humans to surrender.  I assure you that we will be magnanimous victors despite the horrific event that has befallen us.” 
 
    Fruid’la finished, “We will offer the appendage of friendship to those Humans willing to accept it.  We will educate them to become productive citizens.  I hope that from this tragedy we can foster an enlightened Human race that will someday become full members of the Association.” 
 
    Okay, he thought.  Apparently tragedy was the correct term after all.   
 
    Well, the good news was that the coup was successful and he was now the ruler of Hiricula.  Realistically, he was also the ruler of the entire galaxy since the Association Council did whatever Senator Bline wanted and Senator Bline did whatever he wanted.   
 
    It was still a little messy though.  He preferred clean lines of command.  Perhaps another Human terrorist could blow up the Associate Senate.  No, too obvious.  He needed the senate to give his rule legitimacy.  Maybe they could just rewrite the bylaws and turn the senate into advisors instead of leaders.  Or, failing that, he could simply just poison them.  
 
    Now the bad news.  He just declared war on the Humans.  No, that wasn’t the bad news.  The bad news was that he needed to personally lead the military if this campaign was to have any chance of success.  That meant he would have to trust someone to run the government in his absence.  That certainly wasn't going to happen.   
 
    So, that meant that he would have to appoint a new admiral to the lead the navy in the upcoming war.  That was a problem as well because he didn’t trust any of the other admirals.  They were either incompetent or un-loyal or in many cases both.  At the moment he had no idea how to resolve this conundrum. 
 
    Sierr’aa and Savan’aa entered the admiral’s conference room and handed him a data cube.  They left without comment.  Fruid’la stuck the cube in the player.  He watched for a minute, turned it off, and yelled, “Lopeq’la, you are an idiot!” 
 
    He issued an order for Admiral Lopeq’la to return to Hiricula forthwith.  He laughed and said aloud to no one in particular “Let’s see the High Council protect you this time.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The UEN fleet jumped across the Trilon system.  The Sunflower was waiting for them with the coordinates for a brand new hyperspace route to Uselon.  The Sunflower joined the fleet and they jumped to Uselon. 
 
    The Uselon system was interesting; it was one jump from Conron and one jump from Waylon.  One jump direction led to Advranki Prime, the other to Earth.  When the fleet exited hyperspace they began moving in what appeared to be a random mess.  The chaos was soon resolved though.  Some ships were now pointing toward Earth while others were pointing toward Conron. 
 
    Jim, Paul, Russ, Solear, and Arean were sitting in the admiral’s bridge of the Warhammer.  Even though Jim outranked Solear, it just seemed right somehow to have the conference on Solear’s flagship. 
 
    Solear gave an official report of their portion of the battle.  Jim did the same.  Somehow the event seemed less like a debriefing and more like old friends telling their portion of an entertaining story.  They talked for a while longer, even retelling stories from their battles when they were all aboard the Sunflower.  The reminiscing slowed down and eventually ended.  Jim knew that it was time for the next step.  It was time to leave. 
 
    He said, “Admiral Solear, here are your orders.  You are ordered to take this fleet and go fight the enemy.  Further, you are authorized to act independently and to use your best judgement about how to utilize your resources.  That said, I would appreciate it if you would send a status report when you have time.” 
 
    Everyone chuckled.  Solear replied that he would make it a priority to write weekly reports.  He didn’t specifically say that he was going to send them. 
 
    Jim continued, “You may engage the enemy whenever and wherever you choose.  You may use any weapon and any tactic at your disposal to win a battle.  You may use any technical or operational advantage we possess.  If you do though, please let me know as soon as possible.  I will do the same if I have to use one.” 
 
    Jim continued, “Depending upon the circumstance, you are allowed to steal or destroy any enemy resource you deem valuable and occupy any enemy territory you deem necessary.  Do you understand and accept your orders?” 
 
    Over the years Solear had become used to the distinctly Human process of repeating orders to ensure that they were comprehended.  He stood and said, “Yes Admiral, I understand and acknowledge my orders.  I am to fight the enemy as I see fit.” 
 
    Jim handed him a datacube with the orders.  He had just given the most generic order he could, basically just telling Solear to go do whatever he wanted to do.  Realistically, that was the only order that Jim could give.  Even using hyperspace communication devices it would take almost a month to send a message from Conron to Earth and receive reply.  Managing a fleet from Earth was not practical; or desired for that matter. 
 
    Besides, when Solear arrived on Earth, he had given Jim a small list of demands.  Well, there was only demand.  He was going to lead the fleet into battle.  Solear was here to obtain a crew, not to give the ships to the Humans. 
 
    So, they essentially struck a bargain that worked rather nicely for both parties.  Solear and Arean joined the United Earth Navy.  This gave the fleet legitimacy.  Now they were fighting for the United Earth government in its struggle to free the galaxy from Hiriculan rule.  They were no longer interstellar terrorists. 
 
    Meanwhile, Jim finally found a way to jumpstart the war.  This was important for two reasons.  First, if they were fighting Solear they wouldn’t be looking for Earth (he hoped.)  Second, if Solear could break through the massive blockade in Conron, he may be able to significantly shorten the length of the war.   
 
    Solear’s fleet should be able to catch the Hiriculans off guard and undermanned in just about every other system.  With luck, the fleet could drive the Hiriculans out of the Advranki and Altian systems entirely.  Further, they could seriously reduce the huge numerical ship advantage the Hiriculans currently possessed. 
 
    Therefore, Jim gave the order to further add credibility to Admiral Solear’s fleet.  It was much better to say that they were fighting to free Earth from tyranny than to say they were flying around blowing beings up. 
 
    Russ added, “Remember to put the transponders with the path to Earth in the destructoboxes.  We really don’t want any uninvited guests showing up unannounced.” 
 
    Jim said, “The Earth will reinforce you whenever it is feasible to do so.  I doubt we can help you very much over the next few months though.” 
 
    Solear nodded and replied, “Whatever assistance you can give will be highly appreciated.”   
 
    Neither Jim nor Solear acknowledged what they were both trying hard not to say.  The only thing Jim could give him was fresh troops and fighters.  And if he had to do that, then it meant that Solear had gotten the old ones killed.  Both realized that this was better left unsaid. 
 
    Jim asked, “Is there anything else you need before we leave?” 
 
    Solear said, “Yes Admiral there is.  I want the Sunflower to stay here for a couple of weeks.  I have a special mission for it.” 
 
    Jim was shocked.  He couldn’t believe what Solear was planning to do. It was so, so Human.   He replied, “Is that really necessary?  You want to show the Hiriculans our biggest technological advantage at the beginning of the war.” 
 
    Solear said, “Our intelligence shows that the all of the entrances in Conron are mined and heavily guarded.  After the battle in Opron, the Hiriculans will certainly reinforce it.  Plus, with their monitoring system they will know we are coming.” 
 
    Arean added, “It is easier to stop an enemy fleet six ships at time when it is exiting hyperspace than it is to fight the entire fleet at once.  Therefore, the Hiriculans will make it extremely difficult for us to enter Conron.” 
 
    Solear continued, “And as you already know we need to win each battle decisively if we are to achieve our goal.  Besides, they won’t be able to figure out how we did it, at least not for a while.” 
 
    Jim nodded and said, “You can have the Sunflower for as much time as you need.  And good luck in the coming weeks.  You are going to need it.” 
 
    Solear braced himself.  He knew that he couldn’t avoid it this time.  He looked over at Arean and saw that he also feeling a little uncomfortable.  Everyone stood up and saluted each other.  Then they took the electro lift down two floors and exited the bridge. 
 
    They walked down the long hallway to the hangar bay.  The hallway was lined from beginning to end with soldiers standing at attention.  The Humans led the way through the gauntlet.  Solear and Arean hurried to keep up. 
 
    Kip, Gus, and the remaining members of First Squadron were waiting for them when they reached the hangar.  Jim and Russ hugged and shook hands with each one of them. 
 
    Jim said, “Kip, are you coming or staying.  Remember, you are still the acting commander of the Liberty Station.  If you stay here you will have to give up that duty.” 
 
    Kip asked, “When do you think your next fighter battle will be?” 
 
    Jim said, “Three months at the absolute earliest; possibly as many as seven.  The key factor is how long it takes to get our fighter factory running efficiently.” 
 
    Kip replied, “How about this fleet?” 
 
    Jim said, “Two weeks, maybe sooner.  You already know it will depend upon how quickly the fighter scanning issue can be resolved.”   
 
    Jim hadn’t meant it as a jape, but Kip cringed in mock pain anyway.  Kip grabbed Ace and said, “Not everyone’s entire squadron can get 11 kills each.  Sometimes you just wind up in the wrong place at the wrong time and get shot down.”   
 
    Kip released Ace and stood at attention.  He said, “Admiral, I formally resign as acting commander of Liberty Station.  I am going with this fleet.” 
 
    Jim looked at Ace.  Jim had selfishly kept him from going on the last mission and really wanted to keep him from going on this one.  Ace was an adult now, but Jim still thought of him as his baby brother.  He supposed that he could order Ace to go home with him, but he knew deep down that it wouldn’t be fair. 
 
    Jim said, “Ace, what does Fate have in store for you?”  Jim privately congratulated himself. He thought using the name of Ace’s squadron in the sentence was pretty clever. 
 
    Ace grimaced.  Clearly that joke had been overused.  Ace replied, “I always wanted to see the universe I guess.” 
 
    Jim figured it was as good an answer as any.   
 
    Rubie stepped forward and said, “Blaze and I am coming back to Earth.” 
 
    Jim, Russ, Rubie, and Blaze said their final goodbyes, joined Paul, and headed back to their respective ships.  Jim, Paul, and Rubie went to the Columbus, while Russ and Blaze went to the Indianapolis.   
 
    Jim had really gotten used to life aboard the big battleship.  He enjoyed having an entire level of the bridge to himself and hated to give it up.  He could have ordered Solear to leave one of them behind, but he refrained.  It would stick out like a sore thumb in the Earth fleet and essentially be an invitation for enemy commanders to blow it up.  He made a mental note to ask Lorano to design a command cruiser for him. 
 
    They spent the next few hours moving equipment from one ship to another.  They emptied the holds of the mining platform and transferred the raw metal to the processing ships so that they could be converted into missiles.  They also took a wide variety of spare parts from the space station – basically they took every spare part that would fit an Alliance warship. 
 
    They shuttled a huge number of troops to their correct ships.  There were a handful of people that changed their minds at last minute and decided to return to Earth.  The vast majority of people though had already decided they were going with the expeditionary force to Conron. 
 
    They moved all 480 fighters from the 12 Earth cruisers to Solear’s fleet.  The first 300 replaced those that he had been lost in the previous battle.  The remaining 180 were replacements.  These fighters were built on Earth.  They weren’t nearly as elegant as the Alliance fighters and the computer control was far less sophisticated.  However, the performance was about equal when flown in ghost mode.  
 
    The 40 Hiriculan fighters presented an interesting dilemma.  They had a normal computer assist mode and an enhanced computer assist mode.  They did not have a manual mode.  Mike Jones reviewed the fighters and declared that there was no way to reprogram them.  
 
    They debated whether to disassemble them for spare parts, keep them as glorified transports, or fly them into the sun.  In the end they just flew them to the Sunflower and parked them there.  They would figure out what to do with them later. 
 
    Next they separated the ships.  Once again this was more confusing than necessary because they had to distinguish between Alliance built cruisers and those built on Earth.  Arean proposed a simplified method of telling one from the other.  They could call the Alliance cruisers by their model number, Model 567.245.112, and the Earth cruisers by their anticipated model number of Model 567.246.01.   
 
    Although Arean thought it was an excellent suggestion, no one else seemed to like it.  In the end they decided to call the Alliance cruisers c20’s and the Earth cruisers c40’s.  The designation was based on the number of fighters that they could carry. 
 
    Jim was taking the 12 c40’s back to Earth for recalibration and rework.  The ion cannon experienced some fire control issues and was not nearly as effective as planned.  Plus, the hyper bubble had a containment issue that manifested itself when time they tried to make a jump less than two minutes.  
 
    Solear had initially planned to take them with him and make twelve eight ship squadrons.  However, he felt these performance issues would limit his command flexibility.  Jim understood, but it seemed like a polite way of saying that Earth’s crowning technological achievement was not worthy of consideration in a real fleet. 
 
    It was kind of a blessing in disguise though.  Keeping all twelve of the c40 cruisers meant that Jim could launch an offensive campaign earlier than anticipated.  Well, provided they could fix the technical issues with the cruisers and increase the production of their fighters.  Jim was giving Solear nearly all of the fighters that Earth had built to date.  
 
    Jim was also taking Jenny’s mini-freighter, two full size freighters, the captured Hiriculan cruiser, one supply ship, the space station, the mining drill, the three luxury corvettes, and the processing platform.  The Sunflower was also returning to Earth in a couple of weeks. 
 
    It was time to go.  Jim’s fleet micro jumped to the entryway of the Uselon – Waylon hyperspace lane.  There was no reason to hide or skirt around the edges of the system anymore, the automated traffic control literally couldn’t detect them. 
 
    It took them 11 days to jump to Waylon and then to Earth.  The fleet returned to the Liberty Space Station.  Jim convened an update meeting in his favorite conference room the moment he disembarked. 
 
    Colin reported, “The good news is that we were able to build 10 new cruisers since you left.  Also, fighter production is behind schedule, but made significant progress last week.  And as you can see we have started construction on the defensive forts.” 
 
    Becky said, “The bad news is that the corporations and citizen groups are constantly yelling at us to begin building mini-freighters and passenger liners.” 
 
    Jim repeated, “Passenger liners?  Why do we need passenger liners?  We are at war.  There is no place that the citizens can go without getting arrested.”  He realized his mistake the moment that he said it.   
 
    Becky said, “People want to travel to New Earth.  Well, not just travel.  Thousands of people want to colonize the planet.  Corporations want to establish business on the planet.  It is a whole new frontier.” 
 
    Jim replied, “That sounds like a recruiting commercial or something.” 
 
    Becky answered, “It actually is.  It starts with some really cool pictures of New Earth and says something like - there is a whole galaxy out there to explore and New Earth is the launching pad.  Write your congressman today and tell him or her that you want to be part of something special.  Tell them that you want to be the first passenger on a colony ship.” 
 
    Jim stood up, walked over to the wall, and opened the window.  He looked out and saw the Earth shining below him and the space station in the distance.  The view was stunning.  Jim stared it at for a long moment. 
 
    Finally he responded, “They’re right.  The commercials are right.  The corporations are right.  We need to build freighters.  We need to colonize New Earth.” 
 
    Lorano was about to tell them that they were all nitwits when Carank entered the conference room.  He looked around and saw that everyone staring at him for being late.  He waved his hand dismissively and said, “Did you hear the news?”   
 
    Their reactions made it clear that they had not heard the news.  Carank cleared his throat and adjusted his smart suit.  He opened his mouth and said, “Cl…” 
 
    However, before he could say another word Lorano sighed loudly and said, “Clowy is pregnant.” 
 
    Everyone clapped and congratulated Lorano.  Lorano became clearly agitated and even cried a couple of tears.  He responded, “I do not understand your race’s fascination with celebrating the completion a relatively straightforward biological function,” 
 
    Carank said, “That is truly wonderful news.”  He stared at Lorano said, “I am certain that they will have Clowy’s beautiful gray eyes and your stunning intellect.” 
 
    Carank continued, “There is other news.  I think that everyone should be seated.”   
 
    He closed the window, activated the monitor, and turned on the television.  He flipped through a few channels until he found his favorite intergalactic news channel.  
 
    Reporter 1: “This just in.  A Human named Jenny Sledgehammer killed Senator Figur and framed the Hiriculans just so she could get arrested and sent to Hiricula for trial.  She somehow managed to sneak an anti-matter grenade into the council chamber.  She activated the bomb and blew herself and the entire High Council to smithereens.” 
 
    The reporter held up his appendage to show exactly how small the remains of the High Council were.  They then played the video that showed Jenny tossing the grenade onto the raised dais and the entire thing exploding.  The video then showed the massive damage done to the council chamber and the surrounding area.   
 
    They then broadcast Supreme Admiral Fruid’la ’s speech in its entirety  This was followed by cutaway shots of beings cheering.  They followed that with a question and answer session with Supreme Admiral & High Governor Fruid’la.   
 
    (It is relevant to note the Fruid’la was able to remember Venit’la’s name when asked.  He even mentioned that Venit’la had a knack for making even the most trivial detail seem important.) 
 
    Reporter 2: “Senator Bline affirmed today that the Humans did declare war on Hiricula.  He stated that the formal declaration of war got lost in his inbox.  He also noted that as a corrective action they set up a new mail box called declarewar@assocition.gov so that any future declarations will not get mishandled.” 
 
    Reporter 1: “That’s smart.  It appears that the Humans are going to get crushed soon.  Admiral Fruid’la is organizing a massive response to the atrocity.” 
 
    Reporter 2: “Meanwhile, Admiral Solear seems to have entered into an alliance with the Humans.  His fleet is now staffed entirely with Humans.  The fleet appeared in Opron and attacked the Association government.” 
 
    Reporter 1: “Yes, it is my understanding that Solear intended to kidnap the Association Government and force them to dissolve the confederation.  The Hiriculan fleet fought valiantly to protect the fledgling government.  They were forced to sacrifice multiple ships and numerous Neto soldiers in the brave defense.  Despite the heavy casualties they were successful in protecting the Spindle Station.  We now go live to Senator Bline.” 
 
    Reporter 3: “Senator Bline, can you tell us what happened?” 
 
    Bline: “Honestly, nothing happened.  We watched the battle on the main monitor.  As you said, the Hiriculan fleet honorably defended us against the renegade Admiral Solear and his crazed Human helpers.” 
 
    Reporter 3: “We are all glad that you and other Senators are fine.  We are now sending you to the esteemed culinary school The 100 for a special report.” 
 
    Reporter 4: “I am standing here with Thiad’bo, a student at The 100.  The 100 is one of the finest culinary schools in the galaxy.  It focuses on hard to make deserts.  Thiad’bo, you were here when the Humans soldiers broke into the station.  Can you tell us what happened?’ 
 
    Thiad’bo: “The Humans were huge.  One of them lifted me up without the assistance of power armor.  They tossed me around and threatened to kill me.” 
 
    Reporter 4: “What were they after?  More importantly, was anyone eaten?” 
 
    Thiad’bo: “Well, they stole a shipment of ovens.  They also hacked into the school’s database and stole our recipes.” 
 
    Reporter 3: “Well there you have it.  Apparently the Humans like violence and pastries.” 
 
    Jim stopped the playback and said, “Do you think that would have worked?” 
 
    Lorano replied, “No.  Well, you may have been able to kidnap the senators.  However, it would not have helped.  The citizens of planet have to vote to secede from the Association.  The leaders do not have the authority to vote to leave.  The only thing kidnapping them would have done was to sway public opinion against you.” 
 
    Jim said, “I don’t know what happened to Jenny, but I doubt she was a terrorist.  The video was probably doctored.  Or maybe she felt she had no other course of action.  I am certain of one thing though, she died a hero.  She gave her life trying to help us win the war.”   
 
    Russ responded, “I can’t imagine what she must have felt.  She was alone on a hostile alien planet with no hope of rescue or escape.” 
 
    Jim replied, “Jenny will be honored at the appropriate time.  Now, getting back to the earlier discussion, what is preventing us from colonizing New Earth?” 
 
    Lorano replied, “The problem is that we need everything at the same time.” 
 
    Lorano looked around the room, realized that no one understood him and added, “We need thousands of people to start a colony.  But that isn’t all.  They need a place to live until they can build houses of their own.  They also need months and even years of food until they can cultivate fields and grow clothing.” 
 
    Carank said, “Crops.  They grow crops.” 
 
    Lorano continued, “The problem is that you don’t just need people, food, and clothing.  You also need tons of equipment like bulldozers, graders, manufacturing equipment, ground vehicles, telecommunications equipment, and a whole host of other things.” 
 
    Carank added, “Also, all of the Earth equipment still runs on liquefied dinosaur guts.” 
 
    Lorano said, “Gasoline.  They call it gasoline.”  He couldn’t help correcting Carank after Carank had just corrected him. 
 
    Carank said, “There is no gasoline on New Earth.  You will either have to bring millions of liters (gallons) of fuel from Earth or you will have to convert everything to electricity.  I recommend the latter.” 
 
    Lorano continued, “You would need a fleet of freighters.  They would take a load of equipment and people to the planet.  Then they would have to do it again and again and again.  It would take hundreds of trips.  You…” 
 
    Lorano noted that Jim had turned around and was staring out the window again.  He walked over and joined him.  Everyone else did too. 
 
    Jim pointed at the space station and said, “Let’s take everything at once.  Can we fit the colonists and everything they need on the station, the mining drill, and control platform?” 
 
    Colin replied, “We would have to do the math.  But yes, it should work.” 
 
    Jim continued staring out the window.  He said, “Once we have a colony established, we need to plan the liberation of Solaria.  We can use Freedom Station as a rally point for the final preparations and fleet exercises.  It will be easier to liberate Solaria if we launch the attack from New Earth.” 
 
    Russ clarified, “Because we can jump directly from New Earth to Solaria.” 
 
    Lorano spoke for the first time in a while.  He said, “You are naming the new space station Freedom Station?” 
 
    Jim held his hands up and looked around the room for affirmation.  Everyone nodded in agreement.  Jim replied, “Yes.  It is officially named Freedom Station.  It seems like a fitting name.”  
 
    Carank replied, “I would have gone with Space Station New Liberty since you are sending it to New Earth.” 
 
    Lorano said, “Getting back to the point I was making earlier.  We cannot invade … er I mean liberate Solaria.  As I am sure that you have forgotten, there is an electromagnetic pulse generator guarding the entire planet.  The second that we show up they will just fire the EMP and disable our ships and our equipment.” 
 
    Jim shrugged and replied, “We have to take Solaria.  We will just have to find a way to get around the EMP.” 
 
    Lorano shrugged and slowed his word speed as if he were talking to a child.  He said, “You do not understand.  You have to shut off your electric circuits before the EMP strikes.  That means that your circuits have to be able to react faster than the speed of light.” 
 
    “So what is the problem?  Just make it the circuits react faster.” Paul asked. 
 
    Solear said, “We have been trying for centuries to find a solution.  The simple problem is that light just refuses to move at any speed other than the speed of light.  It is not possible to defeat the EMP and therefore it is not possible to invade Solaria.” 
 
    Jim asked, “The Hiriculans invaded Solaria.  How did they solve the problem?” 
 
    Lorano snorted in derision.  He responded, “They didn’t.  They set up an elaborate scheme to build a skyscraper beside the EMP installation.  Then the just snuck through a sewer and captured the building.  They had beings on the ground for years preparing for the invasion.  We do not have either of those things.” 
 
    Jim started to respond.  Lorano continued, “No, we will not be able to sneak through the sewers.  I doubt the Hiriculans would leave them unsecured.” 
 
    Jim turned around and faced the group.  He said, “Paul, you and Colin had better take this one.  I have another task for Lorano anyway.  Lorano, I need you to design a command cruiser, a freighter, and fix the two issues with the c40 cruisers.” 
 
    “Issues?” Both Lorano and Carank repeated. 
 
    Jim said, “Yes.  The ion cannon had difficulty targeting and was underpowered.  Also, the ships cannot perform a micro jump less than 2 minutes.” 
 
    Lorano waved dismissively and responded, “I am sure it was just user error, but I will check the ships nonetheless.” 
 
    “Good,” Jim responded. “Now, will you and Carank be able to design a serviceable mini-freighter and command cruiser?”  
 
    “Absolutely,” Lorano responded.  “I promise that the new ships will be as spectacularly ugly as the others.” 
 
    Jim said, “Thank you.  Now, moving on to the liberation.  Paul, Colin, can you do it?” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Paul responded, “I will assemble an army that can liberate Solaria.  I do have a question though.  When do we leave?” 
 
    “We need to be ready to leave in six months.” Jim responded. 
 
    Paul nodded, looked over at Colin for affirmation, and replied, “When you say go we will be ready to go.” 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
_DFRUNINSURUENE_

JEFF 3IMS






images/00001.jpeg





