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October 2, 2092
  
“Report,” Paul ordered as he stepped into the fleet command center, mug in hand. He sipped at the thick, syrupy concoction that the Archons had developed in conjunction with the Star Force nutritional scientists to be a low volume, high calorie replenishment option for between and during workouts when they couldn’t afford to fill their stomachs full of food. Over the years, as their bodies grew stronger and their workouts became more and more intense, eating had become an increasing priority…as well as a constant nag. The ‘Vivariquum’ had been one of their ideas to counter the problem.
The command center was one large open room, with what looked like smooth boulders sticking up from the floor in orderly fashion to form workstations. Spread throughout were monitors on the walls, tabletops, and even an accurate and updating model of the Solar system floating in holographic splendor over a prototype generator, backwards engineered from the tech found in Antarctica. The image was grainy, with a lot of static and interruptions in the luminal transmission, but the valuable 3d perspective had warranted the inclusion of the prototype in the command center, even if it wasn’t ready for general distribution.
Paul glanced up at the flashing icon on the hologram, nearby Mars, as he walked over to one of the 36 manned stations.
“It’s the Aussies,” Parker-834 said, pulling up the distress call for Paul to read. 
“Damn,” Paul whispered as the rest of the fleet control staff went about their routine business, most of whom were not Archons. “So much for a successful first run.”
“Could be worse,” Parker pointed out.
“Do we have their transponder?”
“Yes,” the level 4 adept said, bringing the location up on one of three theater-like wall screens. The prototype inter-planetary starship was the first such non-Star Force vessel attempted to be built by the nations of Earth, and though it wasn’t publically known Star Force had unofficially sent one of their engineers to observe the design project and nudge the Aussies in the right direction. 
Of all the space-faring nations, Australia wasn’t the most powerful. The Americans held a slight advantage over the field, with Russia running a close second, in terms of territories acquired and the size of their military and civilian fleets. After that pairing the Brazilians held a solid third, with the Japanese not far behind, and the Aussies coming in 5th, with approximately 60% of the Americans’ powerscore, as Star Force measured them by.
Such a ranking was a significant achievement for the nation, given that it didn’t have the financial reserves of the 1st world countries, but what they did have was an eagerness to learn, and had taken Star Force’s generous advice to the letter and built up a sizeable offworld economy that actually exceeded that of Australia’s Earth-based economy by a factor of three. Of all the nations, Australia had devoted the largest percent of its GDP to the colonization efforts, tapping out at 58% during the 2060s. They’d been largely criticized for risking so much, but it had paid off in spades and their space-based colonies had elevated them to a major player, both economically and militarily, in the ongoing colonization push.
While Star Force sold starships freely, it had not yet put inter-planetary starships on the market, meaning that all movement away from Earth’s micro-system either had to be accomplished through the Star Force transit network or by using inferior designs from competing starship production companies. While a few designs were in fact capable of traveling between the inner planets, they were slow and ponderous, without one truly being able to call itself an inter-planetary starship…though the rival marketing divisions did try to press that point, despite their lack of sufficient engine power.
Australia had devoted the past 8 years to the project of designing and building their own model, knowing that it would open up greater opportunities if they were able to travel around the system at will, and Davis privately favored the Aussies over the others in the expansion race, but he couldn’t sell them technology that he didn’t offer the others…and in order to maintain control over the expanding colonization efforts, which had already reached Jupiter, he needed Star Force to be able to get to each planetary micro-system ahead of the others, meaning he couldn’t sell the longer-range ships to the Aussies either.
His backdoor solution was the loaning of an engineer to their project, not to give them technology, but to steer them clear of problems while they rose to meet the challenge on their own merits. Given the vast experience of the Star Force engineering corps, even a few nudges here and there had proven extensively helpful to the Aussies.
The ship that had transmitted the distress call was the prototype Aussie vessel, labeled Stargazer-class. It was oversized, heavy, and a third slower than the Star Force vessels, but according to specs it was a true inter-planetary starship…one that had made a significant fuel burn calculation error.
According to the detailed distress call, the ship had successfully ramped up to speed heading away from Earth enroute to Mars, endured its coast phase without incident, then flipped over and began its breaking burn…only to find that it didn’t arrive in the Mars micro-system, but rather just outside it and moving away at significant speed, headed back towards Earth.
“We can try to send a refueler after it,” Parker commented, “but with its latent speed, it’s going to be a distant catch.”
Paul nodded, looking at the projected intercept point and agreeing that wasn’t the best course of action. 
“We’ll deploy a Cobra from here and intercept in the doldrums,” Paul decided, referring to the gravitationally weak areas that separated the planets, otherwise known as inter-planetary space where ships orbited the Sun rather than a local planet or moon. “Take an engineer and go with them. Track down the error and see that they get to Mars safely.”
Parker’s eyebrows rose slightly. “You want me to go?”
“You do want a field assignment?”
“Of course I do, but isn’t this something that the ship’s captain can handle? I didn’t think you’d want to pull an Archon away from training.”
“It’s an unfamiliar situation that requires some troubleshooting. The Cobra’s captain and an engineering crew could probably handle the problem, but I want you to go along to make sure there aren’t any more surprises. Last thing we need is the ship running through the Mars orbital bands and hoping it doesn’t hit any stations.”
“When you put it that way…” Parker said, swinging out of his chair and walking off happily.
Paul set his mug down and slid into Parker’s seat, issuing the appropriate orders to the few ships they had in Venus orbit, two of which were Cobras. He selected the Cobra-B and ordered two of the nearby tankers to transfer over additional fuel for delivery to the Aussie Stargazer, which also used hydrogen-based plasma engines. 
By the time Parker got up to them, they should be halfway through with the transfer and ready to depart not soon after.
  
The Archon adept took to his solo assignment eagerly, packing a duffel with a variety of items that he’d need during the trip that the Cobra compliment couldn’t provide, such as ambrosia wafers, and headed out of the fleet command center via elevator across to the adjacent spaceport on the painfully hot surface of Venus. It serviced three other spur facilities, all of which were Star Force colonies, making the massive complex look like a four leaf clover sitting at the bottom of an ocean of thick air.
It was the largest of three facilities on the planet, with the two smaller ones having been built to construct the colony. To date, Venus was closed to the public. Not even the starport in orbit was accessible, making the planet a Star Force only zone. The other nations were a bit peeved at that decree, but no major protest resulted, given that the planet was useless to them. The atmospheric pressure was 92 times greater than that of Earth’s, making Venus seem like a baby gas giant, though the planet itself was almost identical in size to its habitable twin.
With a mass and radius coming in just under that of Earth by a few percent, the planet would have seemed the perfect location for a colony, far better even than Mars, which was now home to more than 5 million colonists from varying countries…except that the surface temperature was above 800 degrees Fahrenheit, twice as hot as a kitchen oven. In addition there were high winds, stronger than any seen on Earth, along with cloud layers containing sulfuric acid. Not to mention that even the gentlest of wind, given the atmospheric density, would toss you about like a rag doll.
Not exactly an ideal vacation spot, let alone someplace that you’d want to construct a colony.
Star Force, however, liked a challenge, and in addition to the planet’s natural resources there was something that Venus had that both Davis and the Archons wanted badly.
Gravity.
Venus’s gravity was 90% that of Earth’s, compared with the 37% that was Mars, the 16% on Luna, and the 2.8% on Ceres. Mercury measured up at 37%, matching that of Mars but with a much smaller radius, achieving its gravity through denser ores and metals, making it an enticing mining target, though no nation had yet been brave enough to attempt a landing. Even Star Force had chosen to tackle the challenge of Venus first, while currently planning out their excursion to the inner planet, which saw vast temperature swings from night to day, due to its almost nonexistent atmosphere and being so close to the system’s star.
Ironically, Venus’s surface temperature was hotter than that of Mercury, and surprisingly stable, due to the blanketing effect of its atmospheric clouds. And while the intense heat was certainly a challenge, varying parameters were more problematic, and the surface of Venus was anything but. The temperatures were high but stable, the winds were low and the air was clear, giving dramatic video-related panoramic displays of the desolate, rocky landscape under yellow skies to those living in the colonies and fleet command center, giving the deceptive appearance that the surface was habitable.
Walk out onto the surface though, and it’d be a tossup whether the pressure, heat, or lack of oxygen would kill you first.
Parker boarded a large, needle-like dropship that flew up from the surface on sharp, stubby wings, punching through the thick atmosphere and up into the turbulent winds and cloud cover that surrounded the planet at the upper altitudes. The hull of the dropship was heavily reinforced and ultra-aerodynamic, but it was still pushed around a great deal on the way up, only able to seriously accelerate once it had reached sufficient altitude and the atmosphere began to thin out.
Using internally fed rocket engines, the dropship accelerated up to orbital speed, eventually docking with the corresponding starport and depositing its passenger, along with some odd cargo that had been sent along on the spur of the moment. From there Parker flew out to the parked Cobra via a Cougar-class ferry, passing by the enormous solar arrays in orbit that harvested the intense light from Sol, transferring the electricity produced into the water stores, breaking them apart into hydrogen and oxygen and making for the largest fuel production facilities Star Force had created to date, surpassing even those around Earth.
Venus orbit was also resplendent with a number of small shipyards and other production facilities…all raw infrastructure with none of the extravagant, public-pleasing tourist and habitation stations that populated the orbits of both Earth and Mars. For Star Force, Venus was a work zone, with the three colonies on the surface inhabited purely by Star Force personnel, as both a base of operations to begin expanding Venus surface operations, as well as a test bed for project Canderous…something that Paul, Sara, and Davis had been diligently working on for the past two years.
Once onboard the Cobra, Parker assumed command of the mission and watched the video screens from the bridge as the inter-planetary starship slowly accelerated away from Venus, with the white/brown cloudy planet shrinking behind them and the small, but distinct red planet visible ahead. Currently the two planets were nearing orbital passing, making them geographically closer to each other than to Earth, and meaning that the rescue ship would only take a day to arrive, assuming it was going to waste fuel accelerating rapidly, then turning around shortly thereafter for a subsequent braking burn…which is exactly what Parker ordered.
With the help of the ship’s computer, the Cobra’s bridge crew plotted out the short trip and designated a rendezvous point with the now ballistic Stargazer. Confident that their math was accurate, Parker left the bridge and occupied his time with a few limited training exercises in lieu of the facilities that he no longer had access to. 
Keeping an eye on the clock, Parker caught a quick nap and headed back up to the bridge before the Captain could call for him, wanting to get an update and radar lock on the target before they got too close.
A subsequent text message came in from the Aussies, reconfirming their status and position, along with a pulse from their transponder up beyond normal intensity to emphasize the point. Parker smiled at the unnecessary gesture…Star Force protocols mandated a power rating more than sufficient for this close a range on all transponders, with an extra large one for inter-planetary starships, given that their range of operation would make them more difficult to ‘see’ at distance.
The Stargazer was the first non Star Force ship to carry the enhanced model, and it was already over the top powerful for short range. Yet one more reminder of the inexperience of the Aussie crew. They still had a long way to go yet before they could be labeled competent. 
“Position fix established,” the Cobra’s captain confirmed. “How aggressive an approach do you want?”
“How good’s your pilot?” Parker challenged.
The man at the helm turned around and frowned professionally. 
“Good enough,” the Captain answered diplomatically.
Parker turned to face the man. “Make it quick, but if you scratch the paint I’ll throw you out an airlock.”
The Captain laughed heavily, and even the pilot cracked a smile before goosing the engines into a brief, but heavy burst, angling the ship in towards its out of fuel sister ship. Given that their engines weren’t as efficient, the Aussies had only enough fuel reserves for a 1-way trip to Mars, whereupon they would refuel from their own depot in planetary orbit. 
Once both ships met up, Parker and the engineer transferred over to the Stargazer to assess where the problem had occurred while long refueling lines stretched out from the cargo sections of the Cobra and began depositing enough fuel into the Australian ship to get them over to Mars within a day’s time…which the Aussie’s would be charged for.
It took all of three minutes for Parker and the engineer to locate the problem…or rather, half the problem, with the engineer heading off to check the status of varying components on the ship in order to track down the other half.
Star Force protocol required all starships to maintain a 10% calculated fuel reserve whenever plotting out trips. How much fuel they had available then dictated how fast they had the option of moving. More fuel meant more available thrust and a quicker transit time. Less meant more coasting and little accelerating. Either way, the reserve was meant to cover any discrepancies in calculations as well as to keep a buffer for unexpected maneuvering, which usually involved steering around infrastructure near the arrival point. 
The Aussies had calculated a 1% reserve, so when the ship wasn’t able to make it to Mars for a still unknown reason, they didn’t have enough fuel left to correct the problem…which left them drifting in space. 
It was a rookie mistake for sure, and something that no Star Force crew would even think of screwing up, but the Aussies weren’t using Star Force protocols. They’d taken a lot of cues from them, but since they were having to build their own technology they were also having to write their own rulebook for using it, and with that came an annoying trial and error period, working out all the bugs so to speak. 
As far as space travel went, having navigational bugs could lead to disastrous collisions…fortunately the Australian prototype had avoided that fate.
Later during the day, the engineer tracked back the source of the navigational error to the transponder system…not the beacon, but the receiver that read all the positions of the other broadcasting ships and stations. Within the software was a program to account for the orbital movements of those transponders and the signal stretching and compression that resulted from it. From that distortion, the relative speed of the source could be determined…in this case, the orbital speed of Mars. 
The program had therefore assigned a delayed position for where Mars would be several days into the future as it should have done, but those calculations were based off of the fixed position of Earth, or rather they should have been. The program erroneously used the current position of the ship as the base point, during a time when it was orbiting the Earth in the direction of Mars, thus adding the orbital speed into the calculation.
So, as far as the program was concerned, Mars appeared to be moving slower than it actually was, meaning that when the ship’s fuel load ran dry the planet wasn’t quite where it was expected to be and the preprogrammed braking burn had been too much and too soon, actually sending the ship backwards.
The engineer also discovered several small miscalibrations of the transponder and radar systems which had probably contributed to the navigational snafu, but none of which couldn’t have been corrected by a second burn, had the ship retained enough of a fuel reserve. It was a boneheaded mistake, and one which Parker thoroughly explained to the Captain, who took the criticism well. Technically it hadn’t been an error on his part, but rather on the established Aussie protocols, but he still was ashamed that on the maiden voyage of their prize ship they’d needed to call for help. 
Parker and the engineer also took the opportunity to give the Captain a thorough rundown on the changes that needed to be made, both in procedure and software, using the incident to teach the Aussies a bit more than they’d done before. The Captain understood the sleight of hand and made sure to ask as many questions as possible before the two ships departed, gaining quite a bit of technical data to send back home that the ‘observing’ Star Force engineer loaned to them for the project had not been free to share.
The Cobra stopped by Mars orbit on the way out, topping off its fuel tanks before taking a lazy return to Venus, whereupon it deposited Parker and returned to its normal scheduled cargo runs. After all was said and done, the Aussies successfully made the return trip to Earth without incident, establishing themselves as the only entity other than Star Force to possess the capability of regular inter-planetary travel, using that capability and freedom to continue growing the size of their holdings and gaining a leg up on the competition, as well as drawing a lot of business opportunities their way. 
A second Stargazer-class ship was completed within the year, and from there on out the Australians would begin chipping away at the powerscores of the big four, eventually rising to challenge the Americans for dominance in the political/economic powergrab the media loosely referred to as the Colony Wars. 
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January 2, 2107
  
Morgan thrust her hand forward, palm up, and deflected the small ‘thud’ to her left, feeling her hand go numb for a moment, then the tingling sensation of reawakened nerves washed over her skin as the ring she wore sucked the latent stun energy out of her flesh. The Archon ran forward three steps and deflected another with her other hand, cycling between the two to allow her localized nervous system to denumb.
A few more steps and she was behind a large stone column that blocked the firing line of the nearby turrets. As she worked one of her other rings around, pressing against her middle finger with her thumbnail, she saw the thuds slowly rolling across the floor on the deceptively shallow incline and into collection terminals that would redistribute the flexible, golf ball-sized projectiles back up to the turrets. Their absorbent material gave them their characteristic ‘thudding’ noise on impact, and had become one of the upper level training devices used by the Archons.
The current challenge Morgan was running was referred to as ‘rings’ because each finger on her hands contained a metallic band, each with individual purposes. The ones on her index fingers were designed to pull away small amounts of stun energy, allowing her hands to become defensive weapons if used properly, while the one on the middle finger of her left hand contained a command laser.
After getting the setting prepped, Morgan climbed up shallow handholds on the column until she was three meters up in the air and in the line of sight of a receptacle on the far side of the large room, opposite the river-sized disqualification pit bisecting the chamber. A red laser shot out, invisible to the naked eye save for a slight bleeding effect on the ring and the dot on the far wall as she brought it over the target and hit the tiny trigger button.
The receptacle received the command in the laser transmission and moved the final bridge into place.
Steeling herself, Morgan jumped off her perch and landed in a crouch that immediately turned into a sprint across a wide opening that was turret haven. She blocked a few thuds with her hands, but knew that she was going to have to accept some hits, which quickly began to build up as she got to the bridge, slowing her usually fast gait as parts of her legs and back began to go numb.
Each of the thuds had a decent stun charge, though not as much as the stingers did. They weren’t designed to take you out with one hit, but to punish and slow you down for mistakes…or in this case, to prevent someone from finishing the challenge by crossing the bridge and climbing to the top of a pole.
Up until now Morgan had been able to use cover and guile to navigate the course, but this final element was designed to weed out the physically weak by making them take hits and keep moving. All of the Archons had taken too many stun hits to count over their lifetimes, and some of them had begun training to try and develop an immunity. Their efforts had yielded data that Morgan and others had used to diminish the effect a certain amount of stun energy had on their bodies, as well as increase the processing rate for the dispersement of the charges after they’d been hit.
The difficulty in accomplishing such an adaptation was staggering, but Morgan’s stun tolerance had increased by 17%, at least for as long as they’d been measuring. It didn’t mean she could get hit without it affecting her, nor did they expect that would ever be the case, but it did mean that she and some of the others could keep conscious and active a bit longer than everyone else…and this challenge’s finish was one of several scenarios that made them prove it.
When she made it to the bridge, coming at it from the side, she rounded the corner and dove forward, rolling beneath several thuds zipping over her head and coming up shakily to her feet before deflecting another coming at her face with a quick-reacting palm. It went dead, then started to come back to life just as she stepped off the railless bridge and onto a small path that led to the pole with the finish button on top.
She knew the worst was yet to come, but Morgan didn’t hesitate. She was on the clock and needed to beat the benchmark on this challenge to level up, so her mindset was full forward, and if she passed out so be it, but she wasn’t going to make the rookie mistake of hesitating.
With her improved vertical, she leapt up a meter into the air before grabbing hold of the pole with her partially numb hands and climbing it like a rope, taking hit after hit now that she was essentially a stable target. 
Her rate of climb slowed to a grind, but she didn’t stop. Her rings kept her hands from completely losing their feel and grip, but the rest of her body suffered, seemingly severed from the rest in a blurry mind’s eye that saw nothing but the pole in front of her.
Suddenly she blinked her eyes open, realizing that she lay sunken into the crash mats at the bottom of the pole, her head swimming as the two tiny rings slowly ate up the stun energy saturating her body. 
“Damn it,” she whispered, barely able to move her lips. As her vision cleared and she sat up, she noticed the scoreboard had a set of statistics indicating a completed run.
Morgan looked up at the top of the 12 meter tall pole and frowned. She must have hit the button at the top just before she fell, though she couldn’t remember doing either one.
Her attention turned back to the scoreboard and the time indicated, along with a glowing icon that meant she’d achieved the necessary par 3 score…which also meant she’d just claimed acolyte level 15.
With a sigh she picked herself up and hobbled off the empty course. There were no other Archons nearby to offer congratulations, no staff running the facility or any adepts around wasting time as spectators. Morgan was alone in this particular training chamber in the Earth sanctum and casually walked out, not thinking twice about her accomplishment, other than to start measuring up how much improvement she’d need to make in other areas to reach level 16.
Over the past decades, she’d taken on the mantle of trailblazer of the trailblazers, running up the ability levels far ahead of everyone else and setting the benchmarks they now operated off of. She’d helped create, then achieve the 99 adept levels before ascending to the next rank of ‘Acolyte,’ something that only she’d accomplished to this point, making her the top rated Archon, though there was a tradeoff involved.
In order to surpass the others she’d had to train nonstop, eschewing all the fieldwork. As a result she’d become a recluse within the sanctum, having lived there since its creation and not having gone off planet since the Lunar War. Even her last trip over to Atlantis had been more than 3 years ago. 
As insular as that sounded, with the technology afforded them by Star Force she was able to monitor all activity across the star system via the newsfeeds…both the public ones and the private Star Force reports. She kept up to date with everything the Archons were doing, even if she rarely interacted with them. Most of the trailblazers were now stationed off Earth, with only 12 remaining in the primary sanctum on average, and a couple more rotating back and forth from Atlantis. The rest of the facility was filled with the younger generations, all of whom regarded Morgan as a god, which she quickly found irritating.
Only a few of the trailblazers could spar with her now on an even level, and Jason was the only true challenge she had left, but his duties kept him moving about overseeing the Knights and going on training missions. He spent about a third of his time in the sanctum and they teamed up for training whenever applicable, but most of Morgan’s workouts were spent in isolation. She regretted that, but knew she had a duty to the others to push her abilities far past theirs, in order to gain the knowledge and experience of how best to train at a level none of them had ever even dreamed of before.
As it was, she was having to design new equipment and challenges, beat those, then design more, laying the groundwork for those to come after her, allowing them to level up, in theory, faster than she had, all other things being equal, but she missed the camaraderie of those first few years when they were all going through the same basic training together. 
When she got into the hallway outside she passed a low level adept, acknowledging her presence with a nod but not wishing to engage in conversation. She headed over to their version of a weight room and drew immediate attention in the crowded facility. All of the equipment was motion based, forcing the users to balance and move along with the weights…no static lifts or other ‘traditional’ weight room monstrosities that bulked one up while killing speed.
Morgan headed over to a small ring with a series of swing weights on a nearby rack. There were no safety nets or cages in place, given that this was a sanctum and the only ones with access were Archons, who should know how to handle the equipment properly. The acolyte picked up one of the medium-sized weights and began swinging the ball/handle combination around to the right then whipped it back across her body and began a very fluid and powerful figure 8 rotation.
 Half the activity in the weight room stopped as their attention was drawn to her movements, noting that the medium weights she was swinging about were rarely used, given that the facility had been equipped with insanely high capabilities, meaning that most of the equipment in the room had levels that nobody used, and it was questionable as to whether anyone ever would. The ‘heavy’ weights no one had touched, with everyone using the light and very light versions, so when Morgan picked up the mediums many of the younger Archons gathered around to witness what they’d thought was impossible.
That disbelief annoyed Morgan. Very few of the non-trailblazers measured up to Archon standards, in her opinion, with lack of motivation being her top gripe. Greg, or Paul, or Jason would have jumped at any new challenge, any insight into becoming more capable, any new knowledge that might give them an edge so that they could become better. They would have watched her to learn, been impressed, then tweaked their training so that they could one day match her. All of these kids just wanted to see a spectacle, so she just ignored them and went about her workout, moving from one apparatus to another, getting her quotas in then leaving for the track.
That’s what her days were like now. Get this much done, at this speed, this level, this weight, and repeat…over and over and over again until her body adapted and she was able to add a little. She had been living in this routine now for so many years it had become natural, and the sheer amount of raw workout she was doing didn’t seem awe inspiring to her, it was just normal.
When Morgan was in the cafeteria later Rafa approached her, sparking the first smile from her in more days than she could remember.
“When did you get back?” she said, chewing a mouthful of high density ration bar. Her calorie intake was insanely high, so her diet, like those of the trailblazers and a few motivated others required specialized food in order to get enough fuel in to compensate for their workouts. Her ambrosia intake was also the highest, at 18.2 doses a day. Nobody else had even broken 10.
“Trouble’s brewing. Just had a confab with Davis. He wants us to take some preemptive action, special ops style.”
“Oh?” she asked, finishing her mouthful without adding another.
“Three man team, all Archons. I’ve already tagged Taryn. Care to join the party?”
Morgan hesitated, running through her head how much missing days of workouts would slow her down…a bit of an academic exercise, considering she hadn’t missed a day in decades. She knew she’d take a hit, but that she could recover from it and get back to her daily quotas within a few days at most, or maybe even immediately if the mission allowed her to rest up a bit. She’d be rusty, and that first day back might be ugly, but bottom line was she wanted to go, so she resigned herself to work thorough whatever training trouble it caused when she got back.
“Gladly,” she answered, biting off the end of another energy bar. “Where we going?”
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“As you requested,” the British Ambassador said politely, laying a data chip down on Davis’s desk, “the ship IDs, crew counts, and payment authorization from Parliament.”
“Thank you,” Davis offered as he slid the chip off his clear desk and into his palm. He plugged it into the appropriate slot on his computer and began pulling up the data. As the Ambassador had said, all the requested information for the fleet transfer had been provided in typical British clerical formality. 
“Our intelligence reports the American fleet broke orbit yesterday. Will you be able to move our ships ahead of their arrival?”
“I think I can safely guarantee the first few warships will arrive first, though the timing for the rest will depend on the speed the Americans are traveling.”
“My information indicates that they have allotted a small tanker fleet to accompany the task force in order to maximize fuel range.”
“So I’ve also been informed,” Davis confirmed. “We’ve been running the numbers and it still looks like it will take them 2 months at minimum to cross the gap out to the asteroid belt. Your leading warships will arrive first, and I’ve already deployed some of mine to the area in order to encourage calmer heads to prevail.”
“We have no wish to provoke Star Force,” the Ambassador said truthfully. “But we will defend ourselves against any American aggression. We’ve already had one mining vessel go missing, and have no intention to allow there to be another.”
“Neither of us has been able to locate the vessel or debris thereof,” Davis reminded him, “so don’t start prematurely blaming the Americans. If they did have a hand to play in its disappearance, we’ll find out eventually.”
“I hope you do, but it has been six months and still no recovery. Not a sign of so much as a fragment of the hull? Or an emergency beacon? Your people designed the mining vessels we use, so you know their capabilities. They shouldn’t just be able to vanish unless there was foul play.”
“I know there is a lot of bad blood between your countries, but I’m not interested in guesswork. If anyone, the UK included, has been misbehaving and we find proof of it we’ll hold them accountable. You know that.”
“Our fleet movements are purely defensive, Director.”
“Possibly,” Davis differed. “You’re moving into a contentious zone. If your motives are purely defensive, that is your right, which is why I’m approving the transfer request. It is not, however, a license to begin poaching the American mining operations in retaliation. I trust your government understands this.”
“We do. But I hope you understand that it is becoming increasingly clear that the Americans are spoiling for a fight. If so, we are prepared to give them one.”
“Glancing down your ship list, I can see that,” Davis commented. “You’re dedicating the majority of your fleet to this redeployment.”
“Defense patrol,” the Ambassador politely corrected him.
Davis sighed. “I am well aware that certain factions have come to regard the asteroid belt as the wild west frontier zone, given the size and distances involved, coupled with the fact that we only have a minimal presence there and can’t keep an eye on everyone’s ship movements like we do here. But let me say, that we are not completely blind in the region, and that if you and the Americans plan to square off, then both of your contracts with Star Force are in jeopardy.”
The Ambassador nodded his understanding. “We take our business relationship with you quite seriously, and we have considered every angle of both the tactical situation and our obligations on part of our contract, but we feel that our…intentions lie squarely under the self defense provision of our agreement.”
“That depends entirely on what actions you take. Star Force will respond immediately to any illegitimate activities, regardless of who it is. I truly do not wish to have to send my fleet to hunt yours down on ‘capture or kill’ orders.”
The Ambassador stiffened. “We will honor our agreement to the letter. Can we assume the same for Star Force?”
“Of course.”
“Then I suggest you keep your eyes on the Americans. Our defense patrol is being established so we can watch where you do not have eyes…and to be in a position to respond immediately if there are any…violations.”
“As you wish. But be warned, simply crossing into your designated mining zone is not valid cause to destroy a ship. Intercept and stop it, if you wish, then notify us. Prove that the Americans are violating your territory and I will strip them of their mining privileges. Take the opportunity as just cause to start a war, and I’ll hold you both accountable.”
“We will gladly defer to Star Force when and where we can, but given the…lawless nature of the region, we may not have that option. Regardless of the future, our transfer order is accepted, yes?”
“It is.”
“Then if you will excuse me, I’ll relay the good news to our fleet commander. Good day, Director.”
“Good day,” Davis echoed as the Brit left his office. Once the man disappeared down the stairs he leaned back in his chair and let out a loud, heartfelt sigh. He’d been able to avert several potential international conflicts in the past decades, and not since the Chinese invasion of Luna had there been any major fighting, but he could read between the lines and knew that this showdown between the US and UK had been brewing for some time, with both sides intent on making it happen this time around.
One of the UK mining vessels had disappeared, which to his consternation his own fleets couldn’t locate. The asteroid belt was huge, but sparse, nothing at all like the public believed from watching scifi movies such as Star Wars. The belt stretched from Mars orbit out to Jupiter, with varying bands of higher density, all of which were still remarkably empty. 
Star Force had established 7 belt starports for the use of the public to give nations access to select regions. These operations were mostly snatch and grabs, where a small asteroid would be located, flown out to, and ‘eaten’ by the ship in question, then brought back to a processing area or, for very small objects, processed on the spot with the unwanted material ‘regurgitated’ back out. 
Mining territories existed as slices of a 360 degree circle/sphere centering on each of the belt starports, but overall the territory this covered was small, less than .1% of the entire belt. The mining potential was vast, but the technology hadn’t caught up with the dreamers yet, so Star Force’s accommodations to the various nations wishing to mine the belt was all they currently had to work with.
Star Force also maintained its own mining operations, some of which were much larger and actually were built attached to the larger asteroids, the primary site being on Vesta, a 570 km wide egg-shaped asteroid just below the threshold for becoming a planet. The Star Force outpost was actually cutting a hole in the side of the asteroid and building inside, gradually hollowing it out for future use while processing the materials harvested. 
From this location Star Force also had snatch and grab mining operations heading out and picking over the local area, but far away from the nations’ zones. Given how much of the playground was available, it hadn’t been deemed necessary to set up directly next to one another.
However, one of the 7 national zones had the Americans and Brits sharing adjacent slices, which was where the trouble was occurring. Each slice radiated out from the starport far enough that radar tracking became impossible, leaving the various nations to their own reconnaissance in exploring and harvesting the local field. It was in these blind, lawless areas that they’d been flexing their muscle, knowing that Star Force wouldn’t be looking over their shoulder…or so they believed.
Davis had some intelligence about those regions that he’d never made public. It was insufficient, but gave him some key facts to work with. For starters, he knew that there were ‘ghost’ ships in the region, flying without transponders, which was a violation of the Star Force mandate. A few distant observations were all he had though, for whoever the ships belonged to was covering their tracks well, and no unaccounted for vessels could be identified in the official traffic logs.
Another tidbit of information that had come his way was the location of a mined out asteroid outside of the designated national mining zones. It had been a freak find, given how many were out there, but the football field long rock had clearly been at the mercy of power tools, excavating a cavity that his own miners had guessed contained a large gold deposit, based on micro-fragments of the metal found in the surrounding material.
While he didn’t technically have the authority to tell the nations where they could or couldn’t mine, it had long been established that all ships had to carry transponders for safety reasons, and the business arrangements between Star Force and its national and corporate customers required exception-less use of the devices, so if mining operations were being undertaken outside of the Star Force appointed zones, they should have been able to track the ships locally, if not from afar, according to what size of transponder they were broadcasting on.
The British Ambassador could very well have been correct about the Americans. Ever since President Mendez had taken office back in the 2060s, the United States had ceased to be a backer of Star Force, but they still maintained a sizeable business relationship. They also maintained business ties with the anti-Star Force block, both corporate and national, essentially having a foot in both worlds and straddling the fence artfully, all the while seeking to expand their powerbase and holdings.
They weren’t the only ones. Star Force had approximately 1/3 of Earth’s nations in the support category, with only half of those that Davis considered to be true allies. The bulk of the international community fell into the client category, the Americans included, who did business with Star Force on a regular basis but was not politically aligned with them, and more often than not socially and politically opposed them on one hand, but kept ordering ships and services with the other.
That left a handful of nations that were outright opponents of Star Force, led by the Chinese, and were confined mostly to Earth orbit, with a few territorial possessions purchased on Mars. As the rest of the planet moved forward with the colonization frenzy, the opposition had been left behind, unable to keep technological pace with Star Force’s improvements and raw construction capability. As a result they had been reduced to minor players beyond Earth, but maintained a strong economic foothold around the planet and on Luna, which still was the heart of the space-bound economy.
The Russians mainly kept to themselves, and were marginal Star Force backers. The Japanese fell neutral, preferring to neither praise nor condemn the mega space corporation while they pursued their own national agenda as a major and regular customer.
The Brazilians, however, were an avid supporter and exclusively used Star Force technology. He doubted that they or the Australians would risk penalties by running ships and operations without transponders. They’d grown in power by holding to all of Davis’s rules, and all indications pointed to that continuing to be their national policies well into the future.
Then there was a slew of second tier nations, some on the rise like the Brits, others on the fall like the French who had basically abandoned all territorial aspirations, selling off their holdings on Luna and Mars and focusing on building/purchasing orbital habitats to offload their growing terrestrial population as a last ditch endeavor before legislating reproductive limitations, such as China had done in the previous century.
India was in a similar situation, being the heart of the overpopulation problem on Earth, but they saw space colonization as not only the solution to the problem, but an avenue to rise to glory. They were another nation that Davis would have tagged as a slow riser, held back initially by lack of funds but slowly overcoming that deficiency as they opened up more and more space-based operations. 
Most nations didn’t have the means to go rogue just yet, the problem was that some of Star Force’s competitors had advanced far enough to enable these countries to start thinking along those lines, and the more they advanced the less certain he could be as to who these ghost ships might belong to.
Regardless, the Americans and Brits were set to go at it, following a long string of incidents stretching over the past two decades. The two countries who once quoted each other as being the closest of allies had apparently decided to stretch back to their roots and reembrace the two wars that had bracketed the Americans’ birth as a nation.
The Brits didn’t have the largest warfleet, but they did have one of the best, and were deploying most of it into the asteroid belt, purchasing piggyback rides on Star Force inter-planetary starships to get them there. The Americans did have the largest fleet, after Star Force, and had sent a significant portion of it into the inter-planetary void between Earth and the belt, enroute to ‘secure’ their mining rights against trespassers.
Due to the travel time involved, Davis figured he had a couple of months to head off this fight and had already had the Archons dispatch a fleet larger than both the Americans’ and Brits’ combined into the general area in the hopes that its presence would discourage, or at least delay what seemed to be an inevitable clash. Meanwhile, he’d planned to get to the bottom of the illicit mining activity and have some answers to throw before both countries so he could take away some of their political firepower.
He also conceded the point that it might not matter, in which case their fleet would be there to protect the other nations’ facilities and ships from the fireworks, and be in a position to intervene if and when necessary…the dynamics of which he was leaving up to the Archons.
No matter which way he sliced it the situation was bad, and how he dealt with it would set a precedent for the other nations with squabbles amongst each other that had been gradually working their way to the surface, some of which had become emboldened by the friction between the Americans and the Brits. 
He needed to get ahead of the situation, which was why he’d asked the Archons to send an expedition into the field to track down the missing British ship and uncover what was really going on beyond Star Force’s radar detection zones. 
Davis just hoped they found the answers in time, for with the American fleet already having gotten underway, the clock was now officially ticking.
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January 22, 2107
  
“We’ve got something,” Rafa said, tossing a data chip across the cabin only to see it arc to the right and fall into Morgan’s hand. The Viper-class inter-planetary starship was currently undergoing its braking maneuver prior to arriving at Starport 4 in the asteroid belt, creating the binary gravity effect that held Morgan’s feet to the ground as well as pushing her back into her seat inside the small cabin she’d been assigned for the duration of the trip.
The acolyte effortlessly stood up against the awkward gravity and grabbed a data pad, inserting the chip and accessing the files. Rafa leaned against the wall, also seemingly unaffected by the gravity aside from a slight tilt to his stance.
The report had been sent from Roger, who was overseeing Star Force’s warfleet in the asteroid belt in preparation for the American/British showdown that appeared to be forthcoming. The fleet had been spread out across the most likely places they suspected the ghost ships to be, based on prior crossings, and they’d picked up another sighting. Roger had ordered the target tracked at range and over the past 2 days it had been cherry-picking asteroids for consumption, then rendezvoused at another before retreading approximately the same geographic region.
As the Star Force cutter had kept its distance and followed the ship back out again, it caught a brief signal from another ship rendezvousing at one of the same asteroids. It only stayed briefly, then disappeared outside sensor range, but the location of that particular asteroid had been tagged and Roger dispatched a ship to investigate the area.
Morgan flipped through a host of reconnaissance photos, noting the small base attached to the half mile wide asteroid, along with Roger’s speculations as to it being some kind of supply depot. 
“Sounds like our ticket in,” Morgan said, pulling out the chip and inserting it into a slot on the rim of the video screen. With a few button presses she had the photos enlarged on the TV for closer inspection.
“If they’re not running active radar we should be able to get in close,” Rafa commented, pointing to the back side of the asteroid. “So long as we time it right. Roger is redeploying a few more ships to give us a detection perimeter around the base.”
“A quiet one, I hope. Spook them and we lose the link.”
“He’s playing it coy. I doubt they even know they’ve been detected. We’ve picked up faint radar bounces from their ships, which seem to correspond to a low powered, forward-mounted array.”
“To target the asteroids.”
“Exactly,” Rafa agreed. “If our ships keep their distance and don’t start screaming active radar, they shouldn’t be noticed, and even if they are there are plenty of rocks out there to confuse their sensors with.”
“I don’t like the fact that we’re broadcasting any active radar signals, but I guess Roger knows what he’s doing. We’ll need an extraction team standing by in case this goes south…and those drone warships aren’t going to cut it.”
“I’ll inquire,” Rafa promised. “How are you doing?”
“Twitchy,” Morgan admitted. The downtime wasn’t something she was accustomed to.
“I know the feeling. It’ll pass quicker if you run your guts out on the track.”
“I’ve been taking a couple of hour runs each day.”
“Want a pacer?”
“If you can keep up.”
Rafa smiled. “Let’s go.”
Morgan frowned. “The gravity’s at the wrong angle.”
“That’s what makes it fun,” Rafa said tauntingly, retreating back outside. 
Morgan raised an eyebrow then grabbed her running shoes and a pair of socks out of a side drawer and followed him out barefoot, sensing that they were about to play a game of cat and mouse and he wasn’t about to let her have any advantages.
She followed him through the ship, not having much trouble with the odd gravity angle but stopping here and there to pull on a sock while still keeping her fellow Archon in sight. By the time they got to the ship’s track she had both shoes on, but unlaced, and Rafa took off running to gain a lead.
Morgan knelt down and quickly tied her shoes snug, then took off in pursuit, more than willing to play chaser.
  
“Seal checks,” Rafa asked as the three Archons floated towards the hangar bay doors.
Morgan had already run through her armor’s checklist, but double checked her atmospheric integrity anyway. 
“Tight,” she reported through the helmet comm.
“Good to go,” Taryn echoed from within her red armor, which matched the set Rafa was wearing. Morgan was the oddball, wearing the identical equipment but painted with the acolyte silver color scheme, giving her a dull chrome armor that only she had earned the right to wear.
When the doors parted the bay master saluted sharply at the three armored Archons. “Your stealth pods are fully fueled, and the auxiliary equipment you requested is loaded inside, as are the extra O2 tanks.”
“Do you have a comlink to the bridge?” Rafa asked through his armor’s external speakers.
“We do. Everything is set and waiting for your order to go. Just flash the ready lights and we’ll get you moving.”
Rafa nodded his red helmeted head and pulled himself into the nearby airlock via ceiling handholds, then cycling through into the airless portion of the SR’s hangar bay. Inside were an assortment of small craft, the larger of which were docked to internal airlocks, but three black ‘kites’ were sitting just inside the outer doors tethered to extendable pylons coming up out of the ‘floor.’
Rafa pushed off the airlock rim and flew across the bay, catching a hand on the corner of a shuttle and redirecting himself toward the nearest kite. He caught himself against the dark black hull with his hands, stalling his momentum, then climbed around to the access port and opened the stealth pod up.
Inside was a long chamber slightly bigger than his body that ran fore to aft behind a pointed nose cone. The sides of the pod angled out into stubby wings, making the whole apparatus look like a gigantic black diamond…that had been squashed. Jason had said the things looked like something Batman would build, and Rafa had to admit that he had a point, after which he wondered if Paul and Roger had designed them with that homage in mind.
Taryn came flying across the bay next, grabbing her pod and climbing inside feet first. Rafa stayed outside and examined the contents by poking his head inside. As the bay master had said, the equipment packs and oxygen tanks were already stowed inside, placed into niches with fastening clamps keeping them clear of the body cavity that he was going to ride inside.
“Cozy,” Morgan commented as she joined the pair and looked inside. “Either of you every used these things?”
“Nope,” Taryn answered, already going through the power up sequence.
“Not in the field,” Rafa answered, sliding his feet inside, “but I did get to play around with one of the prototypes.”
“How do they fly?”
“Like a rock.”
“That’s reassuring,” Morgan commented, sliding inside and sealing the hatch over her head. The interior of the pod had several running lights and illuminated switches, but otherwise was dark. 
Her navigation displays and controls were directly in front of her downward facing position, with the top of her head bumping up against the nosecone of the ‘bat.’ Reaching down, she located the pod’s oxygen feed and plugged it into her armor’s port, having to wiggle her arm around to reach the back of her neck in the claustrophobic confines. 
The pod’s oxygen would last her several days, if need be, but the extra oxygen tanks clustered around her feet were for her use after they reached their target, in order to supplement her armor’s limited supply. Also clustered around her legs was an assortment of equipment, including food and water rations, a stinger rifle, pistol, stun stick, backpack of technical gear, and a second pack of odds and ends, including an ample supply of ambrosia doses, though she doubted she was going to need much with all this inactivity.
“Everybody set?” Rafa’s voice asked over her comm.
“Just,” Morgan said as her final prep sequence came back in the clear.
“Been waiting on you,” Taryn echoed.
Rafa flipped the ready switch in his pod, which transmitted the all clear signal back to the control room.
“Standby,” the bay master said to himself, floating over to another panel to relay the go order to the ship’s pilot.
Suddenly there was an acceleration burst from the ship’s engines, felt by the Archons in the pods as the SR accelerated towards the distant asteroid base, building some momentum before launch to save the pods some fuel. 
After sufficient speed had been achieved, the bay master opened the forward doors and remotely detached the tethers holding them in place. Another ready light illuminated inside Morgan’s pod, indicating that she was now free to accelerate out of the bay.
“Taryn,” Rafa prompted.
“Taking the lead,” she said as her pod’s wingtip engines flared to life and slowly carried her out of the bay, cutting off a few meters outside.
Morgan followed next, with Rafa coming out last and joining the pair, drifting left and matching Taryn’s speed as close as possible. The acolyte did likewise to the right and the trio floated forward and clear of the ship a few inches per second.
In their rear view camera displays the SR tilted its giant hammerhead up in a slow arc until the engine compartment came around to a 90 degree angle, then it thrusted lightly, rising up above the trajectory of the pods before completing its flip and firing up its engines again, thrusting back the way it had come and away from the target as the pods continued to coast forward, passing out of radar and visible contact within a few kilometers due to their stealth plating.
“I’m thinking of a number,” Taryn teased, referencing the long wait they had in store.
“Oh don’t start that,” Morgan said, remembering back to the silly game some of them had played during their basic training. “It was annoying enough the first time.”
Morgan heard Taryn snickering over the comm, but otherwise she didn’t respond.
“Everybody got a nav fix?” Rafa asked.
“I’m showing a bit of drift, but nothing we can’t fix on arrival,” Taryn reported.
“Same here,” Rafa said. “We’ll try a correction when we get past the halfway point, there’s no way we can finesse it from this range without overcompensating.”
“Agreed,” Morgan said, studying her numbers. 
“Alright, sit tight and coast unless you get farther than 50 meters off Taryn. Taryn, you can go ahead and take a nap.”
“Sleep flying, aye,” she said in her typical high pitched, energetic voice.
Rafa pulled up a card game on his display and started passing time…
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Four hours later the three stealth pods began quietly decelerating on their tiny chemical thrusters, bleeding off speed as the target asteroid began to grow larger on their display screens. The top of the base was just visible on the underside, but the asteroid’s slow rotation would have it out of view within minutes, given them the blank backside to make their landing on.
More small puffs of reverse thrust emitted from the wingtips all the way up to the sheer rock wall of the pitted asteroid, then the three ‘bats’ spread apart and flipped up, coming down on the rock belly first, but stopping a few meters short of it, hovering on occasional thruster bursts from the pen-sized attitude adjustment vents spread across the surface of the craft. Keeping close to the perimeter, the three Archons flew around the curve of the asteroid until the top of the base came into view. 
“Where do you suggest we park?” Morgan asked sarcastically.
“It won’t matter now, so long as they haven’t noticed our approach. We’ll have to stow them inside later.”
“Then I suggest we get out here and approach on foot.”
“I agree,” Taryn echoed.
“Alright, but remember ‘on foot’ means handheld thrusters out there.”
Rafa micro-thrusted down to the surface of the asteroid and felt a slight vibration as the underside touched…then rebounded back off. He nulled out as much of the motion as he could then popped the hatch. As he climbed out he felt the pod knock against the asteroid again and begin to twist. His body weight was a considerable fraction of the pod’s mass, so every movement he made affected its orientation, and with almost zero gravity coming from the asteroid there was nothing to hold either of them in place.
Deciding to just make do for the moment, Rafa dove back inside the bat-like pod head first and dug into one of the equipment bundles that had been stored around his feet, pulling out a handheld thruster unit and a ‘parking meter,’ as the designers had affectionately labeled the gun-like device.
Rafa pulled back out with both, then reached back in and toggled the pod’s controls, micro-thrusting it back down to the surface, whereupon he fired the tether gun into the asteroid, imbedding a long metallic piton into the rock, leaving the handle of the device attached to the top with a flexible cord rolled up inside the hilt. Rafa pried the end of the cord with clasp out of the now firmly attached ‘parking meter’ and hooked it to a metallic loop on the nosecone of the pod, then let the stealth craft float on its own accord.
He pulled out the two equipment packs, attaching one to the back of his armor and holding the other in his hand as he lightly pushed off the top of the pod and floated over the surface of the asteroid, using the micro-thruster in his left hand to keep him down as he searched for footholds to propel himself forward on in lieu of liberally using his limited fuel supply.
“How’s everyone doing?” he asked, resisting the urge to turn his head and look, which would result in twisting his body in ways he didn’t want.
“Already ahead of you,” Morgan reported.
“Just off your right, a few meters back,” Taryn said, bringing up the rear. 
Rafa looked to his right with his eyes and a bit of a head turn, trying to spot Morgan…then to his surprise found her well ahead of him, making good progress slithering across the ground on her belly. 
“Showoff,” Rafa said, picking his steps carefully as Morgan left the other two Archons in the dust.
“Have you done this before?” Taryn asked, dropping to her knees and trying to mimic the acolyte’s low profile.
“Nope, just seemed like the best way. Plenty of finger holds over here.”
“Find the door so the slowpokes can make a straight line for it,” Rafa suggested sarcastically.
“Will do,” Morgan acknowledged, crawling across the surface with her second pack attached just above her butt and flailing like a tail behind her. With quick and precise movements she had her momentum constantly aligned with the curve of the asteroid and avoiding having to use the micro-thruster at all. 
When she dipped down into a shallow crater she didn’t fall all the way to the center, skipping over part to maintain a straighter line and grabbed hold of the opposite edge, slithering over the top and into full view of the base that had been build into the side of the asteroid.
Within four seconds she had an airlock spotted and crawled towards it with gear in tow, instinctively looking for defenses, but finding none. The building had two sections from her point of view, one clearly a habitable module with the other larger section appearing to be some sort of garage. The airlock was situated three meters up the wall, giving Morgan the impression that the module had been prefab in design, multileveled, and partially buried inside the asteroid rather than having been built on top of it.
She slowed her crawl as she got up close, then carefully measured a tiny jump, angling up to the airlock handles, which were placed on all four sides of the square door, appearing as squarish loops that were easy to grab hold of.
With her silver glove wrapped around the top handle, Morgan pulled herself to the control panel and examined the controls, recognizing them as a non-Star Force make, but she couldn’t remember the manufacturer and there were no identification markings on the exterior to jog her memory. The key sequence was simple enough, and within 30 seconds she had the sliding door open and pulled herself inside the small cubicle.
“I’m in the airlock,” she reported, shutting the outer door and triggering the cycle. “Follow my beacon.”
“Got it,” Rafa reported after she pressed a small button on her forearm controls. “Be there shortly.”
Morgan steadied herself, planting her right foot and left arm against opposite sides of the airlock and disconnecting her second pack, letting it drift free as she gently backed up and placed her foot against the airlock outer door, ready to spring inside.
The air replenishment cycle ran its course and the inner door clicked open, sliding into the wall and opening up the interior to the Archon, who stayed in place as the view contained no troops or personnel. Morgan listened intently, but could detect no trace of any activity. Gently pushing off the back, she hand walked forward, keeping grip points to redirect herself if necessary. 
Her head poked out and she scanned the room…finding it empty, but with two exits. One forward and one down. 
The acolyte free floated out of the airlock and pulled her equipment pack out with her, fastening it to one of the nearby wall rungs and stashing her handheld micro-thruster back inside. 
“I’m in. No contacts. Checking out the rest of the facility.”
“What is it?” Taryn asked over the comm.
“Processing,” Morgan identified immediately, based off the containers lining the walls and two workstations ringing the center floor exit. All had various grades of crushed ore waiting to be refined, by hand it appeared, which made her wonder what exactly they were extracting. She moved forward and looked down into the lower level, surprised to see that the ladder actually extended down several levels.
Reaching back into the pack on her back, Morgan pulled out her stun stick and charged it up, just in case, then sprung down the ladder head first.
The room below was empty, save for a myriad of enclosed equipment pods, but she did spy a hint of movement down the side exit and immediately twisted about and redirected across the room, pulling herself into the next one and coming across a robotic arm grabbing cylinders of ore from a rack and feeding them into some sort of smelter…an active device that she doubted would be left to run on its own if someone wasn’t nearby.
This room was built against a wall, but had a cattycorner exit, suggesting a four square design to each level. Morgan kicked off a bench and into the next room, then hung a left and checked the last quarter, finding it empty as well. She returned to the first room with the ladder and went back up to the first level, swinging around all four of its rooms before coming back down and running into someone coming up the ladder from the third level.
Morgan knocked the woman off her handholds and down the ladder with a stiff forearm, then pinned her on the floor below, belatedly noticing that there was a fourth level beneath them. The woman screamed, and Morgan heard a chorus of voices raise elsewhere in the facility in response. 
A swift poke from her stun stick quieted the woman and the Archon moved off in hunter mode, taking down two more men in the other rooms of this level, then a second woman coming up from below. Morgan searched the fourth level, but found it empty, then collected the unconscious people and gathered them together in what appeared to be a small lounge in the upper right quarter of the third level.
“Four captives,” Morgan reported.
“I’m in the airlock now,” Rafa replied. “Were they armed?”
“No, but they did look really surprised.”
“Who are they?”
“Don’t know yet. They’re napping.”
“Uniforms?”
“Nondescript. In fact I don’t see anything here that has any prominent corporate logos.”
“The structure is Exxtron,” Taryn noted. “I can tell by the control panel. They sell to a lot of the anti-Star Force crowd.”
“I’m in,” Rafa reported.
“Third level,” Morgan told him. 
“Found the keys to the garage yet?” he asked, still over the comm.
“I did a quick check and didn’t spot any exits save for another airlock up top.”
Rafa caught a glimpse of the moving robotic arm as he passed into the second level and frowned, then scooted off course to have a look at it. On closer inspection he found remote controls for multiple arms, as well as video screen displays that were currently shut off. When he flipped the on switch they showed the interior of the ‘garage’ with multiple large containers and a host of remote equipment, all apparently run from inside this room.
“Think I found the door,” Rafa reported over the comm as Taryn came through the airlock. “There’s an automated system that brings in material through a set of industrial airlocks.”
“Where are they?” 
“In the walls. I’m going to try to find the button for the sunroof.”
“You want me back outside?” Taryn asked, coming up behind him in the room.
“Not until we get the loading doors open.”
“There,” she said, pulling herself into a pod-like seat and wrapping her armored legs around the base to keep put. “It’s next to the main control arm.”
She pressed a large button and there was a grinding vibration felt throughout the structure, making the material of the walls audibly protest until it was locked in place and the stars were visible through the roof on Rafa’s display screens over top the cargo canisters.
“Go,” he said simply, with Taryn jumping out of her seat and heading back to the airlock to begin parking their stealth pods inside and out of view of any approaching ships.
“Morgan, see what you can get out of the prisoners. I’m going to start digging through their computer systems.”
“Will do,” she acknowledged, reaching over her shoulder and detaching the pack on her back. She set it aside and pulled out a vile of destunning serum and injected one of the women in the side of her neck. As she fought to regain consciousness Morgan pulled off her helmet and got her first taste of ‘fresh’ air in hours.
When the woman started to blink her eyes open, Morgan snapped her fingers in front of her face to get her to focus. “Name,” she demanded.
“Wha…what?”
“Name,” Morgan repeated, staring at her from less than two feet away, one hand on her shoulder to pin her weightless body against the wall.
“Masterson.”
“Alright, Masterson. I need to know what your mission is here, who you work for, and when the next ship is due to arrive.”
The woman’s eyes widened. “Who are you?”
“Star Force.”
Masterson’s jaw dropped, then immediately clenched shut. “I have nothing to say to you.”
Morgan sighed. “As you wish,” she said, flipping on her stun stick and poking the woman unconscious again. “Note to self, don’t mention Star Force.”
She set the unconscious woman aside and reached for the next closest prisoner, injecting him with the destunning serum. 
“Name,” she demanded when he started to wake…
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January 25, 2107
  
Morgan jumped from the open cockpit of her stealth pod onto the hull of the cargo ship that was picking up the full material containers from the asteroid base and depositing empty ones for the collectors and processors to fill via a series of robotic arms as the boxy ship floated just over the garage. On the reverse side, Morgan latched onto a dorsal airlock and quickly made her way into the ship, letting her pod drift off. She wouldn’t need it from here on out.
The airlock cycled through, giving her access to the inside of the large ship, whereupon she sprung into action, kicking aside the man curiously staring at what should have been an inactive airlock and bouncing him off a side wall as she passed by, belatedly swinging her stun stick back and tagging him in the side of the head.
The corridors were small, not allowing her much maneuvering room in full armor as she methodically swept every corridor and room for personnel, coming across the bridge halfway through her search and disabling the Captain and crew within five seconds of entry. She looked for the robotic arm controls but couldn’t find an applicable station, so instead she checked the navigational systems, ensuring that the ship wasn’t about to drift into the asteroid or base, then pushed off the back of a chair and zipped into the hallway, finishing her sweep to disable and capture the crew of 7.
“Ship secured,” she reported over her armor’s comm before sitting ‘down’ in one of the bridge chairs and trying to access the ship’s database, only to find that it was written in Spanish. 
Morgan frowned, then glanced across the control boards spread out around the bridge…all of them were tagged in English.
“Rafa, need you over here for some translating,” she added.
“Do they have a shuttle?”
“I saw something near the cargo bay.”
“We can see an edge of it from here,” Rafa told her. “Mind giving me a lift?”
“Will do,” she said, heading aft and finding a pair of small ships tucked up inside the bay alongside the cargo containers at dedicated docking ports. Morgan took the left one and slowly flew it down and docked against the top airlock. Rafa was waiting for her and climbed aboard the cramped, four-man craft…had those four men been midgets. The seats were tiny, and the two Archons encased in armor more than filled the cabin space.
Within minutes the pair were back aboard the cargo ship and Rafa began pouring through the database.
“Interesting. The ship’s manufacturer is Solaris, but the software is from Estrella Mar.”
“With a base built by Exxtron,” Morgan added. “Either we’ve got a corporate alliance or someone who likes to build hodgepodge.”
“Got their nav charts,” Rafa said, pulling off his armor’s gloves so he could type faster. “Only one other location tagged, looks like this is a binary cargo runner headed further into the belt.”
“Another breadcrumb to follow,” Morgan noted, referring to the cellular structure of this mining operation. All computer records on the base had been limited to the onsite refining of ores and extraction of precious metals being brought in by a 10 ship fleet of ‘collectors’ spread out across this region of the asteroid belt, well away from both the national and Star Force mining regions and essentially off the map. The crews from those ships would rotate out periodically, taken aboard a cargo runner that would offload necessary supplies and replacement crew when it came to pick up the processed cargo.
The excess waste material from the processing was compressed into pellets and given back to the collectors, who disposed of it somewhere in the belt, with only the precious cargos being transferred over to the runners. Beyond that the base records didn’t say, nor had the captive crew been very forthcoming with information. 
“Taryn, disable base communications permanently,” Rafa told her over the comm. “We’re transferring the ship’s crew over then heading out.”
Morgan nodded and turned around, heading for the compartment where they’d stashed the prisoners.
“Where to?”
“The other end of this cargo link. That’s all the nav charts have got.”
“Someone’s gone to a lot of effort to keep all this hidden.”
“They’re unconscious right now, but I think this crew is separately employed from those on the base. The computer systems are all in Spanish.”
“We taking the pods along?”
“No, we’re playing parasite from here on out. I’m going to send a directional transmission to our fleet, calling for a delayed cleaning crew for this site. They can retrieve them then.”
“I’d better grab mine then,” Morgan said, eavesdropping on the conversation. 
“I’ll get it,” Taryn offered. “We need to tether the pods outside again anyway so this lot can’t get access to them. Pick me up with your shuttle when I’m done.”
“Deal,” Morgan said, dragging two of the unconscious men towards the shuttle port.
“Transfer over some additional rations and whatever else you think they’ll need, then get back over here,” Rafa told her. “We need to leave within the next two hours if we’re going to maintain their itinerary.”
  
Seven days later they found another starship at their rendezvous point, a much larger vessel equipped with a crude copy of Star Force’s gravity cylinders sticking out sideways across the center with cargo compartments fore and aft of that midline. Apparently the ship they were on was only supposed to exchange cargos and return to the asteroid processing base, for there was nothing else in range except empty space.
The course the nav system had taken them on went even deeper into the unmapped regions of the belt, where Star Force had yet to probe and far from its recently deployed patrol fleet. Had the Archons activated a distress beacon, it would take several days at minimum for them to receive help, given the navigational headaches of avoiding the ever-changing asteroid positions, which usually prevented a ship from flying a straight line trajectory.
When the two ships docked to exchange cargo Rafa, Morgan, and Taryn boarded and captured the larger ship, happy to have gravity back underneath their feet again, and even happier to find a much more complete navigational database in this ship’s computer systems, documenting a myriad of outposts within the belt, spread out over an insanely large area…all of which were far from any known mining operations.
Additionally, they had been able to verify that this particular ship was crewed by employees of the Atrican Consolidate…a merger of several smaller space corporations that occurred in the 2080s to cut costs and share resources, currently #7 on the corporate power charts. The ship they were flying, however, was of Solaris make, which was odd given that Atrican also had a shipbuilding line, though not producing anything of this size.
The ship itself was also part tanker, which explained how fuel was getting out to the dedicated mining ships. After a thorough sifting of the ship’s records, it appeared that the miners and cargo haulers out in the field were contract hires rather than employees, and had been deliberately isolated from the larger network that had been built up within the belt…all without Star Force being the wiser.
To be fair, Star Force couldn’t monitor the entire star system, and with more and more infrastructure popping up around Earth, Luna, and Mars it was getting harder to track individual ships, but by closely monitoring the competition’s shipyards and tagging the vessels as they came off the line they could reasonably insure that the mandated transponder signals corresponded to all ships in the field, with any absences immediately being noted.
If someone had been able to build ships outside of Star Force’s vision, then it was conceivable that they could be flying without transponders…and if they were, Star Force was going to be unable to track their movements. If they then could also hide the influx of raw materials coming from the belt, shrouding them in legitimate business, it was possible for someone to have built up all this in secret without Star Force having dropped the ball somewhere…but they also risked a lot just in the attempt. If and when Star Force caught them flying without transponders…which they just had…their corporate contracts would be revoked and penalties issued, which would be seen as an extremely hazardous venture and not worth exploring.
The Atrican Consolidate did a small amount of business with Star Force, mostly involving selling of raw materials on the Exchange and other secondary economic business ventures, though they had no direct contracts or purchases. They operated exclusively without Star Force tech, and were among several others to do so as a matter of principle and pr, so arguably they didn’t have so much to lose by ticking off Star Force, but whatever nation had hired them did. Unfortunately the ship records didn’t indicate who their customers were. That information was something they were going to have to find elsewhere.
Ship hopping again, the Archon trio left the cargo ship adrift and continued on with the larger ship’s assigned rounds, making another rendezvous at a different location three days down the line with the crew obliged to continue operations as normal. They cooperated, though there was nothing the smaller cargo ship could have done to help them even if they had sent out a warning, which Rafa explained to the crew beforehand, telling them they’d just seize that ship too if necessary, and give the Captain a few lumps for the effort.
After the successful cargo exchange the larger ship was due to return to port and deliver the valuable materials harvested from the belt. Each shipment it seemed contained differing amounts, looking like they were mining anything of opportunity rather than concentrating on a few compounds. Included in the ship’s inventory were small amounts of gold, silver, platinum, ruthenium, and molybdenum, along with larger amounts of iron, nickel, magnesium, tungsten, and palladium, coupled with stores of liquid hydrogen and oxygen collected during the ore processing, with data records showing another 22 materials being logged on previous material retrieval runs.
This current batch was slated for delivery to a fabrication station, which is where the Archons had the crew take them, dropping off Taryn and Morgan during the transfer why Rafa kept the ship’s crew under control, and mostly unconscious, on the freighter.
The station was more than 5 times the size of the freighter, and rivaled some of Star Force’s medium-grade orbital stations in volume, though the construction was poor. It had four sets of gravity cylinders clustered together at the center, with huge box-like zero g factory segments on either end, making it look like a weird hourglass, given that the cylinders were inset and visibly moving, unlike Star Force designs that had them behind a protective and static armored shell.
Docking ports were located along the rim of each end, and one other ship was seen to be leaving a few hundred kilometers away, apparently already finished offloading its cargo, or perhaps carrying away the finished products? Rafa didn’t know and he decided to let it pass, knowing that Morgan and Taryn would target the station’s communication systems first thing. Once those were down, the other ship wouldn’t be a discovery threat.
“Control room secured,” Morgan’s voice faintly reported in Rafa’s helmet. “And they have no long range comm gear.”
“Better to keep it hidden,” Rafa acknowledged, wondering if their ships retained that capacity as couriers or they just thought it too dangerous to be roaming about without the ability to call for assistance. “Any resistance?”
“Ha, hardly. Couple of sidearms. Taryn is out doing her thing while I get to babysit.”
“You lost?”
“Scissors again,” she moaned. “But on the upside, I found a talker. He didn’t want stunned and we had a nice long chat about his work here.”
“Go on.”
“Seems this whole station is a factory designed to build starship and prefab components, which are then shipped off to one of several shipyards they’ve got hidden out here.”
“Who has hidden?”
“Solaris, Udaris, Killman, Exxtron…just about every major competitor of Davis has its hand in this operation. My friend doesn’t know how it all got started, but says he was transferred out here through a Ukrainian mining ship along with several others. It seems they’re using Star Force’s transit network to shuffle personnel and supplies out from Earth and Mars and make the handoffs in the national mining zones where they’re outside of effective transponder range.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” Rafa said, running the basic numbers through his head. “There’s no way they could have smuggled out this much equipment. They had to send some by ship.”
“I’m guessing they did initially, but he says that they make almost everything they need now from what they harvest in the belt. Only specialized components and personnel are smuggled out, with returning personnel and precious metals going the other way.”
“Enough precious metals to make this financially worthwhile, or do they have some other agenda at work?”
“It’s looking more and more like a purely economic venture. According to him, the shipyards are building more mining and cargo ships, expanding the network right now. He doesn’t know of any warships, but admits he hasn’t seen anything other than this station and the ship he was brought in on, though he does have access to manifests and shipping schedules. He also says there are no weapons components produced on the station…” Morgan said, followed by several audible puffs.
“Trouble?”
“Just a few stragglers wandering onto the bridge. There are supposed to be over 3,000 crew on the station, so it’s going to take Taryn a while to get through them all.”
“She’s going to run out of ammo,” Rafa noted.
“Then it’s my turn.”
“Gather as much intel as you can, then pull back to the ship. There’s no need to take prisoners if we’re not going to stick around.”
“Might as well secure the station if we’re calling in for backup,” she argued.
“We’re not finished yet. We still have a missing British ship to account for. Don’t suppose your friend knows anything about that.”
“Unfortunately not. So what are you have planning? Bounce around from place to place on their map and see if we find anything interesting? That could take months, and fuel we don’t have. And if they do have a warship out here I don’t want to run into it flying a cargo ship. If we abandon stealth, then we might as well do so with our fleet covering our asses.”
“Well then, we keep this a stealth mission, for now. How soon is the next ship due to arrive?”
“Hold on,” Morgan said as she conferred with her friend. “Three weeks, two days.”
“How many locations are on your nav charts?”
“More than on the ship. They’ve got six regional zones out here, but this station feeds components to all of them. The shipping fleets are reserved for individual zones, save for the big haulers. They rotate around the major installations carrying the prefab components and starship ribs...the stuff the regular haulers are too small to carry.”
“Any command centers on that list?”
“There are regional hubs that contain several stations in close proximity, including the shipyards. You wanna hit one?”
“Best place to mine data, wouldn’t you think?”
“If we can get there. Our ship isn’t supposed to have access to those areas, according to what I see here.”
“Find one that does, then make a copy of their database. When you’re finished get back to the ship and help me evac the crew, we won’t be needing them from here on out and I’m tired of babysitting them.”
“Copy that,” Morgan said signing off. She turned to the young man and flipped her helmeted chin up in a ‘pay attention’ gesture. “I need as much access to the computer systems as you can get me.”
“Sure thing,” he said, swiveling around in his seat. “So what are you going to do with all of us?” he asked as he worked the keyboard. “I didn’t know we were doing anything illegal.”
“Never said you were,” she said, leaning over his shoulder to make sure he didn’t sabotage her efforts. “We’ll be gone once we’ve got what we’re looking for.”
“And that is?”
“Nothing you need to concern yourself with,” she said dismissively.
“I can help…if you take me with you,” he said earnestly.
Morgan frowned inside her helmet. “Why?”
“Why I want to leave? I’m sick of being stuck out here in the middle of nowhere. The pay is alright, but I never get to spend it on anything. I go to work, eat lunch, go to work again, go to my cabin, sleep, and repeat. I’d much rather work for you guys,” he said, almost pleading.
“We’re not exactly here on a vacation, kid. We’re flying around in a hijacked ship and you want to tag along?”
“Yeah.”
Morgan laughed, which sounded a bit menacing through her helmet’s external speakers. “You’ve got spirit, kid. I’ll talk with the recruitment division when all this is over, but you’ll have to find your own way there.”
The man frowned. “Thanks,” he said dejectedly.
“I’m an Archon. I say it, they do it. Get transferred back to civilization and I’ll get you on our payroll…if you help me get the information I need. I’d rather not have to hack it if I don’t have to.”
“You’re a computer tech?” he asked, perking up a bit.
“No, but I know my way around software and I brought some very cool toys,” she said, tapping the screen in front of him. “Now give me what you can.”
“Sure,” he said, beginning to call up directories. “You think you could do me a favor and let me see your face?”
“Trying to get me id’d by the security cameras?”
“Ha, those things are junk. They’re not even turned on. Just placebos to keep the staff from going bonkers from all the boredom.”
Morgan walked over to the reflective panel on the upper wall and punched her armored first into it, shattering the glass and crushing the camera beneath. 
“Whoa!” the tech said, reacting to the sound of the breaking glass.
Morgan walked back over to him and pulled off her helmet, loosing her short, dark ponytail and sucking in a deep breath of air while hefting her stinger rifle in her other hand. “Better?”
“God you’re hot,” he said appreciatively, then turned back to his computer screen and got to work finding all the information she wanted.
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February 17, 2107
  
Two quick pistol shots and the security guards coming around the corner down the hall were down before they even saw Taryn, a stinger to each of their chests as they came into view. The marksman specialist led the other two Archons past their fallen bodies and around the corner, shooting a third less than three meters away and knocking his stunned body aside with an elbow before it could even hit the ground. Morgan and Rafa jumped over him and followed Taryn deeper into the corporate rebels’ region 4 command center, headed for the administrative wing.
Their arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed this time. Instead of waiting weeks to hitch a ride on a scheduled transport, the trio had hijacked a smaller, faster ship at one of the agrostations supplying foodstuffs to the workforce and took it straight into the midst of the 8 stations that constituted the regional hub. Several other ships were parked nearby, but none of them were armed so their unannounced entry didn’t draw any fire, only attention.
They’d been met at the airlock by security, which they’d quickly overrun, but not before someone had triggered a station-wide alarm…and given that this station housed more than 15,000 people, it had a decent-sized internal security force, though nothing the Archons couldn’t handle.
With surprise no longer on their side, they’d decided to take the straight forward approach and capture whoever was in charge of this mess and demand answers. A quick review of the station’s blueprints at an information terminal showed them that the administrative offices/quarters were housed on the top end of grav cylinder 26…of which they were now at the bottom end, making their way through the labyrinth of tightly packed corridors on the huge, but claustrophobically designed station.
Taryn shot another sidearm-bearing security guard over the shoulder of a startled bystander, her stinger shot passing less than three inches over the man’s blue uniform and hitting the guard in the ear ten meters back, spinning him around and landing him on the floor, where he received a second shot for good measure. 
Up ahead there were a wide set of doors where the hallway spread out double wide, announcing their transit into the administrative section. Morgan fell off the group and took up station there, ensuring that no one got in or out, allowing Taryn and Rafa to begin terrorizing the execs. She had only her stun stick and her fists as weapons, having given Taryn all her stinger ammo. The woman was a far better shot, and had trained with targeting as her primary objective, making her one of only a handful of Archons who could surpass Morgan in any category.
Hearing footsteps approach, she slid back behind the edge of the doorway. The inner hallway was a good half meter wider on each side, giving her the perfect hiding spot. When the footsteps came closer she let the first man come into view and pass her by, then she struck out with her right arm and wacked the second in the upper chest, knocking him off his feet as she ran forward a step and grabbed the first man by the neck, wrapping her arm around and dragging him backwards onto the floor before jumping into a kick and knocking down a third man behind the others with a well placed boot to the gut.
A brief moment of calm followed as two of the security guards tried to get their wits about them…the first man she’d struck had been knocked out when the back of his head hit the floor. 
Two quick jabs with her stun stick finished off the others and she pulled their bodies forward down the hall, then doubled back to her ambush point, laying in wait for more to come.
  
 Taryn pulled another unconscious man inside the large office, with the heads of five other conscious ones turning around to see what was happening. They were all duct taped into their chairs in a comical board meeting, with Rafa at the head of a small semicircle.
“Got another,” she said, dropping him off and leaving to hunt down more of the administrators.
“Who’s this?” Rafa asked.
“Drayson,” one of the bound execs identified. “He’s in charge of station operations.”
“Welcome to the party, Drayson,” Rafa said as he hauled the man to his feet and plopped him down in another chair, taping him in place with a roll of the ever useful duct tape acquired from a maintenance closet. Rafa finished by giving him a destun injection, then reclaimed his position at the center of their little meeting as the man blinked his eyes open.
“What the…hell?” he mumbled when he discovered he was restrained.
“You’re here because I need information,” Rafa explained, his helmet laid beside him on the expensive table that he was sitting on as he looked down at the men strapped into their chairs. “The sooner I get it, the sooner I untie you.”
“Who are you?”
“He’s Star Force,” another administrator grumbled. “Don’t tell him anything.”
“Wrong answer,” Rafa said, hopping off the table and gently putting his foot against the man’s chest and pushing his chair over backward. The man thunked against the floor, knocking his head against the polished tile and stayed there, unable to move with his knees up in the air while Rafa casually retook his perch atop the table.
“Information,” he repeated, staring at each man in turn. 
“What is it you’re after?” the newbie asked.
“We’ve had reports of mining zone incursions,” Rafa explained, ticking off the points on his fingers, “resource stripping, ghost ship sightings, hijacked shipments, a missing British ship, and an American warfleet on its way here to square off with an equally large British warfleet who think that each other are to blame. I want to know exactly what you’ve been up to and where the blame belongs before the shooting starts.”
“Our orders are to stay away from you,” one of the other administrators declared. “We’re not responsible for any of that.”
“Define ‘stay away,’” Rafa challenged.
“We keep our mining zones far from yours so our ships don’t intermix. You’re not supposed to know we’re out here.”
“How did you find us?” the Drayson asked.
Rafa walked over to the elderly man, though in truth Rafa was probably older, and ignored the newbie’s question. “Better come clean with me before I get angry. I already know you have contacts in the national zones.”
The man’s face scrunched up, and suddenly he found himself unable to speak.
“Thought so,” Rafa surmised, knocking that man’s chair over backwards as well. “Anyone else want to give it a try?”
“We’re supposed to keep our operations hidden until the time is right,” another man offered. “Which is why we keep our ships away from everyone else’s…save for making shipments, and those are only delivered to the very edge of your zones, to waiting ships. Raiding would risk exposing our operation.”
“Shut up, Haskins!” the first man on the floor yelled up at the ceiling.
“They’ve already found us,” the other administrator argued. “If there’s war brewing we need to keep out of it.” He turned his gaze back to Rafa. “We may have been defying Star Force, but we haven’t done anything illegal. What right do you have to trespass on our property and hold us captive?”
“And I had such high hopes for you,” Rafa said deadpan before knocking Haskins’ chair over, with the man giving a shocked shout on the way down. “What shipments and to whom?”
“Our partners,” Drayson offered. “Please don’t kick me over, I have a weak heart that’s already beating a kilometer a minute.”
“Names,” Rafa insisted.
“Both the United Kingdom and the Unites States worked with us to set up this mining network, along with Germany, Ukraine, Mexico, Japan…”
“Drayson!” the first man on the floor bellowed out, his face going red, more with rage than the blood flowing into his head.
“India,” the administrator continued,” Egypt, China, Argentina, and Israel.”
Rafa held his gaze for a moment. If what he were saying was true it would have serious implications. “That’s quite a list. What are they giving you…and by you, I mean your corporate alliance.”
A few sets of eyes went wide when he said that.
“Yes, we know about your conglomerate,” he said, fixing his gaze back on Drayson. “What’s the arrangement?”
“They provided us with the initial funding to start operations in secret, with the emphasis on growing our infrastructure rather than turning a profit. They continue to give us a stipend, but we’re mining enough precious metals now to compensate them for part of it. We smuggle it back onto the market through their mining ships. They quietly distribute the allotments so they don’t attract unwanted attention. The funds help buy supplies we can’t make for ourselves out here, with that list diminishing by the year as we get more self sufficient.”
“How long has this been going on?”
“16 years.”
Rafa stared at him for a moment, then stood up and walked around behind the man, with Drayson’s pulse jumping even higher…then Rafa unwrapped the duct tape from around him, pulling off some fuzz from his thick uniform jacket. He wadded it up in a bundle and tossed it aside, returning to his perch atop the table.
“Thank you,” Drayson said, rubbing his hands together gratefully. 
“Tell me more about this arrangement.”
“Well, it’s all temporary. Once we grow large enough we’ll go public and break your monopoly over belt mining. Once we can sell on the open market we can use the revenue to branch out into shipbuilding, tourism, habitats…every economic section that you dominate. This whole operation was designed to break your powerhold by offering competition that no one corporation or nation could field on its own.”
“Ambitious,” Rafa offered. “Are all your corporations going to merge and play nice?”
“No, it’s strictly a co-op.”
“Who employs you?”
“Me personally? Exxtron. They all have different employers,” he said, gesturing to the other administrators with his free hand, “but we operate under the same command hierarchy. Bit of a payroll mess, but it works out.”
“So you’re not into any piracy?”
“Never,” Drayson said with obvious discuss. “We’re businessmen and this is purely an economic venture.”
Rafa raised his hands in the air gesturing helplessness. “I’m still missing a British ship. We looked for it, hard…even extended our sweeps into areas of the belt that went beyond the designated mining radius, which is how we stumbled across your mining vessels, by the way. Still found nothing.”
“Those damn Limeys,” another upright-seated administrator who’d previously been silent swore between clenched jaws.
“Say again?” Rafa asked, turning his attention to the slender, red haired man.
The administrator stared him down angrily, but his anger wasn’t directed at Rafa. “This is all their fault.”
“I’m listening.”
The man growled, turning his head aside intent on stonewalling the armored soldier, but he changed his mind just as fast.
“I know where your missing ship is. It’s safely tucked inside a slip on shipyard 3 undergoing modification.”
“What?” Drayson asked. Several other administrators also shot the man questioning glances.
“Keeping secrets from each other?” Rafa guessed.
“The Americans and British have been raiding each other’s shipments. They always did it after we made the exchange, so it wasn’t our problem, but the Americans went and destroyed one of the British cargo runners that rendezvous with our ships outside your detection range and carry the cargo in to rendezvous with their tagged mining ships. These are probably what you referred to as your ‘ghost ships’ because they were built by us so you wouldn’t notice any unaccounted for ships. Thing was, the Limeys couldn’t report what the Americans had done, because the ship they destroyed wasn’t supposed to exist.”
“So they hatched a plan, which my superiors stupidly agreed to. They’d have one of their tagged ships go ‘missing’ and blame it on the Americans. That ship would be brought here and refitted for our use in place of a new cargo runner being supplied to them, without cost. A straight up trade that left them with a political weapon to use against the Americans, save it backfired and got you suspicious. Now here you are and I’m tied to my chair with tape thanks to their stupid national pride.”
“Wow, talk about dropping the ball,” Rafa commented with genuine sympathy. What these men had accomplished all these years was impressive enough, let alone without Star Force ever knowing about it…only to be outted by a nation more concerned with pressing a rivalry than protecting what they’d conspired to create.
Taryn walked in behind the reclining administrators carrying another body in identical uniform. 
“Found another hiding under his desk.”
“We’re running out of chairs,” Rafa commented, grabbing one of only two remaining and taping the unconscious man into it.
“You have enough?” Taryn asked.
“I think we’ve got a good group here. We’re in the middle of a very enlightening conversation.”
“Really?” Taryn said, resting her stinger pistol hilt on her shoulder.
“Oh yes, you wouldn’t believe the progress we’ve made. This fellow here,” he said, tapping one man on the head, “was just informing me that they have the missing British ship in one of their shipyards…and that the British gave it to them.”
“What?!” Taryn asked, her ire rising.
Rafa held up a wait finger, then stepped back into the semi-circle where he could face all the administrators.
“Alright, now we can proceed in two ways. You can be our prisoners and we can keep kicking the crap out of your security forces and run around this station causing all sorts of trouble…we like doing that, by the way…or we can call a truce and turn our attention to the people responsible for this whole mess in the first place. I’ll let you decide.”
“Define truce,” Haskins asked curiously.
“Your cover is already blown. That’s not going to undo itself. As you said earlier, you haven’t done anything illegal. Stupid maybe, but not illegal, and since you’re not customers of Star Force you have little to lose from the services blackout you know is going to be handed down, so we might as well dust each other off and go about our business like professionals.”
“You want us to ignore all this?!” the man on the floor yelled. 
Rafa walked over and tipped the man back up, his red face having gone nearly purple. “We came here chasing raiders and a missing ship. Who’s really to blame for that?”
“The Limeys and Yanks,” the other administrator grumbled.
“Exactly,” Rafa agreed. “So how about we let you get back to business and we get back to civilization before they decide to go and start a war out here.”
“You’re going to cut off our smuggling lines,” Drayson pointed out.
“Probably,” Rafa admitted.
“Agreed,” one of the men who’d been silent to this point said with a tone of finality. “I assume you’ll need access to a transmitter to call for a ship to pick you up?”
“That would be helpful,” Rafa admitted, looking at the man. “You in charge?”
“For this region, and you make a valid argument. We’re businessmen, and I’d prefer not to have to deal with a fleet of your warships. The economic fallout from this is going to be bad enough. I have no wish to see you confiscating our property the way you did with the Chinese.”
Rafa gestured with his head and Taryn walked over and untied the man, then went about picking up and untying the others. “We’ll be out of here as soon as our ship arrives.”
“Send our best wishes to the Americans and Brits,” the lead administrator said menacingly.
“No problem,” Rafa promised.
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An SRL, Search and Rescue Light, arrived at the rebel corporate command station to pick up Rafa, Taryn, and Morgan, with the administrative staff happy to see them and their armed transport go. The smaller version of an SR had been built around the growing design parameters of the SR fleet, with their primary task no longer being purely search and rescue, but rather an ‘on hands’ presence to make up for what Star Force’s drone fleet lacked. 
Personnel extraction missions such as this were a prime example of the limitations of the remote-controlled warships…they had no living quarters aboard, nor could they carry any cargo, so if you needed to retrieve, transport, or repair you needed a crewed vessel, and the SRL had been designed to accomplish these tasks on a smaller, more mobile level than the larger, full scale SRs.
The SRLs were also armed with defensive laser cupolas, a small rack of intercepts, and a single offensive laser, small grade, making them an adequate, multi-purpose platform which the SR fleet had morphed into out of necessity. A small pair of gravity discs made up the ship’s center, with forward, lateral, and aft zero g compartments designed in homage to the Defiant from Star Trek lore, right down to the compact, no nonsense design aesthetic of the interior compartments.
Morgan immediately felt better once they were aboard and she could get out of her armor. Rafa dealt with the Captain and organizing a flyby of the shipyard where the British ship was being refitted, so they could get concrete visual proof that it was actually there before they headed back to Star Force controlled space, while Taryn and Morgan were free to do what they liked. After a long, hot shower Morgan donned a tech uniform that the crew had provided for her and began going through a series of stretches/body lifts in the small fitness room, working out the stagnation that several weeks of inactivity and zero g had subjected her body to.
Unable to do anything even remotely like a normal workout, Morgan relished in being able to get even a little training in, reflecting on the mission as she did so. While she didn’t like the toll it had taken on her training, she didn’t regret coming. She’d actually found the change of pace refreshing, as well as being able to knock a few heads around. It wasn’t anything near as difficult as her sparring exercises, but it was live…and for so many years she hadn’t encountered anything that wasn’t specifically designed for her improvement, so tossing around a few inept security guards had been surprisingly gratifying.
Morgan slid her bare feet wide of her body and pressed down into a full splits, feeling her tendons tight and resistive. She’d worked her body into a state of extreme flexibility over the years and was glad she hadn’t lost all of it. In fact, after a few rounds of stretches she recovered most of her bend lengths, missing only a few centimeters here and there. Her ability to recover so quickly was odd…she’d feared it would takes days or weeks to get back into the swing of things, but apparently her flexibility didn’t fall into that category.
“Ouch,” Taryn commented when she walked in on Morgan stretched out between two chairs, hanging down from her ankles so her legs bent apart at more than a 180 degree angle with arms stretched out sideways for balance. “When did you learn to do that?”
“Took a while,” Morgan commented, having to keep focused to keep from rolling over forwards or back. “One of the advantages of nonstop training.”
Taryn took her shoes and socks off, then mimicked Morgan’s splits on the floor, minus the extra angle added by the chairs, and with a bit of daylight showing underneath her.
“That’s as far as I can get. I’m usually up a few inches higher for target practice.”
“You shoot from a splits?”
“It offers decent stabilization when firing under low objects,” the targeting specialist said, leaning forward in her splits until her chest touched the ground. “And I prefer this if I have to be completely flat. I don’t like firing sideways when I can help it. I need to keep gravity aligned with my sights and I can pop up easier because technically I already have my feet underneath me,” she said, flexing her legs and seeming to levitate her torso up as the ‘scissors’ closed, holding her hands out in front of her as a mock weapon.
“That I haven’t tried,” Morgan admitted, holding her stretch throughout. 
“You don’t do a lot of shooting, do you?”
“Enough to keep improving my scores, but most of my focus is on speed, strength, and agility.”
“It was the last time we talked. No changes?”
“Not when it’s working and I’m continuing to level up.”
“To what point? You’re making unbelievable progress on your core levels, but don’t you want to work on your tech skills? Even with your strength and speed, I heard Jason can still take you with a sword fairly easy?”
“Can’t train for everything,” Morgan said, having had this discussion with others before. “My base routines run me almost 9 hours a day, so I have to divide up the rest for skill training…and that doesn’t leave me a lot of options.”
“9 hours? Why is it taking so long?”
“I’m running higher volumes than I used to. Only so many hours in the day.”
“Why haven’t you just kicked up the intensity?”
Morgan blinked, surprised by the question. “I have.”
“No, I mean really jacked it up. If you were back in the sanctum and only had 2 hours to work with, how much higher do you think you could take it?”
“I haven’t tried,” she admitted. “I’ve just been content to make small upgrades so long as I could maintain the volume, and those small improvements have added up over time.”
“How many doses are you up to?”
“18.2,” she said offhand.
Taryn blanched. “Girl, you should be twice as strong as you are now if you’re taking that much. What’s your running level? 25?”
“Comprehensive 28,” Morgan said, putting her hands down and tipping out of her stretch, only to reach up into a handstand, which she walked around so she could still face Taryn.
“Well I’m at 21, and only running 6.4 doses a day. Tell me what’s wrong with this picture.”
“Shooting doesn’t take that much energy,” Morgan said, upside down as she started doing handstand pushups with remarkable ease.
Taryn walked over to the nearby wall and pressed her leg against it, scooting her foot up as she bent forward, reaching up into a forefoot/backfoot splits while looking down at Morgan.
“You’re volume heavy.”
“That’s the point.”
“What for?”
“To maximize hours and reduce recovery time. I don’t like sitting around when I could be doing more.”
“You must be going nuts by now then,” Taryn commented, switching legs on her wall stretch.
“I thought so too, but it hasn’t happened…at least not like I guessed. I actually feel pretty good.”
“I think you got in a rut without even knowing it. You need some downtime to process, even if you don’t technically need it. Sounds like you’ve been hammering it out under less than optimal conditions just to toughen yourself up. Don’t you think it’s time to show off and see what you can do with proper rest?”
“I don’t want to lose my training rhythm,” Morgan admitted.
“Haha, spoken like a newb.”
Morgan rolled out of her handstand and stood up. “What do you mean?”
“You haven’t had very many training interruptions, have you?”
“None at all for…several decades,” Morgan said, starting to see her point.
“Well, the rest of us learned early on how our bodies respond to the disruptions. We snap back pretty good, so long as they don’t come too frequently. Hammer the training when you like, but don’t worry about losing it so long as you keep your intensity up. Have you been reading the training logs?”
“I’m usually the one writing the training logs,” Morgan quipped. 
“Take a look at Jason’s. His schedule is more irregular than the rest of ours and his tips have helped me keep my fitness rising while I focus primarily on my shooting. You’ve done the full bore thing for long enough, take a break and mix it up. When’s the last time you really experimented?”
Morgan raised an eyebrow, thinking back.
“That’s what I thought, missy. Time for a change,” Taryn said, coming off the wall and kneeling on the ground. “Get your butt down here.”
Morgan sighed and took an opposite position a few inches away facing Taryn.
“Hands out,” she said, flattening her palms next to each other, then flipping her right hand over and placing it on top of her left so that the back of her hands touched, “like this.”
Morgan mirrored her position.
With a slow speed meant to instruct rather than awe, Taryn rotated her wrists around and clapped her hands together, taking her opposing palms, lifting them ever so slightly apart, and sliding her hands around to face one another all in one quick, fluid motion.
“You,” she said, moving her own hands slightly out of the way given that they were kneeling so close to each other.
Morgan thought it through for a moment then did her best to mimic the motion…but when she clapped her hands together they didn’t touch, because Taryn had somehow stuck her own hand in between in the blink of an eye.
She pulled her hand out. “Again.”
Morgan reset her hands, then tried to be quicker, but Taryn was still able to slide her tiny little fingers in halfway, keeping Morgan from being able to clap.
Setting her jaw and mind to the challenge, Morgan tried again and again, with Taryn’s remarkable eye/hand coordination besting her each time. They went on like that for an hour before Morgan finally looked up into Taryn’s face and her fellow Archon raised a mocking eyebrow.
“I feel like a stupid trainee.”
Taryn smiled. “You’re better than the rest of us…but you’re not better than the rest of us. Teach and learn, young one,” she said mockingly to other 80 year old. 
The 20-something face stared back at her with a sarcastic look. “And the lesson of the day would be?”
“High volume is a training stage preceding an intensity upgrade,” Taryn said, flicking Morgan in the forehead for her stupidity. “You’re wasting hours with repetitive nonsense when you could be getting a better workout in a tenth of the time. Forget about burning calories and raising your ambrosia threshold and stick with quality. There are super Humans, and then there are Superhumans…” she said, quoting one of Greg’s more famous lines.
“Point taken,” Morgan said gratefully.
“Not quite,” Taryn added. “We have the message boards for a reason. I don’t see you on there very much.”
“I don’t have the ti…”
“Uh, huh.”
Morgan sighed, this time in utter defeat. She had been rather shortsighted.
“We’re a team, and even if we’re posted to different planets we can still stay connected and help each other out. We need to, if we’re going to stay sane.”
“Alright, alright! I’ll go back into teenage rapid-fire texting mode as soon as we get back.”
“This ship has a terminal, you know.”
“Fine,” Morgan said, mock frustrated as she stood up then quickly reached back down and lifted Taryn up off her feet by the shoulders and hefted her up above her head with ease.
“What are you doing?” Taryn asked, laughing.
“Just wanted to remind you that all those hours I’ve been ‘wasting’ have been good for something.”
“You jerk, let me down!” she said, giggling.
“Say it,” Morgan prompted, holding on tight.
“I’m thinking of a number?” Taryn said almost deadpan, but couldn’t help cracking a bit of a smile.
Morgan rolled her eyes and dropped the Archon…hard.
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February 27, 2107
  
A shuttle was sent over to dock with the SRL and pick up Morgan, Rafa, and Taryn, then deliver them back to the Draco, Roger’s flagship, which had only arrived in the asteroid belt three days prior after a long, slow trip out from Mars. The other elements of his task force had come on ahead, with him traveling out on the battleship Smash Brothers while they waited for the massive command ship to catch up.
“Nice work,” he offered Rafa with a nod as the trio disembarked the shuttle. “You even beat the Americans back.”
“How close are they?” Rafa asked.
“They’ve already begun breaking maneuvers and should be on station sometime within the next three days.”
“How many British ships are waiting for them?” Taryn asked, floating out behind Rafa, carrying her armor in a bundle over her shoulder rather than wearing it as Rafa was.
“About half their fleet is stationed on their edge of the border, with more arriving every day or so whenever a Cobra or Viper comes in. We anticipate they’ll have all of their task force here within the week.”
“Why didn’t you halt the transfer order?” Rafa asked as the foursome floated their way down the zero g docking area, headed towards the large ‘needle’ at ship’s center that held the internal gravity cylinders.
“We didn’t want to give the Americans any help. Davis is busting their balls back home, but with both their fleets here things are going to get tense. I doubt either side will just turn around and go back, especially with how much the Brits just paid for us to transport their fleet here.”
“So you get to play peacekeeper for a while,” Taryn commented.
“I’d like that to turn into ‘we’ for a while, if you’re willing to stick around, all three of you I mean.”
“What’s up?” Rafa asked.
“I have no one I can trust to lead the fleets if I have to deploy myself into boarding action. If we do get into a mess out here, I’d like the option of capturing their ships rather than outright destroying them, and I’m not sure that the two Knights I have onboard are up to the task.”
“You think things are headed that way?” Morgan asked, bringing up the rear as they hand-walked their way down the very long hallway.
“50/50 right now. We’ll have to wait and see how the politics realign, assuming the ship captains don’t get an itch to start something on their own.”
“How are you deployed?” 
“I’ve got the 4th, 7th, and 8th fleets defending the two nearest starports and the surrounding civilian stations, so if they want to start a scrap they’ll have to do it further out. I’ve got a few patrols running through both the British and American zones, as well as three ships stationed on the far end acting as radar towers to discourage any more smuggling rendezvous, but there’s a lot of space to cover and our sensor range isn’t sufficient to block it all off, so I’m guessing as to the best placements.”
“I can stick around,” Taryn offered.
“Same here,” Morgan echoed. 
“I’ve got a couple months before I have to get back to Atlantis for training duty,” Rafa clarified. “You’ve got me till then.”
“Appreciated,” Roger said, opening an emergency door. The ship was so big that even the internal hallways periodically had obstructions to keep any hull breach from sucking the air out of the entire ship.
“Anyone else making a play?” Taryn asked.
“Thankfully no, every other nation is keeping their warships at home, though they’re still operating their mining ships within the designated zones. My captains have standing orders to intervene before they’re put at risk, which I’ve been drilling the British fleet commander about on a regular basis.”
“So we’re going to let them fight it out so long as they stay away from everyone else?” Morgan asked.
“I don’t know,” Roger admitted. “This whole situation is fluid right now because of the intel you sent back. We’ll have to wait and see what happens after the Americans arrive.”
  
“Have a seat,” Davis said as the British Ambassador came into his office, only to find the live image of the American President on a large, two-way video screen.
“What is this?” he demanded, stopping halfway to Davis’s desk.
“I have something to inform you both about, and I don’t care to repeat myself. Sit down,” he reiterated icily. 
The British Ambassador stared at the American through the comlink for several seconds then walked forward and pulled the empty chair a foot further aside, increasing the gap between himself and the screen.
“As you already know from the newscasts,” Davis began, “we recently discovered an illicit, and rather large mining operation in the asteroid belt. Those corporations responsible are going public with the operation, and are acceding to our demands to keep their ships running with transponders. That doesn’t undo what’s already been done, but they’re looking to the future and trying to put a positive spin on the debacle as best they can. We, however, know the truth.”
“Are you saying these people are responsible for the territory violations?” the President asked neutrally.
Davis stared at the screen. “The public is already suggesting as much, but no, I’m not.”
Both the Ambassador and the President did a double take, having expected Davis to point out that there was no need for the upcoming confrontation if neither side was to blame.
“You have been raiding the British operations,” Davis told the American bluntly, then turned to the Brit. “And you have been raiding theirs in return.”
“We have done no such thing…” the Ambassador began.
Davis held up his hand for him to stop. “You see, we found your missing ship.”
The Ambassador visibly blanched, and Davis turned to face the President. “The ship never went missing. It’s sitting in one of the corporate shipyards in the belt, being refitted for their use after the British gave it to them…or more accurately, traded it to them in exchange for a new smuggling ship to replace the one that you,” he pointed a finger at the screen, “destroyed.”
Both men fell silent, caught on the carpet so to speak, with events that neither of them thought Star Force would ever know about. 
“Both of you have been engineering events to bring you into a military confrontation with each other, and I now have the proof which will be released to the media at noon today…a little over 2 hours from now. If you insist on starting a war, the public is going to know the real reasons as to why, as well as your part in establishing the covert mining operation, which both your countries will suffer penalties for, as will all the others involved. There’s not much I can do to our rivals, but I’m holding them accountable where I can. You two I expected better of…especially you,” he said turning on the Brit.
“We have a right to defend our national interests,” the Ambassador said slowly, trying to gather his thoughts.
“But you don’t have the right to lie, cheat, and steal.” Davis turned to the screen. “And you should have known better than to think we’d never find out. I know our relationship has been tenuous over the years, but your country has always conducted a high level of business with us, which you’ve now jeopardized.”
“What exactly are you accusing my country of doing?” the President asked.
“Zone violations…transponderless, untagged ships…smuggling through the Star Force transportation network…and falsified personnel IDs, which we’re only now starting to backtrack. You see, in order to keep the heavy end of the hammer from falling on them, the corporations you funded are coming clean on everything, while stating that Star Force has no jurisdiction over them. Like I said, that might fly in most cases, but your contracts with us hold you to a set of standards that both of you have repeatedly and flagrantly broken.”
“What are your intentions?” the Brit asked.
“You’re already facing a number of percentage fines, order nullifications, and partial blackouts on available services…but if you persist in this direction and start a war, both of your nations are facing a minimum 25 year ban on all Star Force services, with the side that fires the first shot getting an extra 10 on top of that.”
“You’d penalize us for defending ourselves if they attacked first?” the President said, distraught. 
“My fleet is already present in the region. If any attacks occur, my forces will engage the aggressor…but if you see fit to hit them back you’ll be held accountable too, so my advice to you is to turn your fleet around and head back to Earth or Mars.”
“And what about their fleet? Are we supposed to just leave ourselves vulnerable and hope that you’ll be there to intervene in time?”
“Their fleet will be going back too,” Davis said, glaring at the Ambassador. “If I had known all this sooner, I would have cancelled the transit orders before your ships arrived, but it’s too late to do that now. Your ships will return to the staging area and await transfer back to where they came.”
“So you get paid twice as much?!” the Brit said exasperated.
“I don’t care about the money, I just want your ships out of the belt. We’ll take them back free of charge, and after that you can maneuver your military fleet around on your own, because we won’t be doing it for you anymore.”
“This is unbelievable!” the Ambassador said, standing up and pushing his chair aside. “They destroy one of our ships and you don’t blink an eye? Our fleet is there to protect our miners and our territorial rights. As long as the Americans stay on their side there won’t be a problem, but our fleet is not going back! We will not make ourselves vulnerable to another attack, and if Star Force can’t accept that then perhaps it’s time we renegotiated our contract.”
With that last word he spun about and stormed out of Davis’s office.
“Do you really expect us to turn around in the face of that?” the President asked calmly after the Ambassador was gone.
“As I said, we can insure your security so long as you play by the rules.”
“Perhaps you could, but those are our people out there in harm’s way and we intend to protect them ourselves.”
“You weren’t protecting anyone when you were raiding British ships,” Davis pointed out.
“Warfare occurs in many theaters, Director. Not all of them are so cut and dry as you would like to think. They hit us under the belt, knowing that we couldn’t publically acknowledge what happened, so we hit them back, tit for tat. You saw the lengths they were willing to go to frame us with a supposed just cause to start a war. They’ve been spoiling for a fight for a long time and we’ve had it with them. We won’t fire the first shot, you have my word on that, but if they do hit us again, we’re not going to hold back and wait for you to come in and save the day. If they want to settle the score, I suggest you keep your fleet out of it and just become a spectator.”
“If you start hitting civilian targets you know we’ll have to act,” Davis warned.
The President fell silent for a moment, then folded his hands together atop his desk as he stared into a duplicate screen on his end. “I apologize for the deceit, but not for our intent. We will defend our national security as best we see fit, and I hope that doesn’t involve a confrontation with you. But be advised, that if this does escalate into full war, then any British assets, armed or otherwise, are valid targets.”
“If you operate under that mindset then we will come into conflict,” Davis said, feeling his control over the situation slipping away. 
“If it comes to that, so be it. You have my guarantee, though, that all other nations’ ships and facilities, including your own, we’ll mark as noncombatants and steer clear of. Our focus is defending ourselves from the British, not starting another World War.”
“Bear in mind,” Davis said, almost in a whisper, “the long term consequences resulting from a full ban. You’ve seen the effect it’s had on the Chinese.”
“If we have to go our own way, so be it. It wouldn’t be the first time…it’s also my understanding that a permanent ban is reserved for those who attack Star Force ships or facilities?”
“That’s our policy.”
“Well then, let me put this on the table. Hit us with your 25 year ban if you must, we’ll take it. I understand your desire, even need to discourage other countries from turning space into a war zone. It’s bad for business and Humanity, and I can honestly say I admire you for it, but sometimes a fight is just plain inevitable and putting it off causes more harm than good. The British made that mistake with Hitler, and I do not intend to make it with them. They’re growing in strength, so we might as well settle this now, while we still have the naval advantage, rather than wait until it’s more of a fair fight. I hope you can understand that.”
“Understand, yes. Approve of, no.”
“Fair enough,” the President said, sitting back. “Enact what penalties you will. We won’t hold it against you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, it seems I have a speech to prepare. Thanks for the 2 hour heads up.”
The President touched a button on his desk and the feed cut out, leaving Davis alone in his office.
He leaned forward, cradling his nose in his hands as he propped his head up via his elbows on his desk, closing his eyes to think for a few minutes.
With a deep breath he straightened up and flexed his hands, resigning himself to weather this storm, now that it had been made painfully clear it couldn’t be avoided. He pulled up a comm prompt and sent a brief text message to Paul in fleet command.
Diplomacy failed. War appears inevitable. Prepare accordingly. 
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March 19, 2107
  
The British patrol ship hung in space above the American mining outpost attached to the side of a 300m wide asteroid that had a week previously been in the American territorial zone, but given the fluid nature of the belt the valuable rock now found itself on the British side of the imaginary line. A cargo ship sat nearby, its engines destroyed by a British missile as the small patrol ship waited for one of their own cargo ships to arrive to transfer over the cargo and reclaim the mineral wealth that was rightfully theirs.
A tiny shuttle from the patrol ship had already docked and seized control of the mining station via a pair of armed guards, stopping any further mining from occurring until the Americans and their facility could be properly removed, but given the fact that this asteroid was well within the outer half of their territory it was going to take days to get the proper ships and engineers out to them. 
The patrol ship, cutter-class, stayed on station guarding both the asteroid and the captured ship until an American counterpart arrived, with the British warship moving off to engage the approaching frigate, which began the attack with a pair of long range missile launches.
While the smaller of the two ships, the cutter was the only one that had any missile defense systems, which opened up with a hail of metallic shrapnel that succeeded in catching and destroying both of the larger missiles before they could reach the ship. 
The cutter responded at medium range with its solitary cannon, belting a 115mm slug towards the larger American cross section. The frigate had a prominent prow compartment, linked to the engine bank at the rear through a narrow, but sturdy shaft around which slowly rotated two blocky artificial gravity sections, giving the bold white ship an oscillating look in an otherwise static backdrop. Beneath the white paint job were layers of armor plating, thin compared to Star Force standards, but twice as thick as the British patrol ship carried.
The American ship also sported two cannons, each placed on opposite ends of the prow. The top mounted one rotated slightly to the side and fired a 105mm shell in return, quickly followed by a second from below as the British cutter flew laterally, trying to get a broadside angle against the American, and given that it was the lighter and faster vessel of the two it succeeded in doing just that, then curving around to face head on, crossing the ‘T’ so to speak, and reducing its own cross section to just the angled nose that ran up to the top-mounted cannon, obscuring the rest of the ship behind that tiny target.
The cutter’s own artificial gravity section was essentially a hamster wheel imbedded into the hull just below the cannon. It housed a few compartments in the small ship, but didn’t have any visibly moving parts from outside. Instead its hull was a smooth, dark tinted blue that both American shells missed cleanly.
The aim of the British was better, and the first shell hit the frigate’s prow, crumpling on impact and putting a large gash in the composite armor as pieces of the protective layers flaked off and flew into space, but did little hull damage beneath. It wasn’t until several British shots hit around the same section of hull did the first clean shot get through, resulting in a plume of debris propelled by the internal atmosphere of the ship escaping through the hole in the hull.
Shortly thereafter the Americans got their first hit…a deflection off the angled prow that dented a section of the cutter’s armor but did not penetrate. Using her superior maneuvering ability, the British crew kept the ship at a perpendicular angle to the American vessel as they closed to short range and fired off a series of small missiles that landed square against the rotating section of the hull, blasting the armor off the nearer section and exposing parts of it to space. 
The two American cannons kept firing nonstop, winging the cutter a few times without ever making a square hit. They tried another missile attack, launching 4 forward firing missiles in a wide arc to bring them back around at the British ship, which gave the anti-missile system enough time to swat them all down. Unlike the cutter, the American ship was only equipped with big, long range missiles, used to snipe at distant targets or even larger ships than itself, while the British missiles were small and short range only, and far more useful in this situation where the longer ranged armaments didn’t have time to build up attack speed.
The patrol ship exhausted its offensive missiles against the flank of the American frigate, damaging the rotating section so much that the entire ship began to list as the balancing mechanism was thrown off. The superior British gunners also managed to clip the American’s top cannon, taking it out and leaving the frigate with a massive blind spot which they quickly exploited, flying up over the back of the American and pummeling her hull with close ranged shells, slowly tearing it apart, bit by bit, over the course of a half hour. 
The Americans continued to shoot off arcing missiles, but to no effect. They didn’t have the mass fire capability of the smaller missiles needed to overwhelm the defensive flack, nor could they get decent acceleration at this close range, giving the British ship a nice wide circling arc to fire at before the missiles even faced towards the enemy, though they kept trying until their racks ran empty.
The patrol ship continued firing shells into the prow of the American ship until they were certain to have penetrated all the way into the bridge, then the Brits left the wreck of the ship below them to drift in the asteroid belt as they returned to the captured asteroid, missile racks empty, with only a few shells remaining and several damaged spots on their hull, but with the first clear victory in the conflict, images of which would be transmitted back to British fleet command and immediately released to the media as proof that the mighty American fleet wasn’t unbeatable. They might have more ships, the UK press would spout, but the British had better ones with better trained crews and tactics.
After that both sides scrambled to reposition their fleets within the belt to engage vulnerable targets along a wide campaign zone, with no hope whatsoever of delaying a war that had been decades in the making.
  
“You were a second behind that lap,” Wilson told Davis as they passed the start/finish line on one of the many tracks inside Atlantis. “You’ve got 3 seconds of cushion left, don’t burn it off now. Grind this one out a bit.”
“Trying,” Davis said, ever so slightly increasing his pace. Running had never been his forte, but had become a staple of his training, with Wilson closely monitoring his progress and jumping in with him on workouts where he felt he needed an extra boost of confidence. 
Davis was nearing his 136th birthday, and had the distinction of not only being the richest man on Earth, but the oldest as well, having to color his hair gray to downplay the ever present questions regarding his longevity, though truth be told, it was due mainly to the man running beside him…the constant thorn in his side that kept him steadily improving his workouts while supplementing his body with small doses of ambrosia. As it was, Wilson had worked him up to running 8:00 min miles, and had him on the clock so each lap he ran had to be kept at a cumulative 7:59.9 pace…which was a killer.
He’d gone two and a half miles already, a nice 10 laps around the track and had built up a 7 second lead on the clock, some of which he’d surrendered the past two laps as his legs began to tire more than he realized. The goal for today was to get 4 miles in, which mean 6 more laps without dropping behind pace, otherwise he’d have to stop, rest, then finish the remainder at speed, knowing he’d screwed up his perfect workout.
He didn’t want that to happen. He had a 17-day streak going, but when the body complained the clock had a tendency to slip and you’d find yourself in trouble without enough time to make it up save for a sprint…and he knew from experience how bad it felt the next lap if he had to sprint on one of the middle ones to keep pace.
“Come on,” Wilson prompted, “work the backstretch with me. Shave off a few tenths here so you don’t have to make it up later.”
Davis responded a little, again, not feeling like he had much to work with today. Wilson accelerated a little bit ahead of him and Davis forced himself to speed up enough to bring his right shoulder back even with the trainer’s left. By the time they got back around to the start line he’d succeeded in adding .3 seconds to his time cushion, meaning that lap had been just under pace.
“Good, now stay on top of it. Don’t relax or you’ll give it all away and then some. Focus on one lap at a time,” Wilson said, pressing ahead of him again.
Another man on the track came up behind them fast and moved around the outside of Wilson to where Davis could see him, then in typically cocky Archon fashion moved in front of Davis and began running backwards so he could talk to him face on.
“It’s started,” Jason told him, jogging backwards with little effort. “The British seized an American mining base that drifted across the territory line, captured the cargo ship with it, and destroyed the American warship that responded. The British took out a frigate with a cutter, and are plastering the newscasts with the results. Roger says both fleets are redeploying for combat across the border, but so far it looks like they’re keeping away from any of our facilities, and we’re moving ships into the gaps to keep them away.”
“Any movement…elsewhere?” Davis asked between heavy breaths.
“None yet. Paul’s keeping a close watch and said he’ll let me know the minute someone twitches.”
Davis nodded and Jason ran off annoying fast. Frustration boiling up inside at how events were deteriorating with him unable to do anything about it, Davis unconsciously started running harder and got back around to the start line where Wilson was happy to report that they’d ran that last lap 4 seconds under pace.
He would eventually finish up his run 22 seconds ahead of pace, extending his workout streak to 18 days as he distractedly headed off to arrange a meeting of all the nations’ Ambassadors who had assets within the belt, intent on making it crystal clear that their countries needed to keep out of this conflict rather than picking sides and escalating it to insane levels. 
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