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Part 1- Empire’s beginning

Proxima Station 

Near Proxima Centauri System

Year-2460  Galactic Standard Time 0752

––––––––
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He was late. The motto of the Alpha Space Navy was  'If you are not five minutes early, you are ten minutes late.'  Stupid saying, Stanton Diggs thought, as he checked his chrono and desperately ran the dipilitator over his youthful face.  

Ensign Diggs hurried down G-corridor, pocketing the small item and taking out a synth fabric vibra unit from another pocket.  He started running the device all over his work uniform; his red Navigation Division coveralls.  Dirt fell to the floor.  Digg’s hurried on, regardless of the people rushing by on the busy station corridor. He was late to the status meeting. Admirals, captains, and high station officials did not care one bit for the troubles of junior officers. He was trapped in the same quandary that had been plaguing junior officers since when, Themistocles?  Time.  They never gave you enough time.  

Diggs crossed over to the Transverse 3 corridor that ran between the long hallways that went around the circular station.  Inward like this he was feeling less gravity and started accelerating.  Time.  He’d come off of the mid watch.  A lengthy shift of eight hours’ worth of work.  A period where he had not slept, nor eaten, nor had time to shave, freshen, or in any way prepare for this meeting.  Not that Stanton Diggs would be speaking at the fleet status update meeting.  Senior officers only wanted a few meaningful phrases from subordinates.  Foremost among them being, “Yes, Sir!”, with  “Right away, Sir!” following close behind.

'Aye Aye' was all any of them would listen to, he thought, somewhat bitterly.

He rounded 5 cross and A corridors and ran into Chief Gunderson, the Navigation Division's lead enlisted ratings person.  Gunderson was in a crisp new coverall.  Shaved and ready to go, data pad tucked neatly under one arm, despite having stood the mid watch right alongside Diggs.  A scowl marked the Chief’s forty-nine-year old face.

“What did I tell you?”  He grabbed the vibra clean and ran it over the coverall.  More dirt dropped off.  “Always keep a clean coverall ready for the staff meetings!”

Diggs nodded and submitted to the Chiefs ministrations.  “And A corridor has less gravity. It's quicker!”

“Yes, Chief!”  Stanton suffused with color.  He was doing the best he could!  Frag!  What did they want from him?  To bend the space-time continuum? 

Both men slid into the main station meeting room door at 0759, and slid past the gauntlet of senior officers and enlisted Master Chiefs seeing who was late.  Frowns greeted this fresh effrontery to the Alpha Confederation Space Navy.  Gunderson handed Diggs the data pad as they went to their seats.  “Update for God’s sake!”

He tapped on the pad, and on one small screen on the side of the meeting space the status for ACSNS Hawkins went from yellow to green.  

Diggs caught the Navigator’s eye and nodded to the status.  The Nav immediately reached out to inform the CO and XO that the internal inertial navigation units were finally calibrated and Hawkins was 93% ready to go to space.  The two men and one woman looked at the young ensign and frowned at his coverall.

Frag!  Wasn’t the important thing the Nav units?  He sighed.  Laser dodged, but more was sure to follow.

Relaxing into his seat, he took a brief moment to look around the Proxima Station main meeting room.  The conference room held two hundred people in rows of twenty, and was almost full.  The amphitheater seats held the flotilla crews for the twenty-odd vessels making this journey, all facing a large conference table where the VIP’s sat, waiting.  

Admiral Summers and his two aides adorned the right side seats, while Mr. Allen, the station administrator, and his repair leads were on the left.  The middle section held the Minister of Defense (technically Summers' boss, though not in practice) and some other government flunkies.  All of the people up front looked under tremendous stress.  Mr. Allen and Ms. Rollins, his repair lead, looked how Diggs felt.  

Stanton cast a quick glance around the room at the various data screens that held the current fleet status. He quickly noted that several yellow statuses had changed to green, just as his own had. Good news.  There were still some outstanding issues.  Fortunately for him, three other latecomers scurried into the room as the Admiral rose to speak.

A lean, handsome man in his 70s, the Admiral had a speckling of white in his neatly trimmed hair.  His uniform was the standard blue jacket and white pants, replete with medals. Diggs hated those white dress pants.  Even the synth fabric was a bitch to keep clean.  

Jack Summers brooked no fools and suffered no nonsense.  “Ladies and gentleman, Ministers, Mr. Allen, Crews. 0802 commence Fleet Status Meeting number 5. Lancer?” the Admiral questioned without preamble. He gazed at the second row of seats.  Lancer's crew sat there, the first row being reserved for the Fleet flagship vessel, Alpha Confederation Space Naval Ship, ACSNS Cummings.

The crew of the Super Dreadnaught Carrier Lancer stiffened under that gaze.  Captain Robbie Alderson was grim-faced and white under the look of Summers. Diggs felt for his fellow crewmen.  Even though this wasn’t his ship, the pressure was enormous.

Alderson rose.  “Admiral, Mr. Zapata, the engine specialist, and Mr. Allen’s crews have done a tremendous job installing the new ablative disc.  Crews from the engine shop and my own are starting right now on the engine alignments phase.”  Captain Alderson paused, then straightened and smoothed back his coverall.  “Admiral, Lancer will be complete with main engine repairs in four stan days.”

A slight widening of the eyes was all Summers gave at this surprise announcement.  Mr. Allen, however, was shocked.

“Captain," he said.  “We have two full days of calibration/alignment and testing before we can button up the engine room.  It will take at least four stan days to reassemble the room.”

“My people will get it done or I will resign as Captain,” Alderson said vowed.  Captain and Admiral locked eyes.

Diggs had no clue as to the history of these two men. Certainly they knew each other.  Classmates at the academy?  Shipmates?  Junior officers together somewhere?  Diggs knew you did not become a Fleet Admiral like Summers without stepping on toes and eliminating enemies.  Was Alderson a threat to Summers?  Had he hitched his career to another star?  Jenkins or Ramirez, perhaps?  The Admiral's aides gave no indication they cared one way or the other.  The political current swept by when Summers murmured, “Record the item.”

An audible breath went out of the crowd.  Diggs glanced at his own CO, Commander Polsbo.  Were she and Alderson friends?  She looked visibly distressed.  Again, junior officers are rarely privy to the workings of Fleet Command.  Maybe Gunderson or Rita would know?  

Summers went on with the meeting apparently unconcerned.  The remaining yellow items did not rise to the level of a senior officer of a capitol ship offering to resign; one tactical computer being repaired, two more stubborn inertial navigators being calibrated (just as Diggs had done last night), two more anti-matter fuel loads being delivered (on schedule for tomorrow),  and two crews waiting to come up to full strength.

Ms. Rollins rose to brief that the Jupiter Class cargo hauler Laos was decelerating at 2.5 G burn to dock with the station tomorrow.  Laos held the new crews and the antimatter loads for the fleet. Vac’s to be them. Diggs shuddered at the deceleration burn and the pain it would cause. 

The meeting moved swiftly to its conclusion as it became apparent that, barring any drama with Lancer, the fleet was ready to go.  Several minor issues were aired out and priorities established.  Diggs began to fade out as speakers droned on about problems that had nothing to do with him.  It got really boring when the ministers got up to add – what?  More hot gas to this room?  Certainly nothing of value or interest.  

Frag!  All those people did was talk.  Gunderson elbowed him sharply in the ribs as he almost succumbed to the lack of sleep.

Diggs marvelled at his chief. Twenty-two years in this man's Navy, Gunderson had spent the entire mid watch, just like Diggs, overseeing calibration and testing.  More even, because he was supervising directly, the four enlisted ratings that were actually performing the tests and he was keeping Diggs up to speed on how the Nav systems fit into the overall scheme of the Hawkins Weapons and Tactical subroutines.  Gunderson could have undoubtedly finished up the calibration by himself, and a lot quicker than any of them could, but that wasn’t training anyone.  That wasn’t preparing a junior officer for command.  

That was also one of Gunderson’s jobs. Diggs knew that the Chief had let the ratings make one or two small mistakes at certain points to show how tricky the whole procedure could be.  “What does the procedure say, and what do you know about the equipment?”  He kept asking.  When the two didn’t line up exactly was when everybody needed to be on the same page.  The station techs grinned as Gunderson read them chapter and verse.  They didn’t care; the techs were getting pro pay.  Diggs and the ratings cared.  They wanted to get this done so they were good to go to space, and could have a relaxed time the last three stan days on station.

Stanton struggled to stay awake and pay attention, sighing inwardly.  This is what he signed up for, right?  Adventure in the Navy?  It’s what his family's men did, right?  

He was something of an anomaly.  Earth born, Diggs actually qualified for dual citizenship.  He could have joined either force-Alpha or Tau after college.  But the  Diggs family both men and women had a 400 plus year tradition of joining first the United States Navy, and then the Alpha Confederation.  He was now getting a crash course in Navy politics and adventure. And drama.

The meeting mercifully ran down.  Admiral Summers rose again to address his crews.  “We will have one final status meeting tomorrow.  At that time, we will make a decision on Lancer, based on work remaining.  President Carlyle arrives on Proxima at 1600 local.  Full welcoming ceremonies.  Dress uniforms. He will address the ships' companies and station personnel.  We depart Saturnday 0700.  All crews will go on lockdown at 0600 on Proxima day.”  Not an unexpected announcement, but it still rankled.      

Summers wanted everyone confined to the ship so he didn’t have to deal with sailors going crazy right before they left on a long deployment.  That left Diggs with two days of freedom.  He had duty again on Saturnday, so he was locked down with the rest. He dragged his attention back to the Admiral.

“Senior staff in the small conference room for ten stan minutes after this.  Ministers?”  Shaking heads responded.  “Station?”  More head shakes.  “Dismissed!”

The room stood at attention while Summers and his staff went into the side chamber. Gunderson had told Diggs at an earlier meeting that that room was where the Admiral did his yelling.  Feces gravitates along an inclined plane.

Hawkins XO, Mr. Shaftly, grouped his charges along A corridor out of the general crush, leaving after the meeting breakup.  He was passing along the ship's normal duties and routines.  Section two had the watch (Rita). Section one had twenty-four hours off.  Department heads needed to make sure section three and four personnel had cleared out of station berthing by 1900 tonight.  Diggs looked at Gunderson standing with the other chiefs.  He nodded 'yes' to the unasked question.  Another thing he would take care of.  

Stanton wanted to buy Gunderson a beer at the little bar off of C corridor, but that was another old tradition:  The Alpha Navy had a strict no fraternization policy.  Officers and enlisted did not mix.  Diggs thought it was a decent policy, in theory, but in reality it did not match up to how young Ensign Diggs thought the Navy should run.  Since no one was asking him, he shut his mouth and listened to the XO.

“Captain is going to want a twenty-five stan hour spit shine out on the ship.”  Groans came back from the crew.  The XO had no sympathy.  “Yeah, I know Carlyle is not scheduled to inspect us, however!  I have seen schedules go awry before.  Be prepared!”

The enlisted Master Chief, a grizzled, thirty-year space vet snorted, “Now we are taking orders from the space scouts?”

The XO laughed.  “Bull, we all know how it works.”  Grins abounded.  “Dismissed!”

Diggs had a few last words with the Nav and Gunderson.  “I need six hours of sleep, and then I have some data pad work and ships qualifications to do, then I am on the prowl.”

The Nav nodded.  The Chief just cautioned him: “Be safe.”

Stanton turned outbound on A to hook up to the transverse 5 hallway to get to his station berthing room.  He had a ship's berthing assignment, but the station's quarters were always more sizable than the ships, and it was different from the everyday monotony of the ship.  Even the short time Diggs spent on the Destroyer convinced him that the boredom of space life was a problem.  Same job, same view, same bunk day after day after day. At least his bunk on the station was a different wall view. 

The enormous station was built to accommodate half the fleet of 150 ships.  There were 35,000 temporary berthing rooms along three levels of the doughnut-shaped station.  Not all the ships' crews got a bunk on the station, but junior officers rated a single bunk, a desk, locker, and a fresher.  A hook up to the station net was all Diggs really needed.  

Proxima Station itself was getting old.  The Alpha Confederation had built her 200 years ago and had never really stopped. Since she was a full circle, the add-ons just kept coming in the form of another level up or down. You could mark the advent of plasteel and the new grapheme poly laminates where the new layers were added onto levels 16 and 17.  

Docking ports, power stations, and utility corridors were added whenever and wherever they were needed. It made for a jumble and a confusing layout.  Berthing was a hodgepodge of rooms and crews, and there was always a party somewhere. 

As he entered his room, Diggs still remembered watching the station grow from a small dot,  as the cargo hauler brought the young officer from Proxima Academy to  his assignment.  Stanton Diggs was not a typical Alpha Naval officer.  A throwback, he was earth born and twenty-nine years-old now.  At 1.57 meters and 72 kilos he was fit enough for this man's Navy. Sandy brown hair with brown eyes flecked with green that attracted some ladies. Average looking, if he had to say it. Long, thin, delicate fingers more suited to piano than sports graced his hands. He went to a fine earth school and excelled in math and science.  He used family connections to get himself into the Academy.  That's what his family did; they served their country. The Alphas still kept some quotas for the earthborn, as did the Taus, but it was becoming less and less common for someone born on the old home world to make the journey out to the colonies.  The Diggs family certainly did not have enough money for the brain training and physical enhancements available to the super rich.  

At the academy he graduated nowhere near the top, and nowhere near the bottom of his class.  A person like him could study his way to the top, if he wanted, if they did nothing else.  Stanton did not do that, of course.  He sailed along ruffling as few feathers as possible.  He managed to stay out of the way of the truly obsessed and connected progeny and graduated middle of the pack.  The newly minted ensign received orders to the Destroyer Hawkins, out in the Proxima System.  Hawkins was a Gold Fleet Destroyer based out of the Station, orbiting half way between the planet and the wormhole exit.  

Alpha and Proxima Centauri were the two Alpha Confederation stars hosting three habitable planets and settled almost three hundred stan years ago.  That was the start of the Alpha Confederation, which grew from there.  It took nearly nine months for the cargo hauler to bring him out to the station from the academy.  That reminded him of the almost two-year journey from Earth to Proxima Centauri Academy.  He’d spent all of that time, except for six weeks, in cryo.  He had the choice on the cargo hauler during the trip to the station.  Choosing to stay awake, Stanton figured the actual experience of space flight would be better than the saved body time.  For instance, he had gone through the EVA brain training session that all academy students go through.  It was nowhere near adequate when he went to get his EVA qualification on the cargo hauler.  

All new ships' personnel had to do qualifications.  Some of the systems were common to all Alpha ships and any signature Diggs could get on the hauler was one less he had to do on the Destroyer.  He knew the basics of his ship, but not the specific systems that he needed to know if he was going to take the thin skinned destroyer out into space and live.  So Diggs studied and watched the station grow out the window.  Proxima station was located at the L2 Lagrange point near the Epsilon Eridani wormhole.  The wormhole that lead to the beehive.  And that was where the action was:  the beehive.  

Diggs freshed and crawled into the bunk.  He was asleep in no time.  And just as quickly his chrono was chirping him awake.  Dragging himself into a clean uniform, and then back out to the ship for quals and data pad work never seemed to stop.  He was almost done with his basic ships qual.  He needed to get the antimatter engine signed off from the engineer.  He went back to the room to find Rita and figure what kind of mood the Engineer was in.  

The engine room on Hawkins was enormous.  Hawkins was 200 meters in the beam and the main room was open for at least four deck levels up. Call it 100 meters by 200 meters by 200 meters as an open engine room.  The rest was taken up by office spaces and auxiliary systems. And weapons pods.  

Overall, the ship was at least 400 meters high in along with its 700-meter length.  Diggs marvelled at the heavy plasteel support girders that ran through the room and tied into the main thrust bearing structure on the ship.  The airtight door hatches all along this level allowed the engine room to be sealed.  The main room was filled with mostly ancillary gear.  Air cleaners and scrubbers, electrical generators and power couplers. The actual engine was outside the ship. The antimatter drive mandated that the round tuned cavity be outside with a huge ablative disc between the ship and the enormous energies meted out by the drive.  Antimatter annihilation produced unthinkable amounts of gamma rays.  Properly run through the tuned cavity, the particles exited and produced thrust, as well as producing a huge electromagnetic field.  The ship used that field to protect themseleves not only from the gamma rays, but also other radiation and from micro meteors.  The enormous thrust provided the gravity the ship used to keep feet on decks and off bulkheads. The engines were capable of hurtling the 5 million metric ton ship at a significant fraction of the Speed of Light or SOL.  She had done .65 SOL on her trials, 15 stan years ago.  Not bad, Diggs knew.  Hawkins had two backup Ion Fusion engines and many manoeuvring thrusters to keep her on track.  The ship was a fine example of Alpha space engineering prowess.

But now all Diggs wanted was to see Rita.  Ah, there she is,  working on the water-making unit.  Hawkins carried water in internal tanks and as a layer of hull shielding.  All that water helped protect the ship from the gamma radiation and thereby the sailors inside her.  Diggs joined his friend at the condensate unit.  She was filthy, but quirked him a small smile.  “How went the Admiral?”

Diggs gave her the brief version.  “Hawkins green, Lancer red, Carlyle here on Proxima day.” 

Rita grimaced.  Diggs told her about Lancer and Alderson.

“Can they get that done?” he asked her.

“Yeah, they can do it.  Not gonna be easy.”  

Diggs flashed on the first time he had met Rita. Formally, that was.  She had been at the academy with him, but not in the same division or training rotations.  They properly met on the cargo hauler.  Diggs had been in his third fistfight ever.  He’d had brain training for all forms of martial arts, but the reality was different. He could see the blows coming from the cargo deck ape, but could not make his body respond. Diggs was beaten up for the sin of being an officer in the ship's exercise area.  He retreated to the “officer's” exercise area and met Rita.  She was  newly assigned as Hawkins' engineering ensign, while he was doing the much less glamorous Navigation Department.  The pair became friends and casual lovers.  Rita Alesworth was pretty and 26.  Colony-born out in the real wilds of the beehive, she thought Stanton exotic because he was from Earth. A larger woman, Rita was only three centimeters shorted than Stanton. She was also near his weight at 59 kilos.  Short, blond hair topped her honest face. Six weeks of a steady 1.3 G deceleration brought the pair into the spinning toroid station. They became friends while watching the station grow bigger. 

Gods, it’s enormous, Diggs thought. 

At 20 klick’s dock tip to dock tip, the long docks were 400 or 600 meters high to allow the incoming vessel to nestle right in.  Some of her bigger docks were 2000 meters long.  As the hauler Odyssey docked, her cargo pods had detached earlier in the day and were already being unloaded two docks over. There was room for food, parts, and personnel, including 43,000 permanent residents on the station, plus berthing for another 35,000.  A true city in space.  Rita and Stanton stayed close during the organized chaos of their transfer to Hawkins.  The pair got three weeks down time on the station, and then Hawkins pulled in from patrol.  

She was monitoring the space near the station out to The Alpha planets: Proxima two, Langly, and Alpha Prime.  Lots of rumors swirled in the six months Diggs and Alesworth had spent on Hawkins up to this point. The main rumor was that the President was transferring the seat of government out to Terra Prime in the beehive. 

“Makes sense," Rita told him.  “QY is out there, plus the majority of our worlds and the Tau’s are there.”

Diggs grunted. Above his pay grade.

Now all Diggs wanted was to get the Engineer to sign off his knowledge factor on the main engine.

“He’s in a good mood, so you might hit him up.” Rita told him, buttoning up the water unit.

“Thanks, Rita. Dinner tomorrow night?”

She grinned.  “That would be nice!”

Diggs liked that about her. No games.  Just casual friends with extras.  He went over to the Engineer's office and stood outside at attention in eye line of the Eng.  After a few moments the Engineer spotted him and grinned.  “Get in here, Diggs!”

Diggs moved into the cluttered office.  “LCDR Ingstrom, I request a qualification check out on the antimatter engines.”

Ingstrom eyed him. “You ready?”

“Yes sir!”  Diggs said, with more confidence than he felt.

The tall man pointed to his vid board, which made up the back wall of his office.  “Save that nonsense for me and draw the system.”

Two stan hours later Diggs left the office with the signature and a newfound respect for the engineer.  The man truly knew his spaces.  “Diggs this is just the start of your knowledge about the ship.  Your basic qual means we trust you to stand a watch and not kill us. Keep learning about the ship and her capabilities, and then you will be ready to lead, to command.” Ingstrom told him.

Diggs went to start his data pad work, with one last thought from the senior officer on his mind. “It might be sacrilege for an engineering person to admit this, but the reality is this:  As powerful and awesome as the engines are, they only exist to get the ship and its guns where it needs to go.  Without the weapons, we are just a fancy personnel carrier.”

Huh.  Diggs noted the engineer's signature on his personal page.  He was ahead on ships qualifications. Not enough to be on the “hot runners list”, but certainly not delinquent.  That was his forte. Head down and work, don’t ruffle any feathers.  It kept him out of trouble.  Three stan hours later he finished with his ship board work.  He went back to his station berthing room and cleaned it out, then checked back onto the ship.  He wanted this chore done so he didn’t have to worry last minute.  

***
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The night was memorably epic by naval standards.  He woke in a strange bed at 0400 with a woman whose name he did not remember.  Trying to be smooth, he awkwardly gathered his belongings with a rushed, “I’ll see you.”

He slinked back to the ship. Junior officers' berthing was crowded (no Rita, thank God!) with watch reliefs and people getting chow and starting their workday. Diggs received varying bits of advice about his condition and success with women. The most helpful advice came from Jenkins, a “seasoned” 30-year-old LT with one deployment under his belt.  “Write her name in the palm of your hand.  The next morning you can read it and not look like such a retro.”

Again, Diggs did what he was best at.  Keeping his head down and working.  He did his job in an efficient and unremarkable manner over the next two days.  Rumor finally met reality as he and Rita stood at a dock viewing platform and watched the huge super dreadnaught carrier Cummings docking with the station.  How did something that big fly through space?  Her fighters had been arriving in ones and two for the last day.  Given the extra escort destroyers and frigates that accompanied Cummings and the Battleship Phobos with her contingent, the station burst at the seams. Forty-six ships were docked at the station.  Not at capacity, but the most that had been there in many stan years.  

Standing at attention while Carlyle addressed the troops and the station personnel, Diggs listened with half an ear.  It was the standard “we advance to the stars to represent our ideals and our principles” speech.  What was truly telling was the presence of Vice President Tolo.  That and the sheer numbers of government functionaries on board Cummings.  

Gunderson had to explain it to Rita and Stanton.  “They are not supposed to travel together,” he said.  “Safety and continuity of the government?”

There were only blank stares from the two young officers. Frag, what did they teach kids today, Gunderson thought but did not say.  “Carlyle intends to shift the seat of government.”

More blank stares.  “Carlyle is going to shift the Confederation capitol from Proxima to Terra Prime.”

Oh.  

“Told ya," Rita said.

“Why Terra Prime?’  Rita wanted to know.

“Strategic”, the Chief told her. “Terra Prime is 1.2 light years from QY, 2 light years from the Notch and right in the middle of the 17 stars and planets that make up the bulk of the Confederation.”  “We won’t have another Elephant incident.”  

Gunderson referred to the flap caused by the Governor of Tarus as he persuaded the Destroyer Elephant that extra money could be had as his personal enforcement vehicle.  Summers put an end to that misuse of government funds.  But it did reveal a pattern of problems.  With the President on one side of the wormhole and the systems on the other, gaps in time allowed irregularities to occur.  

“It also allows us to keep an eye on the Tau Emperor now that he is holed up on Huang.” Gunderson added.

The mention of the main rival to the Alpha Confederation was only mildly interesting to the younger officers.  Aliens, exploring new worlds, that’s what they cared about.  

“Who cares about Tau?” Rita and Diggs voiced, almost in unison.

“You do,” the sage older man said. “We’re going to war with them soon.”
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Chapter Two
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2461-  QY Station

The turn of a new year was an auspicious way to start negotiations.  This was known, The Emperor Paul Yang thought to himself.  I’m starting to sound like a superstitious grandmother.

The Emperor’s staff bustled about, making sure all was in readiness for him to start his day.  A quick glance at his reflection in a cup polished to mirror shine, showed a middle-aged man at 73.  His long black hair was pulled into a pony tail, still devoid of grey, and a lifetime of hard work ensured he was trim, healthy and mentally sharp.  His frame was small, but his power resided in his mind and title rather than his physical prowess. Sad, brown eyes dominated a mild, classically Asian face.  He was six years into what was hopefully a long reign. Especially hopeful given the disaster his Uncle Zhou Kem had been.  The wrong man at the wrong time, Paul thought.  

He sat at the simple table in the ornate room that was his private office for a breakfast of lentils with dried apricots and water.  Paul preferred to eat in silence so he could organize his thoughts.  Running the dual functions of both the head of the largest corporation in human history and an Empire of 16 billion souls, was an exercise in patience and planning.  Moves must be thought out, resources allocated. Often, months went by before any indication came as to the effectiveness or lack thereof his actions had, such were the vast distances of space.  Today was the start of a new galactic year by the standard calendar.  By the old Gregorian calendar it was only Dec 26th.  

A new way of marking time because humans could not agree on anything by themselves, Paul’s tranquil thoughts were ruined.

Sighing, he got up from the small table.  That was the sign, and staff flowed in to begin the Emperor’s day, whisking away the breakfast dishes. They dressed him.  His robes were moved away magically and he shivered in the cold of the station until the synth mesh suit was on.  The special suit was state of the art for the Empire.  The mesh contained layers of fabric and electronics interwoven.  Slight bulges at the wrists, feet and neck concealed hoods and gloves and boots that would totally seal the suit allowing him to traverse space if need be.  The suit interfaced with a small electronic pack.  Catheters could be inserted in emergency and  several small probes contacted his skin providing medical data.  The suit was outfitted with monitoring software for all manner of physical environments.  Medicines and emergency procedures could isolate and cure him of a multitude of problems.  The mesh was also layered in poly laminates that made it bullet and flechette proof and able to withstand laser fire up to 80 kw range.  

Coupled with his ever-present bodyguards, assistants, and various liaisons,  Emperor Paul was as protected as one man could get.  As the court functionaries added the red dress robes of state, brocaded in gold thread, Paul waved off the headdress.  Too ostentatious, he thought. He liked the pants of this outfit and the robe.  It had many pockets to conceal his toys.  

Paul moved from the small antechamber office to the main, formal audience chamber on the station, where he had a desk and a large conference table.  This room was large 30 meters by 50 with a 6-meter ceiling. One wall was entirely made up of vid screens providing status updates, while the opposite wall was a large grapheme mesh vid display showing outdoor scenes from the Tau home worlds; the plains of Xian, the oceans of Rho Au, the Canyon on Huang.  Several people were waiting on his highness as he sat at the desk.

Paul looked at Ling his secretary and head of security.  The small, lithe woman was in her sixties, produced a data pad from thin air and began to report.

“Home world items first,” she intoned.  “Huang reports: record harvest and mineral extraction for the fourth quarter planet wide.”

Fourth quarter?  That report is six months old Paul thought.  But the results were within predicted estimates, so he kept silent.  Ling continued to list items and results from all over the Empire.  The vast distances were hugely problematic.  Reports of problems could take up to six months to get to him.  And that long again for a response with help.  Paul and the Empire relied implicitly on the people he left behind.  There simply was no other way.  When he sent a representative to work out a problem the family motto was “Never second guess someone from a light year away.”  You had to trust.  You had to trust that your representatives would make a call and that you could live with it.  That had proven difficult for many leaders of the Empire over the years.

That was the heart of the problem with the Alphas; he didn’t trust them.

Ling continued listing things that had happened weeks ago and what they should do about it.  Space was so vast that they sent waves in response to problems. Waves of people, parts, and equipment to solve those problems.  Planetary government functionaries went on five year standard assignments, so there seemed to be a constant turnover in expertise for any individual planet or system.  In a typical eighty or ninety year work life that meant six or seven assignments, given travel, leave and training.  It seemed to Paul that just when an agent got familiar with their assignment and duties, it was time to move them on. He made a mental note to discuss extending the timelines on these kinds of things for another two to three years.  Of course he didn’t have to spend the extra time on a backwater world like Rho Au.  The Royal Family and the Yang Corporation, really the same entity, identified good people early on and rode them hard.  Every man and woman had to do their duty for the Empire, including the Emperor the old saying went.  Paul mused grimly on his fate.  He hadn’t been groomed as Emperor.  His Uncle Zhou had been.  But there was the small factor that Zhou was incompetent in that he never could analyze a situation and figure what was motivating the players beyond the obvious. Paul could, and by the time Zhou had been “eased” into retirement for health reasons Paul had been running the Empire for two years.

Ling finished her report and presented the data pad for his signature on a series of moves.  People, ships, equipment, money all shifted with the stroke of his pen. Paul noticed Ling and her cover up to move some ships and equipment to a certain region of space.  He frowned and tapped the report with his hand but signed any way.  Ling merely nodded her head serenely. He sort of disagreed, but in discussions with the whole family and other experts, Ling’s proposal was reasonable.  At least that was how they saw it.  The movements would be just countering the Alpha moves in the area, but Paul wanted more information.  He wanted a representative in the area but agreed to at least be proactive, even though he wasn’t happy about it.  He prayed that the Notch would not be the death of them all.  He knew his death was coming as it did for all men. More superstitious nonsense, he thought.

Fleet Admiral Bok Tae moved in to deliver the military status and the Intel briefing on the Alphas for the negotiations.  The large man was stiff and formal in his movements and dress.  Paul always thought the cape was a bit much.  The white pants and blue jacket adorned with his medals always looked dashing though. Short, but square and flat of face, his solid dependable cousin could have been Emperor when Uncle Zhou was removed.  Of the three brothers, Zhou was the only one with no kids.  Both Paul and Bok fathers were dead, devolving the decision down to the two of them.  Bok solved the problem neatly.  He got on a space ship and left Huang, for two years.  Paul smiled over the memory of his Aunt Tea.  First time he had ever heard her swear.  

“The Alpha fleet remains 5 million klicks off of QY per the agreement.  They continue to send probes through the wormhole towards Alpha Centauri and towards Terra Prime.  They have changed communication codes three times since last week. Bok snorted. “It’s like they don’t trust us.”

“Two large cargo haulers have left Proxima station and are heading into the wormhole.  These are the same that left Alpha Centauri space two years ago,” Bok continued.

The Emperor knew what Bok was getting at. The full Alpha government, all the functionaries and the cabinet members and the department heads, were all on those ships along with all the computer systems and synth paper they could haul.  Heading for the beehive and the new seat of government on Terra Prime.  Rumor had it Tolo was on board the Cummings.  It made sense to Paul.  He’d been here on Huang for four years now.  The move helped immediately for him in dealing with the complexities.  Now reports were weeks late instead of months or even years.  

Fraggin aliens, Paul thought. Couldn’t manage to put wormholes all over the galaxy!

He turned to hide his smile from Bok. One of his bodyguards caught his expression and her eyes widened slightly. Paul immediately sobered up. He could not properly explain to her that the all-powerful, allegedly divine Emperor wished for faster than light communications.

All he got was one lousy wormhole.  The smile threatened to break out again.  Yeah, one lousy wormhole. Right!

If you’re so smart, let’s see you build one.

In truth he could not.  No one could.  Not humans or any of the alien species.  None of the five space-going species created the wormholes that they all used.  The Thream and the Trelians called the species the “Ancients”, which didn’t help.  The longest surviving space going race was the Trelians.  That species had over 100,000 years of recorded civilization and 70,000 years in space and yet they claimed they had no idea who built the wormholes.  They pointed to the ruins at Epsilon Eridani and shrugged.

Paul was not so sure about the alien’s claim on the matter.  Laser to his head, he was of the opinion that the Trelians created the wormholes.  The best Tau scientists told him that they needed at least a thousand years to study the dark matter and dark energy and another five thousand years to learn how to manipulate it.  The math said the wormholes should be possible.  It was just how?  The Thream postulated that the ancients learned how to quantitatively match two areas of space using the Casimir effect.  Two aligned points in space where dark energy and dark matter caused massively negative energies to rage. But still stable enough for an instantaneous transfer of matter from one point to another. Wormholes. The one end humans initially cared about exited at Epsilon Eridani about 12 light years from a back water little star and its planets in a minor arm on the galaxy,  Sol and Earth.  The beehive contained not only that exit point but six others as well.  Three leading to, the Griz! Thl?, The Seepled and the Trelians, but also to three wormholes that were subsequently destroyed.  

Paul remembered asking his teacher, “who could destroy the wormholes?”  As Emperor, he had seen the footage of probes that humans sent into the gateways.  Vast energies from Quasars destroyed the probes in seconds.  Why would someone, some alien, do that?  The only answer to that question scared him:  to keep someone out, or to keep something in.

Either scenario was bad for humanity, and Paul had felt small.  Now, he was bemused because he could not get wormholes right next to his planets.  He refocused on Bok.
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“If the exalted personage will deign to pay attention, a matter of great importance is taking shape” Bok teased. “Illegal mining in the notch is on the upswing.  A colony may be in the process of being established on G2B1-Maxwell.  That is on their side of the wall,” Bok reminded him.

“Bless Chung again,” Paul intoned like a mantra.

Twenty-Five standard years ago, a captain on a routine patrol of the notch had detected Alpha activity and the first incursion into the space around the Wall, a long debris field that had once been six or seven planets.  It almost perfectly bisected the bottom of the beehive region of space that Alphas and Tau were gobbling up as fast as they could.  Walter Chung was at the end of his patrol when he had discovered it, limited on time and food, he decided to try to manufacture spy probes.  He managed to cobble together twelve crude probes with radar and optics and full radiation sensors.  He programmed them to disperse around notch targets and report back to a relay network he also produced.  Which they did, for an entire decade.  

It was a genius stroke that became Tau Empire doctrine and a huge leg up in dealings with humans and aliens alike.  Probes were sent around the galaxy to spy on everything.  Short bursts of data sent to a collecting unit, which then went through a relay system back to Huang. The initial probes sent data back thru the wormhole to other units at the exit, then through more relays and finally to Tau Ceti. 

Even at the speed of light, it took months for the data to reach the Empire when Chung first started the probe network.  Now that the wormhole leg back to Tau Ceti was eliminated, the data took weeks to arrive with its warnings.  And the Empire had a whole Intel section spending their time analyzing what those signals meant.

Paul pursed his lips. He would be seeing Admiral Chung in a few months as part of the Jade Tiger fleet exercises’.  He owed the man a drink.  “What do we do?”

The two men discussed options for demands on the Alpha President as for concessions for the illegal mining.  Delicate.  That seemed to sum up the state of affairs between human groups.  As always, the Emperor reflected.  

“The Emperor could always present the data to the High Council and wait for a ruling from them.”  Bok offered.

“Bah, and then wait ten years while they study and deliberate and decide what to do!”  Paul groused.

Bok shrugged.  Paul waited for a moment before he said, “I signed Ling’s response today.”

The Admiral’s eyes widened ever so slightly.  

“If negotiations go the way I think today, it will be all over but the crying.” Paul informed him.  Bok nodded.  They did have a plan.

“Once the Alpha’s twig to it...”  Bok trailed off. 

That was indeed the unknown, Paul reflected.  

The two men rose and went into the outer reception chamber, followed by the staff people.  

A group of ten station officials, including the Tau Empire Ambassador to QY, Stan Teach were waiting to speak to Paul .  Ling was on the edge of the group. Some of these men and women would be part of sub groups meeting with Alpha counterparts while the two heads, Emperor and President tried to work things out at a higher level.  Paul spent a few minutes listening to them while walking around the reception chamber.

I’ve always liked this room, he thought with half a mind on the speakers.  This room was where a lot of the alien and off empire representatives met with Tau individuals, so the royal family had tried to impress a bit with the decor.  

The room was filled with wood.  Warm oak. Teak, mahogany.  Dram wood.  Rare birds eye tash from Rho Hu accented different areas. Wood being expensive to grow, ship and maintain in the vacuum of space, it broke up the industrial feel of the station walls.  Comfortable chairs and couches were placed about to afford a view of real art on the walls.  Carvings, paintings, and statues filled nooks.  Electronic devices were available but hidden to complete the tranquil feeling of the room.  Paul noted that several Griz! Thl? chairs and platforms where the Seepled pods sat were still prominently arranged around the room.  Good. Let the Alphas see that.  Even the smaller and larger Trelian and Thream chairs were about.  The room said “all are welcome to sit and talk and trade.”  

Paul addressed his team.  “Thank you all for the work you have put in to this point.  I hope we are able to come to agreements with the Alphas this time.  Stay sharp and report anything that seems odd.” “I’ll join you after the meeting with the children.”  The group broke off and left ahead of Paul and Bok and their staff.

Tau and Alpha regularly met at QY.  This would be the first meeting between Paul and Carlyle, the President.  He had only assumed office for the Alpha’s a few months ago.  He was wasting no time,  moving the government and entering negotiations at QY.  Paul hoped this bode well for their relationship.  The Alpha Confederation and the Tau Empire had been on a tough path the last decade or so.  The Emperor saw them moving towards conflict.  The Alpha moves were becoming more- erratic?  No that was the wrong word.  Hidden.  They seemed to be driving a hidden agenda that Paul could not figure out.  Find out what motivates your opponent and you can move him where you want.

Alphas thought and did things in a straight line.  Usually. Now there were some curves.

“Let’s go.” Paul met Ling’s eye and knew she would be communicating ahead to the school. He tried to meet with young people as often as he could.  Paul wanted to avoid being trapped in a cocoon of safety and sanitized thinking and by meeting with common students from time to time he got some unfiltered reactions.

The retinue formed rings around Paul and went out the large double doors.  A smaller station front office held the reception desk and the admin people necessary for the Empire to function.  This area was just the front office and fairly utilitarian before moving into the nicer interior spaces. The twelve men and women who worked in this office were all grouped over to one side to allow the large party to move out unencumbered.  Moved over and hemmed in by security people.  

Frag!  Paul hated that.  Why scare these people?  They were only doing their jobs.

He stopped the party and turned to face the admin folks.  He waved off security and approached the youngest member of the group.  A young man who looked to his eyes to be fifteen.  Twenty Five more likely, he figured in a second. 

Paul, the Emperor of all Tau bowed low.  “Sorry to be screwing up your routine, we won’t be here long.”

The young man’s eyes bulged out of his head.  “Your majesty, it..., you don’t...” The man stammered.

“Yes, I do.”  Paul overrode with a smile. He swept the whole group with a look.  “Keep up the good work.  The Empire is proud of you.”

With that, he took the negotiators out into the hall.  Bok caught his eye and grinned.  Paul grinned back.  Sometimes you just had to be anything but a jerk and people loved you.

The group made its way down the wide high ceilinged corridor.  Aliens built the station to alien specifications. So the hallways were five meters wide to accommodate the Seepled pads they used to transport their water filled pods around.  Those were easily two meters square, some of them.  Thream as a species were over two meters tall.  So doorways always were able to accommodate them and the two and a half meter tall pods.  Humans felt the station was wide open and enormous.  Trelians with their small frames, must have thought it gargantuan.  

The station consisted of two enormous cubes connected by a translucent tube along the front face.  The small antimatter reactor that powered the station connected to the back face.  QY also boasted a feature few would attempt.  The anti-matter reactor was also used to create artificial gravity.  The massive amounts of radiation and energy the reactor gave off, was channelled thru five large tuned cavities on the bottom of each cube.  It set up a powerful electro-magnetic field around the tubes.  That effect created the gravitational field via the cross hatched wires cutting thru the magnetic field. Varying the amount of energy thru the tubes could change the station from .4 earth normal to 1.5 G’s.  

The system was Trelian built and a bit prone to break downs.  The Trelians claimed it was older technology that they no longer used.  Almost every other space station used the spinning method to maintain gravity so this was unique as far as Paul knew.  Since the high council wanted QY to stay stationary in space and oriented to watch the wormholes, it was decided to use the older alien system.  It worked.  QY could boast .8 earth normal gravity, which was sort of a happy medium for all the species. It sat at an L1 point some 300,000 kilometers from the wormhole entrances. That point being where the gravitational forces from the wormhole and the systems sun, canceled each other out and allowed the facility to sit stationary without using energy to maintain position.

Each cube was 5,000 meters on each side.  The station was not built of exotic materials, indeed the construction was of a very familiar poly laminated panel and truss system.  The interior was sprayed with a cellulose foam material that rendered the space air tight and solid for building.  The right hand cube was divided now into six separate areas for habitation (there was space for three more species).  Each group was allowed a permanent ambassador and support staff.  Living quarters, offices, admin areas and recreational spots also adorned this cube as landing docks for shuttle and courier craft jutted out.  The left hand cube was given over to the main meeting chamber and other spots where all five species would interact.  The left cube contained the QY high council chamber and the ancillary councils as set forth in the treaty.  A formal reception area was used as a gathering and social area as well as an award ceremony spot.  All the ancillary gear you needed to make the station work dominated the rest of the cube.  Air, water, power, data nets, Communication systems and waste recycling.  Even alien feces needed to be taken care of.  Each of the tenet species dedicated support techs, workers and resources to allow the station to operate.
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The Emperor moved along the corridors of the station without much thought as to the marvel the place really was.  The Tau Empire had several space stations of their own.  True none of them was as big as QY, but still impressive in their own right. 

The corridors led down and inward as the interior spaces could not boast exterior windows to behold the wonders of space.  Paul smiled because Bok always told him that “Space looks the same all over.  Dark.”

The station teacher was waiting outside the classroom for the party to arrive.  The young woman was very pretty and glowed with an enthusiasm that made her face bright.

“Your highness honors us with his presence”, she said after brief introductions.

“Please, Ms. Andalakova, just proceed with your normal lesson like we aren’t even here,” Paul said.

The teacher went to the front of the classroom with its connected high tech flexboard.  The individual student pods had vid screens and stylus pens so anyone could adjust or comment on the main presentation at the front.  Today’s lesson was the treaty of 2414.

Those were some tough negotiations, Paul remembered.  He’d been very young but he was brought along by his grandfather to observe and absorb the aliens and how they thought through complex issues.

Even time itself was negotiated.  Circadian rhythms were evident for all five species as planets encircled suns all over the galaxy. An old earth “day” of twenty-four “hours” was not the same on every world.  A galactic standard time system had to be adopted. The Tau’s and the Alphas had already been using a local time system as their colony worlds operated on a different scale then old Earth. A twenty-five “hour” period with a fifty-minute subset was what the aliens all used and humans agreed to. A six-day week with a five-week month, along with a ten-month year kept things fairly close to earth norms. Whatever time period was used:  Seconds, fractions, standard or local, humans would adapt, Paul mused.

A young boy signaled a question and asked Paul if he really had been at the Treaty negotiations.  The Emperor smiled and said that “Yes, I was just a few years younger than you are right now.”  The whole class marvelled at the “old folks” and Bok shot him a quick grin.  The Admiral had been at the QY station back then as well.  

In addition to the time standard, the Treaty set out the boundaries of Tau and Alpha space, detailing the beehive stars and worlds the humans would be entitled to. Even then, the notch was a contentious issue.  Should have bit the plasma shot and solved it right then, Paul kept his face impassive while Ms. Andalakova put bullet points on the flex board covering the Treaty highlights:  -A ruling high council with lower courts and commissions for dispute resolutions.  -Norms for trading relations and the setting of monetary policies. -The limits the treaty put on the types and amounts of military forces each species could field. –Wormhole monitoring and protocols.  

The wormholes were a special case.  Since none of the five species had built them, they all owned the marvels.  

Paul glanced at the ubiquitous holographic three-dimensional image of the wormholes every classroom held.  The nexus of wormhole exits at QY was prominent at the inner third of one of the Milky Way spiral arms.  The branch out points were spread around the galaxy.  The one for Epsilon Eridani was the end point that brought humanity into play was on a minor arm out of the way from the galactic center.  

The end points for the various species, Griz! Thk?, Trelians and Seepled held Paul’s attention for a moment.  What he concentrated on more were the three points outlined in red. What in the cosmos could destroy a wormhole? That thought always bothered him a bit.  But what really kept him up nights was what it implied:  Was the exit point destroyed to keep something out or something in?

The teacher finished out her lesson and Paul bid the students goodbye with the usual, “Your Emperor is proud of you,” speech.
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Today’s negotiations were to be held in the high council chambers at the formal table.  The subtle pressure in that was evident for Paul.  The other four species would have reps on hand to monitor the talks.  A not so subtle dig that the squabbling within humanity affected all of them as well. Had the talks been held on either Huang or the Alpha home world the aliens would not have been involved but the neutral ground of QY station made their presence something Paul would have to tolerate.  Internal human politics were as baffling to the aliens as the reverse situation Three years of negotiations were needed to convince the aliens that the two human groups were different, that agreements with one group were not binding on another.  The aliens were aghast. The Griz! Thl? changed leadership amongst several clans as their 50 year birth cycle shifted from one clan to another.  When one clan suddenly had two billion births, of course leadership would go that clan.  The leadership class among the Trelians seemed to be on a caste system but that was not quite the right word for it.  The aliens had some sort of hybrid clan/caste/merit level/aristocracy system that obviously worked for them.  The Thream were the most human like with a  ruling council and the Seepled were a total mystery.      

The Thream had had no discernible interspecies conflicts that humans had ever seen though the other races were not immune to internecine fighting as far as Paul could tell. Still the old human adage seemed to hold true for the other space faring races as well:  War is bad for business. The pressure was on to get a deal done and preserve the harmony.

Paul saw that he was second into the chamber as they arrived.  He could see President Carlyle, dressed in an Alpha military uniform standing in a group talking to several of his people and some aliens.  Two Thream, one of them Erloren, the leading station administrator were with Carlyle.  Paul moved to join the group.  He gestured off everyone and he went pointedly alone.  Adjusting his translator Paul rode a wave of silence as the others stopped talking.

“Please, don’t let me interrupt,” he said, almost self-consciously. The group turned to the newcomer.

“Emperor Yang”, Erloren said, officially, “welcome to the negotiations and thank you for participating personally. I trust everything is satisfactory for your party?” he asked, not expecting anything but a “perfect” response.

The Emperor’s earpiece provided almost instantaneous translation from the Galactic Standard the Thream male was speaking into Cantonese.  Paul spoke and understood Galactic standard and English and certain words to a LOT of other languages.  Even Griz! Thl?  he pronounced correctly with the growl and the “TCHUK” sound at the end.  It was his practice to keep the translator on during an alien speech even if he understood the words.  It was often helpful to make notes and catch subtleties in the language.  

“Everything is perfect, as usual, Administrator,” Paul replied in Thream. 

“I’m sorry for interrupting, Mr. President,” he said, switching to Standard and bowing low.  “I wanted to thank you for appearing in person and I hope that we can make progress on a number of areas of vital concern.” 

The President of the Alpha Confederation, Cooper Carlyle, looked sour.  A tall, big-framed man, he weighed 82 kilos and a full head of dyed brown hair topped his 1.7 meter frame.  Paul knew he was about his own age or maybe a bit older. His uniform fit, just a bit too tight especially the neck.  He may have looked sour or uncomfortable but his words were benign. “Emperor, Thank you.  We do indeed have much to discuss, can we begin in say, five minutes?”  He looked at Paul, Erloren, and his staff at the question.  

“Certainly, Paul told him and moved over to his side of the large table.  Bok took his seat on the Emperors left with Tiana and Ling on his right.  Several bodyguards and other functionaries sat in chairs behind him, in case their expertise were called upon.  

Carlyle sat opposite Paul.  On his left was his chief of staff, Rolf Kisslinger and his Minister of Defense, Paul Dodds.  More Alpha personnel sat in behind their leader.

On the other sides of the table, various representatives of the alien races sat (or swam in pods) in on the negotiations.  Erloren and his staff occupied chairs behind ever ready to assist.

Paul glanced up at the observation chamber.  Various boxes were occupied.  He recognized every member of the High council. Both human representatives were there as well. Stan Teach and he forgot the Alpha woman’s name.  Belkins?  Boxer?  Something like that. A quick tap on his data pad.  Beltine.  Okay.  Gods above how many Trelians were observing today?   Truth to those same gods the Trelians creeped him out, Paul thought.  Not the six limbed reptilian Griz! Thl? Just the small diminutive, grey leather skinned “alien” aliens.  That was his own prejudice.  Stupid he thought again.

Various aliens stood to give welcoming speeches and wish the best for the negotiators.  Paul was sometimes amazed.  For all his own bias and fears, these races really did want harmony and peace.  Trade did flow.  Human made goods and services flowed out to alien worlds and peoples, just as their products came to humans.  Each was different in style and temperament but the five species were much more alike than different.  Amazing. 

As the speeches ended Paul tapped again on his data pad and the agenda he proposed flashed around the room.  “Thank you to all involved.  Mr. President you can see the proposed agenda, I would like to start with some minor items and work up to the more “delicate” matters.”

Paul focused on Carlyle while the man read thru the list of items to talk about.  He did not know this man.  Had met him only minutes ago.  Could he trust him?  That was a Xian whale of a stretch.

Carlyle tapped on his data pad as Kisslinger whispered something into Carlyle’s ear.  The man nodded and said, “I’ve made some minor modifications but I agree with the thrust of your proposal in his deep rich voice.  Paul was sure it was the voice that got him elected.  Bass honey.

Paul inclined his head to the Presidents changes. The agenda was set onto the main screen.

“Item 1” Paul intoned, unconsciously trying to match Carlyle. “The annual cultural exchange between the Alpha Confederation and the Tau Empire.”

Paul and the President sat back and let Ling and Kisslinger work out the details of who was going where.  School kids and symphonies would tour each other’s worlds.  They were working out for four years in advance.  Distances were vast.  

“Item 2 -  Yearly Space Lane Traffic Control and communication signal protocols.”

Bok and the Minister of Defense for the Alphas started in on this area.  This began the real  dance on the notch.  The space lanes were not really needed in a critical way.  No space ship really followed a set “track” in space, though a station like QY maintained buoys.  Small comm units that acted to announce that a ship was coming to call.  Since ships came close to these buoys to announce their presence, a system of order was necessary.  The protocols were worked out by the races for the standardization of all.  Approach the buoy point, announce your intentions and track and proceed with caution.  Speed limits were imposed as well as docking space assigned.  The notch needed to have these lanes and protocols established instead of the haphazard system that was out there now.

Both Bok and the Minister circled around the notch, while Paul studied Carlyle for clues.  He could detect none.  Carlyle simply seemed to be following the negotiations of his underling.  Both civilian and military ships needed to follow the same requirements, so the civilians would deal with whatever was laid out by the uniform types.  When the talks got around to the notch, a side session was necessary.  Bok and some underlings got up with Minister Dodds and his group.  Both Paul and Carlyle could place the side antechamber in a display window on their data pads to keep a check on those negotiations, while the main group continued.

“Item 3-  Trade regulations and contract dispute resolution.”

Ling and Kisslinger started wrangling on this topic.  There was a tense back and forth as to accusations of poaching and smuggling and piracy.  More notch problems.  These talks were actually tied into Bok’s.  It was critical that they get the trade and smuggling dispute resolution into a venue where they would get some actual resolution, not the alien dispute study that accompanied the high council.

A short break was proposed.  Paul got Bok out of the auxiliary Notch talks.  The two sipped some water.  “It is critical to get those lanes laid out the way we want them,” Paul reminded him. 

“I know and Ling knows how to tie the two together,” his cousin told him.  Paul grimaced.

Bok went back to the antechamber and Paul sat at Erloren’s urging of “Your highness, if you will.”  The Thream’s tone always split the atom between deference and command.  

The delegations sat.  The jurisdictional item was disposed of to Paul’s liking.  Both human groups were loath to set things before the high council.  The lower council proceeded much more along the lines of human courts and were much faster in making rulings.

Another Jurisdictional item was dissolved.  Rules governing seizure of space ships suspected of smuggling.  Data tags and raw material video seemed to be the order of the day.

“Item 5 - The Decennial Military audit as specified by the Galactic Treaty of 2414.”  Chief of Staff Kisslinger intoned.

Paul looked at Carlyle.  “Mr. President I proposed to have both forces align 500K off of QY at the L2 a and b points for inspection.  Epsilon Eridani units can group at the L1 point on their side. Since neither of us needs to go thru the worm hole.”

He was gently telling Carlyle he knew of the Alpha home world shift.

Carlyle stiffened.  Damn Tau spies. “The Alpha Confederation agrees.”

Muted sounds of happiness and approval came through the translator as
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