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Outpost 1

Holloway

Lieutenant Ripley stared across the landscape as she stepped out of the transport pod. The ride to Outpost 1 took her 30 minutes and she had come alone. Outpost 1 had been the brainchild of Commander Ronalds when he had first arrived at the Federation base in Holloway. Ripley hadn’t been there then but had heard the story. More than once. During those years, rumors had circulated why the base would need an outpost. Not only one but two outposts in the East and West. Ripley could understand the rationale. In those two directions there were no mountain ranges blocking Holloway. Ripley took a few steps towards the outpost. Although the outpost had been around for a few years, this was her first time out here. The rocky surface was uneven and soft. Not the best place to have an outpost, but those conditions couldn’t dictate the position of the outpost. Ripley took another few steps when a young man approached her and saluted. “Lieutenant, my name’s Thomas. Welcome to Outpost 1.”

Ripley returned the salute, as her gaze fell on the small building that constituted the outpost. On top of it was an armed battery. Just one. For an outpost on a planet on the backwaters of Federation space, it was sufficient. 

On most days.

But not today. 

Not with a fleet of enemy vessels on the way towards Holloway. The latest update from the operations center was that the fleet would come this way. Outpost 1 was the first defensive post.

“What’s the status out here, Ensign?” Ripley asked. 

“Nothing to report,” Thomas replied. 

“Did you receive the red alert?”

“Yes, Lieutenant. Is it true? Are we about to be attacked?”

“Yes,” Ripley said. “Where’s the rest of your unit?”

According to Federation protocols, an outpost consisted of 4 soldiers. But Ripley didn’t see anyone else around. Unless they were inside the building. Thomas sucked a breath through his teeth. “The rest went out to contact the settlers.”

Ripley frowned. “Today?”

There were a few groups of settlers who chose to live beyond the outskirts of Holloway. The first time Ripley had heard of it, she was confused. Why would anyone want to live on their own out in this harsh terrain? There were no supplies nearby and the closest emergency services were back in Holloway. She had even asked Commander Ronalds about it, but he had brushed it off, saying the settlers were here before he came. 

“An urgent call came for help from one of the settlers,” Thomas said. 

Still Ripley found it strange that most of the soldiers at the outpost would head out to help the settlers. Especially today. Didn’t they understand that there was a war coming?

“How long will it be before they’re back?” Ripley asked.

“Within the hour, Lieutenant,” Thomas replied.

Ripley didn’t like it one bit. The team shouldn’t have gone over to help the settlers. It wasn’t urgent, no matter what the settlers had told them. They needed to defend Outpost 1. The manpower for the outposts was small to begin with. Despite that, leaving one man here was also a mistake. A single person couldn’t man an outpost, let alone defend it. Not like this. If the full complement was here, at least it would provide them with a chance to slow down the incoming onslaught.

“Lieutenant, what’s the concern?” Thomas asked.

Ripley frowned. “Ensign, we have a fleet heading towards Holloway.”

Thomas’ jaw dropped. “And they’re coming this way?”

Ripley struggled to control her emotions in response to the surprise on the Ensign’s expression. Thomas was insanely young despite Commander Ronalds conducting many drills over the last year. And he seemed unprepared for the attack.

“Did you not read the alert?” Ripley asked, frustration dripping from her voice.

Thomas gave a nod.

A sound reached Ripley’s ears and she glanced about. “What was that?”

She took a few steps forward and narrowed her eyes. In the distance, a glint caught her eye. She couldn’t believe the enemy was already here! “Take cover!”

She pulled out a scope and looked through it. A single vessel was approaching the outpost. Based on her estimates, there were no Federation vessels out here. Ripley scurried behind the building, pulling out her weapon. “Ensign, man the turret now.”

Thomas disappeared, climbing the steps to the roof of the building. “Lieutenant, I’m in position.”

“Affirmative,” Ripley replied, gritting her teeth.

There was no time to retreat from the outpost. They would need to take a stand here and now. Two people against a vessel. She didn’t like the odds. She inspected her weapon, looking for something with a little more kick. However, there was no time to find one.

Ripley took up her position, as the sound of a vessel’s engine became louder.
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Cargo Bay

Oblivion

Captain Monroe eyed Commander Benson outside the force field. The man was sweating. It was so obvious that Benson didn't even try to wipe it away. 

“Look Commander, you need to stop this nonsense right now,” Monroe said softly. 

He was hoping to find a way to reason with the nervous young man. Knowing that Benson had lost his older brother during the incident made him unstable. Benson could let his emotions take over and shoot Monroe. However, Monroe knew of the Great Families and their upbringing process in detail. Once someone had told him about it and he had been astonished. Controlling emotions was a clear step for any child brought up in a Great Family. It made each of them quite unique amongst the humans in the Federation. He was hoping that Benson would be able to recall his training and keep himself under control. However, Monroe seemed to have doubts. Benson was facing an unusual situation. Was Benson that strong or weak? Monroe couldn’t tell because his interactions with Great Family members were limited.

“I need to have justice,” Benson insisted in a trembling voice. 

“I know what happened to your brother was horrible, but you need to ...”

Benson glared at Monroe. “Are you suggesting I move on from my brother’s death? Is that what you’re telling me?”

Monroe raised his hands. “I wasn’t talking about that.”

“Then what do you mean?” Benson demanded, his eyes glowing with fury.

“We have to talk about it,” Monroe said.

“There’s nothing to talk about. You killed George.”

“I had to make a split-second decision, Commander. I don’t want to be put in such a situation again, but I had to make it then.”

“You could’ve saved my brother,” Benson said, his voice shaking.

“I had to choose between saving millions on the planet’s surface and the crew. If you were in my position, what would you have done?”

Benson looked at Monroe, pausing for a long moment. “You’re trying to distract me, aren’t you?”

“I’m asking a simple question, Commander. If you were Captain in that situation, what would you have done?”

Benson began to pace up and down in front of Monroe. Monroe knew he was slowly getting to the young man. Monroe needed Benson to think carefully and not let his emotions drive him. It was the only way out of this predicament.

Benson stopped walking and turned to Monroe. “I would’ve never gotten into the situation in the first place.”

“Is that your simple answer?” Monroe shot back.

“It’s not a simple answer.”

Benson scowled. “That’s what you say. You should’ve never been around Federation-7.”

“How was I supposed to know that?” Monroe asked, in disbelief. “When you are out in deep space, things just happen. Look where we are now. We are at Federation-21. Did any of us know we were coming to this planet? Did I plan it? No. Circumstances brought us here.”

“Because you chose to chase the enemy vessel.”

“Which was the mission given to me by Admiral Vernon, in case you don’t remember.”

“I remember it,” Benson growled.

Monroe had to keep the man talking for a little while longer. Just a bit more. “That’s good. Then you know I never planned to come here.”

“What’s your point?” Benson asked.

Monroe shook his head, not knowing if the man was able to think clearly because of his current clouded state of mind.

“Don’t you understand?”

Benson’s eyes widened. “You’re stalling me, aren’t you? W-What ...”

Benson was too late, as he shouted and slumped down to the ground with a soft thud.

“It’s about time Lieutenant Tara,” Monroe smiled. 
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Great Family of Icanthe

Federation-6

Thoros opened the comms channel with Admiral Vernon. He hadn’t expected a call this morning, but he was curious as to the purpose of the call. “Admiral, how may I help you?”

“Thoros, we have a sensitive issue to discuss,” Vernon reported.

“Proceed.”

Thoros listened as Vernon shared about the spy in Federation Central, his death and the secret transmission they tracked to Federation-6. Thoros had to admit that Vernon had gotten his attention. “Are you saying the spy who disabled one of the hyperspace gates sent a transmission to my planet?”

Federation-6 was the only planet ruled by the Great Families. No outsiders, except those with permission, were allowed to live on the planet. That was the way it had been for generations.

“That’s what the evidence we uncovered is telling us.”

“It must be an error, Vernon. What would a Great Family have to do with a spy that attacked the Federation?”

“That was my thought too, Thoros. I had my people go through the checks again and verify everything. Not once, but twice.”

“And it still came out as Federation-6?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

Thoros grimaced, rubbing the stubble on his chin. How was that even possible? The Great Families were always supportive of the Federation, working together with them in all areas. When would a Great Family work with an enemy against the Federation? It was unheard of. Or was it?

“I thought I wanted to let you know first, Thoros,” Vernon said. “I don’t know how long I can keep such a thing under wraps over here. Word will eventually spread. And if the media gets hold of it, I don’t know what will happen.”

“I know. How long can you keep a lid on it?”

“I’ll try my best to hold on as much as I can,” Vernon said. “But I need your help to dig a bit on your end and find out what’s going on.”

“I’ll find out if there is someone colluding with the enemy.”

With that, Thoros switched off the comms channel and leaned back in his chair. He was still reeling from what Vernon had shared with him. Despite his initial reluctance to believe a Great Family might be involved, the reality was that it was possible. Like everything in the universe, not all Great Families were equal. There were bigger ones and smaller ones. In fact, in the last twenty years there has been a sharp growth of smaller Great Families. Many of them were offshoots of existing ones that decided to start on their own. At one time, this was considered unthinkable. But then a transition happened right before Thoros’ eyes. It came fast and furious as more leaders of the Great Families Council decided to embrace the changing times and needs of the younger generation. Thoros disagreed with those sentiments, but he was in the minority. Many of his peers wanted to appease the younger ones instead of losing them to the greater universe. No one, including Thoros, wanted to see fractured Great Families. Such a legacy would be the end of the Great Families. Unity had kept the Great Families together for centuries. But it now appeared someone was trying to disrupt that unity.

Thoros stood and began pacing in front of his desk. The situation was delicate. It would need to be handled carefully. The last thing he wanted to sow was mistrust amongst the Great Families.

Despite that, he would need to find out more about what was going on behind the scenes in the Great Families. There was only one person he knew who could help him discreetly. Thoros clicked on his console and called the person.
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