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        A good man and hell of a character.

        I’m glad I knew you.
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      On the outer edge of the galaxy, like a flickering ember against the velvet of space, spun a planet lit dimly by its host star. Rich in myth and art, it possessed a recorded culture that spanned thousands of years and had a ruling dynasty that had endured for countless generations. The inhabitants named the planet Shandor and proudly called it home. The people back on Earth called it CB4832957 because it wasn’t their home and CB4832956 had already been assigned elsewhere.

      In Earth’s defense, the designation was more for efficiency than any kind of slight against the Shandorans. As the only civilization to develop interstellar travel, Earth explorers had come across more than a few planets named Shandor and they didn’t want to demonstrate any kind of favoritism within the Alliance. It could be said that the numerical designation was actually a courtesy. But that thought hadn’t really entered anyone’s mind until after the fact.

      Whether or not it was a slight mattered little to the people of Shandor on this day. The streets of the capital city, Kartoka, were filled with Shandoran citizens and the air swirled with Shandoran music, while Shandoran vendors hawked hastily made Shandoran wares to celebrate this special occasion. Everyone was dancing, singing or selling something as banners blew and Shandoran confetti fluttered through the air, creating an ever-changing color scheme that should have been accompanied by an epileptic trigger warning.

      The excitement was palpable. The cheers came in waves, each larger than the last, and threatened to draw every bystander into an undertow of euphoria that was inescapable. It was, quite simply, the most exciting day Shandor had ever seen.

      “First Contact ceremonies are soooo boring!” Captain Antarius Thurgood said. He slumped over the edge of the howdah as it rocked back and forth on the back of the giant dolgrath. They had told him the beast was a noble creature of poise and dignity, but to him it looked, and smelled, exactly like a giant pig with an attitude problem.

      “They’re enjoying themselves, Captain,” First Officer Meena Stendak said as she smiled and waved to the crowd.

      The woman had served as his first officer for years. The relationship had been testy at first, and Antarius had attributed this to a difference in cultures; Stendak hailed from a planet near Cygnus, while he was from Omaha. Plus, she was, no doubt, attracted to him. Personalities had clashed, grievances had been aired and complaints had been submitted to his permanent record, but, over time, a mutual respect had been formed. Now, he welcomed her council and her presence, and it had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that the Alliance had recently retracted its mandatory unisex uniform policy and reinstated the miniskirt.

      “How many of these have we done now, Stendak? 50? 100? And they’re all the same. They parade us through town, give a lot of boring speeches and give us some lame gifts. The last planet gave me a box of dirt.”

      “It was symbolic, Captain.”

      “It was still dirt.” Antarius gave a half-hearted wave to the crowd. “And it’s not just them with the pageantry. We have to get all dressed up and put on a big show. Pull the ship down into low orbit so they can see it. All to sign some paperwork. When you think about it, this is really a job for a courier.”

      “A courier, Captain?” Stendak had a way of being insubordinate that didn’t feel like insubordination. It was one of the many qualities he admired about her.

      “Not just any courier, of course, Stendak. We’d dress them up really nice. Make sure they smiled a lot. We could even give them a special title, like Special Courier. Or maybe even something fancier, like Envoy. Or Special Envoy. And they could parade that guy through town on some big smelly beast if they wanted to.”

      “What if it was a woman, sir?”

      “Envoyess?” Antarius guessed. “Envoeuss? I don’t know. Pick one.”

      The dolgrath snorted in just the wrong direction and sent up a particularly foul waft of stink.

      Antarius winced at the stench. “Really, no other planet invented limos?”

      Stendak hid a laugh behind her ceremonial smile. “Let them have their day, Captain. I remember my own planet’s FCC. It’s a great day for the people. And it’s fun for the kids.”

      “At least their kids look like kids,” Antarius said, scanning the crowd. “What planet was that where their offspring went through a larval stage?”

      “Blondikekar,” said Stendak. Her flawless memory was just another quality that made her an outstanding first officer.

      “That’s it. They gave me a baby to kiss and I almost threw up on it.”

      “You did throw up on it, Captain,” Stendak said.

      “Not according to the Captain’s Log, Stendak. And you’d best remember that.”

      “Of course, Captain.”

      “Gah.” A shudder ran through his imposing frame as the memory washed over him. “Those things were disgusting.”

      “Don’t you think that’s a little xenophobic, Sir?”

      “I wasn’t afraid of them, Stendak,” he said with a fair amount of indignation. “I just found them repulsive.”

      Captain Thurgood turned his attention back to the festivities. The Shandorans were putting on quite the spectacle, and he did appreciate how much of it he actually understood. He’d been to dozens of ceremonies across dozens of worlds and, more often than not, the First Contact festivities felt alien to him. At least a Shandoran dance looked like a dance and no one was eaten at the end. You’d be surprised how much that happened.

      Despite the ceremony’s energy, it was all fairly disingenuous. The Alliance had made contact with Shandor more than thirty years ago and the planet had been vying for inclusion in the confederation of planets ever since. They had petitioned, begged and threatened for a place in the Alliance. They had been less eager, however, to give up slavery.

      The Alliance had only a few criteria for inclusion in its ranks. The first was that a planet had to have its act together conflict-wise. Now, whether a planet’s warring factions had settled their differences peacefully and come together in global harmony, or one side wiped out the other in a maelstrom of fire and carnage didn’t really matter. As long as there was a single point of contact, it was all good.

      The second was that no planet in the Alliance could participate in slavery.

      It was this second sticking point that Shandor had resisted for so long. Their history and, more critically, their ruling dynasty had been built on the enslavement of what they deemed to be lower-class citizens. Even though the scientific advancements that came with inclusion in the Alliance made the practice unnecessary, the king had steadfastly refused to abolish slavery. He claimed it was tradition. It was their heritage. It was their way. So it wasn’t until his son came to power that Shandor finally agreed to Earth’s terms and abolished the barbaric practice.

      But not before he made all of the slaves build giant statues of him all over the city.

      The parade moved through the avenues of Kartoka, slowing ever so conveniently at the foot of these great monoliths. The statues were of a powerfully built humanoid with broad shoulders, a thick chest and a smoldering intensity in the eyes that looked nothing like the unfocused gaze on the man-boobed weakling that was the new monarch.

      A gust of wind blew another wave of stink his way. This was followed by a blast of sand, and Antarius closed his eyes against the grit. “And another thing, Stendak. Why are these planets always deserts? Sand in the air. Sand-colored buildings. Sand everywhere! I’m sick of it. What I wouldn’t give for a little First Contacting on a beach planet instead.”

      “But sir, there’s sand on…” She trailed off.

      “What’s that, Stendak?”

      “Nothing, sir,” she said. “We’re almost there.”

      The dolgrath let out a noble grunt and made one final turn into Kartoka’s central plaza. It lumbered up to the steps of the royal palace where it knelt down, passed wind and allowed its passengers to disembark.

      Captain Antarius stepped onto the ground, straightened his uniform and marched up the massive staircase. Stendak marched next to him, and the remaining members of his away team followed as they passed by a procession of pink-skinned Shandorans that served as the king’s royal guards.

      The regiment was formed entirely by Shandoran females in ceremonial dress. These colorful uniforms stood in stark contrast to the light brown color of every other single thing in the city and were cut from a fine cloth that wound about their bodies in an intricate fashion, covering almost every part of their body. This interesting style of dress did not go unnoticed by the captain.

      “Stendak?” he said, loud enough for only her to hear.

      “Yes, Captain?”

      “Are their breasts showing?”

      She sighed her answer as she so often did. “Yes, Captain.”

      Antarius smiled. “God, I love aliens.”

      They reached the top of the stairs, where the King of Shandor rose and then bowed to greet them. He was much scrawnier than in his statues and, thankfully, his clothes were much less revealing than those of his royal guards. He wore a golden crown on his head, set with gemstones that flickered a synchronized pattern of red, blue and green. “My friends from the stars. Welcome to Kartoka.”

      He raised his arms, and the public square behind them filled with cheers and applause. The uproar didn’t abate until the king lowered his arms and offered to shake the captain’s hand.

      “Your majesty, I am Captain Antarius Thurgood. It is my honor to offer you and your people membership into the Earth Alliance Treaty for Interstellar Trade, that our worlds may be friends and that we may explore the frontiers of the universe together.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” the king said in English, and then spoke to his people in his native tongue.

      The translator in Antarius’s ear did its best to keep up with the remarks, but the device was learning as it went and stumbled here and there. By the end of the address, he was certain the translator had learned the entire Shandoran language, as the king must have used every word it had in his rambling and no doubt boring remarks.

      Antarius’s posture was perfect, but only because it was so flawless. His soul slumped further with every minute the king spoke. First Contact ceremonies were long and arduous, but in all fairness to the Department of Planetary Integration, it wasn’t all on the Alliance. The DPI had whittled down the actual ceremony to less than an hour. It was all the crap the host planet insisted on that stretched these things out from a minor annoyance to a royal pain in the ass.

      The parades and banquets were the norm, and the celebrations often lasted for days on end. It started as a special moment that people insisted be a special day and soon stretched into a special week. It was all so unnecessary, and Thurgood decided then and there to send his courier/envoy/envoeuess idea up through the proper channels.

      The king finally let up on the alien gibberish and turned his attention back to the captain and his team. “Captain, I thank you for coming. But I must say that it is surprising they would send me a lowly soldier. Why not a king?”

      Antarius laughed and had a terrific comeback but felt Stendak’s eyes on him, so he swallowed a large amount of pride before he responded. “As I’m sure we’ve discussed, your majesty, the Alliance is an entirely civilian organization.”

      “You’re not even a soldier? You’re a nobody?”

      Stendak coughed unconvincingly as Antarius felt his incredible jawline tighten. He could hear his own teeth grinding. But he controlled his response. “I think it’s best we proceed with the ceremony. Don’t you, your majesty?”

      Even through the dry translation, the king could tell he’d touched a nerve. He gave the captain a grin that Antarius wanted to put his fist through. But, as the mandatory classes and therapy sessions had reminded him, punching royalty was a diplomatic faux pas and only acceptable in a very, very limited set of circumstances.

      The two men smiled at each other for a moment, neither one of them meaning it, before the king bowed gracefully and said, “Please proceed.”

      The captain turned and spoke to the crowd. “It is my great pleasure to extend an invitation to the people of Shandor—aka CB4832957—to join with hundreds of other members in the E.A.T.I.T. It is our desire that we should all share our knowledge to advance a peaceful coincidence.”

      The king cast a puzzled look to one of his advisers and tapped the translator in his ear.

      “Coexistence, sir,” Stendak whispered.

      “A peaceful coexistence,” the captain repeated. “Now we turn to you, King of Shandor. As you have been made aware, there are no monarchies in the Alliance. You shall now be addressed as Governor of Shandor for the Alliance. As an act of good faith, we ask that you now remove your crown and relinquish your throne and all associated titles.”

      He turned back to the King of Shandor. The man stood with a smug smile that oozed entitlement. The monarch made no move that indicated he had heard the request.

      The captain looked to his first officer, who gave an all but invisible shrug in response. He turned back to the king. “I asked his majesty to please remove his crown and vacate the throne.”

      The king nodded and smiled but made no move to comply.

      “I know what it is.” Captain Antarius chuckled and stepped to the king’s side. “It’s these damn translators. They’re finicky. Sometime you’ve got to give them a thump.”

      The captain got two solid thumps into the king’s ear before the royal guards seized him at the king’s command.

      “It’s not the translator, you moron,” the king said.

      The translator in Antarius’s own ear said ‘moron,’ but it sounded like it was making a guess and erring on the prudish side.

      “You want me to remove my crown? You want me to abandon the throne that I just assumed? You want me to give up the slaves that have made our planet great?”

      “Yes,” Antarius said. “Yes to all of those things.”

      “Do you take me for a fool?”

      “Based on the statues alone, I’d say yes,” the captain said.

      “I am no fool, Captain.”

      “But you seem to be rejecting this offer from the Alliance. And that seems foolish. We don’t need Shandor. We accepted three shitty desert planets into the Alliance just last month. You’re giving up knowledge and scientific advancements that will take your people hundreds of years to develop independently. Probably longer if all of your women walk around with their boobs out like that. It’s very distracting. Makes it difficult to focus.”

      “I think we’ll be just fine, Captain. You see, we’ve had a better offer.”

      “A better offer?” Antarius laughed, bold and deep. “Sorry, kingy. Earth is still the only game in town.”

      The king shouted a command that Antarius’s translator couldn’t quite grasp, and the royal guard snapped to attention. The colorful contingent of bare-breasted warriors lowered their polearms with a vocal confirmation that Thurgood couldn’t pronounce and a synchronized movement that produced a lot of jiggling. It was an aggressive move, but the guard did not advance. Instead, each woman took a step back and opened the line to allow others through.

      Armored soldiers poured through the line with battle rifles raised and surrounded the captain and his away team. Donned in forest green and black plated armor, smoky black visors obscured their faces. The technology wasn’t unlike that of the Earth Force soldiers he had seen in records of the Third Colonial War.

      Another man appeared behind the king. From his pale gray skin, thicker build and dark military uniform, it was obvious he wasn’t Shandoran. He stood there, silent and ominous, taunting the captain with all of the words he wasn’t saying. Beside him stood another man, who was twice as silent. Like the strange soldiers, he wore armor but it differed in many ways. It was entirely black—a muted shade of black that swallowed the light. A predator’s skull encased the man’s head. The space between the upper and lower jaw was filled with black glass and peaked in the center, giving the alien a very unearthly look.

      Despite this, the captain smiled and barked, “I don’t know who your new friends are, but I think you’re all forgetting one thing.”

      He turned and pointed toward the sky. Somewhere between Heaven and Shandor was the hazy outline of the massive starship that had brought the captain and his crew to the planet.

      “That is the E.A.S. Peacebringer. The most powerful and technologically advanced ship ever built ever. At your request, it sits in a low orbit over Shandor. At my request, it can vaporize each and every one of you and your new friends faster than you can say…”

      The gray man behind the king smiled and spoke in a guttural language that the captain’s translator couldn’t yet understand. The man then looked up at the ship with a smile.

      Antarius and his team followed the stranger’s gaze up to the sky.

      The Peacebringer exploded without a sound. The flash of light made them turn away, and only when they were able to open their eyes again could they hear the roar of the blast and feel the gravity of the moment. No fewer than a thousand lives had just been extinguished in that flash of unwarranted aggression. The captain saw the loss and pain in the eyes of his away team as he looked to each of them for an explanation that he knew none of them could deliver. Then he turned back to the king and finished his thought with less emphasis than he had started. “…fire.”

      The king was laughing wildly. He caught his breath momentarily and delivered a very understated “Boom,” before he resumed laughing as the mysterious soldiers disarmed and bound the captain and his crew.

      “There were hundreds of crewmen on that ship!” the captain said through locked teeth.

      “I know!” The king chuckled. “That’s why it’s so funny. You’re all alone now.”

      “The Alliance will not stand for this!”

      “Your Alliance will stand for anything I tell them to,” the king hissed. “I’ve just destroyed your mightiest ship. I have in my captivity their most decorated captain and his crew. Oh, and also, they’re a bunch of useless, powerless cowards.”

      The king sauntered forward and leaned in with a broad smile. “They’ll do whatever I say.”

      “You’re not going to find us to be the most agreeable prisoners, you cad.” Antarius made a show of struggling against his bonds. They were too strong to break. Even for him.

      “Oh yes I will. If you so much as step out of line…” The king paused for dramatic effect. It was something he wasn’t particularly skilled at, and the pause lasted a beat too long. “…I’ll kill you.”

      Captain Thurgood stopped struggling and straightened to his full height. He looked the king dead in the eyes like a man. “You haven’t got the guts.”

      “Try me.”

      “Johnson,” the captain called to one of his crew members.

      Johnson stepped forward with a Shandoran guard in tow. “Yes, sir?”

      “Step out of line, Johnson.”

      “I beg your pardon, sir?”

      Antarius locked his gaze on the king’s eyes. “Show this monster what we think of his empty threats.”

      “But, sir,” Johnson argued. “I think he might mean it. I mean, he did just blow up the Peacebringer.”

      “This coward?” Antarius laughed. “He hasn’t got the stones for it.”

      “Sir, I’d rather no⁠—”

      “That’s an order, Johnson!”

      Johnson looked around nervously at the king’s guards and the alien soldiers, then took a careful step forward.

      The blast of the Shandoran rifle whined like a turbo spooling up and tore a hole through Johnson’s chest.

      Ensign Johnson grimaced and collapsed at the feet of the soldier that had pulled the trigger.

      “You monster!” the captain raged as he struggled against his restraints once more. “You’ll answer for the death of Johnson!”

      “Okay, I’ve had enough of this,” the king said, and turned to the closest guard. “Shoot him with the stunny thing.”

      The guard nodded and pulled a pistol from beneath her robe. It flashed green and the captain collapsed to the ground, unable to move.
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      Ever since their conception, committees had been a complete and total waste of time. The idea that several different people, representing several different positions, could ever do anything productive was optimism in its most misguided form. But now, after two hundred years of refinement, tinkering and applied psychology, they were not only a waste of time, they were also quite expensive.

      The advent of holopresence technology had been a breakthrough in conference call inefficiency. One noted improvement, aside from the visible presence of otherwise absent members, was the hold music. It was still terrible, but thanks to the accompanying hologram of the associated band, it was easier to hate the tune in a much more specific way.

      Unfortunately, the technology was a necessary evil, as the Earth Alliance Security Council’s very nature required representatives from multiple worlds, and these members could not be expected to be on-planet at all times given the difficulties and restrictions due to biological, temporal and golf-schedule differences.

      As soon as Alani Worra stepped up to the door of the Security Council conference room, the central computer acknowledged her presence with a chime and announced her to the empty room.

      “Welcome, Chairman Alani Worra. Chair of the Earth Alliance Security Council. You are the only participant at this time. If you are the leader, please enter your security code.”

      As soon as she entered the room, she could tell that more members were holographing into the meeting than normal. The humidity slapped her in the face. The mist from the projectors was constant. The climate control did its best to balance the atmosphere in the room, but the fact that they were in the South Pacific didn’t help much. The floating city of Agora had, at one time, been a technological wonder. Its construction in the middle of the ocean had been hailed as a marvel of engineering and design. But muggy was muggy no matter how good the AC was.

      Aside from a few holographs that had been placed on hold, Worra was alone in the room. She stared out the glass wall of the conference room over the ocean. The water beyond the floating city was filled with ships and aircraft skimming just above the surface of the calm sea. Agora had been constructed as a truly neutral territory for the nations of Earth to meet in the waning days of statehood, and had been a destination for the powerful and the wealthy ever since its founding.

      Even from the top floor of the tower, the yachts that filled the harbor looked massive. The casino was always a beehive of activity, and the city was one of the few places left where physical shopping was preferred to placing orders on a molecular assembler. It was worth the inconvenience as long as people saw the things you were buying, and the retailers saw to it that the wares one could buy in Agora were available nowhere else.

      Clouds formed well beyond the city because that’s where they were programmed to form. They would gather and grow before drifting off to water mainland crops and safely repeat the process until they were instructed to do otherwise. No storm would ever threaten the city.

      The computer chimed as the others filed into the room behind her, and announced each of them by name and title. Worra kept her gaze on the sea until the casual greetings had passed and the general shuffling had ceased. More holopresence projectors fired up, and the glass in front of her began to fog over. She turned and addressed the room. “Good afternoon, everyone. Thank you for coming. As you all know, this is an emergency meeting so I’ll skip the pleasantries and get right to the crisis. There’s been an incident on Shandor.”

      “Which Shandor?” inquired one of the delegates.

      “The new one,” she replied.

      “You said it was an incident?” asked another delegate.

      “Yes.”

      “Not an event? I thought we were calling them events now.”

      “Events?” asked a man in a holograph. “What happened to happenings?”

      “That happened to happenings,” explained another.

      “I don’t follow.”

      “We can’t call an event a happening because then people would be running around saying, ‘what happening happened’ or ‘what happened in this happening’ and then we’d all sound dumb.”

      A woman at the end of the table leaned forward, pointing at a notepad. “I thought that’s why we talked about occurrence.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you call it,” Worra said.  “This particular instance is indeed an incident. The Peacebringer has been destroyed in orbit over the planet Shandor—planet CB4832957 per your file.”

      “How did this happen? Fuel leak? Command failure?”

      Gahn-dahrl asked the question. Of course it was him. Always looking to blame the Alliance for any mishap that befell the Alliance or anyone else. His world had joined the Alliance out of desperation a generation ago, and while they enjoyed their influence at the table, they were never enthusiastic about being a part of something larger than themselves.

      “I’m afraid this was no accident,” Worra said. “The Peacebringer was shot down.”

      With the exception of the whining holopresence projectors, the room was dead silent. The realizations grew slowly. And she understood. It had taken her time to wrestle with the fact that what had happened was even possible.

      The delegate from Titan was the first to speak. “Shandor has the capability to destroy a starship?”

      “No,” she said sadly. “The Shandorans weren’t acting alone. It’s a new player. It appears we aren’t as unique in our development as we first thought.”

      Chairman Worra nodded to the large screen in the conference room and played the message she had already watched a dozen times.

      The alien appeared to be a humanoid male with ashen gray skin and short, dark hair that dropped into a widow’s peak above a heavy brow. He wore black military dress with red adornments and a chest full of decorative ribbons and symbols. Linguistics had converted his speech into English with some difficulty, but the voice they heard in the room was his own, hard and cold.

      “People of the Earth Alliance, I am Rox Tolgath Malbourne of His Emperor’s Navy. For too long your Earthian Empire has labored under the delusion that it is the only true power in the galaxy. For too long you have spread among the stars like a festering disease, believing the conquest was your right. Today, your destiny changes.

      “You have witnessed the might of the Righteous Empire. Your most powerful vessel has been destroyed. We hold in our possession the captain and his senior crew members. You are no longer the only power in the galaxy. You are no longer any kind of power in the galaxy. Your time has ended. The Righteous Empire demands that you pull what meager forces you possess back to Earth or they shall suffer the same fate. Prepare to succumb to the rightful rulers of the galaxy.”

      The image froze on Malbourne’s final frown. The unknown enemy gazed at the council members as they did their best to adjust to this new development.

      With a single blow, their world had come crumbling down. In more than two hundred years of exploration, the Alliance had discovered no other world capable of interplanetary flight. Only a handful had managed to escape the gravity of their own worlds, yet somehow this unknown power had developed the capability to wage war across the stars without being detected.

      “What do we know about them?” Tina Finley, the Martian delegate, asked. Her tactician’s mind was ready to start formulating a plan.

      Worra could offer no hope. “Nothing.”

      “I think we know that they’re pretty full of themselves,” Krzen Polvt scoffed. “Righteous Empire. Where do they get off calling themselves righteous?”

      “That’s just how it was translated,” Gahn-dahrl explained.

      “I won’t be calling them that,” Polvt assured the room. “I move we form a committee to come up with a new name for these…”—he said ‘dlarianholdts,’ but it was translated to the room as—“…narcissists. And we shall not be kind.”

      “What do we do?” another hologram asked. “What can we do?”

      “One thing is for certain,” Worra said. “We must not give in to their demands.”

      “I agree with Chairman Worra,” one of the holograms said. The delegate was purple with blue spots and was shaped roughly like an angry block of concrete. “We should pull our forces back to Earth.”

      “That’s the exact opposite of what she said,” Finley said.

      “No, it’s not. I⁠—”

      “Those are their exact demands.”

      “Hear me out. We should pull our forces back to Earth to defend Earth. Not because he said so. But because it was our idea. That way, we’re not giving in to anything.”

      Delegate Polvt agreed. “That makes sense.”

      “We should pull our forces back,” another hologram concurred. “Until we know more.”

      “But we’re doing it because we want to,” the angry concrete said. “I want to make that clear for the record.”

      “Of course,” the other hologram agreed, and shifted their projection from blue to green to represent their vote on the motion.

      The other holograms turned green as well as those present voted for the ‘Pull EA forces back to Earth but because it was our idea and not because they said so’ motion.

      Worra was saddened by the instant collapse of fortitude but could not argue that more information was needed before they could act. They could make plans all day long, but with bad intelligence, they would be bad plans. “We do need to learn more about this new enemy. Where did they come from? How advanced are they?”

      “Who are the hostages?” a hologram delegate asked.

      It was there in the briefing. None of them had read it. None of them ever read the briefing. Even she had only skimmed the documents before the meeting. “Ensigns Johnson, Konditti, Sargsyan, Reynolds, Intan and Nowak. First Officer Stendak. And Captain…” she took a deep breath. “Oh, no.”

      The doors to the conference room were kicked open, and the computer announced the name of the visitor and the man who had done the kicking. “Welcome, Harius Thurgood. CEO Thurgood Mining, Thurgood Industries, Thurgood Companies and Lone Rock Brewing. Chair of the Gelsian Council. Member in good standing of the Order of the Oxia Palsu. Fellow of Cassini. Chair of Friends to⁠—”

      “Shut that damn thing up!” Harius grumbled. He spoke like he walked—short bursts full of energy and purpose that made people either dive out of his way or hide.

      “Mr. Thurgood, this is a closed session.” Worra spoke with all the authority she could muster.

      “Cut the bureaucratic crap, Alani,” Harius said. “What is the situation with my son?”

      Arguing protocol with this man would be a waste of time and patience. You didn’t become the richest man in the galaxy by playing by the rules. Worra sighed and answered him. “They call themselves the Righteous Empire. They have your son and his crew on Shandor. That’s all we know at the moment.”

      “That’s all you know?” Harius repeated. “You’re the damned security council. You know more than that.”

      “We are working on it,” Alani assured him.

      “Working on it? What are you doing to get my son back? What are any of you doing to rectify this situation?”

      “Actually, sir,” the delegate from Titan said, “it’s an incident.”

      “My foot kicking your ass is an incident, son. This is a damn catastrophe! Tell me you have a plan.”

      Delegate Finley spoke up. “We do. We’re pulling the fleet back to Earth.”

      “What? Why in the hell would you do that?” Thurgood asked.

      “Because we want to,” Krzen Polvt explained. “Not because they said so.”

      “Pull it back? You should be going in guns blazing!”

      “We can’t, Harius,” Worra said softly. “We don’t know what we’re facing here. This is the first time we’ve encountered another species capable of interstellar travel. We have no idea what they’re capable of.”

      “They’re capable of dying, aren’t they? Get in there and get my son!”

      “Harius, I understand your concern, but the Peacebringer was our most advanced ship and they brought it down with little effort. And you know that our navy is no longer poised for battle, but peace.”

      “I told those fools it was a mistake to draw down,” Thurgood said.

      “We haven’t needed a military force in 50 years, Harius.”

      “Until right this moment. It was shortsighted and now it looks like I’m the one who gets to pay the price.”

      “With all due respect,” a young delegate spoke up, “there were a lot of families on that ship, sir. They all paid the⁠—”

      The delegate was silenced with a single look from the interstellar magnate. The young man withdrew into the bolsters of his chair and tried to disappear.

      “So, you’ll do nothing?” Thurgood asked Alani.

      “We’re doing everything we can, Harius,” Worra said. “We have little choice but to negotiate.”

      Harius drew in his bluster and delivered his position with a chilling calm. “My son will not be a bargaining chip. And I will not stand by while he is being held by God knows what on that shithole of a planet.” Thurgood turned to leave.

      “You will do exactly that!” Worra spoke with a courage that surprised even her.

      Harius stopped. When he turned back to face her, he was smiling. “Look at you, Alani. Are you finally growing into that uniform?”

      She was powerful. Few in the Alliance outranked her. But Thurgood wasn’t in the Alliance. He was more than her equal, and she knew very well that he could take everything from her with a couple of rounds of golf with the right people. But she stood tall and exercised her authority nonetheless. “I know you, Harius. I know what you’re capable of. But this council expressly forbids you from taking any action on this matter. You’ll have to put your faith in the Alliance.”

      Harius Thurgood doubled over in laughter and fell into one of the chairs occupied by a hologram. The delegate disappeared and Thurgood slapped the table. “The same Alliance that sent him into the hands of the enemy?”

      “We have to work through diplomatic channels on this one. There is more at stake here than just your son. You have to let us do our jobs.”

      The man, one of the most powerful in the galaxy, stood up and stared into her eyes. She wanted to look away but she held his gaze. She read determination in his look. The same determination that had made him successful and powerful and wealthy was now turned on her. However, he blinked first.

      “Fine,” he said. “You
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