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IT IS MUTUALLY AGREED and decided by both parties, the Terran System Allied Forces and the Risti Republic, that effective today, June 29 2480, in exchange for their continued assistance and resolve in combating the violent Lubic Hordes, the T.S.A.F. will be granted unlimited access to Risti engineering and technology to better their own civilization and to nurture their ambitions to explore the known galaxy. Stated access provided under the following conditions:
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I.)  A Ristin engineer must be assigned to any and every T.S.A.F. crew or outpost housing or employing Risti technology.



II.)  Any association or interaction with the Luboo of a nature not indicative of combat or apprehension will be considered treason.





III.)  No human may ever ask a Ristin about their history or beliefs.
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CATALYSTS

2541

THE KUIPER BELT

I am a moonlet of Saturn, Terik Donato reminded himself, focusing his breath. I stay in my ring and never fall.

As he had done before every op, Terik had tuned out the surrounding chatter, the clang of metal beneath their boots and the hum of the engine. Thirteen uniformed men sat forward alongside the cabin’s hull, some with nerves shot, others cool and collected, yet all of them were anxious for imminent combat. Terik wanted his wits sharp, his reflexes ready, and centering himself helped him dull the tension. He had explained this to his partner, and regretted it ever since. Jonus Kaynic always took things one step too far, and in Terik’s opinion, decided to dull his tension a bit too much. 

“Delta Team, listen up!”

With their mission briefing now underway, Terik tried shaking his sleeping partner back into consciousness.  “Kaynic, get up you eb.” 

Kaynic mumbled a response, but didn’t stir until Terik nudged him with the butt of his rifle. Kaynic stood up, bringing all eyes on him. “I’m awake!”

“Glad to hear it, Kaynic,” Major Samuel Sturlex shook his head. “Wouldn’t want you to miss getting your ass shot at. For now, how about using it and sit back down?” 

“A wise strategy, sir.” Kaynic slumped back down and shut his eyes again.  

The major waved off the outburst and proceeded. “At 04:03 this morning, our outpost on Charon reported possible Lubic activity near the Sputnik Planitia research facility. You will be dropping onto the surface, infil five hundred yards outside the facility...”

Terik saw Kaynic’s eyes fluttering. Not as funny as you think, Kaynic. Still nudging his friend, Terik couldn’t argue Kaynic’s apathy as his attention too began to drift. Sturlex may have been considered one of the TSAF’s best ground op strategists, but after a year training in the Mako 6 division, rooting out turncoats and breaching enemy strongholds, the major’s prep was all white noise to Terik. It’s for the rookies anyways. 

Kaynic and I already got our orders. 

“We have an informant inside the facility who just severed their radar,” continued Sturlex.  “So Alpha and Beta teams got into positions outside the gun towers undetected, but watch your 3s and 9s for heavy fire.  We don’t know how many of those Lubic bucs are down there, but a wave of ‘staches and Risti fighters are standing by on the Sedaka and the Erebus and will cover you in case Lubican backup arrives. Now, once inside, watch your fire. This is a research facility, known for testing simulated gravity wells along with who knows what else. Stray rounds could set everything off, understand?”

The squad replied in unison. “Sir, yes sir!”

As Kaynic stirred, Terik leaned over to his partner. “Are you going to pass out in the middle of a firefight?”

Kaynic’s voice was groggy.  “If I do, will you catch me?”

“Donato!  Kaynic!  You boys done flirting?”

Kaynic sat up straight. “I only have eyes for you, sir.”

“Watch it, smart ass.” Sturlex folded his arms. “Gentlemen, for those of you who weren’t with us on Fa’Grak, these two clowns are Mako-6. Mako division believes the facility could be a staging ground for something worse, so follow their lead. They have individual targets assigned, so once inside, the rest of you assume cover positions and stay alive.  You’ll have ten minutes to make it back to exfil. Drop pods dust off after that. Understood?  Alright.  Set down in five minutes.  Good luck.”

Terik gave Sturlex a thumbs up. “Thanks, ‘Sarge.’”

“It’s Major, Donato. Smart ass.”

As Sturlex exited the drop ship, Terik started loading his Enjectile rifle with charges.

Kaynic stood up and stretched, rubbing his eyes. “How many targets they give you?”

“Three,” Terik paused to count his charges. “And they’re assets, not targets. Not yet. Kaynic, we don’t know for sure if these scientists made a deal with the Luboo or not.”

“Whatever. If they shoot at me, I’m toasting them.”

“It’s your ass. Mako 6 wants them alive if possible, so I’m only shooting to wound.” Terik cocked his rifle. “If it’s true, and anything they can give us could end the conflict?” 

“You honestly think they want them alive to resolve conflict? You really believe that?”

“Funny. I didn’t realize I was partnered up with my father on this op.”

Kaynic checked his own weapon. “Speaking of which, you ever think about getting out of all this fun, Donato?  Leaving behind the... the ‘propaganda’ and, I don’t know, maybe building a better life?  Something with meaning?”

“I have meaning.”  Terik cracked his neck. “Keeping you out of trouble.”

Kaynic laughed. “Look around, man. These guys here? This was us a year ago. A bunch of green foot soldiers who, if these guys survive, will work their way up to command. But us?  We’re Mako 6, now.  Nothing more than triggermen, shadows. There’s no meaning. We’re disposable. When we survive they just drop us into another assignment.”

“That’s one way of looking at it, yeah.” 

“It’s the only way. We pay our dues but get no say.” Kaynic sighed, loading his rifle. “Just like at home.”

“Agents,” A younger soldier approached the duo, itching the spot behind his ear.  “What are you guys talking' about?”

“Last night’s Gestalts game,” Kaynic smiled. “And who we had to handicap.”

“It’s nothing, Scraints.”  Terik stated.  “What’s with the scratching? Fleas?”

“No, docs had to replace my translator chip. It’s tickling me.”

“Probably too shallow. Don’t mess with it.” Terik pulled Brian’s hand away from his ear. “Now belt in, we’re about to drop.”

Brian Scraints leaned away from Kaynic, whispering to Terik. “Are you nervous?” 

“Not really.” Terik assured him.

“Not at all?”

Kaynic rolled his eyes. “He said no, Scraints.” 

“I heard him.  Seriously, Stonewall, why not?”

“Because...” Terik looked for the right thing to say to his younger ally. Like Kaynic said, Scraints is pretty green. His chances... Kid just needs some confidence, to trust his instincts, just like you did. Terik cocked his rifle. “When you go into battle fighting for something you value, death isn’t an option.”  

The lights illuminating the cabin turned red, signaling all it was time to belt in and prepare for drop. Brian went back to his seat, and Terik and Kaynic strapped in.

Kaynic whispered to Terik, mockingly.  “‘Death isn’t an option’? Really?”

“Hey, Fa’Grak was a close call for all of us,” Terik said. “The kid’s scared.”

“No, the kid’ll be scared when they all start dropping like flies.”  Kaynic rested his chin on the butt of his rifle.

“You ever hear of optimism?” 

“No, is he another rookie?”  

“I hope you get shot, you eb.”

Moments later the drop ship exited the main landing bay of the TSAF’s flagship, the Sacramento, and headed for Pluto’s surface.

Not too far away, also orbiting the dwarf planet was the Ristin cruiser Sedaka, which had just deployed a wave of fighters assigned to provide cover. There was no sign of Lubican warships yet, and although the radar black out had provided a head start, not one being who came in on the Sacramento had a doubt in their mind that the second TSAF forces arrived in the area, a distress call was made from the facility below.

A green light flashed, alerting the troops to prepare to fall out. Terik could feel as the craft passed through the artificial atmosphere processed by the facility.  “Hey, Kaynic.  Try and keep your eyes open down here, okay?”

“I will,” Kaynic raised his rifle.  “Someone’s got to watch your back.  Besides, it’s finally time to make these three-eyed bastards pay for something.”

Everyone switched on their headsets. Then, the ship produced a loud thunk as it set down on Pluto’s surface.  The green light flashed more frequently, and the hatch popped open.  Team Delta hustled out and split up into pairings as they moved to surround the facility. There were several explosions heard all around as teams Alpha and Beta effectively carried out their orders and eliminated the gun towers, paving the way for Team Delta.

“Door-chime’s been rang.”  Terik commented into his headset. 

A hoversled in the distance changed course towards them. “But they sicced their dogs on us.” Kaynic raised his rifle and got a bead on the driver, a scaly humanoid with three eyes and olive green skin. “Lubic presence confirmed.” Before the sled’s occupants could take aim themselves, Kaynic eliminated the driver and Terik picked off the passengers. He and Kaynic then took turns covering each other as they neared the closest entrance.  Team Delta had formed their perimeter.

A large metal door began to ascend in front of Terik and Kaynic.  Both hid behind a hoverloader to see three Lubican guards filing out of a hanger where two Lubican shuttles were docked.

Kaynic smiled.  “Think they’ll ask we get off their lawn?”

Terik produced a small explosive from his front jacket compartment.  “Depends on how this housewarming gift goes over.” He triggered the three second charge and tossed it over his shoulder into the hangar. The explosive went off, and Terik and Kaynic leapt to their feet, covering the hangar with a barrage of blast fire. The three guards lay dead as both Terik and Kaynic entered the hangar.  

Kaynic motioned to the inner corridor.  “Go on ahead, I’m going to set charges.  Don’t want any of those back-stabbing scientists to get away.”

“Check.  I’m heading in.”  As he took off down the corridor, Terik pointed to his headset.  “Keep in touch.” 

––––––––
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ADMIRAL LEE SCRAINTS stood on the command deck of the Sacramento, overlooking the facility below. Anticipating the escalation, the admiral chose to stay optimistic about their ground operation, trying to forget for a moment that his son was counted among them.  

Sturlex joined him at the viewport. “Team Delta’s in play, admiral. Initial Lubican defense has been neutralized.”

“How long until all teams return?”

“Drop pod dusts off in five minutes, regardless of who’s on board. We wait any longer than that, the advantage we have is lost when those filthy buccaneers swarm the place with reinforcements.” 

Advantage? What if this is what they want? The admiral scratched his chin. If the Luboo infiltrated the whole Kuiper Belt, then it wouldn’t take – 

“Sir, sir!  Lubican warships entering orbit!”

Within moments, the Sacramento’s command deck was in chaos as itself, the Tahoe, Sedaka and Erebus were locked in engagement with the Lubican warships. All officers were frantically trying to keep the ship together. “Screens down thirty percent!”  One junior officer screamed.

“Lee, we’re outgunned,” Sturlex said. “The Sedaka and the Erebus aren’t built for this. Even with the Tahoe, we won’t hold out long.”

The ship rocked violently as it took several more hits. We gave Mako 6 their window, that’s all they asked for, the admiral thought. But if we leave now, we’re stranding our boys, too.

I’d be leaving my son to die... 

“Let’s put the Risti cruisers between us and the Tahoe. Have them focus on recovering our teams below while we hold the line.”

I’m not leaving you here, Brian.
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TERIK CHECKED EACH adjacent corridor for an ambush.  He made it to the main lab and hit the button for the door.  As it slowly went up, Terik could hear the scrambling of feet on the other side.  He dropped to his stomach to see two team members drop also. “Hey there, boys.”

“Christ, Donato!”

“Sturlex’s orders not clear enough? Hang back.”

“This place is crawling with Luboo. You could use us.”

Terik tilted his head to the left and took off down the corridor, with the two in tow. Moments later, they arrived to find a room marked ‘Dyson Lab 2’ and its door already open.  They each filtered in, one after the other. As he entered, Terik saw directly ahead a large, cycloidal device in the center of the lab, its design neither TSAF nor Ristin. Atop the device was what looked more like an artifact than a component of the machine: an anchored rod topped with twisted metal, shaped almost like an infinity sign, with its base patched into a console bank. A human scientist was at its controls, with a Lubican held pistol aimed at his head. The captor’s wardrobe was ornamented more so than most Luboo Terik had seen, suggesting seniority.

“One wrong move, human,” warned the alien.  “And this creature dies.”

Terik held his aim in place, but the sound of weapons fire distracted him.  Another Lubican warrior was up on the catwalk.  His first shot dropped one of Terik’s teammates to the ground, but Terik’s return fire avenged him.

The Lubican with the hostage used the distraction to shoot down Terik’s other teammate.  As Terik brought his rifle about, he noticed the alien’s pistol was aimed at him, and he wasn’t able to completely dodge the forthcoming shot.  The bolt sliced through his shoulder and knocked him off his feet. As the Lubican approached the fallen soldier, he mouthed off a warning to his hostage.  “Don’t run off, human, or I will eliminate you just as easily as your rescuer here.”

The Lubican warrior stood looming over Terik, with his pistol pointed directly at the agent’s head.  “You humans are such an annoyance. Half of you cower in darkness, and the rest attack without even thinking it out.”

Need to stall him. Terik thought.

“Who said I didn’t think it out?” 

“That’s the other nasty habit you beings possess.  Ignorance.  Lies and denials.  Lubicans don’t lie.  For instance, when I say ‘I’m going to end your bothersome existence’ and pull this trigger, I won’t be lying, will I?” As the alien warrior went to pull the trigger, a laser blast from across the room burned through his shoulder, sending his pistol and his right arm crashing to the floor.

Terik looked up to see the human scientist holding one of the fallen soldiers’ rifles in hand. Terik got up and reclaimed his weapon from the ground as the alien was still hunched over in pain.  Terik stood beside the scientist.  “Thanks.  Safe bet you’re our informant?”

“I’m Patrick.  Look, we have to-” He broke off in alarm.

Terik matched Patrick’s angle and, catching sight of the one-armed alien stumbling to the door, raised his firearm. “This attack doesn’t need any thinking, buddy.” 

But as Terik got a bead on his target, the tide turned fast. As the Lubican reached the exit, Brian entered the lab and the Lubican terrorist quickly disarmed the young soldier.  He had a knife to Brian’s throat before Terik could get a clean shot off. 

Terik didn’t stand down. He and the Lubic warrior were at a standoff.  

Damn it, kid, why isn’t your ass on that drop pod already?

“Going to shoot your companion, human?” The Lubican sneered. “I’m leaving, and I’m taking this one as insurance.”

“I don’t think so.  You’ve done enough damage.”  Don’t want the kid to see me sweat, but in all likelihood this isn’t going to end well. “Let him go. There’s no way off this rock.”

Two more armed Lubicans entered behind Brian’s captor. The warrior smiled. “Try anything, and his blood is on your hands.”    

Suddenly, explosions in another section of the facility caused the floor underneath everyone’s feet to shake, knocking all down to the ground. Patrick wobbled into a fall, and his finger squeezed the trigger on his rifle as he hit the deck.  The blast impacted into the large alien device in the center of the lab.

“Beetary, you scobe!” The Lubican passed Brian to one of his guards as he reached for the rod at the top of the device, trying to remove it. “You’ve hit the conductor! It’s still charging!  If it doubles back down the gravity well-”

Terik leapt back up as an alarm blared throughout the complex. He helped Patrick to his feet. “Doc, what’s he talking about?”

“We patched the device into the atmosphere processor’s main relays.” Patrick stammered, trying to explain.  “It’s essentially feeding off of the planet itself, absorbing its kinetic energy. If it’s not powered down properly, it could cause the gravity well to collapse, and...”

Terik pointed to the door. “Go find the other Mako 6 agent.  He’ll get you out of here!”

Patrick didn’t hesitate and made a dash for the door. 

Terik scanned the lab, searching for a way to save Brian. Terik saw a look of despair on Brian’s face. You’re not checking out now, Scraints. Terik thought. 

I still need to win my money back. 

The leader stopped struggling with the rod and shouted something in his native tongue, instructing one guard to try removing it and the other guard to exit with Brian, while he redirected his attention and his rifle to Terik. 

“So, the superior being needs a weapon to kill a little insect?”  Terik mocked.

“Nuskit. You are as unrelenting as a tor shark.” 

The Lubican dropped his rifle.

Terik dropped his.

But as the Lubican rushed towards Terik, another explosion brought debris down between them.  One plummeting section of ceiling shattered a large glass vat, spraying the Lubican with a greenish-yellow fluid.  His screams were deafened as he and Terik were separated by the fallen debris.

The dust settled, and the lab was quiet. “Scraints!?” No answer. No sign of him, or the Lubicans. Unable to do anything, Terik picked his rifle back up.  

Good luck, Brian.
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REMOTELY TRIGGERING the timers, Kaynic ran into the facility as the explosives he rigged to the Lubican shuttles ignited. He turned the corner to face a scientist running towards him with a rifle.  Before he could raise his weapon, Kaynic shot off three blasts, sending the scientist to the ground. His would be assailant motionless, Kaynic looked down at his ID badge.  

Patrick Beetary.  Damned traitor.

Kaynic’s headset crackled.  “Kaynic, it’s Terik.”

“Where have you been, young man?” Kaynic asked, raising the pitch of his voice. “You didn’t call! I’ve been worried sick this whole time.”

“Had a situation in the Dyson Lab. Scraints’ been taken hostage,” The background noise was drowning out Terik. “Get out of here and stall the drop pod.”

“If I can find my way back out again...” Kaynic confessed.

“One other thing, our informant should be coming your way.  Name’s Patrick.  Get him to the exfil.”

Kaynic glanced down at Patrick’s lifeless corpse and winced. “Shit.”

“Kaynic?”

“Yep, keep an eye out for Beetary. Check.”
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“SIR, SCREENS HAVE FAILED!”

The command deck of the Sacramento was still in chaos as engineers frantically tried to restore power to the consoles. While the Lubican warship’s offensive pounded Scraints’ ship, several of his junior officers shouted status reports.  

“Sir, we’re dead in the water.  We’ve lost weapons and propulsion.”

“Hull integrity dropping!”

Despite the condition of his ship, Scraints refused to give up hope so easily.  “What about the troops on the surface? Any survivors?  Anything at all?”

“Nothing, sir.  They’re over their deadline, but we have three shuttles looking for them.”

The technician’s console started blinking.  “Make that two.”

“Shuttle Valentate to Sacramento.  No sign of any agents.  Should we abort?”

Another officer cried. “Sir, there’s a power build up on the surface. It’s off the charts.” The junior officer turned to Scraints. “Admiral, I think the planet’s breaking apart.” 

And we can’t move an inch. 

Lee took a deep breath, bracing himself with a fist against the wall. 

Brian...

“Belay that. Correction, Sacramento, we see two survivors.”
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TERIK SPED THROUGH the corridors of the facility, dodging debris as the entire structure itself started to come apart, until he came upon Kaynic, turning out of an adjacent corridor.  

“Where’s Scraints?  What the hell is going on?!”

“They still got him and the place is self-destructing, Einstein!  Get moving!”

Kaynic picked up the pace.  “This is why you shouldn’t be left alone, Donato!”

“Last two exits were blocked by debris. You see another way out?”

The sight around the corner gave them pause – a large hole in the outer wall, torn open by stray canon fire. Kaynic aimed his rifle at the hole. “Found one.” They passed through the opening, racing across the terrain and reached the exfil, to find no men, no ship. Kaynic shrugged. “You know, maybe it wasn’t a good idea to destroy those shuttles.”

“They were green but not undisciplined,” Terik pointed to a fallen comrade. “Those wounds are not just from a jekker rifle. We need to...” A whirl overhead signaled the arrival of a TSAF shuttle, its loading ramp already descending.

Kaynic holstered his weapon as he reached for the ramp. “If you’re right, I say we do a fly-by, see who else got out.”

Both men climbed aboard and made for the cockpit. The shuttle Valentate lifted off the Pluto surface and as they ascended, Terik peered out the porthole to see that they were headed for the Sacramento, despite the Lubican warship Pakvoy bearing closer. Then he saw Lubican craft lifting off from the facility as well. “Go back! The bastards got Scraints!”

The pilot made no course correction. “Sorry, sir, but we have orders.”

“It’s the admiral’s son they got,” Kaynic said. “I don’t think he’d mind!”

“The collapsing building didn’t tip you off? There’s no time.” Restated the pilot. “Besides, he may have a better chance if-”

Terik jumped out of his seat and wrestled with the pilot for the controls, but before either could give way, the shuttle shook as it took blast fire.  Everyone checked the rear viewer to see one of their own drop pods firing on them.  “What the hell?”

“Lubicans must’ve got the drop on Augris.” Kaynic said. “They’ve probably been picking us off from the air. That’s why we couldn’t find anybody.”

Then it happened. The battle in orbit, the drop pod pursuit, the capture of Brian Scraints – all rendered moot. A blinding white light shot across the bow, enveloping the facility, Pluto itself, and the ships in orbit. An unworldly hum filled the cockpit until it was replaced with the sound of several explosions below. As the white light dissipated, the facility could be seen exploding as one section of the structure was sent flying up into the air, ripping through the stolen drop pod. But even after the area below was demolished, they still could hear explosions underneath.

“Uh...why hasn’t it stopped making noise?”  Kaynic asked.

Terik caught sight of a tall cylinder sticking out of the ground. I think that’s the vent for the underground atmospheric processor... Flame burst out of the vent. “Full speed.  Get us the hell out of here!”

Although the shuttle and the remaining craft in orbit put as much distance between the planet and themselves as they could, the attempt was futile. The small world exploded, sending shards of itself scattering outward, destroying several small craft.  

As the debris cleared, Terik Donato gazed out into space.  Amidst the chunks of floating rock that were all that remained of Pluto, now all that he saw was a crippled Sacramento and several drifting shuttles of TSAF, Ristin, and Lubican design. 

Everything else - the Sedaka, the Erebus, the Tahoe, the Pakvoy, Brian - were gone. 

I
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FATES CONVERGE

2548

EUROPA

LOBERIA STATION

“Docking alcove 73, prepare to receive one light freighter.  Authorized for two hours docking time max.”

Carl Chapman mumbled to himself as he watched several binary sequences light up his screen, rapidly scrolling down until the sequences lined up side by side and turned green. “Inbound freighter, your code’s been accepted.  The screen will deactivate shortly.” Carl replied as he activated the tractor beam.

In orbit over Jupiter’s moon, the diamond shaped Loberia Station was usually swarmed with incoming traffic before 1900 hours, and afterwards silent as a crypt throughout the night.  Loberia was one of the Terran System Allied Forces’ key armories, and with the recent surge of several emerging terrorist factions, all official deliveries were liable targets.  TSAF had begun hiring independent freighters for various low-key operations during the late hours, and Carl still hadn’t adjusted to the increase in overnight activity. He let out a yawn as he watched a Breedan series light freighter enter the alcove, covered with scorch marks and the word Mareve painted on the underbelly.

Minutes later, the freighter powered down, the landing ramp descended and eight men exited, dressed in various out of style garbs typical of haulers.  The one in front, a tall man with slick black hair tied in a ponytail, walked right up to Carl’s console and leaned against it.

“Fresh wounds on the hull...” Carl pointed out. “Run in with some PUMA, buddy?”

“Captain Eglesis.  I’m here to load up on seven crates of Ristin model 5’s, I believe.”

“Wait...”  Carl checked the logged transmissions made by the Mareve.  “Ristin... No, it says here you’re supposed to be picking up two trunks of body armor.”

The captain leaned in and whispered to Carl.  “Listen, we just need some down time.  We’ve been shacked up in that ship for a week. You can imagine the air quality.”

Carl did inhale something unpleasant.  “No doubt, but I’m sorry, captain. You’ve only been authorized for two hours. I can help you guys load up those trunks if it’ll give you more time, but if I don’t get your ship cleared out by shift’s end, it’ll be my ass, you know? Rules apply to haulers and officers.”

“Huh.  Lucky for me I’m neither. Alex?”  The man next to the captain raised a sidearm to Carl’s forehead and Carl stared down the muzzle for what seemed like an eon.
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THE SACRAMENTO

ORBITING THE LARGEST rocky mass that remained of Pluto was the Sacramento. Once the largest, most sophisticated capital ship in the TSAF, the Washington-class vessel now served as a border station on the outskirts of the asteroid field, the hub for all activity in the Kuiper Belt. 

Captain Garett Soness marched down the corridors, en route to Admiral Scraint’s guarded briefing room. When he was first assigned to the Sacramento, Garett questioned why a flagship was left in such a shape. Its drive engines were considered beyond repair by Ristin engineers, and he had heard that the vessel’s refit was downgraded to the lowest priority when the tensions with the Luboo were at a high. But with the final years of conflict behind them, the TSAF official committee could easily justify tasking resources to repair. The rumor between decks though was that the admiral himself rejected the proposal. Pretty sure I know why, Garett thought. Eight months working for him, I know the admiral better than most. Seven years back, no one imagined at the end of the war, one battle would render Pluto an asteroid field and the Sacramento’s propulsion systems being extensively damaged.  No one imagined four vessels and their crews would vanish without a trace. 

And no one imagined the admiral would lose his son. 

Garett turned a corner and saw a handful of ensigns pushing a hoversled of new equipment into Jack Pembrail’s lab. This is just the start. Five weeks back, the LIGO facility on Charon registered a spacial anomaly, gravitational waves passing through the asteroid field with no point of origin. Several theorists concluded that the destruction of Pluto may have tore open a wormhole or some kind of gateway, and that it had been slowly manifesting over the last seven years.  Dr. Pembrail was one of those theorists. But others onboard voiced suggestions more fantastic, even ethereal. Like the anomaly being a lifeform for example. Crackpots.

Garett arrived at the admiral’s office to find the young guards debating the accuracy of a now common term. 

“It’s a fighter. They do not look like mustaches.”

“The wings arc over the turbines and curl out. If you look at one straight on...”

Garett cleared his throat, and the two guards straightened up, saluting. “Sorry, sir.”

I never got the nickname either. Garett thought as he passed through the doorway. Shortening Enjectile rifle to a jekker rifle I get. But stache?

Garett had a feeling he wasn’t going to like this Senior Command briefing, or SenCom as they preferred to call it. With each passing day, the mandates were less martial and more bureaucratic. Not what I signed up for.

“Ah, Garett, come on in.”  The Admiral turned from the porthole and sat at the head of the table, joining Colonel Samuel Sturlex, Major Peter Ruwn and Commander Evgeni Shieldkin. “This shouldn’t take too long since General Midth is on Risti until Friday.” 

The door behind Garett closed and he sat down and relaxed.  “Shore leave?”

“Something like that.  Alright gentlemen, let’s start off with this damn anomaly.” Scraints tossed a report Garett’s way.

“What about it?” Shieldkin asked. “I see theories but no findings.”

“They detected more waves. Twice as many. The committee has finally approved our recommendation. Construction of the Pluto Research Station begins next month.”

Figures. I finally got an assignment I care about and six months later it’s over.

“So they’re going to quit leasing out our onboard space? The war’s been over for about six years now,” Ruwn said. “Where’s all the funding been going?”

“You know perfectly well that it’s been going into all those godamn peace programs and ‘United Space’ Stations.” Sturlex sighed. “Noble if it wasn’t tried and true bureaucratic BS.”

“Agreed,” Shieldkin shook his head. “Just to save face, please both the Risti and the Luboo, while we have to fend for ourselves just to save a buck.” 

“Wars impact everything, commander.  Reconstruction takes time.” The admiral said. “And if time tells us anything is that once everything’s calmed down, we’ll probably be at war again. The Sacramento, however, will not.”

“Apologies, but didn’t you just say-”

“They’re building a research station, yes. Hence there will no longer be a need for the Sacramento. She’s being decommissioned in four months. Orders were just sent twenty minutes ago to start unloading surplus combat hardware and re-assigning personnel.” 

“What if we encounter a new species?” Sturlex asked. “We’ve spent the last six years focusing on making sure humans, Risti, and Lubicans all get along, that we haven’t been maintaining our forces. We’ll be spread even thinner than we are now.”

“I agree with you.  And it does seem we now may finally be moving on, but the evaluation last month deems the Sacramento too outdated and beyond retrofit to be worthwhile.”

“So, what of us?  Going back to Earth? Risti?” Garett said.

“Until decommissioned, we have been given one priority. Strategize a plan to put an end to this outbreak of anarchists.”

“What’s the latest?”  Ruwn asked.

Scraints sat down and activated the wallscreen.  The image of the Loberia station appeared. “Eight days ago, a Breedan series light freighter designated Mareve docked at Loberia.  The team on board infiltrated the station, supposedly killing everyone and undoubtedly stole a good bit of weaponry before destroying the Loberia station itself.”

“Has the ship been tracked down yet?” Shieldkin asked.

“Its crew has.  They were found dead on Glaton III.”

Sturlex set down his datapad. “We only took it back from the Luboo two weeks ago.”

“Between the nine facilities liberated, and all the cleanup traffic, Mako 6 has deducted one party of escapees had arranged for passage on the Mareve and killed the crew upon pick up.”

“Mako 6 have any leads?” Ruwn asked.

“None.  But, they are sending two agents here. Fifth and fourth levels.”

“Here?  Why?” Garett despised Mako 6. In his experience, they were nothing more than a slew of egotistical detectives at best and glorified assassins at worst. And they loved to flex the latitude their position afforded them. “And one’s a fifth level agent? So who are they going to replace? Me? Peter?”

“Maybe neither.” The admiral deactivated the wallscreen. “They wouldn’t say.”

“When should we expect them?” Sturlex asked.

“The morning shuttle.  They’re usually quick to get on the job.”

“Hopefully they’ll be quick to finish.” Shieldkin said.

“That’s all I got. Garett, Peter?”

“Only thing I have is a transfer request,” Ruwn said. “Private Steven Winters. Wants to take the fleet application test. Decent record.  In my opinion, I support the transfer – his aptitudes would work better onboard instead of abroad.”

“It’s fine by me. Any objections, Captain?” Shieldkin asked.

“No objection.” Garett said, noticing the admiral’s attention wandering.

“Anything to add before we adjourn?” Shieldkin asked.

“Jack Pembrail’s request.”

“I’ll talk to him.” The admiral said. “If that’s all, good day gentlemen.”

As they were dismissed, Garett took notice of the admiral’s demeanor change. Once the doors closed behind them, Garett caught up to Shieldkin. “Commander, is the admiral alright?”

“He seemed fine to me. If this is about the decommission, trust me, you and your junior officers will land on your feet. For now, keep focused, captain. You have a full plate today.”

“Looks that way.”

Shieldkin slapped Garett on the shoulder. “Lunch time before you know it. Say hi to Rebecca for me.”

“Will do.”
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EARTH

THE LIGHTS WERE OFF and the environment controls on default.  Unclean dishes and glasses circled the sink, half full bags of snacks were littered about and piles of clothes collected in stacks all around the apartment. Yet none of this bothered Terik Donato, who sat unkempt staring across the room at his sidearm.  How long he’d been staring at it didn’t concern him, nor how stained he’d allowed his clothes to get. The last few years of his life had been nothing but a series of failed leads and near misses that were once fueled by revenge, then obsession, and now had left him spent and defeated – so time was something he reasoned he had plenty of.

When the door chimed at first, Terik didn’t budge. Nor did he move the second and third times. He had grown accustomed to blocking out pretty much everything. But when the chiming didn’t end, Terik realized he had a visitor. His dad gone, his mother in witness protection, Terik was at a loss for who it could be – he had burned the last of his bridges months ago. But when the door slid open and he saw Keldus Morgan, the acting commissioner of Mako-6 standing there with another agent, it all made sense.  

“You haven’t been responding to your comms, Agent Donato. I was worried.”

“My decision hasn’t changed, Commissioner. I’m not coming back.”

Morgan stepped past Terik into the apartment. “And we said you’re never out. Besides, I have a feeling this assignment co-aligns with your own agenda.”

Agenda? Terik thought. When did justice become an ‘agenda?’  

“Do you have a moment for Agent Manning and myself?”

“If you’re trying to get support for Damocles again, you can kiss my ass.”

“Not today, but I promise you, you’ll want to hear what I have to say.”

Terik backed up as Agent Manning passed through the doorway, then Terik shut the door and folded his arms. “Release my mother and I’ll listen.”

“Obstruction of justice is quite serious, Agent Donato.” Keldus said as he took notice of Terik’s sidearm. “Pity if Mrs. Donato’s only boy was to face the same charges as herself.”

Terik felt his blood boiling, restraining himself from taking a swing at his old boss.

“Besides, her current residence is nothing short of lavish, to be honest. The house arrest is to ensure she does not befall the same fate as your father.”

After all these years, I doubt mom is on anyone’s list... but Morgan has always known more than he lets on. Hell, it’s his job. 

But that doesn’t give him the right to stretch the law... 

Terik also remembered that Morgan rarely left his base, so if he had tracked Terik down and was offering a chance to pick up where he left off, then letting him talk couldn’t hurt. Not like I have anything else going on. 

“Fine. Talk.”
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REBECCA AKANA FELT Garett’s hand running up her thighs and she shivered as goosebumps multiplied. When she lifted her eyelids, she smiled. “I tried staying awake. How was your day?”

“Don’t ask.”  Garett stood up and walked about the room, dressing down for bed.  “A fight broke out in the mess hall.  A gas leak on ten - nothing hazardous.” He set down his watch. “Oh, and the Sacramento’s being decommissioned.” 

Rebecca sat up. “Wait, what? When?”

“Four months. Plenty of time to post for a position on Earth, just like we’d been hoping.”

“Not the circumstances you wanted though. How’s Lee taking it?”

“Fine, I guess.” Garett set down his sidearm. “Considering he’s been waiting out here for nothing.”

“And you wouldn’t have if it was your son?” Rebecca removed the jade pendant from about her neck and placed it on her nightstand, next to a framed picture of a beach house.

“I know.  I just...I was taught to keep personal stakes out of the decision making process. Not to pay dues and use clout to... I sound cold, don’t I?”

Rebecca shook her head. “It wasn’t just his son. Hundreds missing? That’s not personal stakes. That’s accountability. And yes, you sound cold. Like someone from Mato sector.”

Garett sat down on the bed. “Mako sector, which is funny you say that because Happy Friday, we got two Mako-6 agents coming tomorrow morning.”

She pulled the sheets up over her legs. “Why would Mako-6 send agents here?”

“I’ve been asking myself the same thing. It might have to do with the petition. But-”

“Ah, baby, don’t worry about it.”  Rebecca wrapped her arms around her man.  “Enough work, enough worry. You shoulder so much all day.” She moved her fingers across the scar on his right cheek. “You’ve done your part, now let go. May I suggest a new job? Try relaxing.”

Garett brushed her black hair back, away from her face so he could drown in her hazel eyes. “Could never refuse you, could I?”

“Never have, never will. As long as you’ll let me, I’ll keep you on course, ‘captain.’”
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09:30 hours

Shuttle 2525 En Route to the Sacramento

TERIK HATED FROPIC shuttles with a passion. Mako 6 agents lost the privilege of piloting their own ships after the Nustoy incident, and so Terik and his new partner were reduced to scheduled transportation.  Designed before he was born, Fropic’s escort shuttles were built for low priority transports. They had little or no passenger room, third rate weaponry, and no food. Luckily, Terik had brought several sealpacks of the oldest, most proven comfort food: pretzels.

Peejo Manning was passed out in the seat next to him.  Terik hadn’t realized how long he’d been out of play. Manning was years younger, likely fresh out of the academy, and probably still naively idealistic. Guarantee hasn’t seen any combat outside of the training grounds. Terik pitied him. Manning had yet to see Mako 6 for what they really were. To see how collateral he was to the division. At least Terik’s traveling companion was asleep and not talking his ear off.

“You and I are the only ones still awake it seems.”

Terik turned about to see another young man, even younger than Manning. “So it seems.”

“Ethan.” The young man said, extending his hand.

Terik shook Ethan’s hand. “Terik. Pretty good.”

Ethan realized Terik was referring to his sketch pad and the portrait he had drawn. “Thanks. Used to sketch a lot as a kid. Now it’s really just a way to past time.”

“Well I’ll let you get back to-”

“You assigned to the Sacramento now, too?”

“Just visiting.”

“Oh.” Ethan sat back. “Family?”

“No, no family.” 

Not anymore.

“I do. My sister. Haven’t seen her in months. I just graduated and posted. Lucked out.”

Wouldn’t call it luck, Terik thought. This is the ass-end of TSAF. 

Ethan ruffled his auburn hair. “I can’t believe I’m going to be on the only Washington-class vessel still in active service.” 

“Active service? Barely.  Ten or twenty men above a skeleton crew for a ship that size and their jump drive hasn’t functioned in seven years.”

“I heard the Risti tech corps said the hull isn’t compatible anymore.”

“So they say.” 

Please shut up.

“Your uniform’s got red trim. What division is that?”

“Classified, kid.” 

The captain’s voice boomed overhead. “We’ll be boarding the Sacramento in thirty minutes.  Thank you.”

Terik considered that given the time of day, he was lucky Ethan was the only passenger awake. If he was to depart for home during midday, his luck will likely not be as good. Maybe I’ll ‘commandeer’ one of the Sacramento’s staches for the ride back.
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“I’M SORRY, JACK.  THAT kind of request has got to go through the regular channels.”

“I’ve tried that. Admiral, I’m the most qualified!” A man of his early thirties, with a belly ten years ahead of its time, Jack Pembrail pleaded as he paced back and forth. “I’ve been studying the event from the beginning and I need to finalize my work.  I deserve a spot on the new station. Hell, my report convinced them to build one!”

“The council will take that into consideration.  You know that.”

“But how long does it-”

“Don’t sweat it, Jack.  I can’t personally authorize it, but I can put in a good word.”

The doctor sighed, relieved. “Thank you, Admiral. You’ve never let me down before.”

Lee picked up a datapad. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to read over something before our guests arrive.”

“I heard. Mako-6. Anyone we know?”

“A newer agent named Manning. And Terik Donato.” Lee said without looking up.

“Donato? I thought he was inactivated. After the... well, you know.”

“He was until yesterday. Not sure why.”

Jack’s eyes widened. “Wait, wasn’t he there? Sputnik Planitia?”

Lee arched an eyebrow. “Why does that matter?”

“Well I’d like to talk to him if possible.  He may have some insight. The accounts from the surviving scientists were anything but reliable.”

“I doubt there’ll be time, Jack.” Lee motioned to the door. “Now, if you don’t mind?”  

Jack took his cue and left the admiral’s office, rushing by other personnel, courtesy droids and some Ristin engineers until minutes later he opened the door to his lab and switched on the lights.

“Good morning, Doctor.”

“Morning, Sarnine.” Jack felt a bit more relaxed at the sound of his Sentient Assistant Robot’s voice. He reached for his mug. “How about some music with today’s readings?”

“Shall I begin with Rondo alla Turca again?”

“Not yet. Let’s start with some classic electronica.” 

SAR-9 activated the lab’s wallscreen as the music began.  Jack finished pouring his drink and eyed the chart, fixated on the values. “Sarnine, are these daily or hourly?”

“Hourly, doctor.”

“Are you sure? When was your last diagnostic?”

“Self-diagnostic ran twenty seven minutes ago.”

Jack’s heart skipped a beat. “Then I might not have to worry about that request getting authorized after all.”
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TERIK DONATO STEPPED onto the Sacramento docking pad and for a moment, the first in some time, he allowed himself the distraction. Twenty four hours ago the highlight of his day was the ten minutes he allowed himself to hit the gym, unleashing his demons into the punching bag. With the journey to the Sacramento already subpar, his expectations for today were no better. But waiting for him and Agent Manning was a slender blonde with a smile that was bright, and that made him forget why he was there in the first place.

“Agent Donato, my name is Lisa Sorjid.  Admiral Scraints will see you shortly.  I’m to show you to your rooms.”

“I bet you are.”

Manning scoffed. “Really, Donato?”

Lisa’s smile was gone. “This way, please.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

––––––––
[image: ]


LIEUTENANT MELINA BEETARY could hear Lisa Sorjid sigh as she passed. Melina’s own cheerful demeanor faded as she caught glimpse of the two Mako 6 agents trailing behind. The more relaxed one, with the brown hair, looked familiar. The observation distracted her as her brother emerged from the shuttle.

“Melina!”
“Ethan. Look at you – the tan vest.”
“Was hoping for the green like yours, but that final flight test...”

“Give it time. We got a private onboard trying to transfer, too,” Melina started leading him down the corridor. “You’ll learn a lot from Tekky, though.” 

Still within eyesight, Ethan caught a glimpse of Lisa. “Is that Tekky?”

“No, that’s out of your league.” Melina stared past Lisa, watching her guests as they stepped onto a lift.

Ethan took notice. “Melina, you okay?”

“Sorry.  Just distracted. Thought I saw someone I recognized.”
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GARETT PULLED ON HIS uniform, sliding on the indigo vest as he let Rebecca sleep.  He hated to leave and not say goodbye, but she looked so peaceful, and he was late as hell.  He kissed her on the forehead and left for the fighter bay, just missing her as she awoke.

When he arrived, he found Teckook had already begun upgrading the fighters.

“Morning, Teckook.”

“Good morning, Captain.” 

His Ristin engineer was engrossed in testing the on-board display for the artillery upgrades’ fire control, an initiative that was weeks behind schedule. The short alien yet remained calm and cordial. It’s that shared experience of theirs, Garett thought. They vividly recall so much they make things look so easy. Being the first humanoid species encountered as mankind began exploring space, the Risti set the bar high.  They were technologically advanced, thoughtful and very passive.  But they had contributed so much to the TSAF, that when their Lubican neighbors brought on war, the TSAF allied with the Risti in a heartbeat. 

“These weapon upgrades might continue to take longer than we thought.”

Garett kicked the port turbine. “Beautiful.”

Teckook was puzzled.  “How so?”

“Never mind,” Garett chuckled as he made for the exit.  “Just carry on, Teckook.  It’s not like the Sacramento is going anywhere.”
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MELINA FORGOT HOW MUCH her brother could eat. Purposefully forgot.  They had been in the galley for almost twenty minutes and Ethan had already consumed three bowls of Treeling Soup, a helping of corn fritters, a breakfast sandwich, and now was polishing off a Vantax sundae. “You waste your metabolism.”

“Sorry, ‘Mom.’” Ethan said as he took a spoonful. “Academy food wasn’t this good.”

“One of the benefits of having a few civilians on board. Speaking of which...”

Rebecca waved to Melina as she walked over to their table. “Melina Beetary sitting still for more than thirty seconds? Must be a special occasion.” Rebecca
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