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Anthony Knight: Oath of Service


Message in a Bottle

 

Baker, California was a small town located between the cities of Los Angeles and Las Vegas. It was known for being the “Gateway to Death Valley”. Its economy thrived on tourists and those who traveled the stretch of highway between L.A. and Las Vegas. The lack of light pollution also made Baker a popular spot for stargazers like Anthony Knight.

Anthony stood in the parking lot of the only motel the town had. His eyes scanned the night sky in search of the International Space Station. The station came into view at exactly 8:26 p.m., just as NASA’s app had predicted. It looked like a slow-moving star in the western sky. Anthony watched it glide overhead, and tried to imagine what the astronauts on board the station saw from their point of view. 

A few minutes later, the space station faded from view as it entered Earth's shadow. Anthony gazed at the stars a little while longer and wondered what it would be like to see the Orion’s Nebula with his own eyes, or to walk on the surface of distant worlds. He had a pleasant dream that night about he and his mother living in a new world. A world where they didn’t have to worry about money, or getting caught by the police because they were illegal immigrants with fake IDs.

After a few hours of sleep, Anthony was awakened by his mother, Sarah. They started their day with a hearty breakfast of banana and walnut pancakes, fluffy scrambled eggs, crispy fresh cut hash browns, savory sausage, and a bowl of assorted fresh fruit slices. They ate at a restaurant located across the street from the world’s largest thermometer. A line of red lights on the 134-foot-tall landmark, along with large digital numbers, indicated it was 70°F that morning. A nice reprieve from Baker’s scorching temperatures. 

After breakfast, they hopped into their old 2006 Chevrolet Impala that held up well over the sixteen years they had it. Their next destination was located in the back end of town off Silver Lane. Anthony turned up the A/C as he examined the instructions given to them by his mother’s old colleague, Doug Patterson.

“Why is Mr. Patterson living out here?” Anthony glanced at his mother. She had both hands on the steering wheel – a subtle sign that she was nervous.

Sarah chuckled. “Because it’s Doug." She made a left turn onto Park Avenue. “I have yet to find a word to convey how difficult he can be. Then again, I have yet to find a word to describe how useful he can be too.”

Anthony nodded and took note of the one grass lawn he saw. It lay across the street from the town’s park which was an oasis of trees and green grass. The rest of the yards in the area were lifeless plots of dried earth, surrounded by rusted fencing.

They crossed Silver Lane and proceeded down a gravel road toward a fortress made of rusty shipping containers. A few cars, riddled with bullet holes, bore sloppy painted messages that threatened potential trespassers. Anthony double-checked the provided directions and confirmed they were exactly where they needed to be.

A few minutes later, they stopped in front of a makeshift security hut. A plywood sign hung over the gate which read:

Imperial Citizen Outpost

All visitors are subject to inspection

“No,” Sarah whispered. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Anthony felt his stomach sink to the ground as he gazed up at the wall of rusty old shipping containers that formed a 25 ft. tall barrier. “Seems like Mr. Patterson missed the memo about blending in.”

Sarah grunted and mumbled something about how she was going to kill the imbecile that put their relocation operation at risk. Then she took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “How’s the relay?”

Anthony opened his laptop and checked the status of their encrypted communications network. “Everything is looking good,” he reported. “No alerts, messages, or other concerns.”

“Well, there’s a bit of good news,” Sarah replied as she watched an imposing figure exit the guard hut and approach them.

Anthony took note of the man’s makeshift military gear. He refused to think of the sentry as a soup sandwich, because that would be a disgrace to the sandwich. He noticed that the man was armed with an AK-47, and wondered if the man’s accuracy was better than his appearance.

Sarah lowered her window and presented the invitation that had been mailed to them. “I’m Sarah Knight,” she said slowly. “I’m with my son, Anthony. We’re here to relocate Doug Patterson.”

The colossal guard allowed his weapon to hang on its sling as he inspected the document. “It is you,” his deep voice boomed. He turned toward the walls. “The day of ascendance has arrived!” He let out a cheer. “Open the gates!”

The guard stepped back a couple of paces and gave them a salute as they drove into the compound.

Anthony’s mind went blank. “Okay, so what was—" His mother cut him off.

“Let’s just focus on the task at hand," Sarah replied while squeezing the steering wheel as if it were Doug’s neck. "You monitor the relay and I’ll try not to kill Doug.”

Anthony simply nodded and kept quiet.

“I instructed that man to limit contact with the locals.” Sarah gestured toward a group doing jumping jacks. “Now look at him! He’s built up an army!”

Anthony looked around at the compound’s interior. There were a few rusty mobile homes clustered together. A house that was tilting on its frame had a caved in roof, busted windows, and gray moldy boards covered by a few specs of white paint. It appeared that a strong gust of wind could easily knock it down. To his surprise, people were going in and out of it!

“He thinks he can force us to relocate additional people,” Sarah continued. “Well, I’ve got a fist full of reality for him.”

“Do you think we can work something out?” Anthony hoped they could meet Doug outside.

“There’s nothing to work out,” his mother snapped. Then she took a deep breath to calm herself. “You get that from your father, you know. Always looking for the faintest light of hope.”

They stopped in front of the dilapidated house and were greeted by another guard. Anthony couldn’t tell if the woman was in her late teens or early twenties. Her uniform was a little too big for her and thus gave the appearance of a child playing soldier.

“Welcome Your Grace,” the guard said while saluting. “I’m Amanda Cole, and I’ll be escorting you today.”

Sarah motioned for the guard to lower her salute. “I appreciate the gesture, Amanda, but it’s unnecessary.”

“I understand ma’am. The captain wanted us to show you our utmost respect. Please follow me and stay close. Oh, and don’t worry. Our outward appearances are intentionally deceitful.”

Amanda talked more about their operation as Anthony and Sarah followed her into the house that reeked of urine and mold. They went down into a dingy basement, and their guide pressed a button on an intercom to announce their presence. Without warning, a door hidden in the basement’s wall opened.

The smell of disinfectant greeted them as they entered a brightly lit, air-conditioned corridor. Its polished floor came alive with the movement of their reflections, each one in perfect sync with its counterpart as they walked toward their next destination. Professionally made signs provided directions to medical services, education facilities, supply depots, living quarters, and a few places to enjoy a meal.

“This is the main operations center,” Amanda announced as if she were a tour guide. “It’s where most of us live and work to help the Empire complete its mission.”

Sarah’s eyes narrowed. “What, exactly, is that mission?”

Anthony’s question was how they could afford their bunker, but he kept his mouth shut. He could tell from his mother’s tone that Mr. Patterson would be lucky to keep his head.

“We’re collecting data on the invasion force approaching Earth,” Amanda replied in a bubbly tone. “This is a great day for us because we know the Empire will eliminate the hostiles once our intelligence is delivered.”

“What invasion force?” Anthony asked. The network he and his mother maintained provided a direct connection to Imperial forces. None of them had mentioned any kind of threat in their vicinity.

“That’s something the captain wants to discuss with the both of you,” Amanda replied as they stopped in front of a security door with a keypad.

She entered her password and a green light illuminated as a chime announced the door unlocked. They followed Amanda into the mission control room and were stunned to see a vast area packed with computers, people, and large screens mounted to the walls. Its design appeared to have been taken from any number of action movies Anthony had watched over the years.

Amanda pointed toward a set of wooden doors. “The captain’s office is over there. Come on, we’re a little behind schedule.”

A part of Anthony wanted to hang around in the control room to learn more about their operation. The other part wanted to see the fireworks that were sure to come.

 

 

Doug’s office was a sparsely furnished concrete square. A little green plant, sitting a few feet from the left wall, was the only thing that gave the room some color. A white board hung on its right wall and displayed the photos of the ISV Ranger’s crew. The other two walls had large photos of spacecraft belonging to an unknown civilization. Stacks of reports were piled on a steel desk where a weary looking man sat. Dark circles burrowed under his eyes and his hair looked like a dirty mop.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Sarah demanded when Amanda left them alone. “You know full well this is way beyond acceptable.”

Doug chuckled. “It’s nice to see you too –” “Knock it off!” Sarah glared at Doug. “Pleasantries aren't going to solve this problem. I ask again. What are you doing with these people?”

“I needed their help,” Doug shouted as he gestured toward the photographs of the spaceships. “My hand was forced and I had to do something. They know they’re not allowed to come with us.”

Sarah clenched her fists. “How was your hand forced? You were given specific orders. Orders you told me, and everyone else, you clearly understood.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter now,” Doug said and stood up. “At the end of the day I have to do what is right by every human being. Which is exactly what I’m doing.”

He extended his finger toward Sarah. “The Empire doesn’t know about this threat. If it did, you would’ve heard an earful about it on your little network by now. Oh, and by the way, the ships that are on their way to attack Earth resemble the ships that stranded us here twenty years ago.”

Sarah shook her head. “Let’s say you’re right. What's your plan, Doug? We transmit your report, and then what? No one on Earth is going to listen to some dirt-poor illegal immigrants, and the leader of … whatever you call this operation.”

Doug scoffed. “All we need to do is transmit the evidence we have to the Empress. She’ll intervene once she reviews our intelligence.”

Sarah crossed her arms. “Are you forgetting about the JSC? The Empress still has to uphold the treaties we have with them, Doug. Any action she takes in this system may start a war with them!”

“I don’t care about the Joint Systems Coalition!” Doug's voice echoed off the walls. “My concern is what’s giving them the backbone to suddenly dictate how the Empire conducts its own affairs.”

Doug’s phone rang and he yanked the receiver off its base. “Now is not a good time. I’ll … She’s what? … Right now?”

He slammed the receiver down and hurried to the door. “Let’s go. The Empress is broadcasting out in the open.” As he was about to open the door he stopped and looked at Sarah. “I’m all for respecting our neighbors,” he said in an even tone as his eyes locked onto hers. “But they’re starting to get a little too bold for their own good. And we need to find out why.”

“You’re starting to sound like a paranoid traditionalist.” Sarah looked into Doug’s eyes as if she could read his thoughts. “What is really going on here?”

Doug looked at Anthony and then back at Sarah. “All I know is that something isn’t right,” he said. “You can review my report after we see the Empress’s message.”

 

 

The main control room was packed with more people than before. Everyone stopped what they were doing and focused on the video message sent from Empress Heather Steele, the beloved ruler of the Ademar Empire.

Anthony recalled the time he had met the Empress. He was twelve years old and was satisfying a curiosity. His goal was to use what systems still worked on the ISV Ranger to get a look at Orion’s Nebula. He was expecting to see a clear image of the nebula when he tested the new settings. Instead, he accidentally initiated a direct video call with the Empress.

At first the Empress was merely intrigued that a twelve-year old was able to contact her directly. His mother poked her head into his room when she heard him talking to someone. That’s when it became clear to the Empress what happened. Anthony had created a communication relay somehow. Since it used his mother’s access codes, the transmission was sent directly to the Empress, who is a long-time friend of his mother’s.

That happened eight years ago. Since that day, he and his mother worked tirelessly to return the survivors of the ISV Ranger to the Empire. Politics prevented everyone from being rescued at once. For those reasons, a small group of survivors were able to be sent home every two years. Each rescue operation was meticulously planned and executed to ensure success. This time, for some reason, the Empress decided to toss caution aside when she sent her message.

The Empress spoke to her loyal citizens with a tone that exuded the grace required by her position, and the wholesomeness of a dear friend. She talked about the state of the Empire but then focused on the fate of the ISV Ranger. That day marked the twentieth anniversary since it was attacked by unknown hostiles.

“Our JSC neighbors aren’t interested in a diplomatic solution,” the Empress explained. “I’ve grown tired of their threats, and have dispatched a carrier taskforce to bring our people home.”

The message ended, and the emblem of the Ademar Empire appeared on the screen. It was a stylized image of a symbol that conveys peace, prosperity, and stability. A ring of twenty-three stars surrounded it. Each star represented the nations that founded the alliance that became a galactic power.

Anthony thought he misheard something. He looked at his mother and she nodded to confirm that he heard correctly. They were scheduled to depart Earth in ten years. Now, with the decree issued, they would be leaving Earth much sooner than that.

“Are you ready to go home?” his mother asked him.

Anthony didn’t respond immediately as he thought about his answer. “I have mixed emotions,” he admitted. “I’m excited to go home, but I'm anxious about what complications could arise.”

Sarah wrapped her arms around him. “It’ll be okay,” she said as she squeezed him tightly. “You’ve endured poverty and a rough life on Earth. You can handle whatever challenges you’ll encounter.”


Invasion

 

The Imperial Starfleet was already enroute when Empress Steele issued her decree. That fact was evident when the carrier strike group jumped into the Sol System a few hours after her broadcast had ended. The fleet gladly accepted the information collected by Doug’s people. It helped them destroy eighty percent of the hostile invasion force in less than one hour.

After that, all the remaining survivors of the ISV Ranger, received orders to rendezvous at remote locations for extraction. Anthony, Sarah, Doug, and another group of survivors, were ordered to meet near Arcata, California, a town located twelve hundred kilometers from Baker.

Since it would take them thirteen hours to reach their objective, they were instructed to use anti-fatigue tablets included in their first aid kits. In addition to fighting off fatigue, the pills also heightened their awareness. Anthony noticed it made them all a bit sillier too.

“I had to do something,” Sarah said dramatically as she mimicked Doug, who took his turn driving their car. “So, I’m going to imitate my hero, Shawna Leavitt, and recruit the locals in the name of the cause, my cause, your cause ... our cause.”

“Oh, come on!” Doug protested. “Why do you people keep mocking my theater background?”

Sarah laughed. “You did it to yourself man. You are the one that decided to show up that night, reciting lines from a play while wearing glorified footie pajamas and a cape.”

“You know that was the traditional attire for the occasion.” Doug looked in the rearview mirror. “Anthony, help me out here.”

“Do not recruit my baby for your nonsense.” Sarah looked at Doug as if he ate something disgusting. “What is wrong with you boy?”

Doug was about to respond but got cut off by an alert tone from Anthony’s laptop.

Anthony opened the program monitoring the relay and saw a slew of flash traffic. He clicked on the latest message to read it.

ATTN RANGER ELEMENTS: HOSTILE NHC REMNANT FORCES PLANET SIDE. ZONE ALPHA: REGIONS 1 - 4. ZONE BRAVO: REGIONS 3 - 8. ZONE ECHO: REGIONS 8 - 14, AND 21.

SPECIES: UNKNOWN

THREAT LEVEL: LOW

ORDERS: REMAIN AS DIRECTED

 

“Some of the invasion force pressed on and have scattered around the world,” Anthony reported as he checked his reference map. “They are landing in North America, South America, Africa, Europe, Russia, Australia, and China.”

“What about our people,” Sarah's tone was authoritative. “Will they reach their pick-up locations safely?”

Anthony nodded. “Yes ma’am. According to the reports, all of us are clear of the danger for now.”

Anthony checked another program designed to monitor local communications. It flagged anything of interest being discussed. “It’s surprisingly quiet on the comms we monitor."

Sarah nodded. “Earth's military forces probably detected the hostiles on radar long before they landed. If so, they may have already scrambled fighter aircraft. Obviously, they'll keep their reports hush-hush until they confirm what’s going on.”

 

 

They were two and a half hours away from Arcata, when news about the invasion finally reached the local media outlets. Authorities urged everyone to stay inside. There was mass hysteria with looting, and local “militias” mobilizing in some cities. The media outlets mostly focused on the chaos and provided limited information that was useful.

Anthony closely monitored their messaging network and communicated with the rescue teams. “Everyone should still be okay,” he said as he read another report. “The group we’re going to rendezvous with is currently in Klamath.”

“Good thing they are out of the heavily populated areas,” Doug said. “It would be a nightmare otherwise.”

“I don’t even want to think about it,” Sarah replied as she checked their overall progress on her phone’s GPS. “Hey Anthony, what is the latest information from the fleet?”

“The Johannesburg and the Burton engaged hostiles to clear a path for the stealth transports.” Anthony clicked on another report. “The Camden finally got their engines repaired and are good to go.”

“What about the Durban?” Doug inquired. “What are they up to?”

Anthony checked the latest reports about the heavy cruiser. “They abandoned trying to salvage the Ranger so they could protect the Camden. Their salvage crews did recover all the data logs though.”

Doug slowly exhaled and appeared to be visibly relaxed. “Thank you for the report,” he said and slowed down to let some deer cross the road.

Leaders from the other groups contacted Anthony for reports too, and he happily kept them informed. He enjoyed doing it because it gave him something useful to do as the hours ticked down to minutes.

“It's just us and Group 3 now,” Anthony announced when an Imperial shuttle reported a successful landing on board the Zenith. “They are in Arcata and waiting for us at a 24-hour restaurant.”

“Oh, it was a good idea to wait there,” Sarah replied. “But I want our next meal to be from the Zenith’s galley. My son, you need to be introduced to real food. We have been eating this stuff packed with hormones, chemicals, and other junk for far too long.”

Doug moaned. “I have been trying to keep my mind off of Stirling’s Casserole and a thick piece of orange berry cake with blue cream.”

Anthony looked up from his laptop. “Orange berry cake? Like with oranges mixed with berries?”

“No,” Sarah replied slowly. “It’s a cake that tastes better than those orange sherbet ice cream bars you like. The blue cream simply adds another wonderful layer of flavor. It has a light shade of blue because it is mixed with the juice from blue star grapes.”

Doug smacked his lips. “We should stop talking about food now.”

When they entered the town of Arcata, California, Anthony instructed Group 3 to head for the landing zone. He maintained his vigilance as he recalled his mother’s words of warning. “The home stretch is the deadliest stretch,” she once said. “That is because you are tempted more than ever to be complacent, and complacency leads to death.”

Anthony opened some new messages and smiled when he read the reports. “The hostiles are not interested in further conflict with the Empire,” he announced. “They are fleeing from our forces.”

Doug laughed. “I’ll never complain about military funding again. I never knew how good we had it until we were stranded in America.”

“If I am allowed to serve the Empire in my previous capacity again,” Sarah replied. “I will not have a lot of sympathy for merchants complaining about regulations.”

“If you’re allowed?” Doug chuckled. “Please. You are among the few people the Empress considers a good friend. Besides, most of the citizens are in love with you.”

“We’ll see,” Sarah replied and then turned to look at her son. “How are you holding up by the way?”

Anthony shrugged. “I’m okay. I'm just keeping myself busy and reading every alert as they come in. By the way, they have moved the LZ closer to us. We'll be there in five minutes.”

The sudden change was no surprise to Anthony. He recalled the first time he had helped guide a transport to a landing zone. They communicated on encrypted channels and constantly made minor adjustments to avoid detection.

“Here we are,” Doug announced a few moments later. He pulled the car off the road at an intersection on Samoa Rd and Pacheco Lane, located in the middle of farmland.

Anthony checked for new messages and saw none. “No alerts,” he said and closed his laptop. “The shuttle is ten minutes out.”

“Twenty years,” Doug's voice cracked. “I thought I’d never see this day.”

The cool night air and the members of Group 3 greeted them when they exited the car. Anthony had never met any of them but he knew they were doctors, nurses, and the remaining command staff of the Ranger. Their joyful reunion was interrupted by a strong gust of wind that grew in intensity – it was the cloaked ship landing.

An Imperial shuttle faded into view and the pilots set the engines to idle while the rear doors opened and the ramp lowered. A medical team scanned everyone to verify their identities and checked them for major health issues. After their scans were complete, everyone got on board and buckled into their seats.

Sarah was the last one to get on board the shuttle. Doing so fulfilled a promise she made to the Empress about leaving no one behind.

Anthony could barely contain his excitement when he felt the shuttle’s fuselage vibrate as the engines increased power. The G forces pressed him into his chair. Butterflies filled his stomach as they lifted off the ground, banked right, and rapidly gained altitude. There were no windows, so a flight crew member provided commentary on their journey.

“We’re making a more direct approach than we planned,” the sergeant announced over their headsets. “We’ll be on board the Zenith in six minutes.”

Sarah checked her watch. “It’s twelve in the morning local Earth time on a Sunday. That means it’s ten hundred hours on A1. We’ll be done with processing in time for lunch.”

Anthony remembered the Empire doesn’t have names for the days in the week. A1 through A5 are the days of the work week, while R1 and R2 are the weekend days.

Their shuttle touched down on Zenith’s flight deck and an honor guard greeted the survivors once they exited the craft. Sarah returned the salute rendered by an admiral who was flanked by the Zenith’s captain and XO. She later explained to Anthony that they had all served together on the carrier, IMV Alene Walsh, at the beginning of their careers.

About a half hour later, after a thorough medical check, Anthony enjoyed his first Imperial meal with the admiral and the rest of his mother’s old friends. She was right about the Empire’s food having more quality than the slop served on Earth.

The Stirling’s Casserole was packed with meats, cheeses, and vegetables and brought joy with every bite. The orange berry cake was simply divine. Anthony realized, after his first bite, that Doug wasn’t kidding at all. It was rich in flavor and tasted better than any dessert he ever ate.

“That was the best orange berry cake I’ve had in a long time,” Admiral William Lamont said. He nodded to the servers who understood his signal and left the room. “I have some good news and bad news for you ma’am.”

“My political rivals are targeting Anthony’s citizenship status, aren’t they?” Sarah smiled at Admiral Lamont. “If they win their case then we’ll have to leave Anthony on Earth. Which means I will be forced to live on Earth as well, because there is no way I’m abandoning my son. Tell me, dear friend, is Paul Cromwell behind all of this?”

Admiral Lamont smiled and chuckled. “Indeed, he is. Here’s the rest of the bad news. My people worked the back channels and learned that Cromwell is involved with organizations that have been quietly investigated, numerous times, due to their questionable activities. He’ll stop at nothing to get what he wants.”

Sarah slowly nodded and looked at Anthony. “Questionable activity is the phrase we use when treason is being committed, but there’s little to no proof to back that claim up.”

Anthony nodded and made a mental note of that.

“So, what’s your good news?” Sarah asked the admiral.

“We pulled Anthony’s test scores from the remote education system. He did well on all three of them,” Admiral Lamont replied as he glanced at a report. “If he’s interested, we can get him into military service which will solve his citizenship issue upon graduation of training.”

Sarah glared at Anthony. “You took other tests? I knew you got a perfect score on your IES. What other tests did you take?”

Anthony recalled taking the grueling Imperial Education System test. It was a two-day exam consisting of four six-hour sessions. After he completed it, he stumbled across the Military Scenario Tactics and Review test, and the Advanced Tactical and Command Systems exam. He simply did them for fun because he thought his scores wouldn’t count.

Admiral Lamont laughed. “You’re telling me you took the MSTAR and ATACS just for fun?”

Anthony remained silent and nodded.

The gray-haired man shook his head as he looked at Anthony in awe. “People practice for months, perhaps years, before taking these tests and you just did them for fun. That’s awesome.”

“What did he score?” Sarah asked in a stern tone.

Admiral Lamont’s smile grew wider. “He got a hundred percent on his MSTAR and ninety-eight percent on his ATACS exam.”

“What!” Sarah laughed. “My boy aced the MSTAR and got a ninety-eight on his ATACS?”

Admiral Lamont handed Sarah a copy of Anthony’s test results that had been verified by the Imperial Military Central Command and the Imperial Department of Investigations.

Unlike the IES and MSTAR, the ATACS combined over two thousand questions with tactical simulations. It focused more on a person’s character and how they applied their experience and academic knowledge. It also measured how they performed when pushed beyond their limits, how they achieved victory, and how they responded to failure.

There were eight categories a person could land in depending on their result. Category 5 meant failure. Category 4C was the minimum for enlistment into the Imperial Military. Category 4B was the minimum rating for anyone who wished to be an officer.

“As you can see,” continued Admiral Lamont. “Anthony is clearly in the highly coveted Category 1, and all the branches are eager to recruit him.”

“It’s more like a brawl at this point,” Captain Murray chimed in. "Private corporations are starting to get involved in this thing too. They’re doing what they can to get Anthony’s citizenship status cleared up before he attends military training."

Sarah held up her hand. “Wait a minute. My son's outstanding test scores can be verified but officials are having problems confirming his citizenship?”

Admiral Lamont shook his head. “Cromwell’s friends are stalling the authentication process and using a slew of nonsense to justify their actions.”

Anthony reviewed the test results from himself. He read that Category 3B was the minimum rating for those who wished to receive Advanced Military Procedures training. AMP graduates got the coolest jobs in the Imperial military, or so he had been told. If that were true, then he’d love to be a remote warfare operator. He read that they controlled robots and did all kinds of cool stuff.

“Can I go to Eagle Station?” Anthony blurted out the question. “I’m told it’s where my father was trained.”

Sarah looked at her son – surprise registered in her expression. “Who told you about that, and what’s wrong with Diamond Station?”

Anthony shrugged. “I can’t remember their name. I just remember someone telling me stories about dad going to AMP training at Eagle Station. I’ve read it’s one of the best facilities too.”

Sarah grunted. “Diamond Station is the best.” She shrugged. “Sometimes Eagle station takes the number one slot, but it doesn’t mean they’re the best.”

“To be fair ma’am,” interjected Captain Murray. “Since you went to Diamond Station, your political opponents will say you helped him cheat if he graduates. I think it’s a shame he didn’t choose Tilman.”

Admiral Lamont shook his head. “Tilman gave full access to the media. Anthony’s training would be their top story until he graduates. Media can’t get close to him at Eagle Station, and the instructors there are relentless – regardless of who a candidate happens to be.”

Sarah drummed her fingers on the table as she stared at Captain Murray. “It’s not a shame he can’t go to Tilman Station. In fact, I’m elated he can’t go to your little tourist trap.”

“Oh, here we go,” Admiral Lamont said with a laugh and looked at his old buddy. “You’re not going to let that slide, are you?”

Sarah chuckled. “Of course, he is. People at Tilman Station love slides followed by a quarter-mile jog and a nap.”

Anthony was confused. “Tilman is that easy? I thought all AMP facilities were basically the same.”

“Only in theory,” Admiral Lamont replied. “Tilman candidates get a lot of flak because they have a few more luxuries than the other stations do.”

Sarah looked at Anthony. “By luxuries he means high-end resort luxuries complete with a spa. It doesn’t matter though. Graduating from either Eagle or Diamond is an impressive achievement. Admiral Lamont here graduated from Dragon Station which is a solid training facility. They’re consistently in third, and after them it doesn’t matter.”

Captain Murray rolled his eyes. “Because after Dragon Station is Tillman Station which proudly maintains its spot in the top five.”

Sarah nodded. “That’s exactly what I just said. After Dragon, nothing matters.”

Murray pointed a finger at Anthony. “Sarah, you better be glad your son is here or else I’d unload some things.”

“I thank you for not unloading anything in front of my child.” Sarah took a sip of tea. “Besides, I don’t want him to witness his mother butcher a spoiled, overrated vacationer.”

Admiral Lamont was laughing so hard he had to wipe tears from his eyes.

“Most of my class was sick with a stomach virus and we still out performed everyone at Tilman,” Sarah continued. “So be a good tourist, take a picture, and admire true greatness.”

Captain Murray shook his head and laughed. “That brought up so many memories.”

Anthony was still curious about the tourist jab. “Mom, why are you calling Captain Murray a tourist?”

“It’s an inside joke,” Sarah explained. “You’ll understand when you get to Eagle Station.”


Eagle Station

 

A horde of news services broadcasted the Zenith as it docked at Bethune Station, a commercial hub located on the outskirts of Imperial territory. 

It took the Zenith strike group a little over a month to reach the station after they left the Sol System. While in transit, Sarah gave Anthony a crash course about living in the Ademar Empire. Which was so vast that it encompassed a third of the Milky Way galaxy. It also had colonies in Galaxie D’argent (UGC-12158). That’s why the Ademar Empire is referred to as the Empire and why its sovereign ruler’s title is always capitalized.

Anthony had also learned that the Empire’s form of currency is called a royal note. Since the Empire’s economy was so strong, neighboring systems preferred the note over the standard credit, even in territories controlled by the Joint Systems Coalition. Despite their problems with the Empire, they had to use the note simply because their own currency was highly unstable. Sarah had also prepped her son to be in the spotlight for a little while.

A crowd gathered outside of Zenith’s docking tunnel. Station security and law enforcement personnel lined the rails that held back thousands of people who had gathered to watch history with their own eyes. The onlookers applauded and cheered as members of the Ranger’s crew reunited with their families. Their cheers turned into a deafening roar of joy when people saw Grand Viceroy Sarah Knight and Anthony.

Sarah waved at the spectators, hugged people she hadn’t seen in years, and introduced Anthony to his grandparents. After the brief and emotional reunion, Anthony was escorted to another docking bay that had a more somber mood in the atmosphere, and no view of the space around them.

Military personnel staffed the dull metallic room. Its only decoration was a black and gold sign with a stylized eagle on it. The text read:

If in doubt, walk out. Report to bay D-44 for Basic Officer Training at Harris Military Station. Eagle Station is exempted from regulation ILD 4620a.

Anthony checked in at the kiosk and watched a few potential candidates leave the area. They didn’t like the fact Eagle Station wouldn’t break its back to make training easier or use stress cards.

A few minutes later, the candidates were ordered to board an old transport. It looked like a chunk of metal with engines attached to it. Then they were ordered to lower their heads and remain quiet once they took their seats.

Four candidates were kicked out of AMP training when they were caught chatting.

“If you think RWO training is going to be easy because it's the shortest cycle, then I suggest you leave immediately!” a sergeant announced. “There are two words to describe your next five months. Open season.”

No one else dared to utter a word while enroute to Eagle Station.

Anthony closed his eyes and thought about the conversation he had with his mother after their lunch with Admiral Lamont. She wanted him to know that military service wasn’t his only option.

“I don’t want you doing this just to beat Cromwell,” his mother said. “Having said that, if this is what you want, I’ll support you. Keep in mind there’s no shame in quitting AMP training if you think you’re in over your head. And yes, I will talk trash about you. I’ll still love you, but I’m going to talk trash about you.”

Anthony heard a door slide open. Its metallic screech yanked him away from his thoughts and caused him to focus. He listened to the heavy footfalls on the metallic deck plating, the slight shuffling from the other candidates, and faint whispers of prayers.

“Sit up straight, and look at me!” a voice rasped.

Anthony instantly complied.

His eyes widened as he saw a barrel-chested man with big, muscular arms. The creases in the man’s khaki shirt and green slacks were sharp. His shoes sparkled in the shuttle’s interior lighting. His campaign cover bore the crest of the Imperial Marine Corps.

“I’m Staff Sergeant Bira!” the man’s raspy voice boomed throughout the fuselage. “In sixty seconds, this transport will dock at Eagle Station!”

Sergeant Bira held up a large red sticker. The number ‘4620’ was printed on it.

“Should you fail to meet our standards!” he bellowed. “We’ll slap you with a forty-six twenty, and drop you from AMP training! The only free ride you’re getting out of us will be to Harris Station!”

The shuttle decreased in speed and a yellow light turned on next to the rear door. Anthony had watched enough documentaries to know what that meant, and prepared himself to run.

“From this point forward if you are given an order you will respond at the top of your lungs, aye-aye sir, or ma’am! When you are asked if you understand something you’ll respond, at the top of your lungs, yes sir, no sir, or if addressing a woman, you’ll say ma’am! You will use other honorifics when specified! There is no more ‘I’! You will refer to yourself as ‘this candidate’! Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!” the candidates responded.

Sergeant Bira walked over to the rear hatch. “In twenty seconds, this hatch will open. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!” the candidates replied.

“You will run to the supply depot at the end of the docking tunnel. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!” screamed the candidates.

“You will grab one metal bar from the supply depot. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Understand?”

“Yes, sir!” the candidates screamed louder.

“You will run to the end of your lane. I say this again. To the end of your lane. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Once there, you’ll attack your assigned beach by inserting your bar where indicated. Complete the test, and puzzle, before moving to the next objective.”

“Puzzle?” Anthony thought to himself. “One of the most feared training programs in all the Empire is doing puzzles? What kind of nonsense is this?”

“Do you understand?” sergeant Bira asked in his booming command voice.

The candidates confirmed they understood.

A siren wailed.

The light turned green as the rear hatch opened.

Bira extended his arm toward the exit. “Get off my transport right now! Run! Say aye-aye sir!”

“Aye-aye sir!” The candidates screamed as they ran toward their objective as fast as they could.

Anthony could hear distant yelling and what sounded like bloodhounds barking and howling. The sounds of metallic clinging and general disorder got louder as he neared the docking tunnel’s exit.

A sign with “supply depot” written on it hung over a table that held boxes of blue metal bars.

Anthony grabbed one - it weighed about five kilograms.

Panicked and confused candidates ran out of their docking tunnels in a way that reminded Anthony of the Normandy beach landings on D-Day. Then the orderly columns of candidates started to crisscross in every direction. 

Candidates violently collided into each other. Metal bars clanged all over the place as they hit the black metallic deck plating. Adding to the chaos were sergeant instructors barking commands and tagging candidates with 4620 stickers.

Anthony tried to filter out the chaos and concentrate. He assessed the situation and saw that he, along with thousands of other candidates, was deposited into a single bay. The vastness of the area was breathtaking and intimidating. There was a large mural of a stylized eagle painted on the rear bulkhead with the words “Strength, Courage, and Endurance” written under its talons. Anthony estimated it was eight hundred meters in length, and about two hundred meters in height. Colorful banners, perhaps a hundred meters long and fifteen meters wide, hung from the ceiling— each one had “lane” written on them.

“Blue lane is over there!” a candidate shouted before tripping over another that had fallen to the ground.

Anthony looked to his left and saw the blue banner 200 meters away. He started to run toward the blue lane but remembered Bira’s orders. “To the end of your lane,” the sergeant had said. Anthony realized that thousands of candidates were screwing up by making assumptions. His shuttle’s assigned lane was red, and he ran toward the end of it.

Anthony weaved around candidates cowering in fear, or getting hit with 4620s. He nearly tripped over a candidate that slipped on a bar someone else dropped. Anthony tried to help the candidate get up but a sergeant instructor barked at him to move forward. He complied and finally reached the end of his lane. Once there, he saw about twenty candidates standing around a platform named Hao Beach.

“You’re in the wrong spot!” the largest candidate said. He pointed to the blue banner. “Your lane is over there.”

Anthony smiled. “No, you’re the one in the wrong spot.”

The candidate turned and looked at the others. “You seeing this?” The other candidates chuckled. “How did this idiot make it into AMP training?”

“Because he paid attention!” a deep voice roared.

Anthony turned around and saw a tower of pure muscle squeezed into a sergeant instructor’s uniform. The man who stood behind him was well over six feet tall, and could’ve been a professional wrestler.

“Every last one of you, at Hao Beach, are in the wrong spot!” The behemoth of a man pointed to everyone who stood around the platform. “All of you are off mission and you’re all dead! You’re finished!”

Other sergeant instructors descended on the group, slapped the red stickers on them, and chased them away as the candidates tried to protest.

Anthony was caught off guard by the intensity of the situation.

“Finish your objective!” the giant directed with a knife hand.

“Aye-aye sir!” Anthony yelled, and ran to the Hao Beach platform. It was about chest high. He quickly surveyed the edge of it and saw a hole with deep red and blue scratches around it. Anthony plugged his blue bar into the slot and a holographic interface floated before his eyes.

The sergeant instructor left him alone so he could complete an exam. At first Anthony was confused about taking a test he had already passed. Then he realized what their goals were. It was easy to take a test in a controlled environment. It wasn’t easy to take a test amid chaos. Once he finished the exam, he was awarded with a holographic puzzle piece.

Other candidates arrived, completed their exams, and received their own puzzle pieces. The next lesson was clear to them. They each did their individual part to reach Hao Beach. Now all twenty of them needed to solve the puzzle together. Everyone’s bar worked either like a knob or a lever. Each one had different control inputs for the puzzle pieces.

It took them five minutes to successfully maneuver their pieces to form the Imperial Starfleet’s insignia. Once they finished, three sergeant instructors ordered them to run along the red line illuminated in the floor.

Anthony’s group eventually ran up to twenty kilometers as they moved from checkpoint to checkpoint. Each point had different challenges and a fresh group of sergeant instructors ready to eliminate them from training.

They were drenched in sweat and gasping for air by lunch time. Their meal was a gray paste that smelled of tar and was gritty like sand. Anthony watched as half of his group, and hundreds of others, put in their DOR (Drop on Request).

After lunch they completed more objectives. Then they received medical checks, got issued their equipment, and were assigned to a squad bay. At lights out, Anthony was asleep before his head hit the pillow.

◆◆◆

AMP graduates got a lot of perks in the military, and a number of people used RWO training as a shortcut to acquire those perks. The sergeant instructors had no mercy for such people. Which was why, for two grueling months, Anthony and the other candidates endured the challenges dished out by the always faithful guardians of military doctrine. With the fires of relentless intensity, the snapping, snarling, and raspy voiced zealots forged well-disciplined candidates. They also burned off the chaff looking for shortcuts.

During that time, candidates learned how to work together and how to use standard, energy, and hybrid weapons as well as melee weapons. Those that didn’t maintain the minimum scores or failed to improve were dropped from training.

Anthony was grateful that his mother taught him how to shoot while they were on Earth. The scores he earned on the range placed him in the number two spot on the roster. His new friend, Akiko Koroko, a.k.a. “Mouse” had the number one slot. His other friend, Nabil Gaye, was in the number three spot. 

Nabil could’ve made it to Phase 2 if he just held on a little while longer. The psychological warfare training was his breaking point.

Psychologists did everything they could to get inside a person's head and break them down. Anthony hated the training, but he appreciated what they had done to build up his mental strength. Nabil didn’t care and put in his DOR.

Anthony, and the others, watched the normally jovial person pack up his things. Goodbyes were said and the squad bay seemed a little colder after Nabil left. Then a short “kill hat” charged into the room. His screechy voice pierced the somber silence.

“Candidate Knight, get yourself over here!” ordered Sergeant Instructor, Sergeant O’Connor.

Anthony would love to shove the little annoyance into an airlock and return him to the darkness from which he came. Regardless of the anger he had toward O’Connor, Anthony complied with all the professionalism the Empire demanded.

“Candidate Knight, you were ordered to reset your assigned CCTs. Why haven’t you done that?” O’Connor held up a maintenance tablet used to track repairs on the station. The page with Anthony’s task was marked “not started”.

“Sergeant O’Connor, this candidate, has reset th—”

“Don’t lie to me, candidate!” O’Connor’s annoying voice made Anthony want to listen to metal scraping metal. “What I have, with your name on it, is a lot of nothing! Get the task done! Now!”

“Aye-aye sir!” Anthony responded.

O’Connor grunted and stormed out of the squad bay.

Anthony knew he reset all six of his assigned central core transmitter stations. It annoyed him that O’Connor always blamed him if something went wrong, or when the squad failed, or if a bird pooped on someone’s car in another part of the Empire. Network issues clearly weren’t Anthony’s fault since the station’s systems hadn’t been updated in twenty years. No amount of central core terminal resets could fix it either.

“I can’t find a word to describe the dislike I have for that man,” Mouse said loud enough for the squad to hear. “The good news is that Anthony reset those terminals so many times he can do them in his sleep now.”

The others chuckled at the remark while Anthony put on his safety suit, grabbed his repair kit, and left the squad bay without saying a word. He didn’t want to say or do anything that would cause problems for both him and his mother. It was obvious that their political adversaries were behind O’Connor’s antics.

 

 

Anthony finished resetting his assigned terminals, again, and checked the network’s status. There was abnormal activity going on with the network that made it seem as if he did nothing. Then he recalled the fact his assigned terminals were near the tertiary backup hub. Occasionally, standard maintenance should be performed on it too.

He figured the abnormal activity was due to the hub not getting maintained properly. He could fix it, but the area around the unit was off limits to candidates. He doubted O’Connor would believe him about the tertiary hub being the problem, and would most likely drop him for lying. He also knew they’d kick him out if he were discovered in the restricted area. He considered his options and made his decision. He’d rather try to solve the problem instead of running from it.

Anthony accessed the restricted area via an old hatch in the maintenance passageway. He thought an alarm would go off the moment he crossed the threshold. When none sounded, he simply closed the hatch behind him and navigated the cramped, dark, corridors. The faint scent of beer and cigarette smoke lingered in the warm air.

Lights in his safety suit automatically clicked on and illuminated the soot covered walls. After walking a few meters, he came across a little cove haphazardly furnished with an old dirty mattress, crates, and an office chair missing its back. Playing cards were left on a makeshift table along with empty beer bottles and cigarette packs. He wondered how many candidates got eliminated for that.

The temperature kept getting hotter the closer he got to his objective. He chided himself for not refilling his suits internal water pack, and checked the time on his watch. It had been three minutes since he entered the area. He needed to hurry up before O’Connor started to look for him.

“What are you doing?”

The question sent chills down Anthony’s spine.

He immediately recognized the voice of Ghost – one of the most feared sergeant instructors in the whole station. Partly because everyone knew her battle record, and mostly because she appeared out of nowhere most of the time. She never yelled – her steely gaze and cold tone were intimidating enough. Even the other sergeant instructors were terrified of her! Of all the people on the station that threaten to throw someone out of an airlock – Ghost would probably do it.

Anthony pivoted on his heels, locked his body in the position of attention, and addressed a woman who earned three silver stars and a distinguished service medal. “This candidate is performing daily tasks on the candidate’s assigned terminals.”

Walker’s cold, emotionless, eyes seemed to examine the depths of his soul. “Still doesn’t explain why you’re here. Besides, you know those need to be reset once a day.”

“Wait. What?” Anthony thought. “She knows I already reset them earlier? What’s going on here?”

Master Sergeant Walker rolled her eyes. “I find it saves time to speak truthfully instead of developing a sorry excuse, candidate.”

Anthony swallowed down the vomit that had built up. “This candidate was informed by Staff Sergeant O’Conner that this candidate’s tasks were not completed.” He showed her the work order O’Connor gave him and explained his actions and reasonings for being in the restricted area.

Sergeant Walker removed her campaign cover. A gesture that she wasn’t going to address Anthony as a sergeant instructor, but as a warrior. “Sergeant O’Connor and I were hoping you’d come in here.”

She and O’Connor knew exactly what game Cromwell was playing when he had demanded weekly reports about Anthony. Experience had taught them to use disciplinary actions to protect Anthony. They knew Cromwell would leave him alone if it looked as if he were on the brink of putting in his DOR.

“O’Connor and I have a gift for you since you’re going to Barren.” Ghost swept her flashlight’s beam over a pile of boxes that lay next to an automated forklift that had tipped over. Thick layers of soot told the tale of how long they’ve been there.

“Come on,” she said and nodded toward the pile.

Anthony followed her and watched as she opened a box the size of a cinder block. Surrounded by foam padding was a wrist terminal designed to be worn on the forearm. It looked lightweight and yet rugged. The station’s gold stylized eagle was engraved on its locking clasp.

Ghost smiled. “Do you know what this is?”

Anthony explained that what she held up was a QMD-86 wrist terminal. It was about sixty years ago people realized the software managing the device was a self-learning AI. The QMD-86 became an extremely powerful and versatile tool. It quickly wrote programming code to hack into, or control, anything it could access. For those reasons, only authorized Imperial officers, political officials, or highly essential citizens were entrusted with one.

“Correct,” Ghost said. “It's also referred to as a master key. AMP facilities used to teach people how to operate them. Technically, we can still issue them if we have any left.”

She continued to explain how having one would make Anthony's training more difficult. He’d be held to higher standards which meant a failing grade for him would be 98%. Cromwell would gladly allow the issuance of the device if it meant increasing Anthony’s chances of getting dropped.

“I know everything sounds extreme,” Ghost continued. “The upside is that if you graduate training with a master key, you’ll get to keep it. Do you still want one?”

“Yes ma’am,” Anthony replied without hesitation.

Ghost tossed him the box and then put her campaign cover back on. A sign that she was once again all business. “I’ll take care of the necessary paperwork, candidate,” Sergeant Instructor, Sergeant Walker said. “Get your master key set up and prepare for your trip down to Barren.”


Barren

 

The Crynar invaded Planet SFS-3781 two centuries ago. Those creatures had stripped the world of most of its resources. Colonization agencies abandoned their attempts to restore the planet to its former glory. The desolate world, nicknamed Barren, ironically provided the fertile grounds that produced some of the Empire’s greatest military officers.

Eagle Station, which orbited the planet, taught candidates how to follow orders. Barren was where they learned to become leaders while they received training in their chosen MOS (Military Occupational Specialty).

Phase 2 wasn’t as intense as Phase 1. Candidates had a little more autonomy. It was during that time Anthony got to learn more about his new life in the Empire.

The transition from life on Earth to the Empire was quite the cultural shock. There were technologies people took for granted that simply amazed him. The weapons and armor they were taught to use would only exist in sci-fi movies and video games on Earth.

The Empire’s medical technology was just as impressive. It helped extend average lifespans by a few centuries. Their version of a smartphone, called a nexcom, was a thin piece of smart material tough as a main battle tank. Nexcoms could be used for just about everything and were connected to a network called the nexus. The crown owned it and gladly protected free speech and freedom of the press.

Anthony felt like a neanderthal that woke up in the future. The other candidates, and instructors, eagerly helped him adjust. Mouse even established herself in the role of being his “big sister”. She enjoyed being Anthony’s mentor. Then again, Mouse looked after everyone that way, and people loved her for it. She was great at reading people and could see what they really wanted to do with their careers – especially Anthony.

“You should ask about joining the Legion Program,” Mouse said to him after their first battle simulation in one of Barren’s 45 holographic training domes. Each one had a radius of 400 meters and was just over a hundred meters in height.

“I’m not familiar with that program,” Anthony said in a weak tone – he felt ill for some reason. He assumed that it was due to the temperature change. They were leaving the dome via a tunnel that would help them transition from the arctic simulation to the desert conditions of Barren.

“I know you’ll love it,” Mouse replied joyfully. “Legion operators are able to control millions of drones simultaneously – a feat that gives most people a panic attack. You, on the other hand, smile under that kind of pressure.”

Mouse was correct as usual. When Anthony researched the HAL-84 Legion, he was in love at first sight. The ship’s sleek appearance was as impressive as its enormity. It combined technologies developed all over the Empire, and by its allies, to deploy three million drone units of various types.

“You have a long way to go before they’ll consider approaching you,” Sergeant Hashimoto said when Anthony asked about the program. “On that note, it’s a good thing you’re interested in a challenge. You’ve been ordered to attend STS.”

Barren’s Special Tactics School only taught one class every few cycles and was directed by Admiral Herbert. She was a strategist Anthony admired. STS was the crucible that molded candidates to be a better person, warrior, and leader.

Admiral Herbert, along with her hand-picked Marine sergeant instructors, had the candidates learn the tactics and techniques used by the Imperial Starfleet, Army, and Marine Corps. The curriculum was brutal, the standards were extreme, and her students loved every minute of it.

They were also taught how to use equipment such as heavy armor. To Anthony, it was like wearing a battle tank. The suits could be modified for heavy assault or command and control. 

Those who excelled in STS were given the opportunity to learn how to fly a utility craft called a Stingray. It closely resembled the sea creature. The craft was easy to fly in space or in an atmosphere. Anthony barely made it on the list of those who were eligible to learn how to fly it and use its various systems.

Humility was one of the most important lessons every candidate learned.

“It’s okay to pat yourself on the back and be happy with your good work,” Herbert told them. “Always remember this: Bullets in the chest – medics will do their best. If pride fills the head – you’re dead.”

The final test in STS was the most brutal one the candidates encountered in the course. A medical team injected the candidates with chemical compounds that simulated Crynar toxins. Then the candidates were dropped off in the middle of a wilderness. They had to find a way to survive by any means necessary while dealing with hallucinations, vomiting, dizziness, blurred vision, temporary blindness, and other nasty effects.

The team managed to find a communications terminal while foraging for what little resources that were still available on the desolate world. They were able to restore power to the device using the meager supplies they had. 

Anthony used his master key to control the terminal and hack the systems on cargo drones that regularly flew near their position. His vision was blurry, but he memorized enough procedures to know what instructions he was programming into the device.

Everyone hoped to get standard medical and food supplies. What they got instead was enough supplies to build and maintain a small fortification. The team purged their systems of the simulated Crynar toxins. They were about to head out until Mouse reminded everyone of their instructions. They had been ordered to survive by any means necessary. So, they set up the prefab base, and its defenses, in the middle of a wasteland. 
 

Their STS instructors paid them a little visit once they were done.

Admiral Herbert, a veteran of numerous battles, never seemed pleased about anything. Then again Anthony wouldn’t be full of
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