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O Lord my God, When I in awesome wonder,

Consider all the worlds Thy hands have made;

I see the stars, I hear the rolling thunder,

Thy power throughout the universe displayed

From the hymn “How Great Thou Art”
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Acts of War
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Chapter One
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Four-star, Admiral of the Fleet Tallie Talbot seemed to be idly looking at the command screen on the bridge of the Star-Guardian Mars. It showed that ship in the center, with two other Star-Guardians, the Mercury and Venus, above her. Two more, the Deimos and Phobos, were directly below.

The five-ship task force, designated Task Force 1, cruised in the classic “stacked” formation. This tactic of aligning the ships had proven time and again to their advantage, maximizing weapons deployment of all five ships while at the same time making it easy to synchronize their movements and to present the smallest possible target to enemy ships.

Although called Task Force 1, there was only one original Star-Guardian among them. The original Mercury and Mars had been lost in separate battles and replaced. The Deimos and Phobos were of the new “moon” class of Star-Guardians.

So only the Venus was of the older model, but so modified and refitted over the decades as to prove almost indistinguishable in her fighting ability.

Tallie looked away from the screen, catching a couple of members of the bridge crew watching her. She fought off the urge to smile. After all, she was a legend and expected curiosity about her, especially from newer members of the crew.

The thought of being a legend did make her smile.

“Admiral?”

She blinked and looked to see who had spoken, though she already knew from his voice. It was Commodore Jonathan Dyer, her chief of staff. At least after a year of having the rank, she finally had gotten used to responding to someone calling her admiral. Though it seemed particularly odd still, coming from him, as she had served under him on the old Ambassador.

“Yes?” she said, though she knew what he wanted already.

“It’s almost time for your call from Jerue and Manuel Lopez,” he said.

She nodded, “I know.” She looked again at the screen showing the ships’ formation, then at the plot screen showing their location in space. 

“Even halfway between Earth and Planet Midway we can’t escape these calls from civilians with some problem or another,” she said, but kept her voice lower so only he could hear. It wasn’t good for morale to have her crew hear their fleet commander complaining about anything, especially civilians.

She rose from her chair and followed Dyer through the nearest doorway and into her cabin. 

She sat behind her desk and he stood in front of her. “Well, this Jerue is hardly just any civilian,” he said, chuckling.

She looked up. “That’s true. And he now has Lopez on his side, and I do respect that man and his theories. What scares me is the wildest of his ideas seem to come true!”

Dyer laughed the laugh only someone who has known someone else for a long time is allowed. 

“Unfortunately!” he agreed.

She gestured for Dyer to sit down, and noticed his grimace as he bent his legs and settled in. She didn’t ask anymore how he was doing. He’d been grievously wounded in one of the battles on planet Sumer. He was a walking miracle, even if he did have more than one hitch in his get-a-long.

“Please remind me again, just the high points, before they call. I read everything last night but I want your take on this too in case I missed something important.”

“Of course. Well, Jerue is a very big deal. His shipping company services all the colonies, and most of our bases. He wasn’t much of anything but solar system bound until after the Amferian devils had been dealt with. But with this new “peace” he expanded into interstellar logistics. In particular he was first with the innovation of transporting entire “home” pods, complete living quarters for colonists to purchase, pack, and ride in, to their new homes on Alpha. If permitted he would expand to Sumer and Midway.”

She noticed Dyer wasn’t looking at any notes. “You must have already been familiar with this guy before this?”

Dyer shrugged. “I’ve been a fan of his, I guess. I’ve even looked into buying my own home pod someday.”

Her eyes widened. She’d never thought of Dyer retiring, but he was certainly of that age if not beyond. “Oh? Where would you put it?”

He laughed. “I don’t know, that’s the problem. I’ve seen too much out here just like you. If some new or old enemy would breach our automated defenses, I know Earth wouldn’t be any safer than Alpha or wherever. But still, it feels safer.”

She nodded in agreement.

“Nowhere is as safe as on a Star-Guardian, yet you and I both know they aren’t indestructible either!” She’d had her first command, the original Mars, shot out from under her.

“Anyway, these huge pod-ships can carry hundreds of thousands of civilians in their new homes at a time, and he says they are very vulnerable to attack. Not from any known enemy, but from traitors from our own planet,” Dyer said.

She shook her head, not in disagreement with his words, but at the thought of it. Terrorism had always been part of human history. But still, it was revolting and, to her, unfathomable.

She felt him staring at her and looked up from her reports. 

“What?”

“You seem surprised at the fact I’ve thought about retirement.”

She shrugged. “Well, you’ve never mentioned it. But, hey, if Admiral Halsey can retire, anyone can!”

“And she has a pod,” he said. 

“She does? I can’t imagine Sara Perci letting anyone put a pod on her land!”

“Oh, it’s very fixed up. What’s the word? Antiqued?”

Dyer looked at the time on the situation screen on the far wall of her cabin. “I still don’t understand what we are supposed to do for him? For them? We take our orders from Lunar Command. Anyway, they should be calling any minute now.”

She leaned forward. “Well, I am taking this call as a personal favor to Lopez. I have a feeling they met a brick wall at Lunar Command.”

“But...” Dyer started, only to be interrupted by the beep from the communications department.

“Admiral, the call you were expecting is incoming.”

“Put it on the main screen here,” she said.

Instantly the images of Jerue and Lopez appeared on the screen. They were sitting side by side in two very comfortable looking leather armchairs, looking at their own screen, and, at her and Dyer.

She squinted. Those chairs looked very familiar. They weren’t...?

“Admiral, hello!” Lopez said, his usually beaming face appearing. 

“Lopez, good to see you,” she said.

“May I present Jerue,” Lopez said.

“Nice to meet you Mr. Jerue,” she said, “This is Commodore Dyer, my chief of staff.

Dyer just nodded to them.

“Jerue,” Jerue said. “Just Jerue.”

She suppressed a chuckle. “I see.”

She had imagined him being French but couldn’t see it now. Looked more Irish to her.

“Thank you for taking our call,” Lopez started up again.

“What can I help you with that Lunar Command refused to do?” she said, getting to the point and hoping they would also.

“First, may I say your pictures and the videos I’ve seen do not do you justice,” Jerue said.

“What?” she said, then instantly realized he was flirting with her. It had been awhile, so she hadn’t picked up on it quicker.

“You are very beautiful,” Jerue said.

“Again, what can we help you with?” Dyer interjected, seeming perturbed, which wasn’t like him at all. She couldn’t help but glance over at him. Did he not like the disrespect he felt she was receiving, or was he jealous? This was something new to her about him.

Lopez put his hand up. “First, a brief background as to why I am even involved in this, if I may?”

“Of course,” she said.

“For hundreds, some would say thousands, of years, humans have been interfered with by aliens. Most we know of, some we probably still don’t. Most of this interaction has been benevolent, or at least neutral. But one species in particular has been at the least creating mischief.”

“Mischief! Ha! They are committing acts of war!” Jerue burst out.

Lopez reached over and patted Jerue’s arm, to calm him. Then he turned back to Tallie and Dyer.

“I am referring to the Greys,” he said, then sat back, waiting for their response.

She and Dyer just started at them.

“It’s well documented they have been abducting humans for a long time, some of the same ones over and over again!” Lopez said. “Now I believe they have, if not created a secret hybrid race which is undetectable except at the genetic level, at least programmed generations of humans to do their bidding when they choose.”

“This is all fascinating,” Dyer said. “And perhaps true. But well beyond our abilities to either prove or help you with.”

“And what exactly do you want help with?” Tallie added.

“I’ll tell you what,” Jerue said. “They intend to destroy one or more of my pod transports, in order to scare us and discourage further colonization of Alpha and the other planets.”

She instantly wondered how he could know this. And decided she didn’t want to know just as quickly.

“They are potentially an even bigger threat than the Amferians were,”  Lopez said.

Tallie wasn’t unprepared for this. She’d been doing some research herself.

“These ‘greys’ as you call them, and it is a very common term, have been reported less and less as our own technology and defenses, and abilities to detect intrusions into the solar system, have advanced.”

“This is true,” Lopez says. “At least we think so. But humans are vulnerable wherever they are, on other planets where the defenses have not always been so robust. And, especially, on civilian ships in deep space.”

For some reason Tallie, a student of history, immediately thought of the old War of 1812 on Earth. British ships taking crewmen forcibly off of American ships had led to war.

Acts of war, indeed, she thought.

“As to why we are calling you, Admiral Talbot,” Jerue said, leaning forward, now intense, all signs of flirtation gone, “you are sworn to protect Earth and all its inhabitants. Your commission, I believe, is to seek out any threat and deal with it.”

Tallie felt her face tinge red from anger.

Several things popped into her mind to say to him. She suppressed them instead, being an officer and a lady, not because he was rich and had powerful friends.

“Thank you for bringing this to our attention. Lopez, if you have any further background or specific cases please forward to Commodore Dyer. Now, we must sign off to attend to other matters.”

She cut the connection before they could even object or say goodbye.
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Chapter 2
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Franklin Cripes, Ambassador of Earth to Batkas, sat at his very fancy wooden desk and read the top-secret communication with amusement. Then, amusement turned to bewilderment. 

How could he ever even ask these questions of the Batkans?

Although it was top secret, it was a rare, hand-written note, meant to be personal.

“What have you there and why the troubled look?” a voice asked from behind him.

It was Bethany, niece to King Naboth, a high-ranking royal family member of Batkas, and his wife.

So, nothing was secret from her, and he would have sought her counseling anyway.

“Hello,” he said. “It’s a note from Admiral Talbot, a request, really.”

“Tallie?”

He smiled. “Yes, to you, Tallie.”

“Well, a chance to repay her in some small way, I hope?” she said.

Tallie Talbot had led the task force which rescued them, and the king, from the Amferians after the Batkan fleet had been wiped out and the king’s own ship left a drifting, shot-up hulk.

“Yes, perhaps,” he said, his troubled expression reappearing.

“May I see this note,” she asked.

“Of course.”

He watched her face closely as she read it. This would be the first indication of an answer to Talbot’s question. He saw no surprise, nor confusion.

“Well, her description of these aliens is not unfamiliar to me, or to Batkans in general,” she said. “Though we don’t call them ‘greys’ it seems an apt description of them.”

“So, they have been visiting here also?”

“Oh yes, for a long, long time,” she said.

“Interesting. You seem very, well, matter-of-fact about it...”

“How else would I be?”

Indeed? “Well, on Earth, and even now, many governments deny their existence even.”

“I see.”

Her expression was a question.

“I don’t know why.”

“Well, Tallie must have a reason for asking you to research Batkan history with these aliens.”

He nodded. “Yes, I’m sure. But she didn’t tell me, as you can see from reading the note yourself.”

She suddenly looked very worried. “I know you are thinking it is something serious.”

She was an empath, and somewhat of a mind reader as were many Batkans, especially the royal family lineage.

“Tallie commands a vast fleet. A fleet never equaled in human history. So, yes, for her to take the time and ask this question has me worried.”

He’d long ago stopped asking her to not read his mind and feelings. In truth, he found it very attractive about her. And it saved a lot of talking on his part!

Suddenly he had an inspiration. “Are there any Batkans who, well, specialize in studying these alien contacts?”

“Oh, yes. There is quite a large organization, actually.”

This would indeed be a shortcut to getting answers to Tallie’s questions. 

“Let’s arrange a meeting, shall we?”

“Of course,” she said, smiling. “I am glad to feel you getting back to your happy self!”
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Retired Admiral Claude Hooker was sitting in a very comfortable folding chair on the bank of his small lake.

“I’m glad you could get away. Fishing is much more fun when you have someone to take pictures of your catch!” he said.

“Ha! I was thinking the same thing, only vicey versey!” Retired Admiral Willowdean “Willie” Halsey said from her chair not more than ten feet down the bank.

Hooker laughed. “I have to admit, these new chairs you got us are a great improvement over that old log I used to sit on.”

She nodded in agreement.

They fished in silence awhile, as old friends can do while speaking volumes to each other just with their presence.

Halsey reeled in her bobber, looked at the empty hook where some bluegill had pilfered the worm meant for a big bass, and laid her rod and reel down on the ground next to her. Hooker saw her lean her head back, pull her big hat down, and prepare for at least a doze.

Alpha’s two suns were both up, though one was getting ready to set.

“Well did that Jerue guy leave yet?” she asked from under her hat.

“Ha! Should be gone by the time I get back!”

“Good.”

“Yes, very good. He’s insufferable.”

“Builds and sells a good product, though. My pod is very efficient and  weather-tight.”

“Sort of like a Star-Guardian,” he said, and they both laughed.

“I take it Tallie didn’t go for his and Lopez’s proposal?” she asked.

He shrugged, even though she had her eyes closed and couldn’t see it. “I don’t believe it even got to that stage in the conversation. She cut them off.”

“Ha, that’s my girl, I taught her well!”

“Yes, you did.”

Some would have thought it strange these two were friends. Halsey, much like the old American navy admiral of the same name, was the aggressive, go in all particle cannons blazing admiral. In truth, she was no relation to the old admiral at all, though she always let people think she was.

Hooker, on the other hand, was a more cautious planner during his career. And he’d even ended up commanding the Ambassador, a converted Star-Guardian meant for just what its name suggested: negotiate peace first if at all possible.

Yet, they were friends and had grown to respect each other. Hooker was married to Sara Perci, the genius who had invented more things than could be counted, including the gravity drive which had made the very fact they could live on Alpha a reality.

“Where is your old Russian general right now?” Hooker asked her.

She didn’t look out from under her hat. “I don’t know, honestly.”

General Arkady Ivanovich Yumashev commanded the Russian Spetsnaz troops attached to the fleet.

“Evidently still finding Amferian outposts to exterminate,” Hooker said.

“Evidently.”

Hooker wondered if all was well between Halsey and the general. They’d never actually gotten married, and he was away a lot.

He decided to let it drop.

The sound of a gravity-driven shuttle made them both look over the treetops just in time to see it disappear rapidly into the clouds and into orbit.

“There went Jerue,” Halsey said.

“Darn, I didn’t get to say goodbye,” Hooker said, and they both laughed.

“Now, let’s go and get a proper lunch and bother the fish again later, what do you say?”

She didn’t say anything, just stood up, and started walking down the path.

“Wait for me,” he said, winding in his line to see his bait had also disappeared without him knowing it. He laid his pole down and hurried after her.

They didn’t bother to take their stuff. No one would dare steal it.
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Captain Stoney Edwards watched the nine, classic saucer-shaped ships buzzing around his own ship. Even at many times the speed of light, they were dipping in and out, near and far, playing with them.

His pod-ship, the Behemoth, was only about a third of the way to planet Alpha from Earth. No fewer than 630,000 humans were occupying the pods he was responsible for. In truth, his wasn’t much of a ship, but a bridge made up of a compartment not much bigger than one of the pods, and the gravity drive at the other end. The pods were the body, bound together for the journey. It was like he was the locomotive and the pods were passenger cars on a train. Only stacked high and wide.

“Are the micro-probes getting all this?” he asked his pilot. 

“Yes, sir. All is recording.”

He’d gotten used to this harassment to some extent during his two years making this run. But these particular saucers seemed more menacing.

“Any fleet units nearby?” he asked.

“Actually, sir, there is a squadron of Star-Guardians on our same route, only about two days ahead of us,” the pilot said.

“I see.” He walked away from the control screen, trying to contain his anger. He couldn’t believe the way they were left out here, unprotected. Not that they never asked for escorts. They had, many times. In fact, every time.

And been denied every time by Lunar Command.

Stoney was a veteran of the Amferian
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