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  Useful Terms


1MC  – the main public address (PA) system of a starship, used to make announcements to all personnel on board. 

AI – Artificial Intelligence. Can be sentient (conscious) or non-sentient.

AU – Astronomical Unit, commonly used to specify distances inside a solar system; about 150,000,000 km. The Earth is 1 AU from the Sun. Saturn’s average distance from the sun is 9.6 AU.

Cheng – Naval terminology for the Chief Engineer on a starship.

Compensator – a device on a starship which reduces the effects of g-force on the inside of the ship, when the ship is under heavy acceleration (accel) or deceleration (decel).

Corvette – the smallest class of armed warship, or a similar civilian vessel.

Crazy Ivan – a sudden, 180 degree turn to put the strongest defensive part of the starship – the gravity wedge - to an enemy behind you.

FTL – faster than light.

G-force (or g) – the force of gravity. When standing on Earth, you experience 1g of weight. If you were experiencing 8g, you would weigh eight times as much.

Holo – holotank, a 3D display allowing the view of complex situations.

KPS – kilometers per second. Escape velocity to leave Earth is roughly 11.19 kps. To travel to the Moon in one minute, you’d need to average 6,407 kps. 

MEMSAI – Military-Grade Enhanced Matched Semi-Sentient Artificial Intelligence. A personal assistant and security device which has a limited ability to read projected thoughts and take action. It cannot read normal thoughts, only those intentionally projected.

QE Squirt – a transmission using Quantum Entanglement (QE) to send data instantaneously to a distant point. 

Rack – Naval term for a bed, usually a bunk bed.

Spook – Navy slang for those who work in Intelligence.

XO - Executive Officer, the second in command of a ship, responsible for the day-to-day operation of the ship, leaving the Captain to concentrate on overall strategy.






  
  Prologue


“What’s an emcee, Daddy?” Zoe asked, dangling her feet over the side of the tractor seat where her father had put her for safekeeping. 
Her father turned from repairing the tractor to smile at her. “That’s what we call the Machine Creatures who live in the Core of the galaxy, Zoe. Machine Creature…MC…emcee. I’m not sure how that got started, it’s an old word. At least six, seven hundred years old. But where did you hear that?”
“In school. In history class. Teacher was talking about the beginning of the Rim, back when the emcees first talked to us.”
“That was seven hundred years ago, Zoe. And it was just one emcee. It came out of the Core and talked to us for a while, then it left and went back to the Core. We’ve never seen an emcee since.”
“Why don’t we go to the Core and talk to them?”
“Because they don’t let us. Nobody can go in the Core. If you go in, you don’t come back. They don’t like visitors.”
“That’s mean of them. They should try to make friends.”
Zoe’s father stood and ruffled her hair, smiling. “Yes, they should, Zoe. They totally should.”
“Are they alive, Daddy? Like us?”
“Well, that’s a hard question. They certainly believe they are alive. They are sentient – conscious, I mean. They have emotions, feelings. They have personalities. At least, that’s what history tells us. But there are a lot of people who don’t believe they are alive. So - take your pick, I guess. But they own the center of the galaxy, so if I were there and they asked me, I would agree with them.”
Zoe smiled. “Me, too, Daddy. If I were there, I would agree with them too!”






  
  The Day It Rained Starships


Untutored courage is useless in the face of educated bullets - General George S. Patton 


Orion Spur – Perseus Transit
6,198 Lights from Earth
30 September 2884 


Cerulean was a planet named after its sky. A sky so blue, so vivid and brilliant, they said it surpassed Old Earth. On a cloudless day, it hurt to look at it, and yet you didn’t want to turn away. And today was that kind of cloudless day…a sky so blue it hurt to gaze up at it, but you did anyway.
Because behind that sky, Humans were dying by the thousands. And Daneki, and Karoli, and Bats, and Barouche. All the races of the Rim Empire, up behind that beautiful blue mirror of heaven, between Cerulean and its moon. Every few minutes, another brood of escape pods – or pieces of a starship – would come crashing down into the atmosphere, streaking to the surface in flaming contrails or flaring emergency retros, a gigantic sideshow of defeat and death.
Aboard the Rim Empire Navy flagship REN Victory, Admiral of the Fleet Granger Satra Nelson stared at the holo, disbelief in his eyes, as his fleet was pounded by the superior firepower of the enemy. They had been fighting a running battle with the powerful AI fleet known as the Perts for three days; ambush and retreat, ambush and retreat. They had made some good dents in the enemy line of battle; it would take the Perts many months to rebuild their strength. But in the end, the starships of the Perts were faster in three-space, carried more and bigger missiles, and now – after three days of battle - outnumbered the REN Third Fleet by a factor of two. It was no longer possible to oppose them with the remnant Granger had left.
Granger sighed, rubbed his hand across his face, then looked at his Flag Lieutenant, Samuel Vitusdotter.
“Order a general retreat, I think plan GR-4, Lieutenant. We’re licked. Let’s preserve as many ships as we can. Notify the Admiralty.”
The Daneki nodded glumly. “Aye, sir.” He turned to the Comm Officer and repeated the order. Turning back to Granger, he shook his head.
“We just can’t hold ‘em, Admiral. They’re too strong.”
Granger nodded. “We’ll re-group at Trifid Two and see what the Admiralty wants to do next.”
In the plot, the main line of Third Fleet battleships began to disengage, screened by the frigates and cruisers. Ponderously, they turned and began their run out to the mass limit, accelerating initially at maximum emergency thrust of 252g, 12g over the compensator limits, attempting to get a jump on the Pert fleet. Throughout the ships, sailors of all the species making up the Rim Empire were plastered to their seats, or lying on the floor, to keep their bones from breaking under the heavy accel. Behind them, the destroyers, frigates and cruisers of the rear guard expended the last of their munitions to hold the Perts at bay, most of them paying with their lives for the time they bought. 
After a dozen minutes, the Perts fell back. They had held the battlefield, but they had paid a stiff cost as well. Slowly the sentient AI starships turned away, moving to orbit around Cerulean, ready to send dropships down to the planet.
Granger watched grimly. Cerulean had a population of nearly two billion humans. There was no way to know what would happen to the people there; once the Perts took a planet, nothing was heard from it again. Granger wanted to pound his head against his console, but he held the impulse. He had to show some leadership, even in defeat. It would have served no purpose to throw away the rest of his ships in a vain attempt to save Cerulean; he could not prevent what would now happen.
Bowing his head, he prayed instead.
Kirsten’s Star – Planet Argos
Centrum City - Imperial Capital
2,265 Lights from Earth
4 December 2884
Demetrius “Duke” Deucalion had been a starship captain for many years. There wasn’t much that surprised him anymore. But receiving orders to report to the Imperial Palace caught him off guard. That was new.
Nevertheless, he promptly changed into his dress uniform, caught a dirtside shuttle from his frigate Athena and took a tube to the Palace station. He crossed the street to the well-guarded entrance and presented his orders and identification. An attendant escorted him into the Palace proper. Duke quickly lost track of the turns and twists as he was led deeper into the Palace. Finally, he was deposited into an anteroom.
After a space of ten minutes, the inner door opened, and a man stepped out. Duke recognized him; Fleet Admiral Genevieve Satra Arius, Chief of Naval Operations – one of his instructors at Academy, and later his Captain on his first Commander posting. They had known each other a long time. The Admiral gestured him inside. 
In the office, Duke saluted and stood at attention, but Genevieve just pointed to a chair. Duke sat down. The Admiral wasted no time.
“We’re in deep trouble, Duke,” said Genevieve. “We’re losing the war against the Perts. They can build ships faster than we can; we’re losing ground every battle. At the current rate, we’ll be defeated in eighteen months. Assuming we even survive that long.”
Duke was shocked to hear the Admiral say it so matter-of-factly. Even though a lot of people were thinking it. But to hear the CNO just spit it out like that - Duke didn’t know how to respond.
“I’m going to send you on a special mission, Duke. You probably won’t survive it. But on the other hand, if you stay with the battle fleet, you probably won’t survive that either. You might actually stay alive a bit longer on this jaunt, so look at it that way.”
Duke nodded, then added, “Aye, aye, sir. Anything I can do to help.”
“Good,” said the Admiral. “Here’s what I want you to do…”


Centrum City
Imperial Naval Academy


“Where did they come from, anyway?” asked Spencer Ross.
“The Core, of course,” sneered Angie Satra Constantine. “That’s where all Machine Creatures are from. Everybody knows that!”
Zoe Goodwin sat silently in the next row of the classroom, ignoring the conversation going on beside her. Zoe had learned long ago to avoid engagement with Angie. Angie hated her passionately, although Zoe wasn’t completely sure why, but it was clear. Angie never missed an opportunity to harass or humiliate Zoe. 
But Spencer – Zoe’s best friend – had no such discretion.
“If they came out of the Core, why are they attacking from the Perseus Transit, Angie?” he snorted. “I don’t think we know where they came from!”
Angie tossed her head and glared at Spencer. “You are such a dumbshit, Spencer. All emcees come out of the Core. Thank God you’re not in charge of Intelligence, or we’d all be in trouble!”
The door to the classroom slammed open, and Captain-Emeritus Gregori Satra Ivanovich entered, limping slightly, leaning on a cane. Angie, as senior cadet present, yelled “Tench-hut!” The class rose as one, popping to attention and holding it until Gregori distractedly waved them back to their seats. Zoe sat slowly, her butt still hurting from the four hours she spent on a guard flitter the night before as a punishment tour. 
Zoe had gotten crossways with Angie yesterday, by accident, bumping into her in the food line at the cafeteria. Angie had dropped her dessert and immediately slapped Zoe across the face. By reflex, before she could stop herself, Zoe had popped Angie in the stomach, doubling her over and causing her to drop her entire food tray. It didn’t matter that a dozen witnesses had seen Angie strike the first blow; Angie was nobility, a Satra. Striking nobility could be punishable by death in the real world; but here in the Imperial Naval Academy, even Angie was – temporarily – just another cadet. 
Of course, no one rose to Zoe’s defense. It would be career suicide for any of them to take her side of things. Zoe didn’t even bother to deliver her version of events; she just grimly accepted four hours on the “horse” – a contrivance consisting of a flitter with nothing but a small dashboard for sensor readouts, handlebars for control, and a rock-hard seat three centimeters wide. Four hours of patrolling the Academy perimeter, from 8 pm to midnight, left her butt bruised and painful.
Gregori turned to the class, looking out from under his bushy eyebrows at the assembled cadets, shaking his head. 
“Results of your Tactical exam are not good, people. What the bloody hell do you spend your time on? Vids and games? This is bullshit, people. Bullshit! Only three people got more than 80% correct on this simple Tac exam. The rest of you better hope that one of these three is at your Tac console when you go to fight the Perts, I tell you!”
Grumbling still, Gregori walked forward to stand between Zoe, Spencer and Angie. Still glaring at the rest of the class, he handed a bright yellow token to each of them – the visible symbol of the rest of the day off.
“These three may leave now. They understand Tactics! The rest of you – not so much. You stay. We work.”
Gregori turned back to his desk. Angie and Spencer wasted no time grabbing their tablets and streaking for the door. Zoe took a little longer, wanting to put some distance between herself and Angie if possible. But it was not to be. As she came out of the classroom, Angie was waiting, a sinister smile showing, as Spencer hovered in the background, a worried look on his face. 
“So – you cheated your way through another Tac exam, you yellow-eyed bitch!”
Zoe ignored her, kept walking. Angie fell in beside her, Spencer trailing along behind, afraid to get in the middle of this.
“You should be expelled! No common bitch like you could understand Tactics! How did you cheat?”
Zoe continued walking, head high, her teeth set. There were too many witnesses around for her to fight back.
“I’m going to file a complaint with the Headmaster! He’ll find out what you did!”
Spencer attempted to intervene, weakly.
“Angie, she doesn’t have to cheat. She’s smart!”
Angie turned on him, snarling. “Stay out of this, little man, or you’ll end up a grunt in the Marines!”
Zoe took the opportunity of Angie’s distraction to make a quick turn into the library. Angie turned back from Spencer but stopped, not wishing to enter the library. She avoided that place of study at all costs, preferring to get her knowledge from her expensive private tutors and specialized quick-learning AI systems. But she made one last parting shot at Zoe. 
“Someday, you common bitch, I’ll make Captain. And you’ll be my dog then. Lieutenant Dog Bitch. Remember I said that! Because that’s the day you’ll be dead!”
Spencer pressed himself up against the wall as Angie spun and departed, ignoring him. Then he turned and entered the library as well, finding Zoe standing silently in a corner. Her head was still high, but a tear slid down her cheek.
Awkwardly, Spencer tried to comfort her. He tentatively reached a hand to her shoulder, touched her gently.
“Ignore her, Zoe. Don’t pay any attention to her. She just wants to hurt you.”
Zoe tried to stand straight and tall, tried to tamp down the emotion, but the tears came no matter how hard she fought them.  
“Why does she hate me so?” she cried. “I never did anything to her. From the first day I came here, she has hated me. But why?”
Spencer patted her shoulder, uncertain. “I don’t know why, Zoe. I think people like her just need to hate somebody. You got lucky, I guess. You were the first person here she decided to hate.”
Spencer slowly pulled her down into a seat at the table. She bowed her head into her folded arms and sobbed quietly, until minute by minute she managed to get herself under control. Finally, she lifted her head, wiped her eyes, and looked bleary-eyed at Spencer.
“I didn’t cheat, you know. I don’t have to cheat.”
Spencer nodded. “I know, Zoe. I know.”
“What will I do if she becomes my Captain someday? She’ll kill me at her first opportunity.”
Spencer patted her back. “Don’t go there, Zoe. Maybe after we graduate next week, you’ll never see her again. Hope for the best!”
Zoe nodded. “God, I wish this were over. Just one more week until graduation. I swear, I don’t know if I can survive it!”
“You’ve survived four years, Zoe. You can survive another week.”


Argos Orbital - Fleet Repair Yard
11 December 2884


At Cerulean, Lieutenant Zeta Angelus’ frigate Nantong had been shot to hell. But the repair yards at Trifid Two were full of broken ships – and all of them shot to hell. Dozens of them. And dozens more clustered nearby, barely able to sustain orbit or life support. There was no room at the inn.
Since the Nantong was still capable of flight, it had been sent back to the Fleet Repair Yard at Argos, along with a few others able to make the journey.
Now, after a difficult flight of 58 days, the Nantong limped into the docks. Zeta had sustained a minor wound in her right leg and was still limping when she was called into her Captain’s office.
“Zeta!” he exclaimed. “How’s the leg?”
Zeta had snapped to attention in front of his desk, and Captain Bing had waved her to a chair. She now sat comfortably in front of him. She was a tall woman, with black hair, just a trace of curl in it. Some might have thought her too thin, but that was a matter of opinion. Captain Bing thought she was just right. Her skin had a distinct mid-shade to it, which in the modern Empire indicated an Earther origin. 
“It’s much better, sir,” she said. “Should be completely healed up in another week.”
“Good, because you’re going to need it. You’ve been re-assigned.”
“What?” exclaimed Zeta.
“To the Athena. For an undisclosed special mission.”
“The Athena,” repeated Zeta dumbly. “Duke Deucalion.”
“Yes, he asked for you personally,” said Captain Bing. “I guess you’ve served with him before?”
“Yes, sir, I was an Ensign on the Athena, and got my first promotion there to j.g.”
“Well, he wants you back. He needs an ATO, and you’re it. Are you OK with that?”
“Well, yes, sir, I’m fine with it. It’s a good ship and a good crew. But I’ll miss the Nantong.”
“I’m sure. And I have more bad news.”
“Yes, sir?”
Bing sighed. “Your survivor leave has been cancelled. You’re to report right away – tomorrow.”
Zeta looked frustrated.
“Did they say why, sir?”
“Special mission for the Admiralty, urgent, no time to waste. Sorry, that’s all I know.”
Captain Bing stood up and reached out a hand to Zeta.
“Good luck to you, Lieutenant Angelus,” he said. Zeta stood and shook his hand.
“Thank you, sir.”
Leaving the room, Zeta pondered. The Athena was, indeed, a good ship. And Deucalion had been a good Captain when she was onboard.
But he drinks like a fish, she thought. And the rumor is he’s gotten a lot worse in the last few years. He’s been brought back to his quarters a half-dozen times by the Shore Patrol, drunk and disorderly. Only his friendship with Admiral Genevieve has saved him from getting cashiered out of the Navy.
Zeta sighed. Orders were orders. She went to her small cabin and checked her tablet. She had to report to the Athena at 0900 hours tomorrow morning. That gave her one night to herself before she had to be on board. Might as well make the best of it, she thought. I’ll go see Mum and spend the night at home one last time before we launch out again.
Zeta started packing her things.


Centrum City - Imperial Naval Academy
11 December 2884


Mission Orders

Due to the war emergency, no leave will be granted after graduation. The following immediate assignments are made. All graduates will report to the Transportation office at 1000 hours today for transport to your duty station.  See Headmaster’s office if any questions.
Spencer read down the page eagerly, looking for his name. He found it toward the end, and grimaced.
“Crap! A frigate! What rotten luck!” he exclaimed.
“How about me?” asked Zoe. “Move over, turkey, so I can see!”
She scanned down the page, looking for her name – and new title. Ensign Zoe Goodwin was near the bottom of the second page, and she also grimaced. 
“Crap, I got a lousy frigate too! The Athena…”
Spencer peered at the spot where her finger had stopped.
“Hey, we’re on the same ship! At least that’s a bit of luck!”
Zoe went on down the list and found what she was looking for on the fifth page. Her face went white. “Oh, Creator help me,” she breathed.
Spencer leaned in and looked. “Oh, shit.”
Ensign Angelina Elizabeth Theodora Satra Constantine, Imperial Princess of the House of Satra, the ruling dynasty of the Rim Empire, was on the same ship.






  
  Acta Non Verba


The world will not be destroyed by those who do evil, but by those who watch them without doing anything. - Albert Einstein 


Centrum City
Imperial Palace
11 December 2884


Emperor Basil II Satra Constantine rolled off the slave girl, gasping for air like a fish out of water. Quickly, she slid off the bed, grabbed her clothes and scuttled out of the room. 
Of course slavery was technically illegal in the Empire - but the Emperor enforced the laws. Or chose not to...
Sometimes his “girls” tried to escape. But any who tried were always found dead within a few days by his brutal Captain of the Palace Guard, Romanos. Romanos invariably ascribed it to suicide. It was an amazing coincidence; especially the ones that killed themselves by multiple stabs with a dagger.
Basil lay quietly for several minutes, trying to catch his breath, until at last he rolled over, sat up, and sent a message via his MEMSAI.
<Romanos, that girl is a waste of time. Send her away, and get me another one>
<Yes, Sire>
Basil shook his head disgustedly and stood up. He walked to the bath, stepped into the pool and rinsed off, then stepped out and let another set of slave girls dry him and dress him. Finally, he waved them away, strode across his bedroom, out the door to his office just beyond, and sat at his ornate desk. Romanos stood by the door, cleaning his fingernails with a dagger.
Basil glared at his Guard Captain.
“What?”
“Sire, we’ve received another message from…”
Romanos looked around furtively, ensuring there were no ears to overhear.
“…from the contact.”
“And?”
“They agree to your terms, Sire.”
“Excellent,” said Basil. “Then we need to start laying the groundwork for the – ah – the departure.”
“All will be arranged, Sire.”
Basil nodded, satisfied.
“How long?”
Romanos shrugged. 
“They report it will take them at least one year to rebuild, possibly a bit more.”
“Good,” said Basil. “That gives us plenty of time to get everything in order.”
Romanos nodded. “Yes, Sire.”
Basil waved him away. With a bow, Romanos departed.
Basil was a tall, thin man, 65 years old - but he looked 75. He had led a notoriously dissipated life; and it had caught up to him. His narrow face and sunken eyes made him look a walking skeleton. On top of his bald head, he wore a skullcap, to keep it warm. His richly trimmed vermilion robes were pulled tight around his frail body. 
But his mental energy had not waned as much as his physical body. Basil was still a sharp tack. He had been Emperor of the Rim Empire since he was nineteen. Long enough to know every dirty, double-dealing trick in the book.
Now he sat, thinking, thrumming his fingers on the desk.
The Perts had finished off Third Fleet at Cerulean. The few remnants of that fleet had retreated to Trifid Two. But there were hardly enough Third Fleet survivors left to make up a Wing, much less a Fleet. 
And now the Perts were rebuilding and consolidating at Cerulean, preparing for a push farther into the Empire. And of course, their next target would be the Imperial Capital – Argos. 
But Romanos’ had just told him it would be at least a year, maybe more, before the Perts would be ready to start their final push for Argos and the Imperial Capital. 
And Basil had no intention of waiting patiently for the Perts to come to Argos, attack the planet, destroy the Home Fleet and take him and all he owned prisoner. Basil planned to be far away from Argos when the Perts came. 
It had taken great effort to make the initial contact. The Perts had no reason to talk to the biologicals. After all, the Perts were winning the war. But Romanos had managed it. Somehow, he and his secret police had found a channel that worked as a contact point to the Perts. After months of back-and-forth negotiation, Romanos had managed to strike a deal with the Perts to allow Basil, his family and his assets to flee Argos and make their way far out on the Rim – even beyond the RimRunner worlds.
There, Basil and Romanos would set up a new Empire, one that would be more than 10,000 lights from the Perts. The Perts had promised his new Empire would be safe for at least one hundred years - and that was all Basil cared about. 
And when Basil departed, he planned to take the Home Fleet with him. Every ship. 
True, that would leave the Rim Empire defenseless against the Pert attacks; but Basil was alright with that. 
After all, the damn Navy is going to lose the war anyway, he thought. And then the Fleet would be destroyed. So what was the harm? He’d take the entire Fleet out to the Rim and start a new Empire. Let the Perts have the billions of commoners on Argos and the other Rim Empire planets. They were just common idiots anyway, Basil thought. No great loss. We can breed new ones.
Basil grinned, thinking about it. After we get established in the Rim, I’ll send the Fleet back to kidnap a couple of thousand slaves from the RimRunners each year, until the Perts take them out too. That should be enough to kick start my new Empire.
But there was one complicating condition attached to the Perts’ agreement. The Perts did not know that Basil intended to take the Home Fleet with him when he left. The Perts still thought they would be fighting the Fleet to take Argos. So in exchange for allowing their escape, Basil and Romanos had to deliver to the Perts the Home Fleet’s plan for the defense of Argos. And the Navy was being very stuffy about giving him that information.
Basil fumed. It was so unnecessary. The Home Fleet would be gone by the time the Perts arrived. Yet the damn Perts insisted on having the defense plans for Argos, or they wouldn’t guarantee Basil’s escape.
Life is so unfair, thought Basil.
<Genevieve is waiting outside> spoke Basil’s MEMSAI.
Basil stopped thrumming. 
<Send him in>
The door opened, and Admiral Genevieve Satra Arius entered. Basil nodded at him as the Admiral came to attention in front of his desk.
“Relax, Genevieve, how many times do I have to tell you? Just sit down,” Basil sighed.
Genevieve nodded and sat. 
“How are the plans for the defense of Argos coming along?” Basil asked pointedly, not wasting any time.
“Slowly, Sire,” replied Genevieve. “We are greatly outnumbered and outranged. Their missiles are far better than ours, and their ships take incredible amounts of punishment. We know that as time goes by, they gain numerical advantage on us. They can manufacture ships faster than we can. So it’s a challenge. But we are working on it.”
“I need details, man! Details! How are you preparing for them?” 
Genevieve nodded.
“We’re building ships as fast as possible to replace those lost at Cerulean. We captured a couple of their dud missiles at Cerulean; our R&D teams are working around the clock to duplicate them. And we have our best tactical teams working in the Fleet simulator at the Navy Yard to come up with any tactical changes we can make to level the playing field.”
“And?” asked Basil. “Progress?”
Genevieve sighed. “Sire, we haven’t found any tactic yet that gives us a significant advantage over them. They are just too strong for us at the present time. Our only hope is to keep plugging away at the sims, trying to find advantage that we haven’t recognized yet.”
“Very well, Genevieve. Keep me informed. I have a vested interest in preserving the Empire, so I want to know the details of your final plan, once you have it put together.”
“I shall ensure that you do, Sire,” responded Genevieve. He stood and with a salute, departed the office.
Basil looked after him with disdain. He had no use for honest and moral men - and Genevieve fit both categories. 
I’ll be glad to leave that one behind, he thought. Give me a brute like Romanos any time – one I know I can control - because he knows the first day he crosses me will also be his last. Genevieve, on the other hand – he would do the right thing, the moral thing – and that might not be what I want him to do...
His frustration mounted as he thought of Genevieve. He wanted to throw his tablet at the floor, rip his holo projector into pieces, and shoot holes in the wall. But he restrained himself – the last time he did that, Ramonos came bursting into the office with a dozen Guards, thinking he was under attack.
<Tell my wife and daughter to join me in the breakfast room> Basil sent.
His MEMSAI replied. 
<It is done, Sire. Theodora and Irina are on their way.>


Centrum City – Navy Yard
Bachelor Officer’s Quarters
12 December 2884


Duke Deucalion was still half-drunk. He knew he shouldn’t be; his frigate, the Athena, was departing this afternoon on her new mission. But it had been a damn good party. And maybe his last. 
Duke sighed, rolled over and looked out the window at the bright light of the morning. Argos, the capital planet of the Empire, was – they said – remarkably like Earth. Duke didn’t know; he’d never been to Earth, and probably never would go there. 
Earth was an isolated enclave, a mishmash of little countries who fought among themselves constantly, a reservation for die-hard throwback civilizations who refused to embrace the Empire. The Empire had finally cut them loose several hundred years ago, left them behind to fight and kill and destroy themselves to their heart’s content while the rest of the species moved out to the stars. Eventually the Empire relented and let them come back, but by then there were less than a hundred million people left on Earth. Based on some of the destructive wars that Duke had heard about, he didn’t doubt it. 
Duke thought it strange that humans descended directly from that old planet were still called Earthers, even though they had never been there. He was not one of them, though. His ancestors came from Aeolis.
With a groan, he got out of bed. He staggered stiff-legged to the shower and stepped in, turned on the cold water, let out a curse as the spray hit him. Turning his face to the water, he let it sting, trying to sober himself up. After five minutes, he stepped out, toweled off and strode naked to his closet. Stopping in front of the mirror, he inspected his body.
“Thirty-five years old, 186 cm, 82 kilos,” he mused to himself. He slapped his stomach, then once again. “Still pretty good shape, for a Captain,” he said out loud. “I bet I could whip at least 95% of my crew if I had too – not counting the Marines, of course.”
Grabbing his clothes, he dressed slowly, his head hurting. Halfway through, he stopped and took an anti-hangover pill, washing it down with the left-over glass of whiskey on the nightstand. Then he finished dressing. Grabbing his go-bag, he looked around the room. 
He might never see this place again, he thought. If this mission went sideways, there wouldn’t be another trip to Argos. No more nights in this apartment. No more drunken parties at the Lost Rim Bar. No more strange girls in his bed when he woke up. No more memories of Sandra, his lost wife, to drive him back to the whiskey again. 
Thinking for a second, he reached back into his bag and pulled out the holo picture of Sandra that he had carried with him for three years now. He gazed at her face, a face he could never forget. Then he softly placed the holo down on the dresser and left it behind, closing the door quietly as he departed.


Argos Orbital - Frigate Athena


The boarding tube to the frigate Athena was crowded. As Zoe struggled with her seabag to get aboard, other crew members jostled her willy-nilly in the tube, ignoring her protests. Zoe finally got to the end of the tube where a bored petty officer with a tablet stood. She turned, saluted the battle flag painted on the bulkhead, turned back to the petty officer and stated the required question: “Permission to come aboard?”
The PO ignored her request. 
“Name?” he yawned, turning his head away only slightly.
“Zoe Goodwin,” she replied. “Ensign,” she added as an afterthought.
The PO looked at his tablet. “Deck 3, Corridor 2, Berth 8. Welcome aboard, mum.”
Nodding, Zoe entered the ship, looking at her tablet to guide her. Her MEMSAI showed an arrow on the face of the tablet, giving her directions. 
The frigate was not large; within a dozen minutes she was standing beside her berth, one of two in a small compartment, the last one in Corridor 2 before the mid-ship bulkhead.
The Athena was 180 meters in length, with a beam of 50 meters at her center. She was black, somewhat wedge-shaped, as were all REN warships. The wedge up front was used to generate a strong gravity gradient in battle, which helped deflect incoming missiles and railgun rounds. Moving backward from the wedge, she thickened out into a straight segment. This contained missile tubes and railguns, eight missiles and four railguns per side. From there, she ran straight all the way back. The engines in the rear were heavily recessed, to provide some protection from battle damage. From side view, one could see a slight curve to the ship, subtle but noticeable, almost like a hand held at arm’s length. 
Point defense weaponry covered the top and bottom of the ship, as well as six additional emplacements in the front and four additional emplacements in the rear, next to the engines.
The bridge was on Deck 3, buried in the middle of the ship, to provide maximum protection from battle damage. It was generally called the Command Deck by the crew.
Next to the bridge in the center of the Command Deck were two long corridors, one on each side. This was Officer Country, where the ship’s officers were quartered. A bulkhead separated Officer Country from CPO Country immediately behind it. And behind CPO Country were the Engineering spaces, containing the system engines and the tDrive.
Each corridor in Officer Country had six compartments. Corridor 1 contained the compartments for the Captain, the Chief Engineer or “Cheng”, the Tactical Officer, Logistics Officer, one Survey Officer and a shared compartment for two Ensigns. 
Corridor 2 contained the compartments for the Executive Officer or “XO”, the Assistant Chief Engineer, the Weapons Officer, Assistant Tactical Officer, another Survey Officer and the last compartment – Zoe’s – for two more Ensigns. 
Above the Command Deck were two more decks. Deck 1 was cargo storage, water tanks, other non-essential items that could be damaged in battle without serious consequences. Now, it was being re-stocked for a long voyage. 
Deck 2 contained Marine quarters in front and the hanger deck in back. In battle, if they were aboard, the Marines performed damage control functions. But there were no Marines onboard the Athena now. They had all been sent dirtside. This upcoming mission would not require their services.
In the hanger deck immediately behind Marine Country were an assault shuttle, a medium crew shuttle and the Captain’s gig – a small, ten person craft for short distance travel. The hanger deck also contained the normal personnel entrance to the ship when she was docked, which was where Zoe had entered.
Beneath the Command Deck were two more decks. Deck 4 was crew quarters, the crew galley, kitchens and food storage, and other crew support areas. 
Below that, Deck 5 contained more cargo, water tanks and supplies.
Sitting on her bunk for a minute, Zoe thought about the Captain, Demetrius Deucalion. She knew that, since Satra was not attached to his name, he was born illegitimate – the bastard child of an Imperial, not worthy to put Satra in his name - but still a member of the dynasty, and thus eligible to captain a starship. If you weren’t a Satra, you could not advance to Captain. It was required that you have at least some blood relationship to the dynasty.
Many of the senior officers of the Navy were such – the Satra dynasty had prolific breeders among its cadre, and they were careless where they scattered their seed. With Deucalion as his last name, he would be Aeolian – certainly not Rimrunner, for sure not an Earther. She supposed he would take Angie’s side on everything; after all, they were distantly related, although with the convoluted bloodlines of the Imperial house, it might be impossible to determine the actual relationship without a research computer. 
Opening her seabag, Zoe removed the ancient sword she carried with her everywhere. It was an acinaces – a short double-edged sword with a crescent shaped pommel. It was the traditional sword of the old Aeolian Empire, and before that of the Greeks and Persians. 
She pulled it from its black, well-oiled scabbard and checked it for rust. It was immaculate, as always. Taking a magnetic mount from her bag, she went to the wall of the cabin and found a place to hang it, out of the way but visible throughout the cabin. Putting it in place, she stepped back.
The sword had been passed down in her family for hundreds of years. Its origin was shrouded in mystery. It had been her mother’s, handed down from her grandmother and great-grandmother. Since her parent’s death, it was her most precious possession. Zoe knew she had some Aeolian ancestry, both because of the sword and because of the yellow flecks in her eyes. But the details were lost in the dim recesses of time.
Zoe felt a small vibration as the engines of the Athena came online. They were close to departure. Where, she didn’t know.  
There was no one else in the cabin. Zoe got down on one knee quickly, made the sign of the cross, and prayed, “Creator, don’t let Angie be in here with me, please!”
At that instant, the door opened, and a young Ensign struggled in, getting his seabag caught on the lip of the hatch before he wrestled it free and dropped it with a huge thump onto the floor. Breathing hard, he stared at Zoe for a second, then stuck out his hand.
“Hi! I’m Raku! Guess we’ll be sharing a compartment!”
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