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Prologue


[image: ]


No bigger than an Earthly soccer ball, the little smart mine had been dormant for over a year. It and hundreds like it had been spread in the space lanes between star system Midway and the enemy’s home planet, Amfero.

The faint gravity of Midway system let it hitch a ride along its journey through the Milky Way, with periodic adjustments to ensure it held it relative position between Midway and the enemy.

Now, the smart mine was waking up. Some of the trillions of micro-probes also broadcast even further out were detecting a large ship approaching. The signal showed a dark, cylinder-shaped vessel moving at several times the speed of light.

Calculations were made, and the little Smart Mine began to propel itself toward an interception. Twelve more Smart Mines in the vicinity also were awakened automatically, as backup. But it would be up to this one little mine to stop the enemy first.

Hours, then a day, then two passed, and the big enemy ship was nearly at the collision point. It was a big ship, but no match for the nuclear armed Smart Mine.

Humans watched and counted down until it was time for the detonation. Would the enemy ship detect the Smart Mine? Or would it just think it was a tiny floating piece of some long-dead asteroid?

Soon enough, the Smart Mine detonated, and when the flash cleared and other micro-probes moved into the area to replace those destroyed by the explosion, there was no longer an enemy ship to be detected.

The humans at Midway and Point Luck and Lunar Command congratulated themselves. They were sure the enemy was bringing nuclear missiles of their own to destroy planet Midway, to avenge the defeat of their fleet there nearly two years earlier.

The other Smart Mines went back to sleep, and the micro-probes back to watching for other incursions.

But nearly sixty-five light years to the galactic north and west, another enemy ship was approaching planet Coral. A thriving Batkan colony lived there, but the Batkans had declined to let the humans place any mines or even micro probes in their space.

This enemy ship launched not a missile, but a small life capsule and occupant captured during the battle that had taken place there, again, almost two years earlier.

Now it waited, ready to launch its deadly missiles toward the planet.



Part One – Planet Coral – HR5353
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Chapter 1


[image: ]


Franklin Lamar Cripes, former First Officer of the destroyed Star-Guardian Mercury, was jolted out of his drugged stupor when the huge Batkan warship latched on to his Life Capsule.

He immediately began to transmit to the ship which was rudely jerking him awake.

“This is Franklin Cripes of the Earth Star-Guardian Mercury,” he began transmitting in his raspy voice. He’d had little reason to speak for the last two years, while a captive of the devils. He was somewhat surprised he even remembered how to now.

No answer came, and he kept repeating it. He reached for his belt and activated his life aura, which to his further surprise still worked. The way they were handling his little capsule, he wasn’t sure it wouldn’t be breached before he was safely inside their ship.

He couldn’t call home, the transmitter on his little ship being too weak and not having real time communications capability. This had been a wise precaution, as this technology didn’t seem to be in the devils’ possession. It was an advantage the humans and Restans didn’t want to lose.

Soon his capsule was aboard the Batkan ship, and he opened the hatch. Armed, muscular guards peered in at him. What a sight I must be, he suddenly realized. He turned off the life aura, reached out a hand, and they helped him out. He tried to stand but couldn’t. He looked down, a thought occurring to him, but saw he still had legs. They were just very weak. His whole body was very weak.

His translator was in his ear, and he could understand them as they discussed what to do with him. Trouble was, they didn’t seem to be able to understand him at all.

“Let’s get him to a hospital,” one of the big men said, scanning him up and down, a frown on his broad face.  “He’s too far gone for our facilities.”

Cripes couldn’t help but be in awe, even in his weakened state, of the size and shape of these men. They were Neanderthals, after all. Taken from Earth and placed to flourish on the planet they called Batkas, their blood line was still pure. He was now one of the few humans to meet them in person.

“He was of their ship which was destroyed in battle,” another Batkan was saying. “We should arrange for him to contact his human base.”

The others agreed, and he was taken to another room and sat down before a large video screen. His communicator began buzzing, and he grabbed it, again surprised not only that it still worked, but that he still had it. Obviously, it was synching with the big ship’s communications system.

Soon he would be calling home. Talking with other humans again. He shivered involuntarily as some of the memories of his captivity began coming back. A nearby Batkan woman gently wrapped a blanket around him. The other males glared at her for getting so close to him.

Vaguely, he remembered some briefing about that.
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[image: ]


The Ambassador hung in orbit around planet Sumer. Commander Scott Loftis and Captain Tiffany Baker of fleet intelligence, along with their staff, were just wrapping up another long day in the huge consultation room.

When humans had captured the planet from the devils, they had uncovered a treasure trove of their equipment. The Ambassador, now refitted, armed and almost as deadly as the new Star-Guardians, made the perfect base for analyzing this intelligence windfall. It was still dangerous on Sumer itself, despite the influx of occupying troops. Bands of the enemy still roved over the planet, sniping and sabotaging whenever they could.

It was getting better, as the Russian Spetsnaz hunted them down. But it was still safer in orbit, at least so far.

Baker sat back and stretched her arms over her head. Her staff watched her, hoping this signaled the end of this session. She looked around at them, recognized their hopeful looks, but before she could confirm it, her communicator beeped.

She picked it up and looked at it. Then she rubbed her eyes and looked again. A few touches and what she was seeing was displayed on the big screen in the consultation room where they were working.

“Look at this!” she demanded, and of course they all did.

“What have you got there?” Loftis said, his own sleepy eyes suddenly widening into wakefulness.

“Where is this signal coming from?” she asked, and her techs busily began tracing it. 

“From near planet Coral, it seems to be coming from a Batkan ship,” one of them said.

They all stared at the wild-looking man on the screen. Despite his hairiness and full beard, he was obviously human, not Neanderthal. She saw a patch on his uniform.

“Zoom in on that!” she said, standing and pointing at the patch. The patch grew bigger, and they could all clearly see the words “Mercury” and “Cripes.”

“Holy hell!” Loftis said. “I thought they were all dead!”

“Evidently not!” Baker said. Now they could see Cripes, or whoever was wearing his uniform, was talking, only they couldn’t hear him.

“Clean up this signal!” Loftis shouted, now standing himself and walking toward the big screen.

Soon a croaky voice began coming through, though sporadically. 

“Why is he calling us and not Lunar Command?” someone asked.

“Because we are on the Ambassador, and his last communication must have been with this ship,” Loftis said, impatiently.

“If he was a captive of the devils and somehow escaped,” another voice chimed in, “his mind is a treasure trove of information about them!”

Baker felt irritated by the comment, but had to agree. “How the hell do we get him here, though? Or to Lunar Command?” She realized again she’d been cussing a lot lately, no doubt from hanging around Admiral Halsey so much.

The static stopped, and Cripes’ voice came through. “Who am I seeing and talking to?”

“My apologies, First Officer,” Loftis said in his southern drawl. “I am Commander Loftis, Fleet Intelligence, and this is Captain Baker, and our staff,” he said, indicating his arm around the room.

“Where is Admiral Hooker? Sara Perci?”

“They are not here, but we are on the Ambassador, which is why you called us I presume,” Loftis said.

Baker was immediately struck by the fact he didn’t ask about his ship or crewmates. Evidently, he knew their fate already.

“So, the Ambassador wasn’t destroyed?” Cripes said, his voice choking with emotion. “And our fleet?”

“Oh, hell no!” Baker said. “We whipped some alien ass at your battle and later at Midway. We might not be winning, but we sure as hell aren’t losing!”

Cripes nodded, smiling. It was evident the devils had not supplied him with any toothbrush or toothpaste during his captivity. “They told me they had destroyed all of our fleet and were about to attack and destroy our planet itself...”

“Did you tell them where Earth is?” Loftis asked.

Cripes ignored the question.

“They don’t understand me here,” he was saying. “I have to warn them! The Amferians sent me with a message.”

Baker involuntarily stepped even closer to the huge wall screen. She was so close she had to look back and forth to see both his eyes.

“What is it?” she said, trying to control her voice.

“Do they want to sue for peace?” someone behind her said, somewhat sarcastically. Baker turned and shot him a dirty look and he cowered lower in his seat.

“Simply this,” Cripes said. “They are going to destroy us all.”

This was hardly news, but still a chill went down Baker’s spine.

Now a commotion was breaking out on the ship Cripes was on. He was yelling at someone off the screen, crying, begging. The signal became jumbled, and they couldn’t understand it suddenly.

Then the signal was gone.

“What the hell was he saying!” Loftis demanded, turning from the blank screen to his staff.

Several minutes went by, and finally the audio came through, the last things Cripes said before being cut off.

“No! We can’t go to the planet!” he was yelling at his hosts. “It is going to be destroyed! You must not leave your station, you must intercept those missiles when they are launched!” This was followed by sobbing and whimpering.

They all sat stunned and listened to it three more times.

“Better get this to Lunar Command, and on to the Batkans now!” Loftis shouted.
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Admiral Willowdean “Willie” Halsey and General Arkady Ivanovich Yumashev were having a quiet dinner in her quarters at Lunar Command. Their shared experiences on planet Sumer had made them great friends, though she felt a little disappointed that more hadn’t come of it, at least in the romance department.

So, she’d invited him for dinner before he left for home in Russia on a much-deserved leave, not to mention a hero’s welcome when he got there.

“Willie, this is excellent borscht!” he said, helping himself to some more from the giant serving dish on the table. He looked at her plate, which was still not empty.

“I heard you were a great cook,” he said, smiling at her. She smiled back. 

“Actually, I am, but I can’t take credit for this. I had the chef in the officers’ mess make it. I wanted to cook it myself, but they wouldn’t let me use their kitchen.”

He looked up from his plate. “What! I thought you were a big shot!”

She laughed, as she always did when he used American slang in his Russian accent. 

“Oh, I am, but not here!” 

He nodded. “I know what you mean, you can’t walk around a corner and not run into some other general, or in your case, admiral!”

“Dah!” she said.

She watched him take another bite. “Is it really that good?”

“I haven’t had this for many months,” he said.

“So, it’s definitely the best you had in months?”

“Yes, until I get home and my mother makes my welcome dinner.”

“Your mother?” She tried to recover, hide her surprise. Yumashev was hardly a young man.

“Dah! She is nearly ninety years old now, but still insists on cooking!”

“Wow! My parents have been gone a long time now.”

“I am sorry, Willie. Yes, I am lucky to still have her.”

She chuckled. “Just wait until you tell her the big news!”

He blinked at her. “Which one? There are so many!”

“About the Sumerians naming their capital city after you.”

He laughed and waved his spoon. “Dah, but I will tell her it was named after her! She will love that!” His face turned serious. “But why did they do it?”

“You are the conquering god from the stars, their savior. Lopez says they historically named their cities after gods from the stars.”

He nodded. “If only I were a god.”

“Yes, me too, a goddess of course, it would help against these devils.”

He laid his spoon down, wiped his face carefully with his napkin.

“Any news from the Batkans?”

She shook her head. “No, Sara has contacted Queen Neco, but she would not confirm any attack on planet Coral.”

“What is wrong with them? They refuse to have diplomatic relations with us, or even communications from our fleet to theirs. So, it’s true they only allow us to talk to their queen or king?”

“Yes. It’s deeply rooted in their religion. They are to never interact with other humans, or, other types of humans. To do so is to doom their race.”

He shook his head. “Yet, without us, they may be doomed anyway.”

She nodded. “Something about their genes. That was the whole theory about why they went extinct on Earth. At least before we knew what really happened to them!”

“But what of this First Officer Cripes? Surely, they will send him back to us, or allow us to come and get him?”

“Last we heard the ship which found him was heading to planet Coral. You’ve seen the recording, he was warning them not to take him there, to not leave their station.”

She put her own napkin on the table. Leaning forward, she said sternly, “He would be a great asset, not to mention just getting a survivor back, but the things he’s seen and heard! He could be the key to a break through to communicating with the devils.”

He nodded now. “Dah, but also he would be an asset to the Batkans.”

She leaned back in her chair, raising her hands palms up. “Exactly!” She stared at him minute, thinking, decided that of course she could trust him.

“I’ve proposed a mission to Batkan space, to assess the damage, if any, to their planet Coral, and even better to locate and bring home our man.”

“A bold but necessary move!” he said.

She shook her head. “But the politics of the entire thing is holding us back. We don’t want to offend them! If they won’t act like an ally, I say, who cares? I appreciated their fleet showing up at Midway, according to their king they turned the tide. Hah! We had the situation well in hand. But, the way I see it, they have information about our mortal enemy, crucial information, and they damn well better give it to us! Or we have an obligation to ourselves and the Restans to go and find out for our own good!”

He just nodded at her.

“But please, don’t mention this to the press. If we go, it must be kept top secret.”

“Of course, Willie.”

They both grew quiet, and she began picking at her food. His appetite seemed to have been satisfied, also.

“I don’t know when I will see you again,” Halsey said, looking up at him.

He stared back. “I will be back! Our campaign taught us much. We have a lot of planning to do, the generals of our nations. I will come back with an army to invade the devils’ home world itself.”

She nodded. She didn’t want to tell him it would never come to that, that the fleet would just stand off and pulverize it when the time came and the new Star-Guardians being built were ready to join them.

He reached out his hand, took hers, cupped his other over it.

“I will need a ride to get there,” he said. “Will you take us?”

She felt her face blushing. “Of course!”
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