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REPUBLIC OF CORONA:

Tyler Gaviglio -President of the Republic

Tom Larson, Chief of Corona’s System Defense Force

Angelo Juliani – Director of Off-World Intelligence

Robert Laport, Sec of Commerce

Elona Delacor- Officer, formerly Commonwealth Navy

Judith Martell - Officer, formerly Commonwealth Navy

Marcus Terranova - Officer, formerly Commonwealth Navy

Trev Xavier - Officer, formerly Commonwealth Navy
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Jeffrey Axford – Major, CO of 101st SDF battalion
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Pierre Arronax – Chancellor of Earth

Victor Trebuchet -Senior Admiral, Commonwealth Navy

Tori Khegan – Admiral, Commonwealth Navy

Sanchez – Commonwealth Navy Commander

Max Trumbull – Lieutenant, Reserve Flt Base pilot

Anatoli Sukhov - CO, Commonwealth Navy frigate Savo Island

Others:

Contessa Sario Brandenburg – CEO of Red Shift Inter Stellar
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ASTROCOMP – COMPUTER programmed to use astrogational data

CO – Commanding Officer

CIC – Combat Information Center

CSF – Corona Space Force

ECM – Electronic Counter-measures

EG-drive – Electro-Gravitic drive

HO – Helm Officer

L-drive – Longitudinal drive

Sub-light zone – Volume of space around a star or planet where space-time continuum is too stressed to allow faster than light travel.

Uber-space – When an L-drive makes a ship go faster than light, the ship is said to be travelling in uber-space.

SDF – System Defense Force

SL – Squadron Leader

TacComp – Computer programmed to use tactical data.

TO – Tactical Officer

XO – Executive Officer
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MARCUS TERRANOVA ARRIVED at the President’s Executive Mansion still wondering why the head of the Corona Republic wanted to see him. As far as he knew, he hadn’t done anything wrong, nor had he done anything so noteworthy that his home planet’s Chief Executive would want to acknowledge it. What was equally strange was the request to come in civilian clothes, not his Commonwealth Navy uniform.

The limo pulled up to the underground entrance, and Terranova got out to find himself facing two armed guards. One of them seemed to scan him with some kind of device before nodding.

“Welcome to the Executive Mansion, Commander Terranova. Sergeant McAvoy will show you to the conference room.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant.”

Terranova soon found himself in a large, ornately-decorated conference room where there were two other people—also dressed in civilian clothes—who he recognized as fellow Commonwealth Navy officers.

“Good to you see you again, Commander Delacor. You too, Lieutenant Martell,” said Terranova. He sat down beside them. “Any idea what this is all about?”

They both shook their heads. “We were hoping you could tell us,” said Delacor. Before Terranova could respond, Planetary President Gaviglio entered the room. Out of reflex, Terranova started to stand up, but Gaviglio waved him back down.

“No need to stand. This is not an official occasion, so let’s dispense with the usual rituals. In case any of you don’t recognize me, I’m Tyler Ryan Gaviglio, President of the Republic of Corona.” Gaviglio stood behind the chair that was on the opposite side of the table from the three officers. “You’re wondering why my staff asked you to come here and why you were asked to wear civilian clothes. I’ll answer that last part first. This meeting is meant to be both unofficial and confidential. You’ll understand why by the time it’s over. I wanted your arrivals to be as low key as possible, and wearing your uniforms would have made that more difficult. As to why you’re here, that’ll take a little longer to explain, and I ask for your indulgence. I’m going to give you some historical background information that you probably already know, but I think it’s important that we all understand how we got to the present situation. Lights.” 

The room darkened but not totally. A holographic image appeared over the center of the table. Terranova recognized it as a star map centered on the Solar system.

“Humankind’s expansion into space started with the colonization of this planet. We’re therefore the oldest and largest colony in terms of population and economic wealth.” The Tau Ceti star in the hologram turned green, and a light blue oval expanded to include Tau Ceti and Sol.

“As more and more colonies were established in other star systems, it became obvious that some kind of interstellar body was needed to enforce regulations deemed necessary for the common good, such things as restrictions on transportation of dangerous substances and organisms, protection against acts of violence and piracy, etc. The Commonwealth was born.”

The blue oval was now expanding in three dimensions to include each new colony in the order it had been established.

“Over the next century or so, the Commonwealth grew, and the exodus of population from Earth eased the pressures on that planet’s biosphere. This planet’s population grew to over five hundred million, and Corona now has an average standard of living that is higher than that on Earth. But somewhere around two decades ago, the overall upward trend stalled. Total Commonwealth economic output started to decline, and the reason was the growing ecological decline of Earth. She could no longer generate enough new wealth and tax revenues to pay for her own needs. Earth became a drain on the Commonwealth, and taxes, which up to that point had been light, started to increase. All of you know what comes next.

“Population migration from Earth declined to almost nothing because almost all of the people who had skills that colonies would want had already left. As things got worse on Earth, the financial burden on the rest became intolerable for some planets, and they left the Commonwealth.

The blue area now started to shrink, first by one star at a time, then by groups of stars.

“When colonies started leaving in groups, it became clear to me that the Commonwealth was doomed. This map shows where things stand as I’m speaking to you.

The blue area now contained a fraction of all colonized systems, with most of the rest belonging to new multi-planet political entities that were shown in various colors.

“The Commonwealth Grand Council is dominated by Earth because, even now, Earth has more population than all other colonized planets added together. That means that the CGC will continue to vote for higher taxes on the remaining colonies, including Corona. Our current tax burden is so high that our economic growth is down to little more than one percent this year. Next year we’ll be lucky to have any growth at all. The situation is intolerable and unsustainable. Something has to change, and any change that is good for us here on Corona will end up being bad for Earth. Therefore, Earth will not allow the CGC to reform itself. The only solution is to send the CGC to the dustbin of history and replace it with something else that does not include Earth.” He paused long enough to sit down in the chair.

“I’ve been in contact with the heads of other colonies. We’ve reached an agreement in principle to leave the Commonwealth and replace it with what we’re tentatively calling the Confederation of System States. We’re not ready to announce it just yet, though, and the reason why is the Commonwealth Navy. Just like the Grand Council is dominated by Earth, the vast majority of Navy officers come from Earth, and they can be expected to act in support of their mother planet when the CGC collapses. You three are among the last thirteen officers from Corona who are still active in the Navy. As I’m sure you’re aware, most of your compatriots were discharged when the Navy decommissioned half the fleet due to budget cuts. The Personnel Department of the Navy, which is controlled by officers from Earth, made sure that ninety-eight percent of the discharged officers resulting from the cutbacks were from colony planets. Now perhaps they were only looking out for the financial welfare of their fellow Earth officers, but perhaps they were also thinking that minimizing colonial officers within the Fleet would help keep the Fleet under Earth’s control if the CGC broke up.

“This is why you were asked to come here. I wanted to speak with you in order to warn you about what’s coming. When the new Confederacy is announced, Earth might panic and attempt to use the Fleet to crush that new entity. I’m not asking you to produce miracles, but if an opportunity presents itself for you to take control of your ship and bring it here, I hope you’ll take it. The Confederate Navy will gladly take on anyone who wants to join it and will allow those who support Earth to return there. And just so you know, Corona’s System Defense Force is growing rapidly, so don’t worry about not being able to carry on as space-faring officers. When the CGC Navy is disbanded, we’ll find a place for each of you in the SDF or the new Confederate Navy if that’s what you want. And if you can’t take control of your ship, then at least take care of yourselves, and try to come back to Corona as soon as you can. That may not remain as easy as it is now; the break may be violent and chaotic.  I’ll take questions now if there are any.”

When it was obvious that neither Delacor nor Martell were in any hurry to ask a question, Terranova spoke up. “Yes, I have a question. If Earth takes direct control of the Fleet and tries to kill the Confederacy, what chance will Corona have to resist?”

Gaviglio took his time answering. “I can’t tell you that we’d have a good chance of defeating whatever ships Earth sent against us. Obviously, it depends on how many they send. As I said, our SDF is growing quickly. Our aerospace companies are as capable, if not more so, than what Earth still has. Keep in mind that a lot of the best engineers, technicians and scientists have left Earth. Quite a few of them came here. We already have long range plans that would impress you if I told you about them, which I won’t for security reasons. Right now, the ships that Corona is building are not FTL capable, but that won’t always be the case. From a purely technical point of view, we’ll be able to build FTL ships sooner than you might think. Whether Earth lets us build the necessary infrastructure to do that is another question. Depending on when the break happens, how chaotic it is, and how aggressive Earth is in her response, our chances would range from poor to fair. That’s about the best answer I can give you at this point, Commander.” Gaviglio turned to look at Delacor and Martell. “Questions?” They both said no.

“Very well then. This meeting is over, and you’re free to go.” Gaviglio got up and left the room quickly. Terranova remained seated, and so did Delacor. Martell got up, nodded to the other two and left.

“So, what do you think, Marcus?” 

“Well, I suspected something was up when only colonial officers were being discharged, and Solarian officers were being re-assigned to other ships, but I had no idea it was this bad.”

Delacor sighed. “I’m wondering if I should just resign from the Navy now and sign up with the SDF. Frankly, I don’t see how I could take over a ship that has a dozen other officers who will try to stop me. Do you?”

Terranova pondered that for a few seconds before answering. “The only way that might work is if you find yourself alone on the Bridge, then use the security system to seal the Bridge off from the rest of the ship and hope they don’t find a way to override Bridge controls. But that’s a hell of a long shot.”

“No kidding. So, why not resign now?”

“Because if Gaviglio figured that was the best thing to do, he would have said so. He didn’t, and I have to assume that he thinks staying where we are is the best option right now. I know that’s not much of a reason, but it’s all I’ve got.”

“Ha. You’re right. It isn’t much of a reason.” She got up and walked to the door. “Good luck, Marcus.”

As she turned the corner at the end of the corridor, she saw the young woman who had escorted her to the conference room standing to one side.

“Would you please follow me, Commander?”

“Certainly, but I would like to know where we’re going.”

“I’m not at liberty to answer that question,” said the young woman as she started walking down a side corridor. Delacor mentally shrugged and followed. After passing through a confusing maze of corridors, they arrived at a door. The young woman knocked on it and Delacor heard a familiar voice telling them to come in. When she entered, she saw President Gaviglio and another man standing next to an impressive desk. The rest of the room was equally grand in it’s decoration. Delacor had a hunch that she was in Gaviglio’s private office. She heard the door close behind her.

“Sorry for the cloak and dagger, Commander, but I needed to talk with you in private without the other officers knowing about it. This is Director Juliani. He’s the head of my Intelligence section for off-world matters. Have a seat, Commander.”

Delacor went over to the comfortable-looking chair that was situated next to an ornate coffee table. Before she could say anything, Gaviglio continued.

“I see from your service record that you spent approximately three months on a temporary assignment to the Reserve Fleet Base orbiting Triton to assist in the mothballing of four frigates.”

“Yes, that’s right,” she said.

“Then you are the ideal person for a special mission that could make the difference between a free and independent Corona and a subservient Corona under Earth’s thumb. We’d like to ask you to voluntarily request a transfer to the Reserve Fleet. If that transfer is granted, you’ll be tasked with learning all you can about their security protocols and systems. You would be sending your reports, covertly of course, to Director Juliani, and you would receive instructions from him as well. What you’ll be looking out for are ways to enable a covert force to hijack at least one and hopefully a lot more decommissioned ships. This mission clearly has serious risk attached to it. If you’re caught, a court-martial might be the least of your worries depending on what the political situation is at the time. I can’t order you to do this, but I am asking you to do it. If you need time to think it over, you can take it. What’s your reaction right now?”

Delacor thought fast. As a Lieutenant Commander, she was the third highest ranking officer on board her ship. If the Navy were growing instead of shrinking, she could reasonably expect to be given an Executive Officer’s slot in another five years or so, and then promotion to full Commander with a ship of her own seven to ten years after that. With so many Corona-born officers already discharged from the Navy and now part of the planet’s System Defense Force, it seemed likely that she’d be facing stiff competition for command slots if Corona survived the breakup of the Commonwealth as an independent star nation. If she really was the perfect choice for this mission, then she should try to leverage that advantage.

“I’d like to ask a question first.” Gaviglio gestured for her to continue. “Let’s assume that I take on this mission and that it’s ultimately successful in at least one mothballed ship being hijacked. What could I expect to get from the Confederation Navy in recognition of the risk I took?”

Gaviglio smiled as he looked over at Juliani, who was also smiling.

“What would you like to get, Commander?” asked Gaviglio.

“Command of an FTL ship.”

“That’s asking a lot for someone who’s only been a Lieutenant Commander for less than a year,” said Juliani.

Delacor kept her eyes on Gaviglio. It didn’t matter what Juliani thought, only what his boss thought. Gaviglio took his time responding.

“I’m trying to decide if I resent the attempt to blackmail me into giving you what you want or if I’m impressed with your take-no-prisoners attitude. Have you considered this though? Your lack of senior officer experience could very well undermine your performance as a ship’s Commanding Officer. Wouldn’t it be wiser to get some experience as an Executive Officer first? That I can definitely promise you.”

Delacor thought it over. “Immediate assignment as XO of an FTL warship?”

“The very first FTL warship to be commissioned by Corona, yes,” said Gaviglio.

Delacor hesitated.

“If you’re wondering whether you’ll be stuck as XO without ever getting a command of your own, I’ll go a step further,” said Gaviglio. “As long as you perform your duties as XO reasonably well for two years, by which I mean you don’t screw up, you’ll get the next available command slot for an FTL warship. That’s as far as I’m prepared to go. I think it’s a reasonable compromise.”

Delacor did too. Even after waiting two years, she’d still be the youngest CO in the service, and that age advantage was bound to help her rise even higher.

“It’s a deal, sir.”

Gaviglio nodded. “Excellent. I’ve decided that I am impressed by your plain-speaking bluntness, Commander Delacor. A certain amount of self-interest is not necessarily a bad thing. Director Juliani will take things from here. I don’t expect that you and I will be meeting again this side of the breakup. I wish you luck. Now, I have other duties to attend to. Good-bye, Commander.” He shook her hand before leaving. When he was gone, she turned to look at Juliani.

“Okay, Director Juliani, now what?”
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THIRTY-FOUR DAYS LATER:

Pierre Arronax strode out onto the balcony of the hotel and looked at the crowd who had gathered to hear his victory speech. His people had arranged for television camera drones to be in place to broadcast this speech all over the world. He noticed with approval that everyone in the audience was waving a tiny flag that had been his campaign symbol, and which would soon be much more than that. He raised his arms to signal the crowd to quiet down.

“Friends. My friends, this is a glorious moment for all of us here and around the world. The mandate that you have given me today marks a new beginning. The Commonwealth of Star Nations is on its last legs. It was a noble experiment that has now failed. At its height, all two hundred and thirty-three inhabited planets were members, and each had contributed in some way to the common good and especially to the rehabilitation of our beloved Earth. But as the cost of sustaining a decent standard of living for all peoples of the Earth and for repairing the ecological damage done to Mother Earth grew, colonies started dropping out. You know what happened then!” He paused for effect.

“The amount of Commonwealth tax revenues allocated to Earth declined just when population pressures here grew due to the restrictions of those newly-independent star nations on accepting immigrants! That was the beginning of the slide down the slippery slope. Each time another colony left the Commonwealth, the tax burden on the rest increased and made it even more likely that others would follow.” Another pause.

“Now there are only a handful of the nearest colonies left, and they are talking about disbanding the Commonwealth and letting Earth and all of you fend for yourselves. Just when the Earth needs help the most, they have written us off and are about to cut us off! No more emigration! No more tax revenues to mitigate poverty and fund environmental remediation! From now on, we’ll have to pay for the food we want to import since the Earth by itself can’t provide enough for all eleven billion of us. Either that or starve! Your children face a future where they’ll be under-educated and hungry!” Another, longer pause.

“I will not let that happen!” The crowd roared their approval, and Arronax waited a few seconds before raising his hands again. “If those selfish people on all those pristine, wide-open planets won’t give us what we and our beloved Earth needs, THEN WE WILL TAKE IT! ONLY WHEN ALL STAR NATIONS ARE UNIFIED UNDER ONE FLAG WILL YOU AND YOUR CHILDREN HAVE THE FUTURE YOU DESERVE! UNDER ONE FLAG! THAT IS OUR NEW SLOGAN. REPEAT IT WITH ME! UNDER ONE FLAG!” The crowd began to chant the phrase in unison. He let it go on for a full minute before quieting the crowd again. When he resumed speaking, it was once again in a normal tone.

“I ask for your patience. Rome was not built in a day. I’ll be sworn in as the first Chancellor of a unified Earth in twenty-one days, and then I’ll need some time to get my government organized, but I promise you that within a year there will be action, and there will be results. And as more time goes by, there will be more results. I now ask that you leave here peacefully and return to your homes, knowing that you have done what you needed to do. Now it’s my turn to do what has to be done. Thank you all. May God bless you and Mother Earth!” He waved to the cheering crowd for another half a minute and then walked back inside. He turned to one of his Aides.

“Get me the Head of the goddamned Navy!”

––––––––
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DELACOR LISTENED TO the Chancellor-elect’s speech while going through her night shift checklist. There was something about his tone that made her wonder how long she’d be allowed to continue working on the Reserve Fleet Base station orbiting Triton. The fact that her request for a transfer to the RFB had been approved so quickly made her smile in amusement. The Reserve Fleet was considered a career-ending dead end. Nobody with half a brain wanted to be assigned here. The work was about as tedious and boring as any Navy assignment could be. And the only good thing, well two good things actually, about being given the graveyard shift was that all the incompetent or sociopathic senior officers were asleep, as well as the fact that there was no one around to see her doing things that she shouldn’t be doing. One of them was downloading and then memorizing all the access codes that would allow someone to re-activate the mothballed ships that were orbiting Triton. With 55 access codes, each one consisting of 21 alphanumeric characters, memorizing them took a fair amount of time, even with her very good memory. The other thing she was slowly working on was modifying the radar’s software so that it would ignore any ship squawking a specific transponder code. That was a challenging task that could take her weeks to complete. Director Juliani had given that task a higher priority than memorizing all 55 access codes. Without the radar software modifications, it didn’t matter how many access codes she memorized. None of them would be of any use if Corona ships couldn’t get close to the mothballed fleet without being detected. 

She checked the time and saw that she still had four hours left in her shift. She let out a sigh. A visit to the can and a quick bite to eat and then she’d get back to the software modifications. Arronax might just be the kind of asshole to order a review of all officer slots in the Navy to get rid of non-Solarian officers. 

––––––––
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SENIOR FLEET ADMIRAL Trebuchet stared at the Chancellor-elect in shock. “Please tell me that you were joking, Chancellor-elect.”

Arronax leaned forward. “Do I look like I’m laughing, Admiral? I’m deadly serious. Now answer the question.”

“But...the ships in the Fleet weren’t designed for fighting an interstellar war. Their weapons are mostly lasers with limited effective ranges due to their targeting systems. And while our frigates do have the ability to fire missiles, the missiles in our current inventory are all armed with fission warheads that were intended mainly for dealing with dangerous objects such as asteroids, etc. As for how long it would take to get the Fleet ready to overpower the defenses of Corona, I honestly don’t know, and I’m not sure my ship commanders would obey an order like that. It’s a violation of very specific regulations that were put into place when the Commonwealth Navy was started.”

Arronax cut in before Trebuchet could continue. “You let me worry about the legalities. Right now, I’m much more interested in your statement about certain COs’ willingness—or rather unwillingness—to obey orders. I’d like the names of the COs you think are most likely to refuse an order like that.”

A chill ran down Trebuchet’s spine. Was it possible that this fanatic was contemplating a wholesale purge of the Navy’s officer corps? Using the Fleet to conquer other star nations was madness! He had to do everything he could to prevent it.

“It would be highly unfair of me to cast aspersions on any officer based on the limited impressions I have. Perfectly reliable officers could have their careers dest—”

Arronax cut him off with a wave of his hand. “You’re trying to protect your officers. I get that, Admiral. Let’s talk instead about getting rid of officers and technical crews who were not born on Earth. I’m assuming that’s something you can do, is it not?”

“Yes, sir. We can do that.”

“Good! I’m so glad to hear it,” said Arronax, with obvious sarcasm. “Get started on that right away, and I don’t just mean ship crews. I mean anywhere within the organization. Is that clear, Admiral?”

“Yes, that’s clear, sir.”

“Good. Now if you’ll excuse me, Admiral. I have things to do, and I’m sure you do too.”

When the admiral had left, Arronax called one of his Aides into the room. “I want to see the Navy’s personnel files of all the senior officers at their headquarters. We’ll start with those and then work our way down. I want my calendar cleared in order to be able to interview some of these people too. Trebuchet may not be able to tell who’s reliable, but I can.”

––––––––
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GAVIGLIO PUT DOWN THE data tablet he’d just read and looked at Juliani. “I can’t believe that Arronax got an absolute majority of the vote. There has to be some finagling of the votes.”

Juliani shrugged. “I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that there was. Unfortunately, there’s no way to know for sure or to prove it. When he’s sworn in, he’ll have almost dictatorial powers when it comes to off-world affairs. There are already rumors that he’s giving orders to the Navy brass even before being sworn in. I’ve even heard one about a purge of all officers and technicians not born on Earth.”

“Shit,” said Gaviglio. “If it’s true, then Delacor only has a limited time to install that backdoor. How’s that coming?”

“The last report I received from her is ten days old, and she figured she was only about a quarter done. I’ve already taken the initiative to send her a message, coded of course, that the backdoor takes precedence over anything else and that she had better work as fast as she possibly can.”

“Good. Now what are your intel sources telling you about a possible overt military action by the Commonwealth Navy?”

Juliani sighed. “Well, again we only have rumors at this point. The Navy’s senior officer, Fleet Admiral Trebuchet, met with Arronax and was apparently asked how quickly an attack on Corona could be set up. Trebuchet tried to talk Arronax out of it, and the idea wasn’t pursued, but that’s when talk of the purge popped up. My analysts are of the opinion that, if the rumors are accurate, Trebuchet will eventually either be ordered to prepare an attack or, more likely, he’ll be replaced by someone who’s more aggressive. We’re trying to get a feel for who that someone might be, but our dossiers on senior Navy officers are pretty thin at this point. If you don’t mind me asking, Mr. President, how capable will our SDF be if the Navy attacks?”

“Well, the System Defense Boat production line is operating, and efforts are under way to ramp up production volume. Right now, the SDF has six SDBs and are taking possession of a new one every five days. As you probably know, the SDBs are small, highly agile craft armed with a single, high-powered laser mounted into the spine of the craft. That means that aiming it has to be done by aiming the craft itself. That, in turn, makes the effective range less than what a laser could theoretically do, but it’s the penalty we have to accept for having something small enough that it can be mass produced. Each SDB will have the ability to carry one missile pod externally. Mass production of missile pods hasn’t yet begun, because there are still bugs being worked out of the prototypes, but once those have been solved, production of missile pods will very quickly reach a level that will enable every SDB to have one. And with each pod carrying four anti-ship missiles, if we can deploy a dozen pod-carrying SDBs, we’d stand a better than even chance of defeating the attack fleet even if they send every frigate they have, which I doubt they’d do, at least in the short run. If they wait until they’ve re-activated some or all of their mothballed reserve fleet, then we’ll have time to build more SDBs and more missile pods too. So, it’s really the short term that worries me.”

Juliani nodded but said nothing. He was worried too. 

––––––––
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TERRANOVA WOKE TO THE warble denoting an incoming call. “Terranova here.”

“I know you were asleep, Marcus, but this can’t wait.” Terranova recognized the voice as belonging to his superior officer, Commander Sanchez. “We’re still five hours from touch down, but we’ve received a priority one message from Fleet Command HQ. I’ve been ordered to restrict you to your cabin until the ship lands. Your rank has been revoked, effective immediately, and you’ve been discharged from the Navy, also effective immediately. I suggest you make sure all your personal things are packed by the time we land. Apparently, there’ll be two military police officers waiting to escort you off the ship. I had no inkling that anything like this was going to happen. It’s a shame that you’re being booted out of the Navy, Marcus. I wish there was something I could do to help, but my orders are clear.”

By now, Terranova was completely awake. It was the timing of the action that surprised him more than the action itself. Earth was moving fast.

“I understand, sir.” He suddenly realized that he no longer had to refer to Sanchez as ‘sir’. “I’ll be ready by the time we’re on the ground. Let me ask you something, Commander. If the Navy is ordered to attack another colony planet, are you going to obey that order?”

Sanchez took her time answering. “I don’t know, Marcus. I just...don’t...know. It would go against everything I’ve been told are the principles the Navy follows, but an order is an order. I hope I never have to make that decision. I’ll arrange to have breakfast brought to your cabin since I can’t let you go to the Officers’ Lounge. The Chancellor probably wouldn’t approve of providing breakfast, but I won’t tell him if you don’t.”

Terranova managed to laugh in spite of the seriousness of the situation. “He won’t hear it from me.”

“Okay then. I’ll see you when you leave the ship.” The click told him that she had ended the call. He knew it’d be a waste of time trying to go back to sleep, so he got up and had a shower. Breakfast was waiting for him by the time he was finished.

When the ship landed at the navy spaceport on Malta, enough time has passed that Terrnova was starting to feel hungry again. With his robotic luggage following
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