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Shuttle,

Capital Three

No Porukian would ever think that below Capital Three, the entertainment planet of the Poruk Empire, lay the most sophisticated weapons factory, churning out one core part of a galactic weapon. 

Serli didn’t understand who had come up with such an ingenious idea, but it had worked all these years right under the very sensors of their enemies. No enemy would ever imagine the Poruk having their supply chain of core parts for their galactic weapon being scattered across a plethora of factories on multiple planets. To the rational mind, it sounded absurd and dangerous. If a single planet collapsed, the entire supply chain would be disrupted, but the Poruk always went beyond the typical pathways in the universe.

As she had walked to the shuttle at the spaceport the sights and sounds of rambunctious young Porukians laughing had distracted her thoughts. She couldn’t understand how such younger ones could waste their lives away on such frivolous forms of entertainment. The Poruk Lines of Life gave every generation a purpose. All they had to do was either follow their parents’ Line or join a new Line. It was a duty like none other. Every time she visited Capital Three, she felt a distinct disdain for the planet’s purpose in pulling Porukians away from their sense of duty. The very fact that the Poruk Empire had permitted such a planet to exist also mystified her.

“Captain, we will be docking with PRT73 in a few ...,” the pilot’s voice trailed off. 

The shuttle lurched to one side violently as if it was going to roll over. Serli grabbed hold of her chair and was glad she was buckled up. “What was that?” 

The lights inside the shuttle flickered on and off repeatedly for a few seconds. Serli stared ahead. The pilot was knocked out. She muttered under her breath as she unbuckled herself and darted forward to the cockpit. Upon reaching there, she shoved the pilot’s body aside and took charge of the controls. Looking out the view screen, there was no sign of her light cruiser. Serli checked the console and found the shuttle had been thrown off course by a power surge. She hoped it was only a power surge. As she turned the shuttle about, a series of beeps wailed on the console. The console didn’t indicate any nearby vessels except for her light cruiser. Then, one red icon appeared. Serli’s eyes widened. There hadn’t been any icons there before. Before her very eyes, the single red icon was replaced by two icons. Serli was shocked. The console had to be faulty. Or, the sensors were malfunctioning. Then, the two red icons became three icons. 

Serli opened a comms with her light cruiser. “Command Center, are you detecting three icons on the starboard side?”

“Captain, what are ...,” Lieutenant Trea, in charge of all comms and sensor responsibilities, began. 

“Answer the question!” Serli barked. 

“Affirmative, we have three contacts now,” Lieutenant Trea reported. 

“Do you know where they came from?”

“Negative,” Lieutenant Trea reported. “There was nothing in orbit a few seconds ago.”

It meant her shuttle’s sensor readings were working, but how could three vessels appear out of nowhere? Had they been cloaked? But if so, why didn’t her light cruiser’s sensors pick up on them? Porukian sensors were able to easily detect energy signatures of cloaked vessels.   

“Were there any hyperspace openings?” Serli asked, as her shuttle approached the hangar bay.

“Negative,” Lieutenant Trea replied. 

How had these vessels appeared around Capital Three without exiting hyperspace? Had they been invisibly waiting in orbit all this time? That didn’t make any sense. Who did these vessels belong to? What were they doing here? Serli didn’t like it one bit. The thoracic sensors on her back were itching. Something was wrong. She needed to alert Imperial Command the moment she was back on-board her light cruiser. 

The sound of her pilot coughing broke her thoughts. Serli stepped aside and let her pilot take over and land the shuttle in the hangar bay. 

Serli was halfway out of the hatch when Lieutenant Trea interrupted her on the private comms. “Captain, the three ships are growing larger.”
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Command Center,

PRT73 Cruiser

The klaxon alarm sound wailed throughout the command center, as Serli strode in and took the Captain’s chair. Along the way she had received a transmission from Imperial Command. The message had been clear. 

Capital Three is under attack. All vessels are ordered to converge there immediately. 

“Status report?” Serli asked. 

“Captain, the three vessels have grown in size by twenty percent,” Lieutenant Trea reported. 

Serli examined her console. The three red icons were stationary. There was nothing on the console to reflect the increase in size, but she trusted her Lieutenant’s assessment, which then beckoned the question as to how the ships were growing. 

“Enlarge the view,” Serli ordered. 

It was impossible for the three vessels to grow in size. The view screen flickered and the enemy vessels appeared. Each of the enemy vessels was of a cylindrical shape. There was no way to tell the front from the back. The enemy vessels didn’t seem extraordinary. In fact, they seemed ordinary and unlike a vessel of war, but as she watched, the unthinkable continued to happen. The ships grew again in size. The impossible was happening right in front of her eyes. 

“Is anyone able to identify the vessels?” Serli asked. 

“Negative, according to the records in our system,” Lieutenant Trea replied. 

Serli captured the images on the view screen and uploaded them via her neural implants to Imperial Command. Maybe they would be able to identify these vessels. Imperial Command had greater access to vast amounts of data on vessels across many species. She hoped their search would be more fruitful. 

Lieutenant Trea turned to her. “Is it the humans?”

“If it is, we need to finally wipe them out,” Lieutenant Ruki, in charge of tactical matters, replied, before Serli could say a word. “We cannot let them get away with this attack.”

“Maybe they forgot that the Pinnacle war is no more,” Lieutenant Trea interjected. 

Serli ignored the two of them. The last thing she needed was for her command center personnel to speculate on what was happening. She doubted the humans had attacked Capital Three. They wouldn’t dare. It had been over a year since both sides had decided to enter into a peace treaty. The process had been much faster than anyone had anticipated. The truth was that both the Poruk and the humans were tired of fighting each other. While neither side would ever admit it, Serli had been relieved when the fighting had come to an abrupt end. She clenched her fists as memories of that war tried to resurface. She had no intention of reliving the personal costs of that war. It was too painful to endure. 

“Captain, they are powering up their weapons,” Lieutenant Ruki shouted. 

“Hail them,” Serli ordered. 

“No reply,” Lieutenant Trea said. 

Serli drummed her fingers. “Be ready to engage.”

“Affirmative,” Lieutenant Ruki replied. 

“They are opening their launch bays,” Lieutenant Trea highlighted. “They are targeting Capital Three!”

“Fire our plasma guns,” Serli barked, as the enemy vessels launched strikes at Capital Three. 

The red plasma weapons fire streaked forward at a ruthless pace, but then they just disappeared before they even reached the periphery of the enemy vessels. 

“Report?” Serli shouted. 

Lieutenant Ruki hesitated. “I don’t know what happened. We didn’t miss the vessels, but the plasma weapons fire didn’t reach them.”

“We have incoming weapons fire!” Lieutenant Trea announced. 

“Take evasive actions now!” Serli commanded. 

Serli looked up at the view screen. It was impossible. Red plasma weapons fire streaked towards them. What were the odds that the enemy also had a similar plasma gun? Her light cruiser lurched forward to avoid the incoming weapons fire. 

“Is that our own weapons fire?” Serli asked, baffled. 

“I ... I think so,” Lieutenant Ruki stammered. 

The enemy vessels were somehow able to take their weapons fire and reflect it back to the source. 
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Command Center,

PRT73 Cruiser

The evasive actions weren’t fast enough. Shudders rolled through the vessel as it was hit by the plasma fire. Serli frowned. Her crew needed to react faster than this. She had to admit that they were dealing with an unknown enemy that had seemingly appeared out of the shadows to launch an attack. 

“Our shields are holding,” Lieutenant Ruki announced. “There are no damage reports coming in.”

“Stop firing our weapons,” Serli ordered. 

She sighed. It was pointless to fire them, knowing the enemy vessels had a field that repelled them back to the source. She had never encountered such a vessel. Not even during the Pinnacle War. 

“They are still launching projectiles at Capital Three,” Lieutenant Trea reported.

Serli slammed her fists on the chair. She turned to her tactical officer. “State our options.”

Lieutenant Ruki paused for a moment. “Option 1 is to keep firing. Option 2 is to ram their vessel. Option 3 is ....”

Serli interrupted him. “I need better options.”

Those options sounded like something her Lieutenant had learnt in the first year of Poruk Academy. It was a disgrace to even say them aloud. It was at this moment that Serli desperately missed having an XO onboard. She had lost her last XO during a raid on a human planet in the war and when she had been posted to this light cruiser, Imperial Command had been explicit in their instructions that she wouldn’t have the luxury of a XO. Initially, Serli had been shocked when she heard it. How could she operate without an XO? Imperial Command had told her that they were short of adequate commanders to deploy to all vessels and they had to prioritize their deployments. In the end, she had been one of many vessels without an XO. Serli had decided to live with it as the war had ended, but looking back, that had been a mistake. 

Lieutenant Ruki looked shocked at the interruption and turned his eyes back to his workstation. No one else dared to reply to her question. She felt helpless as the vessels continued to assault the planet. 

“Do we know what they are targeting down there?” Serli asked. 

“Affirmative,” Lieutenant Trea. “They are hitting multiple locations across the city.”

Serli clenched her hands. Porukians were dying down there on Capital Three and, yet sitting here in the command center, she was powerless to do anything.  

Lieutenant Trea pointed ahead. “Are those ships becoming smaller?”

Serli blinked her eyes. A few seconds ago, the three vessels had been bigger, but now their size was a tenth of their original configuration. They had also stopped firing their weapons. Then, their size dropped again as they continued to shrink. A few moments later the ships disappeared. 

“Where did they go?” Serli barked. 

“Scanning the area,” Lieutenant Trea replied. 

It was a weak reply to her question. Lieutenant Trea had been on this vessel for over a year now and needed to be faster than that. Serli was frustrated that they had been unable to destroy the enemy vessels. Maybe, she should have rammed her vessel against them. While a suicide mission, it might have helped stopped their launches against Capital Three, but, then again, she didn’t know enough of that field around the enemy vessels. If it was able to repel their weapons fire, there was no telling what it would do to another vessel trying to go through the field. Wherever the enemy vessels had emerged from, they had conducted an unprovoked attack on Capital Three. It was unacceptable that her vessel had failed to stop the attack. Being the closest vessel, she had failed to protect the planet.

“I have an incoming Code 1 secure transmission from Imperial Command,” Lieutenant Trea said. 

“Put it through to my compartment,” Serli ordered, as she stood up and walked into the Captain’s compartment, which was adjacent to the command center. 

Serli was still exasperated with her crew as she sat down on her chair and opened the screen. She was surprised to see the face of Vice-Chancellor Trez. The Vice-Chancellor had always been one of Serli’s fervent supporters in the Poruk Empire. Serli had initially met her during the academy days and found favor in her eyes. It had been on Trez’s recommendation that Serli had been posted as Captain during the Pinnacle War. 

Serli bowed. “Vice-Chancellor.”

“Captain, update me on your engagement,” Trez ordered. 

Serli informed the Vice-Chancellor of their brief encounter with the enemy vessels. She didn’t really have much information on the attack. It was frustrating to admit her crew had failed to stop the attack or even gather any useful intelligence. 

Trez pursed her lips. “The attack took us by surprise. We scrambled our fighter ships on Capital Three, but, by then, the attack was already underway. You were the nearest vessel.”

“Are we at the start of a new war?” Serli asked. 

Trez shook her head. “Our intelligence is still trying to gather further information. We also do not want another Pinnacle War with the humans.”

Serli was taken back by the Vice-Chancellor’s inference that the humans could be involved. “Do you think the humans did this injustice?”

The Pinnacle War had been a costly one for both sides. The Poruk Empire and the United Human Alliance had fought each other for a long ten years. Neither side had been able to achieve complete victory or dominance. Instead, the war had been a prolonged affair that had taken many innocent lives on both sides. Despite that, it wasn’t beneath the human species to conduct an unprovoked attack. Humanity was a violent and unpredictable species. Serli didn’t want to face the humans again. 

“What about the plasma fire?” Trez asked. “Are you sure the enemy vessels were reflecting your own weapons fire?”

It didn’t go unnoticed by Serli that the Vice-Chancellor had skillfully avoided answering her question about the human species. Despite her closeness to the Vice-Chancellor, she kept many things to herself and Serli understood the reasons behind it. Trez occupied a political office in the Poruk Empire, and it was one that wielded a lot of power. Trez had achieved so much through sacrifice and dedication to the empire. Serli had always been inspired by Trez’s rise. During her younger years, Serli’s parents had often taught her to be wary of politicians. She had often wondered why it was necessary to know such information. At that age, she never thought she would find herself in situations dealing with Poruk politicians. Despite that, Serli had chosen to trust the Vice-Chancellor and give her a degree of latitude. 

“We believe so, but my officers are still analyzing it,” Serli replied. 

“You also mentioned the vessels grew in size when they appeared and then became smaller before disappearing,” Trez commented. “It must be a new way of transportation.”

“The vessels appeared to change size at will,” Serli reported. “I have never before seen such a thing.”

It sounded ludicrous the moment she said it out loud, but her eyes hadn’t deceived her. That was what had transpired in front of everyone at the command center. 

Trez paused for a long moment. “I don’t think it’s the humans. They don’t have the capability of creating this kind of advanced transportation technology.”

Serli wasn’t as sure as the Vice-Chancellor. Although they had engaged with the humans in the Pinnacle War, there was still much they didn’t know about the human species. Her eyes went to the glass encased purple flower at one end of her console. She had been able to secretly create a replica of the purple flower. It was a constant reminder of the atrocities the humans had done all in the name of fighting a war. 

“One thing our intelligence has confirmed is that the enemy vessels took out the Capital Three secret weapons factory,” Trez admitted. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​FOUR


[image: ]


Resort,

Lyceria

A loud buzz at the door woke Gibson up. He glanced at the Lycerian time. It was well into the night. Had another drunk forgotten the location of his or her room? A guest had shared a story of such a drunk guest during the prior night’s dinner. The story had collected a round of laughs and been followed by another few rounds of drinks. Gibson assumed it had to be a drunk and closed his eyes again. No one would be up at this deathly hour. The drunk would eventually give up and move onto the next door in the resort, but the buzzing continued relentlessly. There was no end to the steady stream of the sound. He growled and got up off his bed. This was his retirement period. That was what the United Human Alliance had written on his early retirement form. It had looked better in words than what it really was meant to be. A pathetic excuse to leave the UHA quietly and quickly. 

If whoever was at the door ended up being a drunk, Gibson knew he was going to unload on him or her without mercy. The lights automatically flickered on as he made his way to the door. The room was a mess, but, then again, it was his mess and he enjoyed it. Life didn’t have to be so regimented. He was free of serving the UHA and their cronies. 

Gibson stopped at the door. The buzzing sound hadn’t taken a break. 

“Wait a minute,” Gibson hollered, as the door slid open. “I don’t know who you are, but do ...”

Two men in UHA uniforms stood outside his door. Both of them had on dark visors. The moment they saw him, they saluted him. 

“You don’t need to do that,” Gibson muttered. “I am no longer a Captain, just a retired one.”

He sensed the two men could smell the Lycerian alcohol under his breath. Gibson had to admit the Lycerian knew how to make their alcohol. Lyceria was one of those planets in the neutral zone that neither belonged to the UHA nor the Poruk. The planet had been surprisingly uninhabited during the war, but after the end of hostilities, it had taken a life of its own. Lyceria was now a neutral planet where any species could come and go without any restrictions. The first time he had come here he had been surprised to see Porukians, young and old, ambling about as if they owned the planet. After a while, Gibson had realized, humans coexisted with the Poruk and other visitors and everyone seemed to mind their business. Whoever came to Lyceria had only one purpose: to get away from everything and pretend like the rest of the universe didn’t exist. That had been the perfect reason for him to move here after his abrupt retirement. 

The first man removed his dark visor to reveal a pair of green eyes. “Captain Gibson, this is of utmost urgency.”

“Didn’t I tell you not to call me ...” Gibson began. 

The first man glanced to the left and right of the corridor. “May we come in, sir?”

Gibson had one mind to scream at the two men and slam the door shut, but he knew he couldn’t take out his anger on these men. They were merely the messengers. The real culprits were whoever had sent them to disturb him during his retirement on Lyceria. Gibson glared, stepped aside and let the two men into his room. This was the third resort on his retirement tour and the room, surprisingly, was much more spacious than he had expected. 

The two men stood at one end of the room. Gibson closed the door and turned towards them. “What is so urgent that you need to wake me up at this hour?”

Gibson could sense their disdain as they surveyed the messy room, but he didn’t care. Who were they to judge him?

The first man took out a device and passed it to him. “Sir, my name is Lieutenant Raul and this is from Rear Admiral Hutchinson.”

Gibson took the device. “Why couldn’t this be sent to me over the UHA net?”

“We could have, but we didn’t exactly know your whereabouts and we couldn’t seem to find you,” Raul replied. “You managed to stay off the grid.”

Gibson sighed. “But not well enough to keep you from finding me.”

He had been using a set of fake identities during his retirement tour. He had wanted to be someone else for a while and take a break from the past. Didn’t everyone deserve a break from their past? He felt it would do wonders for everyone. Despite that, these UHA men had managed to hunt him down. He suspected they must have used the old way of searching for him, going from resort to resort. The unfortunate aspect of Lyceria was that all the resorts were located along one stretch of the Eastern continent. 

“Sir, are you aware that there was a coordinated attack on two planets in the last few hours?” Raul asked. “One of them was ours and the other belonged to the Poruk Empire.”
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Resort,

Lyceria

Gibson yawned as he shook his head. He hadn’t bothered to keep up with the news. Why did he have to anyway? He was no longer working for the UHA. There were other people out there who dealt with such matters. With the end of the war, the UHA would have had more than enough Captains idling around on routine patrols throughout UHA space. Surely, they could have asked a few of them to handle whatever crisis was going on. There was always a crisis. It was endless. Protecting UHA wasn’t his business anymore. He had been forced to retire. He could care less of the UHA and the universe. As long as it didn’t affect his life here at the resort, it was irrelevant to him. 

“I don’t understand what this has to do with me,” Gibson said. 

“The device will explain everything,” Raul remarked. “Rear Admiral Hutchinson was specific in his orders. We will be at the foyer of this resort when you are ready for us.”

When you are ready for us. Gibson didn’t like the sound of that. He frowned and the two men left the room. Gibson threw the device on the bed. He glanced at the liquid on the cabinet. He picked it up, but was disappointed to find it was empty. He needed to order a fresh round of the liquid. Somehow Lyceria had access to large stocks of it at cheap prices. It probably had to do with the fact that Lyceria traded with anyone and everyone. They didn’t care as long as it attracted people willing to splurge on their planet. When he had first gotten into the spaceport, Gibson had been stunned to learn that Lyceria had a Governor that was neither human nor Poruk. The Governor belonged to the Drik species, which Gibson didn’t know much about. As long as the Governor didn’t bother him, Gibson was fine with it.

Gibson picked up the device. He knew he better get a look at it and then turn down whatever Hutchinson was trying to sell to him. He had managed to get himself invited to another rambunctious dinner tonight and was looking forward to it. 

He pressed on the device and was shocked to see a live holographic projection appear in mid-air. The projection was about to make a connection somewhere. Gibson sighed. He had expected a prerecorded message from the Rear Admiral. That was the usual protocol. Now, he would have to talk to Hutchinson in person. Gibson suspected the two men hadn’t told him that part intentionally because, if he had known, he would have destroyed the device and thrown the men out of his room. 

Hutchinson’s face appeared. He was seated in his fine UHA uniform behind his large desk. 

“Good grief, Gibson,” Hutchinson said. “You look like hell.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Gibson retorted. “I am on my first tour of retirement. I can look like anything I want, don’t you think?”

Hutchinson appeared to ignore his comment. “It took my men a while to find you. We have a delicate situation that needs your attention.”

Gibson narrowed his eyes. The Rear Admiral was talking to him as if he was still working for UHA. 

“Sir, excuse me, but you do know I am no longer part of the UHA.”

“Of course, I do,” Hutchinson scoffed. “I am the one who signed off on your retirement. The fact of the matter is that Beta-2 was attacked.”

Gibson suppressed a sigh. “I heard something like that.”

He didn’t know if Hutchinson could pick up on his lie, but he was beyond caring about etiquette and protocol. An attack on Beta-2 was not his problem. They were disturbing his freedom and they had no right to demand anything from him. Not after what they had put him through. 

“Did you hear me?” Hutchinson demanded. 

Gibson nodded. “Beta-2 was attacked. I got it. What does that have to do with me? I am retired.”

Hutchinson raised his voice. “I didn’t come looking for a fight with you. I know things ended badly between you and the UHA.”

What did he really know about things ending badly? Hutchinson had been on the other side throwing all the blame on him. No one had come to Gibson’s defense. Not a single person. His crew had been cowards after serving him for years. He had been the sacrifice. Just because he did things differently and because one of those things had failed spectacularly. 

“Really?” Gibson scowled. “I thought you would have forgotten about me after kicking me out of UHA.”

“I was against making this call to you,” Hutchinson admitted in an exasperated tone. 

That makes the two of us. Gibson thought. He still didn’t understand why they were looking for him. 

“But there is a reason for it,” Hutchinson continued. “Gibson, listen carefully to what I am about to say. The enemy vessels that attacked Beta-2 kidnapped a few of our scientists. We believe the attack on the planet was actually a diversion to get to the scientists. One of them was your daughter Laura.”
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Resort,

Lyceria

Gibson’s right hand began to tremble. He shoved it below his leg to try and bring it under control. He didn’t want Hutchinson to notice his reaction. Gibson’s heart was pounding. Had he heard Hutchinson correctly? Had the Rear Admiral mentioned his daughter’s name?

“I ... don’t ... understand,” Gibson stammered. 

Ever since his wife had died during the Pinnacle war, while serving as a medical officer, Gibson had pushed aside all thoughts of her and his only daughter. Laura had never forgiven him for letting her mother die. Gibson had been on patrol on a heavy cruiser while his wife had been helping the injured on Beta-6, after a Poruk cruiser attack, but the Poruk hadn’t stopped their assault and had been bent on wiping out as many people as possible. His wife had been amongst the casualties during the subsequent attacks by the Poruk. Hearing about his wife’s death hadn’t been the worst part of it. Laura had frantically tried to reach him and once she had, her accusations had been like a knife splitting open his heart bit by bit. She had blamed him for allowing her mother work on Beta-6. Gibson had let his daughter accuse him without fighting back. The whole episode had nearly left him broken and, to this day, he didn’t know if that was what led him to doing reckless things that led to his early retirement. He had never got a chance to properly bury his wife and, since that day of the call, his daughter had forsaken him in every respect. To hear about Laura again after so long was something he could have never imagined. 

“Gibson, did you hear me?” Hutchinson hollered. 

The Rear Admiral’s words brought Gibson back to the present. 

“Yes, sir.”

His heart was still racing as his thoughts continued to wrestle with the past. 

“We don’t know why this enemy wanted our scientists,” Hutchinson highlighted. “But that’s only one reason why I contacted you.”

Gibson stared at him. What else was there to say? The Rear Admiral had just given him the worst possible news. It was as if someone had punched him in the gut. 

“One of the nearby vessels managed to get some images of the enemy vessels, which were then sent over to UHA Central,” Hutchinson said. “Our analysts poured over the images and searched our records for any reports of such vessels. We found one report submitted by you four years ago. It mentioned citing an unusual vessel that appeared to shrink in size.”

Gibson searched his memories for what the Rear Admiral was alluding to, but he came up with nothing. That could have been more to do with the line of empty liquid bottles in his room than his memories. 

“What do you want from me?” Gibson asked, reluctantly. 

He knew he wasn’t going to like whatever Hutchinson was going to say, but with his only daughter now in the mix, Gibson’s chances of rejecting it were getting slimmer.

“I want you to return to the UHA,” Hutchinson said. “We will reinstate you as Captain and give you command of a heavy cruiser.”

“What’s the catch?”

There was always a catch with his superiors. Gibson had learned that the hard way, but now wasn’t the time to dwell on it. 

“We want you to go looking for the enemy vessel based on the last reported position from your report and gather intelligence on this new species and their intentions.”

“Do I look like I am in any shape to Captain a vessel?” Gibson asked. 

It was a pointless question to ask, but he needed to voice it out. There had to be a major reason, other than the fact that his only daughter had been kidnapped, for the UHA asking him specifically to search for the enemy vessels. They could have gotten any number of Captains to follow up on the enemy vessels, but he knew it was something else. He couldn’t put his finger on it for the moment, but his missing daughter, itself, was enough for Gibson to accept it. 
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Imperial Command,

Capital One

Serli sat in front of the desk of Vice-Chancellor Trez. Serli hadn’t expected to return to Imperial Command so soon. Ever since the unprovoked attack on Capital Three, she had anticipated further debriefings. On the left side of the room was a rectangular glass-encased water haven with Porukian fish swimming about. Serli briefly stared at the fish. Their carefree stance was mesmerizing. They had no idea of the sensitive conversations that took place in this very room. 

A buzz interrupted her thoughts, as another door on the other end opened and Trez strode in. The Vice-Chancellor was clothed in her usual black robes. Serli stood up and bowed as Trez took her seat. There was a whirring sound as the privacy field surrounding the room turned on. Even here in the heart of Imperial Command, the Vice-Chancellor wasn’t taking any chances. 

Although Serli considered herself close to the Vice-Chancellor, she couldn’t remember being in this room with her. Most of her conversations with the Vice-Chancellor had taken place in public atriums and even her personal residence. Years of fighting in the Pinnacle War had a way of scrambling and misplacing your memories. Serli had joined to serve, leaving behind the AgriLine. However, she had never expected to be embroiled in a long, bitter war with the humans. Her hate for humanity had never died down. Instead, Serli had learnt to suppress it well. She had heard of many Captains who had been forced to resign because they hadn’t been able to control their hatred of the humans after the peace treaty was signed. Serli had to admit it was difficult on everyone. Ten years of war and no one could expect everyone to return to a pre-war state so easily. War and peace wasn’t a switch that could be turned on and off at will. Each Captain needed time to manage it in his or her own way, but Imperial Command had been quite clear with their directives. Their goal had been to sift through all the Captains and find those who had suffered permanent damage. The crux of the issue had been what constituted permanent damage. Apparently, Imperial Command’s definition of permanent damage was at odds with those of the Captains. Serli always suspected that Imperial Command didn’t want a renegade Captain firing on a human colony or vessel and igniting another war. 

Trez must have sensed her confusion. “I believe this is the first time I am meeting you in this room.”

Serli smiled. She always felt a sense of gratitude to the Vice-Chancellor for everything she had done over the years. 

“It’s good to see you again, Serli,” Trez remarked. “Unfortunately, it isn’t under the best of circumstances. Those enemy vessels that you encountered around Capital Three were also part of a coordinated attack on a human planet.”

Serli nodded. Several of her command center officers had been talking about it a bit way too much as her vessel returned to Capital One. 

“It means we are dealing with a new species,” Trez admitted. “A species that’s far deadlier and technologically superior. More than us and the humans combined.”

“Has there been any update on how those ships were able to change their sizes?” Serli inquired. 

“We are still analyzing the video footage your vessel sent us,” Trez replied. “But I have a new mission for you. The UHA and Imperial Command have decided to work together on finding out more about this new enemy.”

Serli frowned. “Work together?”

Since when did the UHA and Imperial Command work together? It was unheard of. This would set a new precedent. A peace treaty was one thing, but working together with your former enemy was a completely different thing. She had to admit that after the war ended, there had been mutual exchanges between the two species on multiple fronts. Trade of food and goods had even become common with freighters crossing the neutral zone between the two species. An embassy manned by humans had also been permitted on Capital One, but that had been the extent of the cooperation. Until now. 

Trez smiled. “I know it sounds shocking, but since the new alien species attacked both a human and a Poruk planet, it makes sense. This will be a joint mission, unreal as it sounds.”

Nothing about it made sense to Serli. “Why can’t we send one of our own vessels to search for those enemy vessels? I am sure our intelligence officers would be able to shed some light on those vessels.”

Trez looked at her. “I wish it was that simple and Imperial Command had considered that option. But we don’t have any trails to follow. However, the UHA does. One of their Captains spotted an enemy vessel of the same configuration as what you encountered around Capital Three. The problem was that the human Captain spotted it several years ago in the midst of the Pinnacle War.”

“And, I presume the humans aren’t willing to share that intelligence with us,” Serli remarked. 

“Would you, if you were in their position?”

Serli tried to suppress a sigh. The humans were being problematic. They should have just shared the intelligence. Then, there wouldn’t be any need to work together with them. It was as simple as that. Why did the humans have to make it complicated?

“So, you can see the dilemma before Imperial Command?” Trez commented. “We don’t want the humans going and finding that alien species on their own and getting their hands on that transportation technology. That would be devastating to the Poruk Empire. A peace treaty doesn’t imply there cannot be another future war.”

“I understand.”

Serli realized that Imperial Command was in a corner. The only way out was to work together with the humans. No matter how horrible that sounded. Serli couldn’t even have imagined such a scenario years ago. 

Something still bothered Serli. “But why did the humans reach out to us? They could have gone on their own.”

Trez smiled. “I’m not sure, but I feel it may have more to do with the human way of thinking. They are not sure who is behind this attack, but they want us to go alongside them. They believe that keeping their known enemies closer helps them. It’s confusing to me, but that is what our analysts told me.”

Serli didn’t get it, but nodded. The human way of thinking always tended to confuse her. Over the years she had tried her best to figure humanity out, but, in the end, she had just given up. 

“You will be transferred to the human’s vessel with immediate effect,” Trez announced. “Your role will be as Poruk adviser to the Captain, but you will gather intelligence and inform me personally throughout the mission. I do not trust the human species at all and neither should you. You must be on guard at all times with them. Just because they wanted us to join them, it doesn’t mean we can assume they are innocent.”

“What about my vessel?” 

“We have already transferred a new Captain and XO to take over your vessel.”
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Imperial Command,

Capital One

The sharp and quick reply by Trez caught Serli by surprise. The immediacy of her new mission was undeniable, but even she hadn’t expected it to happen so fast. Even if she had objected to her transfer, it wouldn’t matter. Someone else had already taken command of her light cruiser. Serli had to admit she would miss her light cruiser, although she may not care much for her crew. She had only been posted to that light cruiser for over a year. It had been right after the peace treaty between the Poruk and humanity had come into effect. She wouldn’t miss having no XO. The lack of an XO had taken its toll on her. Yet, she was frustrated to learn that the new Captain would actually have the benefit of an XO. 

“How did this new enemy know about our weapons factory?” Serli asked. 

It was another thing that had kept bothering her ever since she had heard of the enemy vessel’s target. 

Trez shook her head in dismay. “The location of the supply chain for our galactic weapon is a well-kept secret. Only very few Poruk are aware of it.”

Imperial Command had done it intentionally. It had distributed the bits and pieces of the entire supply chain to many people, including the Captains who patrolled those planets. Serli only knew of the location of the weapons factory in Capital Three. She had no knowledge of the number of planets that worked together on the supply chain to deliver the galactic weapon. Even if she and her crew were captured, it would only reveal the location of one weapons factory, thereby minimizing the threat to the supply chain. That was how Captains who patrolled such planets had been briefed. Despite all the precautions in place, the unknown enemy had found the location of one weapons factory. There could have been a myriad of reasons as to how that had happened, but this wasn’t the time and place to discuss it.

“I believe the enemy was very determined,” Serli admitted. 

“Why do you say that?”

“They chose to appear close to our vessel,” Serli replied. “If they had done it unwillingly, the moment they appeared their sensors would have picked us up, but they didn’t even flinch. They seemingly ignored us and continued with the unprovoked attack. It was as if we were no threat to them.”

Trez frowned. “Capital Three’s contribution in the supply chain will be rebuilt elsewhere. However, that will take a little time. In the meantime, our supply chain will have to endure the disruption.”

Serli didn’t expect any less. The Poruk Empire always had inbuilt redundancies planned. She was certain that some unknown colony was being brought to life with the help of hundreds of robots. The new weapons factory to replace that of Capital Three would be up and running in a matter of weeks. 

“Does that mean this enemy knows of our galactic weapon?” Serli asked. 

“Again, we aren’t sure yet,” Trez replied, calmly. “I know you have many questions. Some I don’t have an answer for and some I am unable to share with you. Not at this point of time.”

Serli was glad that Trez, at least, was being frank with her. She suspected the Vice-Chancellor was unable to share the information, but Serli had to trust that Trez would reveal it at the right time. 

“This mission is of utmost secrecy and urgency,” Trez said. “I picked you because you are one of the most decorated Captains who survived the Pinnacle War with the humans, and I know I can trust you to complete the mission.”

Trez knew nothing of her state of mind, past and present. Her suppression capabilities had been extraordinarily strong to evade the battery of tests each Poruk Captain had to undergo at the end of the war. It was one of the areas of her life that Serli had intentionally chosen to keep away from Trez. If Trez had known her real state of mind, she may have been forced to relieve her of duty. Many Captains with far more experience than her had buckled to the intensity of the tests, succumbing them to a life of desk-bound jobs that would carve the very life out of them. Desk work was never her strength and neither would it be her destiny. 

“I, personally, vouched for you with the Chancellor as the best candidate to undertake this mission,” Trez said. “This mission requires a delicate balance of cunning and wisdom.”

Serli had no reason to doubt Trez. The Vice-Chancellor had come through for her before. Trez was the only bureaucrat that Serli put her faith in. The rest of the bureaucrats only served themselves and their greed for the accumulation of power. Nothing else. 

Serli bowed. “I won’t fail you.”
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Captain’s Ready Room,

UHA Hornet

Gibson sat at his desk and looked around the room. It was old and worn out. When he had been informed to report to his new vessel, Gibson had expected a brand new vessel fitted with the latest technologies and weaponry and a clean Captain’s Ready Room, but, as he had stepped onto the vessel a few hours ago, he had been stunned to find himself inside an older, beaten-up heavy cruiser. Even the hull looked like it had seen better days. He wondered how many Captains before him had sat in this very room and engaged the enemy. 

It had only been a year since he had left UHA. If someone had told him then that he would be back, he would have scoffed and ridiculed them. When he had been ushered out of UHA, he had sworn an oath that he would never look back at the place. As he pressed on the workstation, he realized his oath and pride had become meaningless casualties of life’s circumstances. He was certain those who mocked him for retiring were now mocking him for returning to duty. Those people would never stop mocking him. Gibson sighed letting his imagination run wild, but Gibson knew he couldn’t focus on those things which were out of his control. This mission was unlike any other one. It was personal. 

He pulled out his own datapad and brought up an image of his wife and daughter. An ode to happier times. This was the only family photo left of them. He had to dig deep into his datapad to uncover it. He had always been at peace leaving the past behind. The past only held pain and regret for him. Nothing else. The image had been taken seven years ago during his shore leave, right before the Pinnacle War had turned against humanity. He had lost track of his daughter until Hutchinson had revealed that she had been kidnapped by the new enemy. Gibson hadn’t known what to feel the moment the Rear Admiral had told him about his daughter. He still didn’t like the fact that UHA was using his daughter as bait, but Gibson felt a stirring in his heart. Maybe, it was impossible to let the past stay dormant. He had to find his daughter because she was the only family left. Laura was more like his wife than him and that had led to Laura becoming a scientist and finding her own path to serving and helping humanity.  

An icon appeared on his display. It was an incoming connection. Gibson narrowed his eyes. It was about time Hutchinson spoke to him. 

Hutchinson’s face appeared. “Gibson, I hope ...”

Gibson interrupted him. “What is this junk you have given me command over?”

“It isn’t junk,” Hutchinson glared. “The UHA Hornet is one of our proudest vessels.”

Gibson rolled his eyes. “Of another era.” 

Hutchinson shrugged.

“I can’t do much with this vessel, let alone find a technologically superior enemy,” Gibson complained.

Hutchinson appeared to dismiss his concerns. “This will have to do. UHA has already raised their alert level to RED-1. I don’t have time to find you another vessel. Anyway, I am here to talk about a special passenger that will be joining your mission.”

Gibson raised his eyebrows. “What special passenger?”

“A Poruk Captain will be joining your mission in the role of an adviser,” Hutchinson announced. 

“Stop joking with me, sir!” Gibson said.

“I’m not.”

“What the heck are you saying?” Gibson roared. “Are you saying I need to babysit a Poruk spy?”

“Yes,” Hutchinson said, firmly. “That’s the agreement between us and the Poruk. This is a joint mission, but this Captain will only be an adviser.”

Gibson was seething with this new revelation. Hutchinson had cleverly and intentionally left out this bit of information when they had spoken in Lyceria. 

“Since when do we do joint missions with our sworn enemy?”

“Since today. I remind you that the Poruk and humanity are currently at peace.”

Currently was the critical word. Gibson thought.

“This sounds crazy, and you know it,” Gibson said. 

He was on the verge of screaming at the Rear Admiral. How could UHA even allow a Poruk on-board one of their vessels? It was unthinkable, let alone a major security risk. 

“You’re to work together with the Poruk Captain,” Hutchinson ordered. 

“And, if I refuse?”

“Then, you may never find your daughter.”

The threat was a simple, but clear one. Gibson looked pointedly at Hutchinson. How dare the Rear Admiral use his daughter as a bargaining chip in this mission? 

“Is that clear?” Hutchinson demanded. 

Gibson grunted and the display went blank. Now he knew why he was stuck in this junk of a vessel. It had to do with the fact that a Porukian military officer would be on-board. 
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Captain’s Ready Room,

UHA Hornet

There was a buzz at his door. 

“Come in,” Gibson growled. 

He was still reeling from Hutchinson’s treachery of sending on-board a Porukian spy when a young woman sauntered into the room. 

She stopped and saluted him. “Captain.”

“And, who are you?” Gibson asked. 

“Your XO, Commander Shevonne,” the young woman replied. 

“Don’t joke with me, officer,” Gibson barked. 

The young woman looked mortified. “I’m not, sir.”

Gibson looked at her squarely. “How old are you?” 

“I don’t understand ...”

“It isn’t a trick question,” Gibson remarked. “When did you graduate from UHA Academy?”

“One year ago, sir,” Shevonne replied. 

“I hope this isn’t your first posting,” Gibson scowled. 

“But it is, sir.”

Gibson placed his hands over his eyes. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing from this young XO. 

“Is there a problem, Captain?” Shevonne inquired. “I realized you had boarded the ship and forgotten to come to the bridge. I was waiting for you there.”

“I hadn’t forgotten anything,” Gibson countered. 

His XO was even younger than his own daughter. Was this a suicide mission? Was Hutchinson taking revenge for the things of the past? Was that it? He was tempted to call Hutchinson on the spot and ask him. However, he realized it would be a futile attempt. Everything had been perfectly planned by the UHA. There was no going back now.

“Of course, sir,” Shevonne said, calmly.

“How old is this vessel?” Gibson inquired.

“Excuse, sir.”

“I don’t think you have a hearing problem, right? How old do you think this vessel is?”

Shevonne’s face turned pale. “I ... I don’t know.”

“If you’re going to be an XO on this vessel, that’s something you should find out.”

Shevonne nodded, reluctantly.

Gibson decided to make do with what he had. “What’s the status of the vessel?”

“All crew is accounted for and all departments reported that they are ready,” Shevonne replied. 

It was time to again test his young XO. “How certain are you of their readiness?”

His XO looked puzzled. “I don’t understand.”

“Since this is your first posting, I suggest you meet with the different heads of departments in person and ensure all is ready,” Gibson barked. “Then, submit the readiness report to me.”

Shevonne looked shocked but recovered quickly. “Yes, sir.”

As his XO turned about to leave, Gibson stopped her. “One more thing. Do you know of our special passenger?”

Shevonne turned around and smiled. “Yes, sir. UHA Central sent me the profile of our Porukian guest.”

“She isn’t our guest,” Gibson hollered. 

“I didn’t mean ...”

Gibson eyed the young XO. “I don’t care what you meant, but I want you to welcome her and keep an eye on her and I again remind you that she isn’t our guest.”

“Then, what is she?” Shevonne asked. 

“That’s what I intend to find out,” Gibson growled. “Dismissed.”
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Engineering,

UHA Hornet

Commander Shevonne stepped outside of Engineering. Chief Engineer Monroe had been a bit unhappy that she had come down to check on his readiness. Although Shevonne had highlighted that she was following the Captain’s orders, Monroe had simply ignored it. Monroe was an experienced Engineer and Shevonne had felt the pressure of her inexperience manifest itself. She had to control her rapid heartbeat as the eyes of those in Engineering bore down on her during her conversation with the Chief Engineer. 

Initially, when Shevonne had heard the news that she was going to be posted as XO, she had been incredibly excited. After graduating from the academy she had been working at a desk bound job that was going nowhere. Although she had graduated near the top of her class, her initial posting had demoralized her. She never understood what led to that posting and even began to doubt herself, but over time she had decided to stay at her desk bound job until an opening came up. 

The UHA Hornet hadn’t been her ideal choice, but Shevonne had been desperate to take any posting on any vessel. She had also heard that the interest level amongst her peers for the posting on the UHA Hornet wasn’t strong, which had been the final incentive that pushed her to choose the vessel.

When she had first stepped onto the UHA Hornet, she had found herself amongst many experienced crew who headed the different departments. While there were an equal number of junior officers spread out over the vessel, they were all scattered. The first meeting with the heads of departments had been an exercise of her patience. All the heads of departments had done multiple postings on different vessels. They were seasoned individuals. Every one of them had eyed her with disdain as she had gone through what needed to be done to prepare the vessel for launch. Shevonne knew she faced an uphill task in getting around the crew, but she was determined. She hadn’t done so well in the academy and suffered through a desk job to give up just because she didn’t have the respect of the crew. She refused to let a bunch of hard-nosed crew get the better of her. Her father had been a Captain and so had her grandfather. This was what she had always wanted to do and no one was going to stop her. With or without their respect, she was going to succeed. 

Shevonne walked to the hatch and waited for her Porukian guest. She didn’t know what to expect. Then, she heard a clanging sound. Shevonne turned in the direction of the sound and took a step back. A tall figure came up the ramp into the hatch and stopped in front of her. Shevonne blinked her eyes. It was the Porukian. A female Porukian. It was the first time being so close to one of them. The female Porukian was easily more than a foot taller than her. Shevonne had heard that the Porukian were taller, but it still hadn’t prepared her for the female standing in front of her. 

“I’m looking for the XO,” the female Porukian announced. 

Shevonne’s heart shivered, but she forced a smile. “That’s me. My name’s Shevonne, the XO on this vessel.”

“You’re the XO,” the female Porukian repeated.

Shevonne nodded while ignoring the female Porukian’s shocked expression. 

“My name’s Serli from the Poruk Empire.”

“Welcome on-board the UHA Hornet,” Shevonne said. “We have been expecting you.”

She struggled to not let the Porukian’s words affect her. Although she had gotten a similar reaction from most of the crew, Shevonne hadn’t expected it from the female Porukian, but it didn’t matter. Shevonne would prove all of them wrong soon enough.

Serli must have sensed her inner struggle. “I’m sorry if I sounded rude, but you didn’t meet my expectations.”

“It’s a common first reaction,” Shevonne said. “Let me show you to your compartment.”

“I would like to meet your Captain first,” Serli insisted. 

“He’s quite busy at the moment preparing for the launch of the vessel,” Shevonne said. 

That was a lie. Gibson hadn’t told her anything about bringing the Porukian to meet him. Shevonne hoped that the Porukian couldn’t sense that she was lying through her teeth. 

“I understand,” Serli agreed. “Lead the way to my compartment.”
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Captain’s Ready Room,

UHA Hornet

Gibson looked at his console. The UHA Hornet had left orbit from Beta-1 a few hours ago. His XO had been diligent in checking in with all the department heads and submitting the readiness report. He hadn’t expected her to follow through on his order so patiently. Maybe, there was some hope for her. 

Now, he had to deal with his Porukian spy. His XO had informed him that the female Porukian was looking forward to meeting him. Gibson had tried his best to postpone the initial meeting as long as he could. His XO had been smart enough not to question his delaying tactics, but now he had to face the female Porukian. The information sent by UHA Central hadn’t revealed much about her, except that she had been a Captain who had fought in the Pinnacle War. That, itself, was sufficient information for him to be on guard. 

There was a buzz at the door and Shevonne stepped in followed by the female Porukian. Gibson didn’t flinch. He had encountered many Porukians during the war. Some in command, but many mere soldiers. None of those encounters had ended well. 

“Thank you, Commander,” Gibson nodded, as he gestured to the female Porukian to the nearest chair. 

Shevonne nodded and left the room. The female Porukian walked up to him and bowed. Gibson returned the bow. He was well versed in Porukian protocols. When dealing with a former enemy over a protracted war, knowing the finer details had been critical. 

“Captain Serli reporting for duty,” Serli introduced herself. “Although you can just call me Serli.”

Then, Serli took her seat. 

Gibson decided to get down to business. “As you may be aware, we have left orbit and are about to enter the neutral zone. We will then follow a route through the neutral zone.”

“Yes, Captain,” Serli nodded. “I understand this is where you spotted the enemy ship during the war.”

During the war. Gibson didn’t like the way the Porukian said it, but this wasn’t the time and place for it. He had a mission to accomplish and a daughter to save. No one was going to stop him from getting it done and certainly not this Porukian. He also found her insinuation about the position where he had spotted the enemy ship ironic. Gibson knew the Poruk Empire had no clue where he had spotted the enemy ship. If they had such intelligence, Serli wouldn’t be seated in front of him right now. Instead, the Poruk Empire would have sent several vessels to find the enemy ship on their own, but now the Poruk had to follow him. For a proud Poruk species, it was a bitter pill to swallow.

“How much do you know about the mission?” Gibson asked. 

Serli stared at him. “Our mission is to find the enemy, gather the relevant intelligence and report back to our respective superiors. Is there something I am missing?”

Gibson shook his head. “That sounds about right to me.”

He suspected she was hiding things. There was no reason for the female Porukian to tell him the truth about her real mission. She wasn’t merely here to be an advisor. That would be a waste of sending a Porukian Captain. If advising was the original intention, the Poruk Empire could have sent a junior officer, but they chose to send a Captain. Gibson found that decision disconcerting. 

“Do you know that you are the first Porukian to ever step into a human war vessel as an adviser?” 

Serli looked confused. “I didn’t know that. I thought our species had ...”

Gibson waved his hands. “Of course, we have trade and all that between our species, but I’m talking about a vessel of war. It has never happened before.”

Serli nodded. 

Prior to his meeting with her, Gibson had tried his best to remember everything he could about his multiple encounters with the Poruk. Unfortunately, he couldn’t remember many details. A lot of it was a blur. Probably a side effect of all the alcohol he had consumed during his short stint in retirement. Thinking back, he should have had more control over his Lycerian drinks. He was beginning to regret that he had let himself lose self-control.

“Trust is something that will take time between our species,” Gibson remarked. 

“That’s the natural process which will take time,” Serli commented. “I neither expect you to trust me, nor I you.”

Gibson was surprised by her forthrightness, but he had to admit that was the truth. 

“Because of that I would like you to be careful with your interactions with my crew,” Gibson warned. 

“Be careful in what way?”

“Just because there has been a peace treaty, the effects of war last many generations. I need to ensure your safety while you are on-board.”

The last thing Gibson wanted was to have some harm come to Serli and he be imprisoned for igniting a new war.

Serli replied, as she lifted her right hand. “I assume the comms band is because of your concerns for my safety.”

“That’s right. Commander Shevonne has the matching comms band. She has been assigned to help you throughout this mission. You can always reach her at any time through the comms band.”

Gibson sensed that this female Porukian was highly intelligent. If not, the Poruk Empire would have never put her on-board his vessel. 

“Thank you for your concerns, Captain,” Serli remarked. “I assume you will let me know once we reach the area where you had previously detected the enemy vessel.”

Gibson grunted. He was going to have to be extremely careful with her. After all, she had been a Captain during the war. That meant she was well versed with handling herself during the war. He had heard stories of many Porukian Captains not surviving well after the end of the war. However, it seemed Serli
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