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 Preface: The Future History of the
Human Race

The year
is now 2359.

Towards
the end of the twenty-first century, the human race’s time on Earth
was finally coming to an end. All of their desperate attempts to
save their planet were too little, too late, and a devastating
combination of overpopulation, overconsumption, viruses, manmade
destruction, climate change, natural disasters and other crises had
eventually rendered Earth uninhabitable. The desperate search for a
new homeworld began.

In the
early twenty-second century, fourteen habitable new planets were
finally discovered‒ each of them uninhabited, located within their
own separate solar systems across the galaxy and very different to
Earth, but all capable of supporting life. Construction began on
fourteen spaceships‒ the Ark Ships‒ to transport the human race to
their new homeworlds, but it was not intended for everyone to make
it on-board.

Tickets
for the Ark Ships were so extremely expensive that only the rich
and the powerful could afford to buy them. Those who had desirable
skills or worked in essential occupations which were deemed vital
for the continuation of human culture and society were invited
aboard the Ark Ship that was bound for their designated new
homeworld for free. Everyone else who could not afford a ticket had
no hope of escaping Earth.

Towards
the end of the twenty-second century, the fourteen Ark Ships all
finally left Earth in a mass Exodus with everything that they would
need to colonise the human race’s fourteen new homeworlds. Leaving
the remainder of their people‒ the vast majority of the human race‒
behind on a doomed and destroyed planet never to be seen or heard
or even thought about ever again…

By the
end of the twenty-third century, life on the human race’s fourteen
new homeworlds had become similar to but slightly more advanced
than that which they had enjoyed on Earth in the early twenty-first
century before the crises that had destroyed it. The entire human
race was ruled by a Government which was formed of the elected
rulers of each of the fourteen homeworlds, with a Military who
served them in keeping the peace between and within the fourteen
homeworlds.

The
Military’s ruthless leader, General Mercer, proposed the creation
of an army of Drones‒ lab-created, genetically-modified humans who
are designed to have no thoughts, no feelings, no emotions and no
mind of their own and obey all of their orders without question, as
well as have enhanced strength, speed, stamina, senses and reflexes
and advanced combat skills‒ to increase the size of the Military
and more effectively crush all future insurrections between and
within the homeworlds, but the government rejected his proposal
declaring the creation of these ‘human robots’ to be unethical and
inhumane.

In the
early twenty-fourth century, the corruption of the Government’s
members and the power struggles between them had begun to cause
unrest amongst the Military who served them, and General Mercer
plotted to overthrow the Government and seize power himself. His
intentions caused division amongst the Military as soldiers were
forced to choose a side: the Government that they served or the
General who commanded them.

General
Mercer’s coup failed, but his actions succeeded in splitting both
the Government and the Military in half as he and all of the
soldiers who had defected to follow him broke away from the
Government to form a Military dictatorship which ruled the seven
homeworlds who had left the Government to join him because they
wanted to be led by one strong leader instead of a coalition of
several corrupt weak ones. As a result, only the remaining seven
homeworlds remained under the rule of what was left of the
Government, and all of the soldiers who had chosen to remain loyal
to the Government became known as the Army.

Now that
he finally had free reign to do so, General Mercer ordered the
creation of his army of Drones, and war inevitably broke out
between the Government and General Mercer’s Military dictatorship.
However, unlike the constant, all-out World War I and World War II
which had been fought on Earth in the twentieth century, this new
war‒ which is often referred to as World War III‒ is a prolonged
one that has been fought over decades all across the galaxy and
still continues to be fought even in the present day.

In the
midst of all of that chaos, an alien race suddenly emerged in space
which is superior to the humans and outnumbers the entire human
race two to one.

Over the
centuries that had followed the human race’s Exodus from Earth, the
absence of human destruction and interference had allowed nature to
reclaim the planet and Earth to gradually heal itself until it not
only became habitable once more, but a whole new planet which was
so entirely different that it was unrecognisable from even the
Earth of the early twenty-first century before the crises that had
destroyed it: a new Earth known as Earthia.

And over
the centuries, the humans who had survived being left behind to die
on Earth had evolved to adapt to their new environment until they
were so vastly different to the humans who had abandoned and
forgotten them that they had become an entirely different species
altogether: the Earthians.

It is
said that the chasm between the humans and the Earthians is so
great that only a hybrid child‒ a child born of a union between a
human and an Earthian‒ can bridge it and unite them…

War
between the Government, the Military and the Earthians is imminent.
The Military and the Government have each attempted to form an
alliance with the Earthians against the other, but the Earthians
have proven to be hostile to them both. Instead, the Earthians are
roaming the galaxy as if searching for something.

Or
someone…


 Prologue

The Trojas’ cockpit. 2300 hours.

Captain
Jeremiah Smythe collapsed into his commander’s chair, bleeding so
heavily from the fatal stab wound in his stomach that he was amazed
that he was even still alive.

He knew
that he was going to die here‒ he knew this with absolutely
certainty‒ but despite all of his suffering and sorrow, weakness
and weariness, what saddened him the most was the knowledge that he
had failed.

His crew
were all dead, his ship was as good as dead, he was dying and as a
result, his mission could no longer be completed.

He had
failed.

His only
hope now was that he’d done the right thing and that his last act
would have some meaning. The rest was up to whoever found his ship
and her cargo. His mission and his burden were now theirs. His part
in all of this was over.

With
those thoughts in mind he began recording his final ship’s diary
entry so that whoever listened to it would know what had
happened…


Chapter 1

 20 years ago.
Year 2339.

The McCabes’ home on Hephaestus.

“Again! Again!” little Lorilyn McCabe cried excitedly from
where she was sitting up in her bed in her pink teddy bear print
pyjamas cuddling her soft sandy brown teddy bear, Mr
Fluffy.

“Lori!” twelve-year-old Tristan McCabe scolded his
five-year-old adopted sister with a laugh from where he was sitting
on the white wooden chair at her bedside in his blue superhero
print pyjamas. “The whole point of my reading you a bedtime story
is that you’re supposed to be fast asleep by the time I’ve finished
it. Not wide awake and demanding that I read it to you
again!”

Lori was
silent for a moment as she considered this…

“Again! Again!” she demanded excitedly of her beloved big
brother anew, her long chestnut brown pigtails bouncing as she
bobbed eagerly up and down on her mattress.


Absolutely adorable with her baby fringe, big bright hazel
eyes and little button nose, Lori was as perfect as a porcelain
doll; her ivory skin utterly flawless except for the long thin
white scar than ran across the side of her right
cheekbone.


Unfortunately as much as they both wished otherwise, with
Tristan’s short black hair, warm brown eyes and tanned skin he and
Lori didn’t look anything alike and couldn’t have looked less like
brother and sister.

Not that
they cared.

As far
as they were both concerned, although they weren’t related by blood
they were brother and sister in every other way and in every way
that mattered.

“Alright, alright. You win,” Tristan gave in with a chuckle,
unable to deny his little princess anything even if he
tried.

From the
very first moment that his parents had welcomed little Lori into
their home and into their family a year ago, she had become his
entire world. She was the light of his life! She was his sun, his
moon and all of his stars, and he was the satellite in orbit around
her. He adored and doted on his beloved little sister endlessly and
he would do absolutely anything for her.

He
always would.

“I’ve read this story to you so many times that you probably
know it by heart!” Tristan told Lori with a fond smile as he
re-opened the colourful storybook that he’d only just set down
closed on his lap. “I know I do.”

In the
soft golden light of the teddy bear table lamp that was sitting
atop Lori’s white wooden bedside table beside him, he granted his
little Lori her wish…

All
around them Lori’s pretty pink and white bedroom was filled with
dolls, teddies, stuffed animals and other antique inanimate toys
which actually needed their owner to play with them, and which she
had a strange preference for over modern toys that walked, talked,
sang, danced and played with their owner all by
themselves.

She also
had a peculiar love of antique printed children’s books, so her
bookshelves were full of these rather than modern children’s books
whose empty covers’ spines projected holograms of all of their
pages once opened as well as full-colour, three-dimensional
holograms of their artwork and could be set to read themselves to
their reader.

Lori’s favourite story was The
Velveteen Rabbit by Margery Williams, and
Tristan had bought her an early twentieth century hardback copy of
it from a local antique market which he read to her every night as
a bedtime story.


“…“Real isn’t how you are made,” said the Skin
Horse. “It’s a thing that happens to you‒””

Tristan
abruptly stopped reading and looked up when he suddenly heard a
noise downstairs.

His mum
and dad had both gone out tonight and left Lori in his care, so the
rest of their house should have been completely dark, silent and
empty because they were the only ones inside it.

“Stay here,” he told Lori as he got to his white-socked feet to
investigate. He set the open storybook gently down onto her small
lap so that she could entertain herself in his absence by looking
at all of its illustrations. “I’ll be right back.”

With
that Tristan left Lori’s bedroom and moved from room to room of
their small two-storey, three-bedroom house in search of the source
of the noise.

When he
didn’t find it and he didn’t see anything amiss or out of place, he
did one more quick sweep of their home as he made his way back to
Lori, thinking that he must have just been hearing
things.

With his
dad being a carpenter and his mum a nurse, together they earned a
good honest, modest living which was enough to afford a nice little
family home in the suburbs. The McCabe’s house may not be as large
or as lavish as those in the city or even others in the same
neighbourhood, but it was cosy and comfortable with everything that
they needed.

Lori
looked up happily when Tristan re-entered her bedroom and as he
made his way over to the other side of her bed she eagerly held the
open storybook out to him for him to take it and continue reading
to her.

“Time for bed,” Tristan informed Lori with a smirk as he
accepted the open storybook from her and then closed it.

“No-o-o!” Lori wailed long and loudly with disappointment as he
walked across the room and returned the storybook to its home on
her white wooden bookcase.

“Yes,” Tristan retorted with a laugh
as he returned to her side. “It’s long past your bedtime. You
should have been asleep hours ago!”

“But we haven’t finished the story,” Lori protested when he
came to a stop to stand by the side of her bed ready to tuck her
in, pouting adorably and staying stubbornly sitting up.

“We will,” Tristan promised her with a chuckle. “Remember where
I stopped and we’ll pick up right where we left off tomorrow
night.”

“You promise?”

“I promise.”

“Okay,” Lori grumbled as with greatest reluctance she finally
laid herself down on her side facing him resting her head on her
soft fluffy pink pillow and made herself comfortable cuddling Mr
Fluffy.

“Okay,” Tristan repeated with a smile as he pulled her soft
pink covers all the way up to her chin and tucked them snuggly all
around her. He kissed her on her forehead. “Goodnight
Lori.”

“Goodnight Tristan,” Lori replied sleepily as he moved around
her white wooden bed to switch off her bedside lamp and then left
her bedroom.

Having
finally put Lori to bed, Tristan went downstairs and made himself
comfortable on the sofa in their darkened living room to wait up
for his parents’ return.

As he
sat there, he was completely unaware of the two dark figures that
were slipping silently past him in the inky blackness towards the
stairs…

Tristan
tried his very best to stay awake, but it was now so late that he
could barely keep his eyes open. With every minute that passed his
eyelids grew even heavier until at last they finally slid
closed‒

Tristan
suddenly jumped awake when he heard Lori scream.

“Lori!” he cried in alarm as he immediately bolted off the sofa
and raced back upstairs to Lori’s bedroom.

When he
ran through her bedroom doorway, to his horror he saw that her
bedroom window was wide open and a soldier in a full suit of black
Military body armour was passing her small screaming and crying and
struggling form through it to their identically-clad comrade who
was standing waiting in the darkness on the other side of it while
another identically-clad soldier stood nearby on
lookout.

“Tristan!” Lori screamed as still cuddling Mr fluffy, the
soldier outside the window held her securely against his
black-armoured chest and then leapt downwards out of
sight.

“Lori!” Tristan cried.

Their
mission accomplished, one-by-one the two soldiers in the bedroom
quickly climbed out of the window and leapt downwards after
them.

Tristan
immediately ran from Lori’s empty bedroom and raced all the way
through their house to their back garden which her bedroom window
looked out on.

When at
last he was racing across the moonlit darkness of their big back
lawn in nothing but his socks and pyjamas, the three soldiers were
already a considerable distance ahead of him had almost reached the
small sleek black Military shuttle that was waiting for them hidden
in the shadows by the large shed at the bottom of the
garden.

At their
approach, the shuttle’s pilot fired up its engines and lowered the
boarding ramp on its side.

“Tristan!” Lori screamed in terror and sorrow over the shoulder
of the soldier who was carrying her, tears swimming in her eyes and
streaming endlessly down her cheeks as she frantically struggled
and fought trying desperately to break free of their
hold.

“Lori!” Tristan screamed in anguish, running after them all as
fast as his short legs could carry him and pushing himself to run
even faster still so that he could reach them in time to save his
sister.

Suddenly
Tristan’s parents were both racing across the garden just behind
him in their evening wear in equal haste and desperation to save
their adopted daughter.

“Tristan!” Lori screamed as her three abductors raced aboard
the shuttle and its boarding ramp rose to seal the spacecraft
behind them all.

“Lori!” Tristan screamed, still racing desperately and
determinedly after them all and having almost reached the
shuttle‒


Tristan’s parents quickly grabbed him and pulled him
backwards out of the way as the shuttle suddenly blasted off into
space. Leaving the three of them standing there on the grass
watching helplessly through their tears as its dark shape grew
increasingly smaller until at last it was just a tiny speck that
was utterly indistinguishable from the total blackness of the
starless night skies overhead.

Even
though his beloved little Lori was now gone forever and forever out
of reach, Tristan could still hear her screaming his name in a
desperate plea for salvation.

“Tristan! Tristan! Tristan!…”

Present day. Year 2359.

The Saviour’s captain’s office. 1400 hours (the next
day).

“Tristan.”


Thirty-two-year-old Tristan McCabe woke with a start when he
suddenly heard someone calling his name and felt them giving his
shoulder a gentle shake, and his eyes met those of his
sister.

To this day Tristan still couldn’t believe that his beloved
Lori wasn’t quite… well, human. At least not in the same way
that he and the rest of their crew were, anyway.

Even now
that he knew the truth about her, he still had trouble believing
that she was a Drone who the Military had created in a lab and
genetically-modified to have no thoughts, no feelings, no emotions
and no mind of her own and obey all of her orders without question
because for as long as he’d known her, she had always been the
exact opposite!

Lori
couldn’t be more completely different from all of the other Drones
that he had ever had the immense displeasure of encountering during
his service in the Army, so he always found it hard to believe that
she was one of them.


Thankfully they had managed to hide her enhanced strength,
speed, stamina, senses and reflexes and faster healing and pass off
all of her advanced combat skills‒ further genetic-modifications
and training that the Military gave their Drones to make them into
perfect super soldiers‒ as the result of her having an Army
background.

Now that
he was awake, Lorilyn McCabe finally released her brother’s
shoulder and sat back.

She gave
Tristan a sympathetic smile from where she was kneeling before the
overstuffed black leather sofa in his office that he’d been taking
a nap on, knowing that he’d been having a nightmare and knowing
exactly what his nightmare had been about: the night that she’d
been abducted from their home and reclaimed by the
Military.

It was a
nightmare that they had both lived through and thus a nightmare
that they both shared, but Lori had lived through many more
infinitely worse nightmares after that awful night over the fifteen
long years that Tristan had spent trying to find her and rescue
her.

Even now
five years later she still had nightmares about those terrible
times, which was why she spent most nights far too afraid to fall
asleep and find herself reliving them in her dreams.


Although, being her big brother, Tristan had hardly even
noticed it, in the decade and a half that they had been apart Lori
had grown up into a beautiful young woman.

Now in
her mid-twenties, her long chestnut brown hair was now classic
length and tied up into the endearingly messy ponytail of someone
who wanted to do something nice with her hair but had neither the
time nor the patience to perfect her chosen hairstyle, and her baby
fringe was now long cheekbone-length parted bangs. She still had a
button nose, she still had a long thin white scar running across
the side of her right cheekbone marring the perfection of her still
otherwise utterly flawless ivory skin, and her almond-shaped eyes
were still bright and hazel, but they were all now those of a woman
rather than a little girl.

Nevertheless, no matter how old she was, no matter
what she was and no
matter how beautiful a young woman she had become, Lori would
always be Tristan’s baby sister and she would always be the
adorable little four-year-old that his parents had given him all
those years ago to be his sibling.

As a
result he’d always tended to be a little too overprotective of her,
but he’d never heard Lori complain about it. The only one who had
ever given him any trouble about it was Dana, in her own
well-meaning but extremely annoying way.

Tristan
sat up and regarded Lori with a questioning look.

“You told me to wake you up just before we got to the
spaceport,” Lori explained. “Well we’re almost there. It won’t be
long now.”


Realisation dawned in Tristan’s warm brown eyes as he
suddenly remembered: yesterday evening their ammunition storage
cabinet in the left wing’s armoury had decided to unexpectedly and
inexplicably fall off right off the wall and spill its contents all
over every nook and cranny of the floor.

As a
result, every combatant in their crew‒ which of the seven of them
was just him, Lori and his best friend Alek‒ had had to spend the
entire night and the early hours of the morning fixing the cabinet,
gathering up every last escaped bullet, sorting through the endless
types and numbers of bullets and then checking all of them against
their inventory to make absolutely sure that each and every one of
them was accounted for‒ and double-checking and triple-checking,
since they’d kept missorting and miscounting them‒ before finally
putting them all safely away back inside the cabinet.

Unlike
Alek‒ who was a cyborg and didn’t really need that much sleep‒ and
Lori‒ who as a Drone needed even less sleep and relished any
opportunity to avoid having to go to sleep at all because of her
nightmares‒ Tristan had been so absolutely exhausted from having
gotten so little sleep last night that as soon as they’d had lunch,
he’d decided to take a little nap.

“Right. Of course,” Tristan replied. “Thanks,” he told her with
a grateful smile.

Lori
nodded in acknowledgment and then got to her feet, her khaki green
camisole top, khaki grey leggings and brown steel toe boots all
miraculously untouched by her job as their ship’s
mechanic.

Her full
lips curved into a sad smile, and then she finally left his office
to return to her work in the engine room where she was going to be
staying while the rest of their crew stretched their legs at the
spaceport. After all, if there were any Military spies at the
spaceport they couldn’t risk her being spotted by them.

Tristan
was also going to be staying behind on their ship to collect their
pay for their newly-completed assignment, and also their next
assignment, from whoever General Hower was sending to hand-deliver
them. And Alek would be staying behind on the ship to handover all
of the crates of electronic devices and gadgets that they had just
been sent to confiscate from the Bacchans‒ a hippie cult on
Dionysus who frequently intercepted shipments from trillion dollar
tech companies to throw into their planet’s most active volcano as
part of their crusade to rid the homeworlds of technology, which
they believed to be the root of all evil‒ to whoever General Hower
was sending to collect them.


Naturally they’d kept a small amount of everything from each
crate to sell to Barney‒ their insanely paranoid friend who ran an
illegal smuggling ring‒ for some extra cash on the side, but
General Hower didn’t need to know that. After all, it wasn’t as if
any of those huge tech companies were going to miss
them!

As soon
as Lori was gone Tristan stretched his tanned, muscular arms out to
either side of himself, ran a hand through his short black hair and
then finally got to his black combat booted-feet. After quickly
straightening his black t-shirt and navy blue cargo pants, he
strode across his office over to its round-windowed,
bronze-coloured door which slid silently open at his
approach.

Once his
office’s door had slid silently closed behind him and he found
himself out on the main body’s level one hallway, he turned left
and strode across the short distance over to the round-windowed,
bronze-coloured automatic double doors at the end of the hallway
which silently parted at his approach to grant him entrance to the
cockpit beyond.

Glossy gold in colour and consisting of a domed head, a main
body and two wings, The Saviour
was a spaceship whose unique shape, shadow and
silhouette had been designed to resemble that of an
angel.

Her
small cockpit was located in the upper half of the ship’s
hemispherical bubble head, while the bottom half of it was filled
with a mindboggling mass of wires and cables and all kinds of other
things that only Lori could make head or tail of and was accessible
only through a trapdoor in the cockpit’s brass-coloured
floor.

As the
doors in the cockpit’s brass-coloured back wall slid silently
closed behind him, Tristan made his way through the row of six
evenly-spaced gold leather seats which ran across the centre of the
cockpit over to the front of the cockpit where the Danvers twins
were both busy working the various steering wheels, gears, buttons,
switches, screens and other controls that were arrayed before them
to fly the ship.

“Afternoon, Skipper,”

Blythe
Danvers greeted him with a grin from where she was sitting in her
gold leather pilot’s chair, looking briefly over her shoulder at
him.

Her twin
sister Becca Danvers also looked briefly over her shoulder at him
from where she was sitting beside Blythe in her gold leather
co-pilot’s chair and smiled brightly at him in her own
greeting.


Blonde-haired, blue-eyed and effortlessly beautiful, the
twenty-seven-year-old Danvers twins were absolutely identical in
appearance but pretty much polar opposites in personality; the
oldest, Blythe, being sassy, sexy and flirtatious, while the
youngest, Becca, was shy, sweet and demure.

Even to
this day Tristan still couldn’t quite figure out how she’d done it,
but somehow Blythe had managed to bewitch him into turning their
constant casual sex into a serious, committed
relationship.

“How are we doing, ladies?” Tristan asked the twins as he came
to a stop to stand behind Blythe’s chair and laid his large hands
onto her slender shoulders.

“Touchdown in five,” Blythe answered him with a smile, glancing
briefly up at him over her shoulder. “We’ll be at the spaceport in
no time.”

Sure
enough, through the transparent semi-circular dome before them all
which formed the cockpit’s curved front and side walls and ceiling
he could see that they were descending through a sea of fluffy
white clouds towards Hermes’ spaceport’s distant grey sky-scraping
landscape.

“Excellent! Keep up the good work, ladies,”

Tristan
praised the twins happily, and then he leaned down and laid a soft
kiss onto the side of his girlfriend’s blonde head.

“Aye, aye, Cap’n!” Blythe told him with a smirk, glancing
briefly over her shoulder at her boyfriend as he turned away to
leave.

Becca
glanced briefly over her shoulder at him as well, and Blythe and
Tristan were both completely oblivious to the longing look that she
was sending his way as she watched him leave…

As
Blythe’s announcement about their imminent arrival at the spaceport
came over the shipwide intercom, Tristan strode along the length of
the main body’s level one long, wide cross-shaped hallway over to
the lift that was at the end of its tail.

Although The Saviour
was quite small compared to other spaceships and
even compared to other spaceships that were within the same
classification, she was large enough and contained everything that
her crew needed to live and work inside her very
comfortably.

With her every room, hallway and other area brightly lit with
brass-coloured walls, floors and ceilings and bronze-coloured
doors, The Saviour’s interior décor was just as unique as her angelic design and
comforted her crew with a constant feeling of warmth and cosiness
in even the most trying of crises that they faced.

As
Tristan drew near the cross-junction that lay past his office, he
nearly jumped out of his skin when Dana chose that moment to
suddenly step out from around the corner of his office on the right
where she’d been standing waiting for him and directly into his
path.

“Good afternoon, Captain,” Dana greeted him with a smirk from
where she was now standing just in front of him in her light grey
skirt suit, white blouse and black high heels, not even trying to
hide her amusement at the heart attack that she had almost given
him.

“Damn it, Dana! You scared the crap out of me!” Tristan
admonished her.

“Have you given any thought to my suggestion?” she asked him,
her amusement increasing but otherwise ignoring his rebuke and
getting straight down to business.

A
caramel-skinned beauty with dark brown eyes and long black hair
that flowed all the way down to the middle of her back, the
thirty-eight-year-old Doctor Dana Gracen was a childhood friend of
Tristan’s who he had hired to be the crew’s counsellor and Lori’s
therapist.

For as
long as they had known each other Dana had always been like an
older sister to Tristan, and he’d specifically sought her out to
help Lori recover from all of the horrors that she had been made to
suffer after she’d been recaptured by the Military in the hope that
Dana’s personal connection to them and to their family would make
Lori feel more comfortable opening up to her.


Unfortunately as much as Lori liked Dana and saw her as the
closest thing that she had to a mother right now, she had always
been a rather reluctant patient, but Dana loved Lori as if she was
her own daughter and had made it her mission to help her in every
way that she could.


Including in ways that Lori didn’t want or need her help with
and Tristan would rather that she didn’t!

“Yes,” Tristan answered her evasively, and then he continued
walking around her into the cross-junction.

“And?” Dana persisted tenaciously, turning around and walking
along beside him through the cross-junction.

“No,” he replied firmly as they walked together along the
cross-shaped hallway’s tail, knowing fully well even as he did so
that while everyone else would have simply accepted his answer‒
their captain’s answer‒ and then just dropped the subject entirely, stopped
pestering him about it altogether and never brought it up again,
Dana never would.

“Why not?” Dana asked him with equal curiosity and
disappointment.

When
they reached the bronze-coloured double doors of the lift that was
stationed at the end of the cross-shaped hallway’s tail between the
single round-windowed, bronze-coloured automatic doors that led out
onto the stairwell and the engine room’s top deck respectively, he
pressed the button on the silver panel that was on the wall beside
them.

As the
lift’s doors parted to grant them both access into its tall and
spacious rectangular brass-coloured cubicle, he gestured for her to
precede him inside it and then pressed the button on the silver
panel that was on the lift’s left wall which would take them all
the way down to the third level.

“Because Lori doesn’t need an assistant,” Tristan answered her
with a sigh as the lift’s doors slid firmly closed behind them and
they began their smooth descent to their destination. Well,
to his destination, since she was just tagging along to nag him about
what she thought was brilliant idea. “She’s managed just fine all
on her own for years and if she ever needs any help, she’s got
Alek.”

“Lori isn’t managing just fine all on her own,” Dana disagreed patiently
from where she was standing beside him, turning to face him. “Don’t
get me wrong, Lori is an exceptional mechanic and she’s been doing
an amazing job as ours over the years, but she’s so swamped with
her work that she hardly ever joins us at mealtimes and pretty much
spends all of her days in the engine room. And since Alek isn’t a
mechanic and he only knows a tiny fraction of what she does about
fixing and maintaining a spaceship, there’s very little that he can
actually help her with.”

“Alright, so maybe Lori could do with an assistant,” Tristan
grudgingly conceded, turning to face her as well. “That’s not the
part that I have a problem with. The part that I have a problem
with,” he added sternly, “is us hiring a male assistant mechanic to
set her up with!”

“Tristan, Lori is a beautiful young woman who deserves a chance
at having a normal life, love and a family of her own,” Dana told
him calmly and reasonably, carefully removing her black cat eye
horn-rimmed glasses in that special way that she had a tendency of
doing whenever her advice or her interest turned from professional
to personal and tucking them securely away in her suit jacket’s
breast pocket. “But how is she ever supposed to meet someone
special when she has to stay hidden away inside the ship all the
time because… well, for obvious reasons,” she added, referring to
the big secret of Lori being a Drone which, of the seven of them,
only she, her husband Eli, Tristan and Alek knew but none of them
ever spoke about even to each other to make sure that it stayed
that way. The Danvers twins were both completely unaware of who or
what Lori really was. “We’re all that she has! And if this
continues, we’re all that she’s ever going to have. You don’t want
your sister to spend the rest of her life all alone, overworked and
unhappy, do you?”

Before
Tristan could respond, now that they had reached their destination
the lift’s doors parted to allow them both to alight onto the
identical main body’s level three cross-shaped hallway.

Tristan
gestured for Dana to precede him in exiting the lift and then he
led the way over to the round-windowed, bronze-coloured automatic
door that was beside the lift on the right and slid silently open
at their approach to grant them both entrance to the engine room’s
bottom deck beyond.

“It’s not just Lori’s love life and work life that I’m
concerned about,” Dana continued as the engine room’s door slid
silently closed behind them and together they made their way all
the way across the engine room over to the t-shaped hallway at the
very back of it whose tail was a short, wide brass-coloured
corridor which lay between Lori’s quarters and the spare quarters.
“It’s her social life as well. Lori’s workload isn’t the only
reason why she rarely has any meals with us and spends most of her
time in the engine room. As much as she loves us, Lori has always
tended to keep herself a little distant and apart from all of us,
so I’m hoping that if we give her an assistant who she can share
her workload with and with whom she can become romantically
involved, their relationship will help her to feel finally
comfortable enough to bridge the distance that she has been keeping
from each of us.”

The head
of the t-shaped hallway was a horizontal long, wide brass-coloured
corridor which ran the entire width of the engine room and lay
between the backs of Lori’s quarters and the spare quarters and the
engine room’s back wall. In the corridor’s back wall were three
round-windowed, bronze-coloured automatic doors which led out into
the airlock chamber, the hangar and the cargo hold
respectively.

As
Tristan and Dana approached the second of the three doors it slid
silently open to grant them both entrance to the hangar
beyond.

The Saviour’s hangar was a vast
brass-coloured cavern at the very rear of the ship’s main body
whose lofty height was taller than that of all three of the main
body’s levels put together, whose great width spanned almost the
main body’s entire width and whose endlessly long side walls were
both lined with docking bays for their ship’s eight shuttles and a
series of empty docking bays for the shuttles of any guests or
passengers that they happened to have with them.

“I’ll think about it,” Tristan promised Dana sincerely with a
sigh‒ actually meaning it this time‒ as the door in the hangar’s
back wall slid silently closed behind them and they walked together
along the wide central aisle that ran between all of the empty and
occupied docking bays over to the massive bronze-coloured blast
door that filled the lower half of the hangar’s front wall where he
was going to meet whoever General Hower was sending to hand-deliver
their pay and their next assignment.

Over the
shipwide intercom came Blythe’s announcement that they had now
landed at the spaceport and it was safe for them to
disembark.

“You’d better think fast,” Dana replied mysteriously with an
amusement that he had a feeling didn’t bode very well for him at
all as they passed by each of their ship’s small glossy
gold-coloured shuttles which were stationed in their docking bays
on either side of them‒ the Angels, as he and his crew called
them, because they too had an angelic design and had been designed
to be like smaller versions of The
Saviour herself.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tristan asked her with a frown,
having a bad feeling about whatever it was that she was talking
about.

Looking
extremely pleased with herself, Dana announced, “I took the liberty
of creating an advert for our ideal assistant mechanic and sending
it to General Hower‒”

“You what!”
Tristan bellowed incredulously, whirling on Dana and bringing them
both abruptly to a stop at the centre of the hangar.

“‒
and he managed to find us the perfect guy. He’s
sending him to hand-deliver our pay and our next assignment, so
he’s going to meet us right here at the spaceport.”

“I… You…” Tristan spluttered furiously at her audacity.
“I am the captain
of this ship!”

“Which is precisely why I took it upon myself to take care of
all of this for you,” Dana told him with a smirk, completely
unperturbed by his so very obvious outrage at her actions. “After
all, it was my idea, so why should you‒ the captain of our ship‒
have to be saddled with making it happen.”

“And what exactly did you ask for in your ad for our ideal
assistant mechanic?” Tristan demanded.

“Not much,” Dana answered him with a smile. “Just a young man
around Lori’s age who has prior experience of working as a mechanic
or an assistant mechanic on a spaceship‒ particularly on a
spaceship that’s within the same classification as ours‒ so that
he’ll be one of Lori’s peers and someone who she can teach and
learn from as they work together.”

Her
smile widened into a grin and she added smugly, “And since I have
an inkling of what Lori’s taste in men is, I threw that in as well
so that she’ll feel an undeniable and irresistible attraction to
him.”

“So General Hower claims to have found us the perfect guy, and
that’s it?” Tristan demanded indignantly. “That’s the end of it? We
have absolutely no say whatsoever in the hiring of an assistant
mechanic for our own ship!”

“Well his contract with us is only for one year so I guess if
it doesn’t work out, at the end of that year he won’t be obligated
to stay with us and we won’t be obligated to keep him by renewing
his contract for another year or more,” Dana assured him.
“Unfortunately General Hower didn’t send me the new guy’s file‒
he’s given the new guy a hardcopy of it to bring with him along
with our pay and our next assignment so that we can add it to our
records‒ so all I know is what little General Hower told me about
him: that he’s an ex-soldier just like yourself and Alek who has
recently retired from the Army and is looking for a job as a
mechanic on a spaceship, and that he’s exactly what we’re looking
for. I guess we’ll find out the rest for ourselves when he gets
here‒”

Her dark
brown eyes filled with alarm when Tristan suddenly whirled around
and stormed angrily the rest of the way along the hangar’s wide
central aisle over to the blast door where the new guy was due to
meet them.

“If you want someone to blame for this, blame
me, but please don’t take
it out on the new guy,” she implored him worriedly as she hurried
after him and they passed by each of the empty docking bays which
were on either side of them in the other half of the hangar. “I’m
the one who created the ad and General Hower is the one who hired
him for us, but the new guy is completely innocent in all of this.
He’s just a completely innocent ex-soldier who has no idea what
he’s been signed up for.”

“We’ll see about that,” Tristan muttered as he stormed across
the horizontal long, wide aisle that ran all the way along the
front of the hangar between the last of the empty docking bays and
the blast door.

While
Dana went over to stand just in front of the blast door, Tristan
turned left and strode along the aisle over to the silver blast
door panel that was on the end of the hangar’s front wall beside
the blast door, hit the first of the two buttons that were below
its keypad to raise the blast door and then strode back along the
aisle to join her.

As
Tristan and Dana both stood there together just before the blast
door, they watched as it lifted slowly, smoothly and silently
upwards into upper half of the hangar’s front wall…

To
reveal the tall, dark and handsome stranger who was standing at the
top of the boarding ramp on the other side of it.


Chapter 2

 The Titan. 0800
hours (earlier that same day).

“You know, I’m really going to miss this place,” Bradley Rourke
said with a chuckle as he and Matthew Westley both walked together
along one of the endlessly long and narrow passageways that formed
their home and headquarters’ maze of brightly lit grey
hallways.

“Something tells me that we’ll never really leave here,” Matt
joked.

“You’re right!” Brad agreed with a laugh, slapping his buddy on
the back, and then he quoted their order’s motto: “‘Once a
W.R.A.I.T.H., always a W.R.A.I.T.H.’”

The
W.R.A.I.T.H.S.‒ Weapons, Raids, Assassinations, Intelligence,
Tactics and Hostage Specialists‒ are a special order of elite
soldiers who have been handpicked out of the Army and undertake
various top secret and black ops missions. Spoken of only in
rumours, it’s unknown even amongst the rest of the Army whether or
not their order truly exists and they’re commanded by and
answerable to only the Army’s highest ranking officers.

Because
of their order’s need for utmost privacy and secrecy, their
headquarters, their base and the place where all of the thousands
of W.R.A.I.T.H.S. who are in active service live and train is
aboard an enormous battleship which remains perpetually in flight
within and between their allies’ homeworlds, never makes port and
as far as the rest of the Army, the Government, the Military and
the fourteen homeworlds are concerned, doesn’t even
exist.

To
ensure that all W.R.A.I.T.H.S. are in perfect health and peak
physical condition, W.R.A.I.T.H.S. are recruited from within the
Army in their twenties and only serve for ten years before finally
being retired in their thirties, after which they can either return
to the Army or rejoin civilian life.

As a
result, Matt and Brad were both very handsome young men in their
early thirties who were well over six feet tall with impressively
muscular physiques, but Brad was a year older than Matt and half a
head taller with long chin-length chocolate brown hair, hazel eyes,
tanned skin and a defined cleft in his chin, while Matt was
fair-skinned with long neck-length black hair and green
eyes.

Matt and
Brad had first met ten years ago today when they had both been
recruited from their different divisions in the Army, and in their
decade of serving together as W.R.A.I.T.H.S. they had become good
friends who had often both been assigned to the same
missions.

Now they
were both going to be retired together as well and finally go their
separate ways.

“What are your plans now that you’re being retired?” Brad asked
Matt with cheerful curiosity.

“The usual: to go home, get a job, meet a nice girl, settle
down, start a family and have everything that we’re not allowed to
have while in active service,” Matt answered his friend with a
smile, citing what all of the W.R.A.I.T.H.S. who weren’t intending
to return to the Army dreamed of doing upon their retirement when
they rejoined civilian life. “You?”

“The same,” Brad agreed happily with a nod. With a grin he
added, “We’re in luck, pal: I hear that ladies love ex-Army
men!”

At that
they both laughed.

Although
their having family ties is unavoidable, W.R.A.I.T.H.S. are
forbidden to have or to develop romantic relationships while
they’re in active service to avoid distractions, conflicting
commitments and divided loyalties, to protect their loved ones and
above all, to prevent the existence of their secret order from ever
coming to light.

The
latter is also the reason why W.R.A.I.T.H.S. are forbidden to ever
tell anyone what they really do for a living even after they have
been retired‒ not even their spouse‒ and instead are each given
Army cover stories with all of the necessary documentation to prove
them.

In
addition to all of the rules and secrecy, whenever W.R.A.I.T.H.S.
are off-duty their lives are extremely strictly regimented with
tight fixed schedules for eating, sleeping, training and
recreation. They’re even told what to wear as whenever they’re
on-duty they are always made to wear their full suits of dark grey
body armour‒ if appropriate for their mission‒ which distinguish
them from the black of the Military and the navy blue of the Army,
but whenever they’re off-duty they are always made to wear the
white vests, light grey tracksuit bottoms and white trainers that
they have been issued with for such occasions with their silver dog
tags around their necks, just like Matt and Brad are right
now.

The
white spot all the way off in the distance at the end of the
hallway that Matt and Brad had both been making their way towards
was where the hallway finally opened out into a brilliantly lit
large white circular waiting area with two windowless grey doors in
its far side.

Now that
they had finally reached their destination Matt and Brad both
walked across the waiting area and parted to each sit themselves
down in one of the two white plastic chairs that were stationed
between the doors of the offices that they had been summoned to
this morning to discuss their now being retired from active
service.

As soon
as they were seated, they both reached over to pick up one of the
many Army magazines that were spread across the small white plastic
table that stood between their chairs‒ a series of empty covers
whose spines projected holograms of all of their pages once opened
as well as full-colour, three-dimensional holograms of their
artwork‒ and began dutifully perusing their contents to pass the
time…

They
didn’t have
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