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“Good morning, we’ve received word that the
colony ships have finished their last pre-launch preparations. We
are now waiting to witness the final ‘go’ sequence from each ship
Captain,” said every anchor for every news media provider, almost
simultaneously across the planet Earth. Every news anchor
throughout The Union realized what they had just
declared.

This was far more than a solitary exploration voyage
for a small complement of astronauts expected to return with
tidbits of data to be intellectually metabolized by scientists for
future space flights for the select few that would likely never
launch into space again in their lifetime. Darn-near a career—in
some cases a lifetime—of rigorous studying, physical and mental
preparation for a short expedition, a few photo ops, interviews,
and then immortalized a few paragraphs in future terrestrial
history books summarizing their mission, what came of the
data-gathered, materials collected, and what the terrestrial
scientific community learned after all was said and done. The very
notion had been outdated for over a century now. Where costly,
days-long, high-risk rocket-based launches into space had been
prominent, additional research and development had been conducted
for decades to ensure taxpayer dollars could be invested in more
sensible, self-sufficient, longer-term space expeditions and
related endeavors so humanity would finally be able to do more with
each launch and go farther than anyone prior. With the
ever-mounting demand for more widespread space travel capabilities,
the decision was frankly obvious to take the next steps. The human
space program had to graduate. It had to mature. It
had to evolve. And so, the human space program
did.

The massive colonization fleet launch currently
underway impacted every family of mankind mindfully with risks
weighed against the only promise of hope for a future beyond
multi-billion-dollar remotely controlled drones and an
ever-expanding library of seemingly barren photo shopped scenery to
hide what truly is in the name of ‘protecting humanity’ from the
truth. And with all of the mounting evidence of photo tampering,
people were constantly becoming convinced there was so much more to
space than the public was being told about. More exotically, even.
The fact in and of itself left the Internet abuzz with users
wanting and demanding to know more, but the demand just resulted in
an expanding library of the same fuel on the fire. The taxpayer
wanted to know how their money was being invested for them by their
elected leaders throughout The Union. And even more than a
checks-and-balances report, the people wanted to be out there.
Forget all about military power and secrecy, especially when one
considers the fact that the people pay albeit mandatory taxes to
fund the military, government branches, and government-controlled
civilian-operated public domain agency like UASA, or what is now
The Union Aeronautics and Space Agency. Same mission, and the
people still paid for the fancy vehicles each branch and agency’s
staffers commuted to and from work in every day, but hundreds of
pages of new legislation passed years ago that reminded each of who
they worked for — and why, and where their power, authority, and
livelihoods truly came from, and how quickly each could be taken
away.

“Alpha,”

“Go.”

“Bravo,”

“Go.”

“Charlie,”

“Go.”

“Delta,”

“Go.”

“Echo,”

“Go.”

Words weren’t needed to know the entire world was
watching and waiting — holding a close vigil on televised and
radio-broadcast media and Internet social media while looking to
the sky in anticipation of what groundbreaking history was to come.
The world had not been so engulfed in such a monumental, historical
happening since July 19, 1969, when Neil Armstrong, Earth’s first
interstellar ambassador, as it were, set foot on the moon. A
monumental happening that is still celebrated.

History would never forget that day. That moment when
the world stood still in the best way. Except it didn’t involve an
alien spacecraft landing to warn the natives to change their
ways.

 


UNION INTELLIGENCE AGENCY

LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

As if things weren’t exciting enough, Director Alan
Forester thought silently. He had tuned the TV in his office to
channel 13 for the Union First News broadcast. He kept a small
industrial-grade cooler in one of the four drawers in his desk full
of ice cubes and plastic bottles of regular Ginger Ale for special
occasions. He unscrewed the top off of a chilled bottle and then
poured the contents into a fine 6-ounce glass he held casually as
he watched the red and white BREAKING NEWS
bulletin roll across this office’s television monitor.

 


“All right, Embargo-One,” the Union Space
Administration signaled on the radio, “You are ‘Go’ for
launch, over.” the radio transmission beeped to its conclusion.

The televised news anchor’s voice was also being
relayed over the radio, “The Union Space Administration has just
given the ‘all-clear’. We are receiving word, now, that all
military escorts have just completed their final orbit patrol and
are now assuming formation around the colony ships. We see the
colony ships are undocking to maneuver away from their respective
ports,” continued the news report.

Daniel and Sera watched the sky intently hand-in-hand
from a green space in a park close to home, as a massive cluster of
white dots moved across the sky in perfect professional octagonal
formation. The exciting tension of the moment rendered them
speechless, as was the entire human race.

“Wormhole opening in FIVE . . . FOUR . . .
THREE . . . TWO . . . ONE!” A ring of
brilliant, chaotic blue and white light appeared as an artificial
chain lightning-filled halo near the moon. A cluster of small
bright diamond-shaped lights moved toward the wormhole at what
seemed like a snail’s pace from where Daniel and Sera watched with
small personal telescopes that were marketed for this event. Sera
felt Daniel’s hand grasp hers tightly; she recognized the gesture
and squeezed back, leaning into her boyfriend. Daniel pulled her
close to him until he could feel her body heat radiating on him
like he was sitting next to a facing heat lamp.

 


USSF ARTEMIS

“Steady as she goes,” commanded the Captain of the
lead ship, or ‘Alpha’, as the Union Space Administration
referred to it. Artemis was the largest transport, headed
for Reeshan-II.

“Aye,” the Helmsman responded. “Wormhole entry in
T-minus-ten seconds, and counting.”

The Sensors officer meticulously eyed and memorized
the readings filling their station’s display. So far everything
seemed to be going to plan. All of the data that was forecasted to
be according to UASA proved accurate down to the most minute solar
radiation levels. All of the ships were where they were supposed to
be. . . Then—something blinked in and out on the aft
starboard direction. It wasn’t there before. . .

There it is again! The officer said nothing. .
. Then another something blinked in and out, this time on
the port aft direction. What-the-heck? The officer’s
expression turned to shock—It’s gone! What-the-heck?
A diagnostic followed while data continued streaming in. . .
Everything checked out. No problems. . .

The officer felt as though being watched. But by
whom? The officer would be logging this incident, to be
reported later during the forthcoming staff meeting. The officer
had to focus on what was going on right now.

The wormhole gradually engulfed the Artemis.
The Captain looked to his right toward the front of the bridge at
the sensors officer. “Fleet maintaining formation?”

“Affirmative, sir.”

The First Officer got on the colony fleet’s encrypted
intercom, “All hands: prepare for wormhole transit,”

Turbulence picked up gradually, significantly, like
the ship was experiencing a 6.0 earthquake.

“Report!” The Captain demanded, shifting his weight
to stay standing as the turbulence increased to a 7. Blue and white
engulfing chain lightning struck Artemis’ shields. The
effect spread and added heart-pounding excitement to the moment on
the colony ships and their escorts.

“All systems show ‘normal’, sir.” declared an
Operations officer behind the Captain.

“Fleet maintaining formation, Captain,” the Sensors
officer said. “WORMHOLE EXIT in FIVE . . .
FOUR . . . THREE . . . TWO . . . ONE!”

The news feed showed the stars were once again
visible through the ship’s view windows, as were a few much
brighter dots in the distance, including their destination. Right
on schedule, the viewscreen displayed Reeshan-II.

“Clear the fleet to break formation: to proceed to
all target planets for colonization. Give the clearance to the
military escorts,” the Captain commanded directly.

“Aye,” the First Officer responded, gesturing to
enable the short-range communication officer to relay the order.
Deep-space relay satellites deployed automatically based on their
programmed protocols and navigational coordinates. Video feed
relayed the happenings to The Union, where the news was transmitted
through multiple carriers all over Earth and the rest of the colony
ships. The excitement of history in the making swept over the Earth
like a flood. Time seemed to stand still for the moment.

“Roger that!” the sensors officer acknowledged,
turning around in their chair to the Captain, “Sir! Colony ships
Bravo through Echo have broken formation, increasing
speed, and are proceeding on their assigned courses and to
their respective wormholes. Military escorts are following
suit,”

“Very well,” the Captain acknowledged with a
confidence. “Begin orbital entry sequence to
Reeshan-Two.”

“Aye,” the Helmsman acknowledged and
immediately carried out the order.

Artemis’ destination was becoming gradually
larger in the main viewscreen. The lighting on the bridge changed
as the colony ship approached the planet’s atmosphere.

“Slowing to orbital speed. Assuming standard orbit,”
reported the Helmsman.

“Very good,” the Captain beamed, turning left to the
Operations Officer. “Deploy shuttle transports as soon as orbit is
established.” Great! Everything is going
exactly as planned, he admired.

“Yes, sir,” the First Officer agreed.

Then, the hull groaned for a few moments as
Artemis’ trajectory to its destination shifted.

“Standard orbit!” the Captain commanded.

“All transport shuttle military: Deploy.
Deploy. Deploy,” the Captain cheered. The order
echoed throughout the ship.

Three rows of launch doors lining the ventral sides
of Artemis opened simultaneously. The planet’s atmosphere
quickly filled with a cloud of soaring shuttles.

Good luck, came the silent hope of the Captain, eying
the shuttles’ descent. Never before had a starship Captain such a
dauntingly harrowing task. So many precious and innocent souls. So
far from the home world. Yet so eager to start a new life somewhere
else. This was always an inevitability, he told himself, trying to
ease the butterflies in his stomach, a sensation he had practiced
hiding over the decade-long career in manned military space flight.
Academy training helped its starship commanders to stay focused and
abridge their emotional responses to the many rigors that
accompanied their duties, whether things seemed or were in fact
peaceful, or not. Still, he watched from his padded chair in the
center of his bridge the shuttles approach of the planet.

“Shuttles are on course,” reported the First Officer.
Moments later, he expanded the good news to say, “Telemetry shows
shuttles are now landing at designated planet coordinates.
Civilians are off-boarding.”

The Captain exhaled heavily in relief. He even
grinned slightly.

The fun wasn’t over yet, he reminded himself.

Union First News had a designated news crew on one of
the first shuttles to cover the historic event. It was almost time
to make a few historic comments he had prepared, and then on to
celebrations in the mess hall with the rest of his crew. He looked
forward to the special the ship’s chef and his team were preparing,
especially his having the honor of popping open the first bottle of
bubbly to commemorate what they were about to accomplish. This made
his hands become a little clammy as he anxiously dug his fingertips
into the front of his chair’s armrests.

“The news crews should be setting up right about now,
sir,” the First Officer reminded all to be at their best, this is a
first for mankind.

“Understood. Operations, maintain perimeter scans.
Communications, patch the news feed in at their signal,” reminded
the Captain. He was eager to have history show his leadership was
ship shape.

“Aye!” The four peripheral monitors on the bridge
activated.

“Stand by,” the Captain said, relaxing a little and
folding his arms in anticipation.

 


“This is a Special News Report from Union First
News,” voiced the faceless male introductory voice before all
heard, “Good morning. I’m Amanda Seefreed, coming to you from Union
First News broadcasting headquarters on Earth. A ground breaking
story is coming to you exclusively from Union First News. We take
you now to our news team on Reeshan-II. Our own Angela Johnson has
the story. Angela—”

The screen presented a female reporter with long dark
brown hair, dressed in a formal suit, standing on a new community
crossroad intersection, smiling and wearing a microphone at her
chin.

“Thank you, Amanda — and yes, it has been a very
eventful day for everyone here.”

 


Quake walked around the kitchen corner and then
retrieved his mobile holoscreen phone. He opened the text message
app, thumbed, “NOW” and then sent the message to hundreds of
contacts, all of whom used hidden and encrypted phones. The message
displayed on the mobile’s screen in a green balloon on the
right-hand-side. Seconds later, under the balloon, read the
automatically-generated, “Received.”

Quake returned to the kitchen and watched the news as
preparations for the festivities continued. The chef’s favorite
chopping knife was only seven feet away . . .

 


Angela began enthusiastically delivering her news
report, “Homes and businesses are abuzz with new activity. Life is
flourish—” the ground and the camera man shuddered and shook as she
instinctively stopped talking and her arms raised briefly as though
trying to balance and steady herself from falling over. Her ankles
and knees tingled painfully from the shock she felt in the ground.
She displayed a shocked and concerned look. “What was that?” She
asked the cameraman.

The camera angle panned right, and then slowly left
so the unfolding event could be seen clearly in the frame. What the
heck? Amanda was now in the right side of the frame, no longer
centered. The ground shook again, twice as abruptly and violently.
She almost lost feeling in her knees from the compounded feelings
of shock and nearly collapsed where she stood. Her spine tingled
uncomfortably, her heart rate doubled; deeply heightened anxiety
could be felt from all around her, “There it is again! Was that? —”
she looked to her left, gasping as through from being startled. The
camera angle was unsteady on the verge of panic.

Amanda uneasily continued, “Okay, we have people
running down the street toward us! That last sounded like—” thick
plumes of dirt and smoke shot violently from sides of buildings in
the background, gradually approaching the news team. The camera
abruptly shook violently, “OH NO! —” Angela cried sharply at the
top of her lungs into her microphone like a horror movie character
victim as a domino effect of booming and thundering explosions
sharply rattled the ground, plumes of smoke engulfed streets racing
at and quickly engulfing the stampede of screaming terrified
citizens. The camera shook violently in an irregularly sideways
figure-eight. The foreground became a shaking blur. Rapid
stampeding footsteps could be heard like loud, sharp, flat rubbery
footsteps as the booming plumes became louder and faster until the
sounds of screaming, crackling dirt under stampeding footsteps, and
crashing concrete were overwhelmed and drowned out amid violently
cascading explosions from seemingly every direction. The asphalt
and concrete ground sounded like it was abruptly cracking apart
under any faintly distinguishable human figures. Another explosion,
and then the camera seemingly became airborne, tumbling violently
on every axis for a few seconds until it smashed into something
solid—

The feed abruptly cut short with TV snow.

 


“Sensors, focus on the surface
event!” the First Officer commanded sharply.

“Roger that, sir. Reading multiple explosions
all over the planet surface!”

“What?” the Captain sharply asked, looking
through the main viewscreen. Ground security teams have not had
time to set up their stations. There are civilians on the surface
but still awaiting ground transfers to their new communities and
homes. My ship’s armament is purposefully limited to favor maximum
settler and cargo capacity. This is a high-risk vulnerability for
new colonists! The Captain thought.

Tactical information started to appear on the command
viewscreens across the bridge, each highlighting visible hot spots
on the planet surface.

The First Officer alerted the Captain, “The visual
news feed was intercepted before it stopped,”

What will those still on Earth need to know
immediately? The Captain critically asked himself. Every
development up to now dominated his thoughts and reasoning.
‘Daunting’ took on a whole new meaning for him.

“Confirmed! Total signal loss
now, too,” the Sensors officer reported.

The Captain logged on to communications with a single
scan of his hand to accept the incoming patch from the Fleet
Admiral.

Just then, the First Officer reported, “I’m seeing
plumes of smoke on the surface, sir.”

“—Yes, sir,” the Captain responded.
“Confirmed . . . Roger that. Sir? —Sir?” the Captain said to
hollow nothingness on the disconnected incoming communication,
while the First Officer and bridge crew, including junior crew
members, looked to the Captain and awaited their orders.

Before the Captain could follow through with his new
orders from the Fleet Admiral, the bridge and computer terminals
went dark as the stations flickered violently and then abruptly
shut off in sequence like someone or something was taking over. An
expletive expression scorned across the Captain’s synapses. What is
happening to the colonists? What the heck is happening?

Shoot, he thought dismally.

“Complete power failure, sir!” Operations cried out.
The Captain recoiled. This is not right.

Things are spinning out of control.

The bridge doors flew open and then the crew
instantly heard the thundering roar of boots to the floor. The
speed of the attack caught the crew trying to reach for his or her
sidearm. The bridge immediately filled with lightning-like directed
particle weapon fire as the armed stampede rushed to every station
with professional precision.

The Captain took aim, but a deflected shot to the
shoulder sent his sidearm vertically boomeranging to the floor. In
precise waves of strikes, the bridge officers and junior crew
members collapsed unconscious onto their command stations. The
Captain’s thoughts burned with possibilities of what their lives
and skills were going to be harvested for, assuming they were going
to be allowed to live.

The First Officer deflected the particle rifle of a
nearby hostile and then sharply knocked him down with a bludgeoning
right cross, and then snapped to strike another hostile. He
immediately realized he was out-manned and out-gunned, the next
shot took down the First Officer. He flipped backward onto the
deck, unconscious.

The wounded Captain stood alone now but was quickly
surrounded with multiple particle weapons and laser sights trained
on his face and center-of-mass.

Surrender to what?

—A lone figure emerged through the haze of fire and
smoke rising from damaged control circuitry. The Captain watched
the haze clear to reveal a male figure wearing loosely organized
military camouflage decorated with insignia that suggested the
figure was in command of whoever these . . . terrorists.

The Captain couldn't help but wonder who or what was
responsible for the madness. The two made eye contact. The Captain
felt a sharp tingling sensation down his spine as the male figure
became clearer. . .

“Thank you for your cooperation, Captain. This
planet, the other deep space Union colonies, and your fleet are now
under Feud control. We’ll get to you when we want you,” Quake
gestured to the surrounding terrorists. A flurry of shots dropped
the Captain to the deck like a tipped-over two-by-four.

Quake darkly growlingly commanded the hostile’s next
move, “Restore power to the ship. Sweep for
any Union crew in the cargo holds and
transport bays.” the terrorists were quick to act,
arrogantly holding their large automatic rifles over their shoulder
or at low ready.

Quake sauntered proudly back to the elevator ride to
a lower deck.

 


UNION AERONAUTICS AND SPACE ADMINISTRATION

“Roger that—yes, sir,” the Chief Scientist for
Hubble said into the handset before sharply hanging up and turning
to the rest of the team and declared, “We’re going to
Hubble!”

The team scrambled into action, manning a number of
computers in a secret sector of UASA’s operations center sealed off
from the rest of the operations facility by a pressurized
vault-like door. The only way in or out was by using a particularly
coded badge in tandem with a six-digit pass code changed once a
day.

New deep-space coordinates were entered into the
central computer mainframe using a secure VPN which tied directly
into the digital branch of the mainframe connecting directly
wirelessly to the true Hubble satellite over Earth’s northern pole.
The satellite’s true function was much more than your average
celestial photographer.

The satellite’s transmission receiver antenna relayed
the new coordinates to the telescope’s central processing unit, and
then within an instant’s time the telescope’s small thrusters fired
so the telescope would be pointed in the specified direction.
Numerous photos were taken and then immediately relayed back to the
instructions’ source.

Data compilation took seconds, and then a specialized
data processor displayed the photo collection on a holographic
display. The entire team turned in their rolling chairs at the
massive, crisp. . .gut wrenching sight—

“What the—” several team members said quietly to
themselves as they covered their mouths with their hands or the
inside of the inner crook of their elbow; a few rushed to the
restrooms down their self-contained hallway to hold their heads
over a sink.

“Get me Vice on the line,” the team leader commanded,
eyeing the display candidly, struggling to stay collected. The
responding team member wiped their forehead methodically as they
attempted to connect the line, routing the call to the team
leader’s earphone.

“Sir, this is Doctor Marshal with UASA-Hubble. Yes,
sir,” He briefly choked on his words, and then continued, “Sir . .
. it is imperative that we meet with POTUS, as soon as possible.
Today, sir.” there was a pause for several seconds. “Yes, sir. It’s
worse than our projections. POTUS needs to be briefed
immediately. . . .Understood.” the line
disconnected.

The team lead could feel the rest of the team’s
attention focused on him. Those team members who had to step out
returned with a paler complexion than when they left.

The team lead stood up and faced the rest of the
room, “Everything seen and heard within this room today is
classified effective as of 1200 hours, local time. We are ordered
to secure all materials and then wipe the mainframe of all of this
data. Go.”

The team responded sharply. The team lead secured the
data on an encrypted thumb drive, placing the thumb drive in a
small titanium briefcase biometrically sealed with the team lead’s
thumb prints. The database was wiped clean of the newly-taken
photos.

The team lead proceeded to handcuff the briefcase to
his right wrist as he proceeded directly to unlock the door to the
room, then proceeded to the facility’s front door where an armored
SUV convoy picked him up and took him to the White House.

 


THE WHITE HOUSE

Security was suffocatingly thorough as usual. You
couldn’t reach for a tissue or a dropped pen on the floor without
the secret service seeing it. The secret service escorted him to
the Oval Office where the president was looking out the window at
the afternoon glow, turning once the UASA official entered the room
followed by four secret service agents.

Also present was four-star General Hammond of the Air
Force, four-star General Anderson of the Marine Corps., four-star
Navy Admiral Raty, and UIA Director Forester.

Hands were shaken, greetings were exchanged, and then
the meeting quickly got down to business as the UASA official was
escorted to the underground situation room. The meeting’s
participants took a seat around the finely-polished dark oak
table.

“None of you are going to believe this,”

“Let’s see it,” the president commanded as the
attention in the room focused on the briefcase as it opened with
the UASA official’s thumb prints. He connected the briefcase to the
holographic displays at the front of the room. The photos appeared
instantly, along with the word CLASSIFIED
along the bottom of each photo. A detachable wireless remote
enabled him to control the flow of the photos.

“What you’re seeing is the planet designated
Reeshan-Two. Based on all available data on the planets in these
photos, nearly all of the planets’ surfaces have been devastated by
some kind of a calculated-orbital-event,”

There was an inquisitive pause throughout the rest of
the room.

“Calculated?” General Hammond directly asked.

Dr. Marshal nodded darkly, thumbing the remote’s
touch plate to the next slide. This one showed an enormous dark
mass with bright, multi-colored light pulses soaring from numerous
points along its forward twilight-lit hull.

It was a colony ship. . .the president silently
remarked in a dark realization with straight-faced shock, staring
plainly at the center image. Weaponized. He decidedly demanded an
answer to his next question, “Who or what were they targeting?”

Dr. Marshal took a subtle deep breath and then
answered, “Based on the flight plans and colonization plans for
this planet, whoever was in control of the spacecraft targeted
civilian commercial, civilian police, and military targets. It is
also worth noting that the planet’s ozone layer was damaged during
this apparent attack. That, in combination with the profound
surface damage, means any man, animal or plant life would have to
be relocated to underground shelters if any of the above were to
survive. Sir,” He directed his message to the president, “whoever
did this meant for this to look and feel like a natural disaster.”
At least that much didn’t work.

“Understood.” the president replied plainly as
Dr. Marshal transitioned the remainder of the images, talking about
each one in turn. . .

Who would do such a thing? —WHY? The president
wondered in shock, coupling his hands in front of his mouth, deep
in thought. All of those people. Hundreds of millions of innocent
people on those planets. Those SHIPS! What happened
to the military? . . .The military. . .? He wondered. How come
they didn’t respond? How could they not have responded? No.
They would have. . . So how did all of this happen? How
could all of this have happened? Something wasn’t adding up in
his mind. He interrupted Dr. Marshal.

“—How many civilian and military personnel were on
those ships and their escorts?” The president interjected, noting
the look on Dr. Marshal’s face. “How. . many?” The president more
sharply asked this time.

“Five-thousand civilian police and ten-thousand
military personnel, including commissioned and flag officers,” what
he didn’t include was their families were also onboard.

Jeez, the president gasped as the military leaders in
the room wrote down notes on a secure display print out sheet.

“Conclusions?” The president directly asked the
military leaders.

“The security on those ships was immaculate.
Branch-regardless, they would have responded. If they failed, there
was another player. . .possibly more than one, to have been able to
overpower the on-board security.” General Anderson declared.

“How fast can we get a reconnaissance probe to
Reeshan-Two to get a closer look?” The president asked.

“We are still getting a signal from the routing
station in orbit. If that remains constant, we can have a recon
probe in their atmosphere in a few minutes.”

Without missing a beat, the president offered a
steely look at the planetary images and directly commanded, “Do
it.” A chill filled the air like a wave from where the
president sat to the front of the room.

The call was made.

The probe promptly launched from a secured remote
location.

For a moment, the president wondered if they should
send an armada instead of a probe. Abruptly, his gut told him that
would end in disaster for more than just the armada, even though he
was absolutely confident they wouldn’t fail. Maybe there was more
than just what was going on in space near those colonies that met
the eye.

The probe appeared exactly where the UIA expected it
to. The LIVE video feed confirmed what the
images showed, though some of the smaller fire spots had died down
somewhat.

The planet was pretty much a smoldering mass in
space. A profane word burned in the president’s mind in anger at
the sight, though he was surprised that there were no ships around
. . . “What happened to—?” He asked as he was interrupted by a tone
alert from the probe.

“Someone’s painted the probe!” The UIA Director
declared, speaking commands of evasive action into his handset.

Everyone in the room watched as the probe tried
responding to the commands.

Suddenly a fine outline appeared at the terminator’s
crescent edge as the sunlight in the solar system shined against
the object.

Everyone in the room snapped as the enormous
rectangular metallic mass accelerated through the terminator’s
lip.

It was a colony ship, but now it was covered in
armaments and retrofitted with some kind of armor that looked like
it had been through a heckuva fight!

In what seemed like an instant, a large bolt of
focused green lightning shot from one of the numerous ports along
the bow. The video signal abruptly blacked out.

The president looked at Director Forester who turned
his head at the president as he replaced the handset on its
base.

After taking a deep breath to help himself clear his
thoughts, he quickly organized what had happened today in his mind,
and then made a decision.

He picked up the handset in front of him and then
dialed the extension for the White House press secretary.

The line was answered promptly.

“Schedule a press conference for this afternoon.”
Among his many campaign promises were lower income taxes,
nation-wide police policy improvements, a stronger military, a
long-term sustainable space program and increased transparency in
government business and world and Union-wide affairs. If he was
going to hope to get a second term, he knew he had to make good on
that much, at least.

“Sir, I strongly advise against telling the press
about this until we have more information,” General Anderson
advised.

“I understand, General. There are going to be a lot
of frightened people out there who are worried about their families
and friends who were supposed to be on those ships and those
planets. We may not know where they are or what their health status
is right now, but they need to know at least that we are aware of
the problem. I’m going to make the initial announcement, then I’ll
leave the rest for the press secretary. Director Forester, I want
you to find out what happened to the civilians and military
personnel who were on those ships. I want whereabouts. Are they
alive? Can we get to them? And, especially—find out WHO has control
of those colony ships and their escorts? I want answers by the end
of the day.” the president’s tone spoke volumes.

There was only one way to answer.

“Yes, sir,”

Words weren’t needed to know what the president’s
next order was going to be.

“Tell your people to prepare to activate the
reserves, but on the down-low. I want confirmation of
rapid-deployment readiness within one hour if I have to take that
step.”

Each military leader acknowledged their orders.

The president paged the press secretary to inform the
Joint Chiefs of an emergency meeting in three hours.

It was the shortest three hours of his life.

The president’s Chief of Staff introduced him as he
entered the press room and then took the podium.

“Please be seated.” the president was fighting to
remain ordered and calmly. He looked down at his notes, swallowed,
then made eye contact with the reporters. The broadcast would be
aired LIVE shortly.

He could feel the building weight of the situation at
hand in his bones. He had to be strong, honest, and transparent. He
decided to forget using his notes. Forget the polls. This moment
could be a contributing definition of his presidency.

 


A BREAKING NEWS headline
swept through every Union planet. The president looked at the press
camera in the back.

“My fellow Americans, and Union citizens. As you may
already know, a short time ago we lost all communications with the
fleet we recently launched comprising of the colony ships and their
military escorts. We have reason to believe an unknown terrorist
force may have taken control of the colony ships and the recently
designated planets targeted for colonization. We have every
resource at our and The Union’s disposal working to get you the
answers I am sure you are undoubtedly looking for, even as I am
speaking. Everything that can be done is being done to ensure the
success of the recent colonization efforts, and the security of the
colonies. Thank you for your attention. May God bless you, and may
God bless America, and this great Union. Good afternoon.”

With that, the president walked out of the press
room. His next destination was the Oval Office to meet with the
Joint Chiefs.

To his pleasant surprise, they were already there
waiting for his arrival.

They stood at attention as he entered the room,
opting to sit behind the Resolute Desk. Holographic monitors around
the edge of the room showed the other Union leaders sitting behind
a similar desk with their respective country’s flag on their right
and The Union’s on the left.

“At ease,” He plainly commanded the Joint Chiefs. He
was trying to keep a straight, professional expression.

“Okay. We all know what’s happened, so I’m going to
cut to the chase: all Intelligence so-far gathered suggests a new
terrorist power has somehow taken control of the colonization
effort. The third party doesn’t appear to have taken responsibility
for their actions, so we must therefore assume hostile intent and
work to find out who they are, what they want, and the status of
the hostages.”

Another cold chill swept through the room.

“We will need to combine our civilian and military
resources and arrange for individual and joint military special
operations to help the hostages, thereby securing the colonization
effort.”

“Agreed,” resonated around the room.

“This will not be humanity’s last colonization
effort, nor will history remember this crisis as The Union’s
defining moment. We can’t let that happen.”

Another resonating “Agreed” filled the room.

“I suggest we all formulate plans immediately and
coordinate our efforts. Let’s help our people out there.”

Each monitor showed, Disconnected within a few seconds.

 


UNION INTELLIGENCE AGENCY

LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

Director Forester answered his secure UIA-issued
phone, acknowledged what he heard, then hung up and tucked the
phone back in his suit jacket pocket. “Mr. President, an asset is
being deployed to Reeshan-Two. ETA: two hours. We’ve lost the
signal at the Reeshan-Two routing station.”

The president assumed it had been destroyed, which
begged the question of how the ‘asset’ is going to get to
Reeshan-Two in two hours, but kept to himself; the look on his face
told Forester he was going to demand some answers later on the
matter. That steely look caused his spine to feel like it had been
suddenly flash-frozen.

On Forester’s desktop monitor, a secure instant
message had appeared in his written chat window,

 


MAJESTIC-47 has entered solar system, per

telemetry from Union Space Administration.

Ahead of schedule.

Signaling to approach ISS. Response?

 


Forester activated his holographic keyboard, and then
typed,

 


Affirmative. Ensure all assets are aware. Ensure

all keep quiet. Use programming to wipe out

radar and other records, if there should be any

sighting. Erase chat when done.

 


Forester sent the message.

Three seconds later, the window disappeared.

 


REESHAN II

This was going to have to be handled with great
delicacy and speed.

The sky was on fire. The horizon glowed with a
chillingly dark cherry blood red from gushing molten rock and
damage to the crust from the tactical nuclear poundings from the
colony ship in orbit, and the explosive madness on the ground. The
ground shuddered and rocked from ongoing onslaught. Entire
buildings were crumbling either from direct hits from variably
yielding warheads fired from orbit, or the erratic seven,
eight-point-five-and nine-point quakes that followed their booming
and thundering impacts. Huge chunks of concrete, steel, glass
shrapnel, and other materials exploded in every direction
throughout the huge metropolitan city. The fireballs and flaming,
charred debris raining from seemingly every direction spoke volumes
about what was.

Then there was that smell—like cow’s blood, but
stronger and more bitter. Dizzying. His gut churned at the fact so
much that vertigo had begun to set in. He tried to tune out the
smell and the side effect sensations. He was at best finding modest
success. The sound of broken electrical wires, crumbling and
crashing streetlights, exploding vehicles, and the loud, sharp
crackle of concrete amid the squealing groaning of carbon steel and
titanium support beams told him he was running out of time as the
city was falling.

What a waste. What a huge gosh-darn waste, he chided
at the attackers overhead. This city was once a beautiful, thriving
utopia with a crime rate that was basically nil, even compared to
his own home world. He could only hope that any survivors from this
city were able to make it to safety—if there were any survivors,
and if there was such a thing as safety on this planet anymore, he
asked in rhetorical silence as he plugged the secure thumb drive
into the top USB port in the governor’s office desktop tower
computer. The government’s servers were still online, though
inactive at the moment.

This is the point of opportunity. And probably the
only one he was going to get before even this building succumbed to
the celestial bombardment. There was barely a second’s pause
between particle weapon and projectile weapon impacts.

And they were only getting closer, he reminded
himself at every feeling of the ground rumbling beneath him. The
walls were beginning to crack from tectonic stress.

He had to hurry.

The firewall was strong, but port 4110 got left open.
He wanted to dismiss the error as an amateurish mistake, but it
instead looks like they didn’t have a chance to lock things down
before the terrorists captured them. Whether anyone had locked the
computer or not before they were forced out of the room would be
inconsequential.

Bypassing port 4110 took seconds. In five seconds, he
keyboarded his way through the operating system and then directly
accessed the computer’s root command functions, and then started
the data download. Human computer software engineering always
proved to be a modest challenge.

The data download began almost instantly. One-hundred
terabytes of data and video footage downloaded in three seconds
according to the grey status bar that passed over the bottom-center
of the screen.

He closed Port 4110 from the inside. The secure data
channel encrypted in a second. The downloaded data uploaded to the
Union Intelligence Agency’s secure closed-circuit servers in two
seconds.

The ground shuddering became so intense that the
ceiling was now beginning to crack and crumble.

Now was the time to survive until exfiltration is
possible.

A visual and technological scan of the area for 100
miles revealed a way off this charred planet.

Time to go.

 


The cloak was still online. Functioning
perfectly. The pilot appreciated a flawless view through one of
the surrounding arching windows into space. The human-controlled
ships disappeared behind the terminator into night over this
planet. Numerous smaller ships established a multi-hexagonal
defensive formation around the planet as though to initiate some
kind of a patrol maneuver, maximizing their external sensor
efficiency and resolution. The formation passed within inches of
the dorsal section of the hull, close enough to get a clear reading
on the hull’s metal molecular composition. More advanced than the
technology used in the 1970s, by the humans’ calendar on the third
planet of their native solar system. But still: unimpressive. No
chance of detection.

The neural interface responded instantly. The
deep-space communications channel opened easily, and more promptly
than it had for the last two days. The neural interface connected
the pilot to the mainframe.

“Command, be advised: the subjects are
hostile. Advise further reconnaissance to determine exact
threat level prior to commencing with Phase-One—”

 


THE OVAL OFFICE

THE WHITE HOUSE

It had to be the shock of the moment in time—the
instant when a person’s life faces the change that often
accompanies election to the highest office in the country. Even
more so now, the president thought, shoveling the thought to the
back of his mind as part of his trying to focus on what was going
on in front of him, walking to the oval office. He knew there had
been an agenda of some simple political tasks that had been
appointed for today. All that had changed in the blink of an
eye.

Secret Service agents entered immediately strode into
the Oval Office, surrounding top brass from the Air Force, Navy,
Marines, and Army as they circled the president. “Sir, a situation
with the deep space colonies is underway,” reported the senior Air
Force commander. The critical issues rolled quickly to the
president’s desk.

Secure channels from the president’s desk sounded and
flashed red warning throughout the White House. This was not a
drill. “Yes,” He answered, and he dropped his pen as his brow
furrowed in anguish. His voice never wavered. “Understood. What’s
the word from our source?” Then in grief, he lowered his head to
clarify the primary responsibility on his shoulders: “Survivors? .
. .Yes?” Yes was what he needed to hear, as he repeated the answer
for all to hear, but that will mean the best of the best must risk
everything to save thousands of souls.

“General Hound, you are taking point on this
assignment. You will direct and support the rescue team. Their
mission briefing must be on route with a plan in all due haste,”
the president said as he stood and gestured all to follow.
“Gentlemen, please join me in the situation room, immediately.” the
president and his military moved with due haste. A full complement
of highly qualified specialists already at their stations saluted
as leadership entered.

The situation room was ready at low-lux. The minimal
lighting around the edge of the room provided ideal visibility for
speedy analysis of all data with full visual capacity. Most of the
ambient light came from wall-mounted monitors lining every wall of
the room to the ceiling. Monitors displayed tactical and strategic
information and another wall was dedicated to simulation scenarios.
Databases supporting each display updated in real time. This was a
room that did not sleep.

The president took his place at the head of the table
in the center of the room. The other seats were for America’s most
respected military leaders from each military branch. Another seat
belonged to the Interstellar Shadow Forces Corps (ISFC), publicly
known as the “Space Force,” as it was primarily headquartered on
the North American continent on Earth, though it housed, trained,
and deployed operators from around the world and throughout The
Union.

“Shadow” was a very tactfully-used term, thoroughly
describing the type of special operations fighting force the Space
Force used, and how they are exceedingly effective at accomplishing
their objectives. Like the Elite U.S. Navy SEALs, the ISFC’s Shadow
always maintains acquisition of its subject after the subject is
acquired; a Shadow is always hidden from the enemy; and a Shadow is
always on target, and more equipped than any other of humanity’s
fighting forces to safeguard and secure The Union’s democracy.
Because of their methods, protocol demands and requires that they
are kept on standby in any scenario meriting Def Con three or
higher. If deployed, they would outrank all other fighting forces,
therefore assuming operational command the instant they were on
board a naval or space vessel, aircraft, or any other military or
civilian transportation.

“Be seated,” the president cordially commanded. “All
right, I need options, people. Whaddo we got?”

General Hound turned to the president. “Sir, our
level of available intelligence is limited, though we do have
word from our source from the inside. We have also just
established a secure comm link to our source.”

The president nodded. General Hound turned to his
right, facing the front of the room. “Proceed.”

One of the monitors displayed a chain lightning
effect which appeared calm, and then became more animated with a
series of connection sounds always present during the time lapse
pause for interplanetary communications. A series of jagged lines
filled the screen, and then vertical lines appeared on the screen
at the apex of each line. Tactical information branched out from
each apex as the message expanded across the top of the screen and
then to the full screen.

“We used advanced coding sequences to further secure
transmitted information, sir,” General Hound said, "We are certain
this message is reliable. All deep-space colonies under siege by
new terrorist faction: The Feud. Leader: Christopher Quake. Exact
numbers unspecified, but expected colony numbers topping millions,
scattered across each new colony. The terrorists are heavily armed.
Many Union civilians have been taken as pawns to serve through
mind-altering chemical and physical controls. BREAK: Terrorists are
planning to launch weapon of mass destruction to unknown Union
targets. Unable to determine weapon exact location or targets
without compromising cover. Terrorists have sealed off deep space
colonies from outside by taking control of wormholes. Mass fleet
actions and ground operations not recommended or even possible
until otherwise notified. END MESSAGE.”

The room was filled with gasps as every leader in the
room had family, friends and long networked associates on the
colony transports. There was also hesitation. Masses. . masses of
humanity were impacted by this tragedy. An explicit expression
rolled across his mind. The potential for total overthrow and
enslavement of every planet, including Earth, was also now very
real and backed with the very real threat of mass destruction. What
would this mean for the space program? The Union-wide economy? . .
.

After a brief but full strategic military analysis
and definition of the problem, General Hound looked to the
president with a steely look. “Sir. What are your orders?”

Goodness. . .the president thought in shock, barely
maintaining his composure, watching the data still pouring into the
room’s televisions. This could be the worst calamity. . .disaster,
even. . .ever to have impacted The Union since its founding. So
much progress. More than a century of painstaking diplomacy, all
seemingly up in smoke in such a short time. He wouldn’t allow that
to happen. The public is likely going to panic, and there would
likely be considerable outcry for all kinds of action, including
military, he reasoned, rubbing his mouth to alleviate a moment of
anxiety with his right hand. Military action was the last thing he
ever wanted to do as a matter of personal principle. He had to make
a decision, a realization that hit him in the head like a
.50-caliber rubber bullet fired by an expert marksman, and he had
to make one—now. The data coming in confirmed traditional special
forces couldn’t get anywhere near anywhere, anyone, or anything
important. Not yet at least.

“Can we deploy special forces to Reeshan-Two?”

“Negative. All preliminary and secondary data
confirms the terrorists have cut off the surrounding space around
the affected colonies.”

The president realized he was going to have to do a
press conference to calm his constituency about this situation.
This was one press conference he wasn’t going to look forward
to.

The president called an emergency meeting with the
secretary of defense, the joint chiefs, UIA Director Ron Forester,
and Air Force General Hammond in the Oval Office.

All arrived promptly.

Everyone in attendance acknowledged the president as
they entered. They all knew that time was of the essence.

“According to our intelligence assets, code-name
‘Spike’, there are civilian hostages on each of the colonies,
mister president. And we have reason to believe that the terrorists
are also developing a new class of WMD which is to be launched at
an unknown target in the foreseeable future.” UIA Director Ron
Forester reported. “The man behind the WMD’s development is Brenard
Lenshaw. It has been recommended that we capture Lenshaw and
exfiltrate him to Earth for interrogation.”

“How long do we have before the window
closes?” The president asked.

“Twenty-four hours, mister president. Then the
HVT will travel to an unknown destination. There is little or no
hope of finding him or the WMD if we miss that window.”

Shoot, the president thought, then continued,
“I’m ordering our military on Def Con three. Activate the
contingency.” the president commanded. The air in the room
suddenly felt chilled, yet the air conditioning wasn’t on. The
contingency is a sub-division of the Space Force.

The ‘contingency’s commanding officer would be paged
promptly.

“Any suggestions as to how we approach solving this
matter?” The president asked.

“Mister president, the only-viable-approach
being recommended at this time is to send a lone-wolf special
operator,”

“Who do you suggest, General Hammond?” The
president asked.

“There’s only one operator with training for
this type of situation,” General Hammond said confidently; what he
didn’t say was that five candidates from the Army, Marines, and Air
Force had been reviewed for deployment but were ruled out for not
being able to handle the physical and mental rigors the operation
required. “I am recommending Major Daniel Storm to be point
on this operation,” ‘point’ in this case meant the proverbial tip
of the spear.

The president trusted General Hammond. In the
president’s opinion, no more need-be said about this point.

“Do it.”

The press conference was looming. The president
picked up his desk phone handset and then quickly dialed the White
House secretary’s extension, “Get me General Kirtis Hound on
a secure line, now,”

 


The core was fully energized. The cloak was still
online. Functioning perfectly. The pilot appreciated a
flawless view through one of the surrounding arching windows into
space. The human-controlled ships disappeared behind the terminator
into night over this planet. Numerous smaller ships established a
multi-hexagonal defensive formation around the planet as though to
initiate some kind of a patrol maneuver, undoubtedly maximizing
their external sensor efficiency and resolution, among other
possible and likely tactical advantages. They were still unlikely
to detect the saucer. The formation passed within inches of the
domed dorsal section of the hull, and the flat crown housing the
computer and the navigational array. The gravity amplifiers were in
Omicron configuration. The human-controlled ships passed close
enough to get a clear reading on their hull’s metal molecular
composition. Far more advanced than the technology used in the
1940s, by the humans’ calendar on the third planet of their native
solar system. More so than in the 1970s, likewise. But still:
unimpressive. No chance of detection.

The neural interface responded instantly. The
deep-space communications channel opened easily, and more promptly
than it had for the last two days. The neural interface connected
the pilot to the mainframe. The encryption was solid and reliable.
There would be no intercepts.

“Command, be advised: the subjects
appear to be hostile. Recommend further reconnaissance to
determine exact threat level—”


CHAPTER 1


 The Beginning

 


 


 


Everyone close to Daniel always seemed so
worried about who he was dating, if he was dating — there’s often
so much concern over who his wife is gonna be, he mused. Overnight,
his life from everyone else’s standpoint seemed like pretty much
his only focus in life was all about pairing up and pairing off,
like pretty much everyone else his age who had already done that in
the last few years, or were at least well on their way to such a
personal life milestone. He told himself that those closest to him
are simply interested in making sure that he eventually finds
happiness in the truest sense and definition of the word. He
validly asked himself who wouldn’t eventually want to? Besides,
it’s not like the question of who his wife might be, near or far,
hadn’t left a number of burning sears across his synapses at least
a few times in the last year, alone. Oh, he had thought about it.
Many times. As a matter of fact, that quaint little intellectual
bon fire in the corner of his thoughts didn’t seem to know how or
when to finally burn out. At the same time, as viscerally
persistent and tempting as it is — he almost didn’t want it to. He
effectively managed to tune it out, for the moment. So far in his
life, ‘happiness’ was simply defined as managing to make a
like-aged girl laugh at something he said, though the effect was
often short-lived, as was the gratification from success. As a
teenager, his instincts told him there was more to girls his age
than how they laughed, but that was still one of his favorite
aspects of interacting with girls. The notion was quickly already
taking a coherent shape, as was the idea of eventually finding and
developing a permanent long-term romantic relationship with someone
of the opposite gender. The corners of his psyche held the answers
to what he would look for in a would-be girlfriend — or better,
given time, he told himself. Multiple variably appealing
characteristics struck him as variably appealing. . .

Today is the first day of high school. Daniel didn’t
care what the school’s name is, or how the school got its name. He
accepted the fact that it is what it is for the reason that it is,
and that was enough for him on that point. A buncha people thought
the school’s name was important because it was named after a
mountain that people liked to hike up to the cave the mountain
featured. He remembered climbing that mountain once with his second
oldest sister, but that was a little while ago during his
mid-to-late-single-digit years. The idea of doing so again lost its
vibe and appeal years ago, but he still cherished that memory. He
decided that he would gladly hike it again, given the opportunity,
and the preferred company, if not as some kind of family bonding
activity. Daniel decided that was unlikely for now.

The thing that bothered Daniel the most was the fact
of his having to spend eight hours of his life sitting on a chair
that was harder than a rock, listening to boring state-prescribed
academic lectures, and then later eating whatever passed as ‘food’
in the school’s cafeteria. He liked learning, but appreciated being
able to learn at his own speed rather than the speed the state
assumed was universal among its current and prospective students.
School was never a bad thing in Daniel’s opinion, per se — he just
hated being around crowds of people he didn’t know, and frankly
didn’t care about knowing. It was nothing strictly personal against
anyone. His last two years of elementary school and pretty much all
of junior high just left a few scars that made public school and
large crowds of unfamiliar faces all the more unappealing — to say
nothing about how un-freaking-believably-craptastically-early it
was. Part or full consciousness during early mornings were a forced
internal accommodation he had to choose to make if the day was
going to happen at all. Ask anyone who ever knew him: laziness
wasn’t his style — by innate character, and choice, among other
admirable traits and characteristics.

Daniel fought through the urge to go back to sleep
and forget about the rest of the day. He got up, got ready for the
day, he ate the scrambled eggs and bacon for breakfast as quickly
as he could that his mother made for him and his siblings, then put
on his shoes and jacket, and then walked into the garage to get
into the farthest of two cars, his car, a Peugeot SR1. Daniel’s
hands felt cold after being exposed for only a few seconds to the
chilly winter air. Dang it. He appreciated a cool breeze once in a
while, but not the ‘trapped inside of an industrial freezer’
feeling.

Looking out the garage window, he noticed the sun was
barely getting any light through the dense, dark overcast. He saw
the frost that had built up on the edges of the windows overnight.
Utah’s winters sometimes came a month or two early, and did so
rarely without biting at you when you walked outside into its
effects. Thank Heaven for central air heating.

Daniel put the key into the ignition, the turning of
which brought the engine to life with a subtle roar that calmed to
a mechanical hum in seconds. Every time he drove his car, he made
sure to turn on the car’s heater for the last few days since the
ambient temperature began cooling down. With a push of the overhead
garage door switch, the white fifteen-foot-wide garage door rose to
overlap the ceiling. After backing to the street and taking a right
turn at the mouth of the cull de sac, Daniel was on his way.

The dashboard’s digital thermometer read the outside
temperature as 33 degrees. Ughy, he thought as he began to shiver.
He remembered the new slender blonde female meteorologist said the
local weather forecast was going to be as high as 34, and there was
good chance of snow; potentially up to six inches. Great, Daniel
thought sarcastically, and then casually dismissed the thought as
he sped up to 25 miles per hour. Every tree within eyeshot was
barren of leaves, and there was a fresh layer of frost over
people’s lawns. How any living thing that lives primarily outdoors
could think or hope to survive in such conditions didn’t make sense
to him. Then again, his response to the cold temperatures could be
argued as being more predictable since he was only five-foot-eight,
and skinnier than others his age who happened to live in the same
school boundaries. Daniel passively dismissed the thought, taking a
right, and then a left.

Daniel had the 2160s-era Peugeot’s heater at full
blast. The idea of driving to high school that was technically so
close to where he lived seemed a little dumb, but so was the notion
of walking in this weather and pretty much doubling his chance of
coming down with something that would put a dent in his flawless
academic attendance record. Mom of all people wouldn’t like that;
Daniel didn’t want to listen to what would come in that case.

This residential road would take him pretty much to
within five hundred feet of the school’s front door after he
parked. There were generally a few spaces here and there available.
He snaked through a couple of the parking isles, and then abruptly
pulled in the first empty space which happened to be within about a
hundred feet of the north doors. He engaged the brakes, put his
keys in a side compartment on his backpack, got out of the car and
locked it on his way into the building. Hundreds of his fellow
classmates were just now arriving, parking, and starting their walk
in.

In seconds, Daniel found himself towards the front of
a steady flow of students who would soon be crowding the entrances
and hallways on their way to whatever their first class.

Daniel suddenly felt a warm breeze-like sensation
directed at him; he felt it in his soul; he felt his attention
directed to his left to another flowing crowd of students. He
looked as he walked, seeing dozens of unfamiliar faces . . .

Oh well. . .

And then his head, face, and chest burned softly at
the sight of one of the students: a Caucasian girl with beautiful
Caribbean blue eyes and a seemingly flawlessly slender curvy,
pronounced hourglass figure that could potentially land her a
lucrative swimsuit modeling job with Sports Illustrated someday —
or so Daniel guessed. She wore a tight black, shiny, smooth casual
asymmetric leather jacket with four golden zipper highlights, some
kind of a form-fitting white shirt — she was ‘curvier’ than any of
the other girls in school as far as Daniel had peripherally noticed
— dark navy-blue form-fitting jeans, tall calf-height dark brown
high heel boots, light facial make up with flowing chest-length
dark blonde hair brushed to the left that must have been
professionally styled recently. She had a certain allure about her
that a blind man could've seen. Daniel reasoned that she was
probably his age, and he asked himself, ‘Who is that?’ . . .
Deep down, Daniel inescapably felt that he needed to
know.

He had to find out.

She walked with a calm, confident, casual elegance,
mostly minding her own, acknowledging and saying ‘hi’ to anyone
familiar, or otherwise greeted anyone who decided to introduce
themselves to her. Some of those she greeted were fellow male
classmates. Daniel assumed there was already competition for her.
Several of whom Daniel assumed were her friends caught up with her
as she turned a corner inside. They were abuzz in conversation and
laughing within seconds that Daniel tried to distinguish amid the
chatter and rubbery squeaking footsteps from the rest of the crowd.
Good luck with that, he told himself as he continued through the
halls. He couldn't help but memorize the sound of her voice. It
instantly burned into his memory.

At first glance, all but the girl in the leather coat
looked at Daniel. He grinned at them to be polite, and then the
girl in the shiny black leather jacket looked back at him. Daniel
felt nearly overwhelmed with anxiety while he briefly grinned and
raised his
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