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IS PEACE THE CALM BEFORE A Storm From Above?

Jeffrey Dewton

It was just four months ago today when York City became the epicenter for what can only be called a rebirth.  As citizens from all over the nation amassed for what they thought to be one final rally for border shielding, they instead witnessed an event. Scientists are still scrambling to decipher and understand what exactly crashed into Gravesend Bay, now being re-christened by many as Crash Bay. With their findings being closely guarded by the military, first hand eyewitnesses offer some hints, claiming it to be a staff or antenna of sorts, possibly even a key to some larger than life device. But regardless of its definition, its repercussions have proven to be even more astounding. 

Days prior to its arrival, China, New Wales, and Pan Columbia were poised to launch on our allies. Prime Minister Falk had raised the United Kingdom’s border shielding to fifth intensity, cutting off all communications, and Mexico was expected to follow suit. Since the crash, military activity across the globe has turned inward. NATO reports that both China and Pan Columbia’s forces have fallen back to their capitals, while New Wales shows no activity at all. Riots and general unrest that had become commonplace throughout surrounding countries has all but ceased. With the longest duration of peace in ten years, many have begun to wonder if and when the hostility will return. 

Professors at both Yale and Hawking Universities have been holding lectures and presentations regarding the impact of the event, and the theory seems to be unanimous: humanity’s fate may not be in our own hands for much longer. Professor David Pembrail said yesterday “Throughout history, it has been through fear of conquest that mankind has been able to put aside its differences and fight for freedom, united under a banner of brotherhood. Up until recently, that fight was between nations vying for global dominance. All it took was a small piece of metal from the heavens to achieve amity, to suggest that our greatest enemy may not be each other.”

Organized religions and community halls have shown a 70% increase in visitation and discussion groups across the data-web host numbers that crash servers daily. And all are wondering – what exactly is NASA building in orbit?  Anyone with a medium power telescope can see a structure in stationary orbit over Alaska. Is it a station, a vessel, a weapon? Whatever it may be, word has spread, and a handle has been given. It’s household even. There doesn’t seem to be a citizen alive who didn’t hear of seven year old Daphne Vertin’s theory. Surrounded by rambunctious activists and vocal protestors as they trekked through Times Square, the journalistic community were interviewing York City natives and little Daphne wasn’t fazed by the crowd. While her mother offered a suggestion of NASA’s project likely constructed for a military purpose, Daphne answered sweetly and assuredly “It’s Hope.”
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THE PRICE OF HONOR

2541

THE FALLACY

Why didn’t I put it on silent?

The faint chirping of the long range transmitter eventually brought Jare Donato out of his slumber.  As Jare rubbed his eyes and sat up, he took notice that the ship had come to a complete stop, he was alone in the cockpit, and that his client was now back in the hold. I told him not to mess with the course... Leaving the question as to why their flight had halted for later, he answered the call, if nothing else to end the chirping. “Fallacy acknowledges, over.”

“Ten years and I still can’t believe you haven’t changed that name.” Answered a soft female voice.

“I never could see faults until I married you, dear.”

“Yeah, your faults.”

Jare looked over at a picture he had nestled between consoles. The image of his wife the day after they were married, standing in front of the resort ponds on Proxima II. Her smile beamed, and looking at her reminded him of why he was out there. Jare began offering his services as a pilot for hire shortly after he accepted discharge from his military commission in the TSAF, and although a decade of being his own authority sat well with him, this current job, however, was an exercise in patience. A well-funded exercise that would make retirement a closer prospect. But he had left Earth a week ago, with no exact return date due to his client’s erratic agenda. That didn’t sit well with him. The time away from his family had begun to take its toll. Too much time away. And for too long. “Have you heard from Terik?”

“He and Jonus just got back. He couldn’t tell me from where, but he stopped in to visit.” Silence lingered a moment. “He misses you.”

“You keep thinking that.”

“Well, I mean, come on, Jare.  You started taking fares not too long before he went to Ristin. You really think he didn’t want to see his father? You had your chances, and then he enlisted.” 

“I never wanted that for him.”

“I don’t think you have a choice. He’s his own person, Jare. But he still needs to know why...” She sighed. “He was going through your barracks chest before he left.”

“All these years, he’s still a nebshit.” And still persistent.

“Maybe if you told him the truth, he wouldn’t be-”

“There’s still too much bullshit being shoveled in the TSAF.”

“It’s different now, right?  Dekler was court-martialed.”

“Take one away, three more take his place.”

“Whatever. When do you make it back in-system?”

Jare looked over his shoulder, back at the monitoring equipment manned by his client. “If he finds what he’s looking for, two days.”

“Next time, pass on any scientists.”

“We need the money, Kim.”

“I know.  I love you.”

“Love you, too.” 

Jare closed the channel and swiveled his chair around to see his client engrossed in whatever research had been deemed important enough to stop their flight.  “Dr. Beetary, I’m not entirely comfortable with clients piloting my ship.”

“My apologies, Captain Donato, but I was picking up readings similar to those we found yesterday and I felt it needed investigated.”

“Look, doc, I know I’m lifetimes away from fully understanding what you’re working on, but your charter ends with us returning to Earth by week’s end. Otherwise, we’re talking a new price bracket.”

“Very well. But first I must-” Dr. Beetary was cut off by the Fallacy’s proximity alarm. “What did I touch?”

Jare leapt back into his chair and reviewed his instrument panels. “What the hell?  There’s nothing out there...” Jare stopped himself as he saw through the cockpit aperture a bulkhead slowly taking shape.

“What is that?”

“I don’t know, doc, but I’m not waiting to see.” Jare scrambled to bring the engines to full power so he could bring the ship about for a clear escape. The instruments, however, did not respond. Nor did the engines.  “We’re dead in the water.”

The bulkhead was identifiable now.  It was a Lubican warship - a big one. How it snuck up behind them completely invisible to both radar and the naked eye eluded Jare, but he was more concerned with how he was going to get them out.  Considering the last run in he had with Lubicans almost claimed his life, he wasn’t eager to meet any more.

“What do we do?”

Jare checked his sidearm’s ammo level. “Whatever we can.  I suggest if you have any data you don’t want to fall into enemy hands you destroy it now.”

“But I can’t.  It’s taken me this long to collect it!” Dr. Beetary ran back to the terminal.

The ship shook and the deck plates rattled.  “Holding beam.  They’re pulling us onboard. Hurry up!”

Dr. Beetary was striking key after key, trying to protect his data files. “I have to make this encryption stick!”

Jare scanned his cabin with haste.  There has to be something we can do. And then he saw the breathers they used on Cablos II. The breathers they used to filter out the methane in the atmosphere – methane they collected. Jare grabbed them and threw one to the doctor. “Doc, throw this on.”

“What?!”

Jare opened one of the floor compartments and lifted two tanks. “We’re gonna flood the cabin with methane. Chance poisoning their air.”

“Are you insane, captain? How do you know their physiology can’t breathe it?”

“It’s better than doing nothing and letting them throw us in one of their gulags.” Jare insisted as he turned the valves.

“But if they fire a jekker they’ll ignite the gas and blow us all up!”

“Considering the alternative, I can live with that.”

“Well, I can’t!” The doctor tried to take cover behind Jare’s chair.

The deck plates ceased rattling. Then an electronic whine on the other side of the hatch echoed throughout the cabin. When it stopped, the hatch opened.

Jare brought his sidearm to bear as three Lubican pirates stepped onto his ship, each intruder wearing a breathing apparatus. “We’re in neutral space with a licensed charter,” Jare said as the pirates closed in on them.  “Now get off my ship while you still have the chance.”

“Bold words, human.” A fourth pirate emerged from behind the others and removed his apparatus, drawing in a deep breath. “But no one ever challenges me and escapes with his life. Not even one of my vossol and his pets.”

Jare’s eyes widened as he realized who the pirate was and why his ship alone had been captured. “You?”

The pirate swatted the sidearm out of Jare’s hands and clasped his throat. “My best men tried to usurp my title. I had to kill Luboo’s greatest warriors before their time because of you!” As he released his grip, he hurled Jare into the wall.  “And it didn’t end there. With each conquest attempt, more men were lost. Vossol after vossol depleted of its warriors. You upheaved centuries of order!” The Lubican punched the hull. “I had earned my place, but you diminished my victory with your escape! Made me a target! I’ve thought of nothing else then tearing you all to shreds!”

“Then do it! Let’s just get this over with.”

“Yes, we should.” He barked something in his native tongue and one of the others revealed a curved knife, its edge glowing red-orange. He grabbed Jare’s arm and ripped the sleeve. 

Jare winced in pain as four swipes of the blade seared his flesh. The pirate stood back and Jare saw that a symbol had been branded into his skin. 

“Nuskit. You are the first human to be inducted into a vossol.”

“I’m confused.” Dr. Beetary declared from behind the chair.

“They’ve marked me as one of theirs.” Jare said. “Why?”

“Because there are things far worse for you and far more valuable to me than your death.” He motioned to his men. One of them secured Dr. Beetary while the other stepped back onto their ship and accessed a wall terminal.  A motorized sound announced the Lubican’s air filtration system had been activated, venting out the methane.  Jare went to pull off his mask but his captor held it in place. “Truth is, human, the effects of your infestation were a blessing in disguise. It forced me to weed out the weak and unworthy.  I emerged Supreme Bokma, years earlier than I had ever dreamed. It showed me that breaks in tradition can accelerate one’s ascension, and now my dreams are much broader than wealth and the Lubic way. Replacing that traitorous scobe is one, but your access to the Ristin homeworld is another.  And the destruction of your life and your family’s life is too sweet a prize to decline.”

“My family has nothing to do with what I did!”

“And that’s the reason why I will enjoy slaughtering them if you fail me.”

The monster would do it, too. No doubt. As Jare stared into all three of the pirate’s eyes, he remembered what he had learned about their kind while imprisoned. Their weakness. “Where is the honor in blackmail? What kind of supreme bokma are you?”

The pirate loomed over Jare. “The one you made, insect.” He turned his attention to the soldier holding the doctor. “Take that one back with you and send the others over.”

“But, I’m just a scientist. I didn’t attack or defend myself! Captain Donato, you can’t let them take me!  No!” Dr. Beetary screamed as he was carried away and Jare was dragged back to his chair. 

“Now, since your methane failed to kill all of us, my men will replace it with something far more potent.” Three more pirates boarded, carrying three large canisters. “Take note of the latch. DNA-based. Only a Lubican can open it. Any attempts to expel the contents will be rendered moot.”

“Whatever’s inside of those, the Ristin sensors will screen it out.”

“I wouldn’t count on it. This particular compound is not in their databanks. And when you touch down, my operative will be there to collect.”

“What are you going to do with it?”

“That branding on your arm does not entitle you to ask questions of your bokma. It does guarantee me your cooperation, however, because any plan of yours to alarm the TSAF will only earn you an investigation that ends in treason.”  

With that, the boarding party began to clear out of the cabin. Before they sealed the hatch, the Supreme Bokma attached a device to the ceiling. “Shielded homing device.  Make sure you don’t make any pit stops. Deliver your cargo on time and without damage and your family will be spared.”

Jare stared at the canisters. “And then we’re even?”

“Not even close, human.”

The hatch closed, followed by the sound of the docking clamps releasing.  Jare watched as the warship departed and its hull vanished. 

Five minutes later, Jare remained frozen in his chair, desperate to delay his departure for as long as possible. There has to be some way out of this.  He thought. I will not condemn a planet to death. 

Jare got up and began rummaging through the ship, as if an answer would be stashed away in a drawer or compartment somewhere. All he found were empty engec charges, charter agreements, and a picture of his old squad.  Jare, Vince, Hal, and John – a snapshot in time to when they still felt their actions meant something, to when there was hope, and when John was still there to keep Jare’s path on course.  “I could really use some advice right about now, John.” Jare studied the photo, trying to recount exactly when it was taken. Vince still had a moustache, so it was before they were stationed on the Risti moon. And John was wearing the Greggors model commband, which was replaced with an upgrade two years later. 

And that’s when an idea sparked in Jare’s mind. It’s a longshot. He reached into a drawer and found an old commband, switching it on for the first time in years. But sometimes it’s the shots you make blindly with nothing but sheer will that hit the target. 

Hours turned to night, and by morning, Jare had started to let go of the long shot. He activated the flight recorder voice addendum and hit ‘begin.’ “I know you’ll have questions. You’ll want answers. And I hope that your hearts will see the truth underneath the lies and shit that I have no doubt will fester long after I set down on Ristin.” 

Jare held his old dog tags in his hand, letting the tarnished metal chain swing. “Ten years ago, I made a choice, a choice I knew was honest. But honor has a price just like everything else.  It was a price I was willing to pay myself and myself alone. Now that price has steeped into territory that I fear there’s no way back from.  If I commit myself to seeing this through, scores of blood will be on my hands. If I gamble, however, and give myself up, hope that my word means something, I will still have my honor.” 

He looked over again at his wife’s picture. “Kimberly, I love you so dearly. You’ve kept me honest day after day. It’s your strength that defines my honor.” Kim won’t like it, but she’ll understand. He clutched the dog tags tighter. The kid won’t. 

“Terik my boy, I want you to remember something, something very important. It doesn’t matter what anyone says – not a hundred people or ten or even one person alone – the only voice you need listen to, the only expectation you have to live up to is your own. When the dust clears, find yourself in the right, the just. That’s how you keep the demons away. If you make a call you can live with, that makes you a good, decent man. Be that man, son. Always.  I love you both.” 

As Jare hit ‘End’, the old commband chirped.  He lit the screen and breathed in a sense of hope as he read the response.  It was one word: 

‘Waiting.’

––––––––
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TWO DAYS AFTER PATRICK had been dragged off his ship and his cargo stowed away, Jare arrived in orbit over Ristin. 

As the Fallacy had drawn closer to Ristin, the chatter on the TSAF’s frequencies had increased, including mentions of Lubic activity on Pluto. A week ago, Jare wouldn’t have believed the Luboo had any interest in a research facility, but a week ago he had never met Patrick Beetary, or knew what kind of work he did, and he never thought he’d again see the Lubican who almost ended his life.  

Jare knew that whatever went down on Pluto would be his fault. If he had just accepted his fate, bit his tongue, and died as expected back on Luborr, the Supreme Bokma would have stayed there.  The war wouldn’t have reignited. This is all my fault. Even indirectly, still, my actions started this cycle. 

It’s time to break it. 

“Fallacy, this is approach control. Your ship is being scanned now. Please transmit license code and proceed to Zuler district, landing pad K67.”

Jare transmitted his license code and plotted a course for the landing pad. With any luck, his help would be monitoring for his ship’s approach and follow him to the landing pad. The Lubican operative surely will. So, who finds me first? 

The race is on. 

Within minutes, Jare had descended through the atmosphere and arrived in the Zuler district, one of the few Ristin settlements above the ground, which was largely assumed to be due to the human residents. The Fallacy touched down and Jare powered down the engines.

The comm channel chirped. “Lower your ramp, human.”

Jare stood up and released the lock on the hatch, lowering his portside ramp and standing aside as two robed individuals boarded the ship.  Removing their hoods, the lead Lubican inspected the cargo as the other herded Jare down the ramp. “You have done well, human. You serve your vossol well.”

Jare watched as the other Lubican carried the first canister down and loaded it into a hoversled. I need to stall him, Jare thought.  Somehow, anyhow. “Where’s the riches in genocide?”

“The riches come after the fact, when there is no resistance.”

The second canister was loaded. Have to deter these guys. “I don’t see much honor in that.”

“That I cannot deny. But, a cowardly end to a cowardly people. Their litap is one of hiding, of running. They do not deserve the honor of death on their feet. Our bokma has spoken.”

Go for it, Jare. “Your bokma? I see the fire in your eye. Why are you not a bokma?”

The pirate grinned. “I know of your skills in seeding mutiny, human, but now is not the time for my ascension.” The Lubican took notice of his associate loading the last of the canisters. “Good. Proceed to the target.” As his partner sped off, the Lubican motioned with his weapon. “I will accompany you back to Lubic space for the next pick up.”

“Next pick up? I was told to deliver the cargo and-”

“This wasn’t all of the cargo.  There are many districts on this world.  The Supreme Bokma has spent some time crafting our enemies’ fall, and it is beyond grand. Now, let us depart, or should we instead hunt down your wife and son?”

“No, I am not going with you.” Where the hell is he? We’re running out of time! Think, Donato! “I demand the challenge of ascension.”

The Lubican let out a hearty laugh. “You can demand nothing!”

Jare lifted his sleeve. “This says differently.”

The Lubican responded with a backhand that sent Jare flying over to the edge of the pad. “Your courage is impressive. But a true challenge of ascension is made after a proper assessment of your chances, of which you have none.”

As he loomed closer to Jare, a long shard of metal sailed through the air and imbedded itself in the pirate’s head, blood spraying on Jare as his attacker fell to the ground. 

Jare stood up to see a figure dressed in tattered clothing and mismatching body gear. He removed his mask to show the face of a scarred Lubican. Jare smiled. “Dett.”

“I apologize greatly for not arriving sooner. The sled I commandeered apparently has a rather out of date engine.”

“We have to stop the other one, the one who got away,” Jare leaned down and snagged his attacker’s weapon.  “He’s got the canisters. But I don’t know where he went.  Maybe the K.A.A.S.T. plant?”

“I know my former bokma quite well.” Dett climbed onto his hoversled. “The K.A.A.S.T. plant would be too heavily guarded. No, considering the layout of this planet and culture, he’d employ only one method. We must hurry.”

Jare leapt onto the back of the sled and it accelerated away from the landing, staying on the edge of the Zuler district, along the more industrious of structures.  Jare watched each one pass by, narrowing down the possible targets. “It’s the water supply, isn’t it?”

“It’s the only way to attack the Risti planet-wide with only one, barely-armed Lubican.”

“And he said that the three chemicals wouldn’t show up on the security scans.”

“Correct. Their mixture will make them lethal.”

As Dett brought the hoversled to a stop, they saw the saboteur’s sled near the entrance to the water cleansing facility’s rear entrance.  The sled was empty. “He’s unloaded all three canisters already.” Is there still time?

They both drew their weapons and cautiously entered the building, Dett watching the left and Jare the right. They found themselves on a catwalk, forty feet above a reservoir, where the saboteur was dumping the second canisters’ contents. Dett flexed his paz blade. “Say bunkit deeg wezo.”

“You do survive, don’t you?” The Lubican stood up straight, leering at Dett. “The Supreme Bokma’s hatred for you fueled his ascension well. He challenged Aptu Hoyx and Quertd’s vossols and defeated them despite his disadvantage. Ironic that you sought to shame him and yet you made him more powerful!”

“He will fall. The honor of the Luboo has faded.” Dett raised his blade. “Your mission is aborted.”

“Is it?”

Jare aimed his weapon. “If you even flinch either of those talons, you’ll be dead before your body hits the deck.”

“I welcome it! My work has already begun and my death will usher in the grand design. And it needs to be paid in blood.” The saboteur kicked the third canister over the ledge before Jare’s shots cut him down.

I wasn’t fast enough. It’s too late. 

Jare remained frozen as Dett lowered his blade and inspected the body.  His adrenaline rescinding, and reality kicking in, Jare glanced over the railing at the water supply below. “We never had a chance, did we?”

“There is a saying on our world, one that actually holds practical meaning: All that transpires in this life does so for a unique goal. The challenge we face is understanding what that goal is.” Dett stood up, sheathing his blade. “One way or another, he was going to strike back. When, where, and why dictate the severity and the resolution.”

Jare watched as the water surface below calmed. “We have a saying like that, too. It’s not the mistake itself, but how you handle it that defines you.”

Dett laid a hand on Jare’s shoulder. “What happens next will shape the rest of this conflict. You once said to me standing up for what you believe in, despite the consequences, is honor. Today we have seen that honor comes with a price.”

Jare dropped the rifle to the catwalk and rested his palm on the railing. “If I don’t stop this now, more people could die, including my wife and son.”

“And I shall stand beside you.”

“No,” Jare faced Dett.  “Take my ship.”

“I do not follow.”

Jare turned about and ran back to the hoversled, with Dett in tow. “They’re expecting me to go back for more of the chemicals. You could get close enough to him to end this tonight.”

“Optimistic, but not impossible. A worthy challenge. And you?”

Jare climbed on the hoversled. “I’m going to warn the admiral of the contamination.”

Dett shook his head. “You will likely be arrested on suspicion alone.”

No doubt. Jare offered Dett his hand. “Stand by our choices, remember? No regrets.”

“No regrets. Fare yourself well, Jare Donato. Peej doth tu.”

“Peej doth tu.”

––––––––
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MAKO-6 FREQUENCY TRANSMISSION INTERCEPTION
May 20th, 2541 09:24

“MAJOR STURLEX, THIS is Keldus Morgan, director of Mako-6.”

“I know who you are, sir.”

“Excellent.  I understand Terik Donato is heading one of your squads.”

“Correct.”

“I want you to detain him immediately.”

“For what reason?”

“Questioning. He may be connected to what happened on Ristin this morning.”

“He’s been on Earth for days, director, and he is the best man I have.  You can detain him after we clean this up.”

“Major, this is a direct order.”

“Director, we are moments from a drop and, if the facility is now in Lubic possession, I need all my men. Until I see the order, my man stays in play.”

“His father has confes-”

“I don’t care what his father is or says. We don’t have time to retcon. You feel different, then I suggest you come out here yourself, sir.”

“We will speak when you return, major. You and Donato.”

VII
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HOPE RETURNS
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DESOLATION’S MARK

2602

PHOENUM ASTEROID FIELD

a.k.a ‘THE DEPOT’

Several systems in from the edge of Fokot space, the Phoenum Asteroid Field stretched considerably. Collison debris of all sizes, the remains of the world Phoenum itself orbited the largest mass in almost perfect harmony. And deep inside that center asteroid hid a chasm housing a community fifty stories high.

“...the sixteen grav generators keep each cache-house suspended in mid-air, safeguarding the contents from external collisions or, fate forbid, an explosion.” Wurty explained to his guests. A Pokturian with a knack for small talk, he was appointed envoy for any new customers, and these two were not chatty. 

The Zypian had introduced himself as Rinn of Balk 7, and that he and his associate, a masked man dressed in a warrior’s garb, were no longer secure storing their banking records on Poktord since Chairman Hambrosi’s assassination six months ago. Since they arrived, Wurty had gathered that and that alone. Their real intentions he couldn’t say. “Regardless of format, your company files will be safe.”

“Believe so I do, citing it must be so due the measures it tooked to locate your establishment.” Rinn of Balk 7 said.

“Caution is security’s greatest ally. The Fokot spare no one their wrath.”

“Truth that is, and well said.”

“Thank you. Only the most talented pilots can reach us in one piece, so a credit to your skills. Fokot ships are built for attack, not maneuverability, so we’ve had little worry regarding our visitors. Mostly.” He paused, as if to consider elaboration or not. “We like to keep the war outside.”

An explosion knocked the three off their feet and a klaxon rang.

“I thought you had an early warning system?” the masked man asked.

“We do. This is internal.”

A shot buzzed the guide, preceding the form of Douglas Okada sprinting down the corridor, dodging fire from his pursuer. The sickly-looking human shot a bolt of static electricity at Rinn and his associate before passing by. His pursuer, another male, this one fit with shaggy hair and a goatee, stopped briefly to check on Rinn and his associate. “Hurt?”

“Keep on him, Terik.”

Terik Donato pointed a finger to the guide before continuing pursuit.

Wurty helped Rinn up. “You’re not bankers from Poktord, are you?”

––––––––
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TERIK SAW THE ENERGY bolt heading his way and he dropped to the deck, forward momentum sliding him under the attack. He leapt back to his feet to see Okada jump out the east gate. When Terik reached the gate, he looked down to see Okada had landed on a hover skiff transporting mineral deposits. Terik took notice of another transport and hurled himself out into the massive chamber. When he made contact with the skiff, he did so with his stomach instead of his feet and felt the wind get knocked out of him.

“You okay, sir?” The skiff pilot asked nervously. “That was some fall.”

“I’m fine. Are you with that sled?”

“Correct. Deposits by customer for –”

“Good. Stay close to him.”

“Are you the new staff supervisor? I don’t mean to offend, but I didn’t know Deebians were allowed to-”

“Just drive.”

Terik looked ahead to the lead skiff and saw Okada looking back at him. You’re not getting away this time, you son of a bitch.

Okada raised his hand and swung his arm, sending a small blast of energy in Terik’s direction. The blast fizzled into thin air before it struck. 

“Did that guy just shoot electricity from his hand? Is he human?”

“Never was in my opinion.”

The skiffs decelerated as they neared the highest free-floating cache-house. Terik leapt from the skiff before it docked, closing the gap between himself and target. “You got nothing left, Okada.”

“Nor do you from what I gather. Why not join me? You could have whatever, whoever you choose to take.”

“Where are they?”

“Who, my new acolytes?”

“You have no idea how obscenely overestimated your opinion of yourself is, do you? How many of these workers have you duped yet? Zero! You still have no army!”

“I need no army.” Okada fell to one knee in a coughing fit. 

Terik noticed that most of Okada’s hair had fallen out from the nyzee-infection. It’s gone untreated too long now. “Okada, you’re dying. You can’t keep us this chase.”

Okada spat out a tooth and regained his posture. “We’ll see.”

Before he could leap to another chamber, a blast from Terik’s sidearm cut through his left tendon, and Okada fell.

Terik moved in closer. “The last year, I have seen so many people give their lives. Some heroically, some tragically. Many without provocation. So much suffering, and in some cases, worse than what I saw in the war.” Terik loomed over Okada, who had managed to roll on his back. “And every one of them died because of you.”

“A bit...a bit of an exaggeration, Agent Donato.”

“I’m through chasing you. And I’m through giving second chances.” Terik heard another skiff approaching in the distance, no doubt Rinn and Qitt. He leaned down and grabbed Okada by his shirt and pulled him up onto his feet. Okada screamed as he put weight on his wounded leg. “That pain you’re feeling? Doesn’t come close to making things right. You sabotaged the Sacramento. When we were yanked across the galaxy, we didn’t have a chance! Trapped on Untai, marooned long enough for Favan to slaughter over a hundred people.”

Okada couldn’t stop coughing. “Sounds more like gravity’s fault than mine. Could it be I’m nothing more than your scapegoat?”

“I’m going to ask you again – where are they? What have you done with them?”

“They’re called acolytes for a reason. Each of them would die for me.”

“I doubt that.”

“Terik!” Qitt shouted. “We found them! They’re alive!”

Terik smiled as he lowered Okada onto his leg again. “No more zealots for you, Doug the Bug.”

The arrogance sank from Okada’s expression. “What? What did you call me?”

“That’s what they called you at the orphanage, wasn’t it? Well, before it mysteriously burnt down. I was Mako 6, remember? I’ve read your file front to back. I figure so did Dekler, but he underestimated how warped your need for superiority was. The bullied becomes the bully.”

“You want head games, Agent Donato? So, tell me, what does this mean?” Okada lifted up his right hand, holding a live grenade.

Terik elbowed Okada and, as it fell from his hand, Terik kicked the grenade down into the chasm. It exploded near the closest grav generator, and the cache-house began to fall.

Both Terik and Okada rolled back onto the closest skiff as the pilot disengaged before the cache-house collided with the one beneath.

“Set us down again!”

As the skiff ascended, Okada pounced and wrapped his hands around Terik’s throat. Terik tried getting a good hold on Okada’s throat as well, but he was already getting woozy. 

Not going out this way. He thought. He heard other words, too, words spoken before. Spoken by Melina Beetary. “I truly love you, Terik Donato.” 

He tried to keep focused. Going for the cheap shot, Terik hiked his knee up and stunned Okada with a hit to the balls. Okada’s grip loosened on Terik and he slid out of Okada’s reach. As he leapt to his feet, Terik landed a fist to Okada’s solar plexus, and Doug the Bug was down.

The skiff slowed as they neared the apex observation deck. Terik could see Rinn and Qitt waiting at the dock. He looked down at Okada, who seemed to have given up resisting, more concerned with controlling his breath. A man barely holding on. Terik instead only saw a man who’d cheated death at least three times too many. A man that tried to hurt Melina. 

“He’s not built the same way you are.” 

Terik lifted Okada by his shirt so his feet dangled over the edge of the skiff. The fabric of Okada’s garment clenched in Terik’s grasp began to rip. “How many lives have you selfishly endangered? How many lives have you ruined?”

“As many as it takes, Agent Donato. And just like you, I don’t quit. The difference is I’m willing to do what’s needed. So was Kaynic. But you?”

“If we’re going to get home it’s going to take resolve and sacrifice.”

“You can’t. That’s why you always lose.”

As the cloth he held began to give way, Terik offered Okada a simple retort. “Not anymore.”  

The last threads tore apart and Terik watched as Okada fell, arms and feet lashing out, disappearing into the chasm.

“And that’s why I can’t be with you anymore.”

Terik’s gaze was still locked on the black shroud beneath, the chasm floor he couldn’t see, even after the skiff docked. When he finally broke away, he found Qitt and Rinn waiting for him, the latter’s demeanor somber. He stepped onto the dock and paused next to Rinn. “It had to be done. Let’s be honest, fellas. That’s what she wanted. Otherwise she wouldn’t have sent me.”
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POKTORD

THE POKTORDIAN FREIGHTER Blettehok broke orbit and departed. Seated at the bridge communications station was Melina Beetary, who had been listening to seven Hambrosi frequencies for the last two days. Aside from monotonous traffic reports, she had caught up on several developments – from the banking crisis in the Defruth ‘Ghil district, to the well covered affair between an actress and her director’s husband, and more importantly, the outcomes of the most recent negotiations between Chairwoman pro-tempt Neepa and the board members opposing her claim. But among them not a glimmer of mention regarding her brother.

There’s a difference between low profile and NO profile, Ethan.

The bridge door opened and in walked Psitt, along with a rather short Poktordian male, who extended his hands to Melina. “Captain Beetary.”

“Anything?”

“Golle tells me Ethan and Lisa are doing just fine. Neepa got your brother a position on her security attachment.”

“Technically, he’s part of Prock’s new Verberus Guard I assume.” Psitt added.

Melina closed her eyes, brushed back her short, wavy hair and let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Captain Stayrunn.”

“You are most welcome. We are scheduled to return next month, and you both would be welcome to tag along again. Golle says he would try to meet us if you do.”

“I don’t want to impose – you risk a lot stowing us away.”

“I trust my former captain’s judgment of character. Golle speaks highly of you and your brother. And your crew are not the only beings who thirst for Favan’s defeat.”

“I know,” Melina stood up, bracing herself against the console as blood flowed back into her numb legs. “It just usually feels like we are.”
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ETHAN BEETARY STOOD still a moment in his living quarters as the door closed behind him. Another day of service in Chairwoman Neepa’s guard was at an end and not a moment too soon. His eyes closed, and he embraced the absence of the clangor of chatter and announcements and hurried footsteps that he endured at the Hambrosi mansion. He heard instead the patter of running water in the shower and quickly made his way to the restroom.

Lisa Sorjid had just finished soaping her hair when she felt Ethan’s hands lock around her. He greeted her with a kiss to the nape of her neck. She replied in a soft moan. “Welcome home.”

“No place better.” He then dropped his hands to Lisa’s belly, now the expected size for a woman in her third trimester. “Isn’t that right, kid?”

“Do you want to hear my new name?”

“Not really. Your last four have been-”

“Hey, I’m the mom. Your vote is honorary at best. What do you think of Natalie?”

“Better than Boyza.”

“Or maybe...Melina?”

Ethan didn’t respond. Will Mel even meet the kid? He wondered.

“You know, Neepa was saying that if she can get to approve an outing to Poktique, she might give us a window to run out to Remok.”

“Out of the question. You’re due in two weeks. If the baby comes early...”

“Talia would be coming with us-”

“No, damnit!” Ethan let go abruptly, water splashing high. “It’s too much a risk. We stay here. Where it’s safe.”

Safe for now at least... But what then? Where do we go? Will we ever be safe?

Was it a mistake staying here?

Ethan saw the worry on Lisa’s face. You’re not supposed to worry her. “Sorry. It’s... it’s been a long day.” 

“It’s okay,” Lisa said. “You’re right. It’s safer here. I just miss them. You know?”

“Yep. Me, too.”

Me, too.
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“IT SHOULD BE BEHIND that mass.”

The pilot pointed to a small asteroid ahead. Terik, Rinn, and Qitt were watching from the cockpit of a Depot runner, a small vessel used to transport a client’s larger valuables to whole asteroids, hollowed out as well, for private storage.

The guide, Wurty, had revealed himself to be the second in command of Cell Delta when his ‘banker’ guests introduced themselves as the survivors of Cell Beta. “I should have trusted my instincts about him.”

Hear, hear. Terik thought.

“If Okada raised suspicions, why remain silent when we arrived?” Qitt asked, his hand hovering over the weapons console.

“I emphasized our need for security. You were strangers yet to be weighed,” Wurty said.  “Besides, Okada had yet to be proven sinister. He had offered to show off a warship to the cell and we allowed seven of ours to go with him. He came back and said they were mining through the technology. Our doctor had him sedated for most of the time because he claimed to have suffered from exposure on Poktern.”

“Crafted his deceptions always are I have founded.” Rinn shook his head. “He nearly led all of Cell Beta to oblivion.”

As they neared, the ship came into view. It was a Fokot shuttle – or what was left of a Fokot shuttle. Terik guessed it was what Okada escaped Untai in, and most likely how he rescued Kaderp when he traveled to Traybemm. “So that’s how he escaped Sabpaade.”

“How do we board?” Rinn asked.

“We don’t.” Terik said before the pilot could answer. “Okada could have rigged the ship. Tractor it back, have your people look it over.”

An hour later, the Fokot shuttle was back at the Vault and sat docked, the crew yet to finish their threat assessment. Terik ignited his gauntlet and Qitt ignited his Bovati blades. Rinn opened the hatch and drew his knives. They heard coughs and moans and as they boarded they saw the seven missing members of Cell Delta, locked behind a Fokot energy field.

“Get us out of here please!”

The captives were pale, dark circles under their eyes. “They look like they haven’t eaten in days.”

Qitt used his blades to slash the controls.

The energy field dissipated and the captives hoisted themselves up. “Are you with him?”

“No, they’re Cell Beta.” A Pokturian man said from the back. “That’s Rinn of Balk 7.”

“Yond, my friend,” Rinn eased down and sheathed his knives. “What did he do to you?”

“Where is he?”

“Laying at the bottom of the Vault.” Terik turned off his gauntlet.

Yond read Terik’s expression. “I can tell you’re a man who shared my contempt for Okada. I thank you, then.” He looked to Rinn. “At first, he tried convincing me you had turned on him, that you had tried killing him in his sleep.”

“Not our style.” Terik said.

“I knew Rinn of Balk 7 had more integrity than that. Once he knew we wouldn’t sway to his story, Okada started zapping us with these... blasts from his fingertips. The only relief was that each attack seemed to be less painful than the previous.”

“He’d been on borrowed time ever since Favan messed with him,” Terik said. “How he was still on two feet baffles me.”

“Well, he must’ve figured we’d be more liable to join him if we had his powers, or rather, his disease. That’s when he started injecting us.” Yond pointed to a scar on his forearm.

Rinn inspected the bruise, which was recent and had only begun to worsen. “One of our compatriots has becomed a student of Favan’s slaving technique. Better will be you.”

“I have a few antibiotics with me that may help.” Qitt added.

Yond helped a young lady walk down the ramp, as Rinn, Qitt, and Terik helped the others. Wurty and two other men were waiting with medical assistance.

“Why did you not broadcast for help?” Rinn asked. “Only fortune’s timing broughted us here in time.” 

“The Web’s been dark since Cell Gamma fell. The line quiet. Figured it was futile.”

“I never abandon my brothers, and my visit, though short, is for good reason,” Rinn laid a hand on Yond’s shoulder. “I would like your return with us, not just to recovery ensure from this disease, but to help rebuild the Web.”

“I wish I could, old friend. But we are not leaving the Depot.”

“I understand your reluctance, I do quite yes, but now is the time to unite again.”

“It didn’t work the first time, Rinn. What makes you think now is any different?”

Rinn looked to Terik and Qitt. “My new friends show great courage and resolve.”

“A Chost and a Deebian?”

“They are more complex than that. Their histories twine with our fates. But even more so, they setted aside self-interest like true soldiers.”

“My decision is not based in self-interest. We have key members engaged in the Pokturi system that rely on us. I cannot abandon them.” Yond took a packet of foodstuffs Wurty handed him and tore it open. “Rinn, you are welcome to any arms or information we can provide. We are brothers, until the end. But I have seen too many of us die fighting the Fokot. I will see no more.” He began to devour the snack. “Apologies, but...”

“You need sustenance and rest. Fare yourself well.” Rinn said.

As Yond walked away with his people, Terik spoke. “Cautious. Seems to be common sentiments lately. Yond. Phemor. Ethan.”

“Retreat can be an equal show of force as engagement.” Qitt said.

“For those with the option, but this option is an illusion, it’s burying their heads in the sand. Favan will find them. Us? We don’t fall for the illusion – we know it’s fight or die.” Terik pulled out a datapad, heading to the shuttle. “I’m going start mining the shuttle’s console.”

“I worry for him,” Rinn said. “His determination seems...”

“Clouded?” Qitt asked.

“Selfish. He has not been the same since the wedding.”

“He has committed to a path. Only may he see its folly.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, WHATEVER could be boxed up from Okada’s ship, along with eight crates of weapons and rations, were stowed aboard the Zenosite, and the course back to Remok laid in. Mate See had stayed onboard to monitor comm traffic, sensors, and the cloaking shroud generator, which of late had seen some power failures. Now with a full crew, the Ringe Mah could focus on the new information Terik had pulled from Okada’s ship.

Once out of the Phoenum system, Rinn turned on the cloaking shroud for their passage through Pokturi space. Terik insisted on watching the controls while Rinn and Qitt rested. 

Qitt took the opportunity to Kaesteine. With his culture in disarray and most of his people journeying out of the cluster, his meditation was more important than ever. He let his mind and muscle at ease, and opened his senses. Images of Remok at dawn. He and his brother training. The deymu’s lessons. Moments of pride. Honor. Shadowing Dett. My mentor. Missing. Qitt remembered words. “Dett is special,” Deymu Tarlin had said. “He will teach us more than we can teach him.” Qitt pictured Tarlin sick. Captured. Then Qitt heard Phemor casting him out. Qitt pictured Phemor, Bonida. The exodus. Leaving Remok.

And being attacked.

Qitt sprang up, sprinting to reach the cockpit in seconds. He sat at the console and locked in a new flight plan.

“What’s up? Where we going?” Terik asked, looking at the coordinates. “That’s past where Untai was. Is anything out there?”

“I hope.”
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REMOK

MELINA LIGHTLY STEPPED into the laboratory, as quietly as she could, yet she only got two feet in before Mation spoke.

“Would it be preferred that I ignore my enhanced auditory and olfactory senses and let you surprise me?”

Melina’s grin faded. “Yes. That’s an order.”

“Very well. Welcome home, captain.” 

Defeated, she stood next to her android friend and overlooked his work. Several beakers and scope devices were active in his testing, and she restrained asking.

“How I’m doing so far? Hard to break it down simply. Yet.”

“Did you add clairvoyance to your senses, too?”

“No, but spend most of a year with the same people in dire circumstances and you are bound to anticipate their quirks.”

“You’re quirky, too. Thinking forward like you did, you could have designed a more... intimidating look. Instead, you chose to go for something more relatable?”

I still can’t believe how much his face is like Jack’s...

Mation looked at his forearm and hand. By all intent, the mechanoid’s new form was indeed closer in scale to his companions. “Relatable, but I assure you, I retain all my combat options. Dr. Pembrail wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. Now, as to your question, I am fairly confident that I may have devised a lasting antidote. I used the supplihum method to-”

Melina lost focus when she spied a photo hanging on Mation’s wall. Something he added after she left for Poktord – a framed picture of Dr. Jack Pembrail and a young woman with auburn hair. She reached for it. “Mation, what’s this?”

“The picture? A stored memory I was able to extrapolate. Dr. Pembrail’s fondest memory – the day he made the breakthrough on SAR-7’s reasoning cortex. It paved the way for SAR-8, SAR-9 and myself.”

“Who is the woman?”

“Dr. Pembrail’s sister, Blair.”

“I didn’t know he had a sister.”

“He had a brother, as well, until the Luboo returned,” Mation leaned in to view one of the scopes. “Jack and Blair fell out of touch when the PUMA strikes began. She was a journalist. In the field when we vanished.”

She lost both her brothers... 

Melina placed the picture back on the wall. “Well, now there’s a reason.”

Mation stopped his work. Melina had succeeded in drawing his attention. “A reason for what?”

“A reason to make it back home. Each of us have a longing to get back to Earth, but you’ve seemed content out here.”

“I’ve never known life on Earth. I do not see a correlation as you do.”

“But I’m saying now you need to get home, too.”

“In what context?”

“As a messenger. To let your aunt know that her brother died a hero.”
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WHEN THE Zenosite had reached its coordinates, its crew were speechless. When Terik mentioned the proximity to Untai, Qitt expected remnants of devastation – planetary fragments, asteroids – but not burned husks and torn hulls of Remokian ships.

“Checking for life signs,” Terik said. “Initiating sensor sweep.”

The Zenosite cruised through the debris, maneuvering around the remains.

“The probability of organic life surviving without-”

“Thank you, Mate,” Rinn said. “I believe we would prefer to scan regardless. How many...”

“Over five hundred left Remok with Toolra Phemor.” Qitt said as he helped Terik with the sensor sweep. “Five hundred too many.”

“I’m reading three hundred organic masses – no sign of geothermal activity.” Terik said. “Wait – there is one cluster, very feint. On that ship ahead. I’m moving us closer.”

“Is possible it the other two hundred escaped?” Rinn asked.

Qitt saw a plated hull section float past the porthole. Qitt recognized the design. It belonged to Phemor’s ship. 

“No,” Qitt replied. “No one escaped.”
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FOKORR

TOOLRA PHEMOR TOOK in a breath and tasted metal. Decay. He opened his eyes to view a sky so riddled with pollution he couldn’t determine if it was day or night. He could only guess that he and his council were on Fokorr.

They had been travelling for several minutes he estimated. He awoke being thrown into the cage with several of his compatriots. Ered Kaap was among them. Alas, Bonida’s fate escapes me. The sound and vibration from the landboat’s engine elevated the pain he felt at his temples, and the chorus of growls he heard from below moments ago unsettled his usually calm nerves. So, he thought. Dett’s outsiders spoke truth. Nyzee.

They stopped momentarily, and then a loud hum preceded their resumption. A few minutes later, their journey ended and Phemor was dragged out of the cage and onto his feet. Two humans stood waiting for him.

“Lord Favan has requested your presence, Toola.” The caped human motioned to the squad of Feas and then led the group into a lift tube. Once it reached its apex, the lift rose up into a massive chamber. In its center was a throne – the throne on which sat the Fokot warlord Favan.
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FOR THE BETTER PART of a year, Garett Soness had succeeded in attaining each goal his master set forth. In his position as Frokoy, Garett had ensnared Poktern’s tsar, Rilay Jerlosi, into Favan’s campaign, and tracked and laid siege to the Chost homeworld, allowing Favan to gain another piece to his puzzle. Yet his current task, locating the fugitive Chost, Dett, had been a futile endeavor. However, he was returning with something almost as good.

“Toolra Phemor,” Favan shouted. “Welcome to Nemesis Tower.”

“I trust it is the last place I will see?”

“Accepting your fate so soon? It’s not like a Chost to admit defeat.” One of Favan’s guards entered with a corpse slung over its shoulder. The Prefios dumped the body at Phemor’s feet. “Your bodyguard? She fought to the end.”

Phemor turned away from the body. “A toolra must account for all Remokians. I cannot afford to be as abrupt as a Chost.”

Favan stood up and approached Phemor. “No, no you are not. The Chost are determined, effective. You are neither,” Favan circled Phemor, dragging his staff along the floor grating. “You remind me of the myths my people recall of the ancient Remokians who were nearly wiped out. During the War of Two Princes, your kind were more concerned with logic then earning honor in combat.” 

“And you remind me why the Cluster hasn’t missed the Bryxians all these epochs.”

Favan stopped pacing. “The Bryxians were but a template. Ideals nurtured as Lubicans, and now perfected by me.” Favan turned to the humans. “Frokoy Soness, was he among them?”

“No, milord. But he is injured, in disarray. Smek has many sources – we will find him.”

“Lose something?” Phemor asked.

“Yes, but he has been lost to me for a long time. But what humans and your kind have done to him is appalling. And at this point, irreversible.”

“Dett.”

“Not the name I knew him as. I knew him when he was a skilled killer, a weapons master - a vossol’s greatest asset. Now he seems to be Tarlin’s greatest asset.”

“Where is the Deymu?”

“Indisposed. He is still of value to my cause.” Favan bent down and looked in Phemor’s eyes. “You, however, are not.”

“Would not irony suggest he become a Fea?” Garett asked. “Or better yet, a Drunt?”

“I would rather not chance our process failing on him. And I know of no other use for him.”

“May I make a suggestion, your lordship?”

“Speak, Mr. Smek.”

“With the approaching goal in sight, likely there will be need for the Nyzee to be fit and strong. They seemed a bit peckish when we arrived.” Smek looked down at Phemor. “Maybe even slightly... malnourished.”

Favan smiled, flashing his sharp teeth. “Indeed.”

Garett couldn’t sway a feeling of remorse as he watched the prisoner be dragged away. Sentenced to death without resistance. Without combat. Without honor. 

If it were Terik Donato, would it be any more just?
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MELINA STOOD OUTSIDE Terik’s quarters, lost in thought. Every day she found herself there, in his doorway. She had found it was unavoidable, since his quarters were on the way up to the Laruks landing pad. Like a bad habit she would stop and linger. “Your emotions can compromise you, right?” she had asked him. “Isn’t that what you were trying to warn me about? Hindrances?” Since she spoke those words, she had sent him off again and again. Recon after recon, cutting him loose to do what he did best. But that’s not the real reason, is it? She thought as she reached into her pocket, withdrawing the music cylinder Terik had given her. She rolled it in her palm. It’s easier than facing him every day. Not a moment went by she didn’t regret her actions. But she was a captain now. It was war, and in war, her happiness was collateral damage.

She continued on to her hovercraft and commuted from their home on the Laruks summit to the tactical operations center built atop Corwat. I can hear Terik saying ‘Just call it the TOC.’ 

Once landed, she climbed the staircase, mindful of the missing steps and fallen debris, to join Jason Volbell where the Remok council agora had been. Volbell and his crew, the Shards, in absence of a vessel of their own, had agreed to function under Melina’s command and had been assigned the reconstruction of Remok. With planetary defenses in place and a few ships under construction, Volbell had become quite adept at coordinating operations in Melina’s opinion. Enough to let me slack a bit. “Updates?”

“Well, no more skylight this time,” He pointed up at the ceiling. “But I think it’s done. I’m forced to rescind my objection. It was worth Nohgeeoni and Bempt scouting the caves. Still don’t know why there’d be some mineral down there the Chost weren’t maximizing, but they found some.”

Nohgeeoni’s right hands raised a single bronze bar. “When mixed with the metals we’d been using all along, this alloy is remarkable. The new command center can withstand any bombardment.”

“Good – hopefully we won’t have to test that claim any time soon.” Melina peeked over at the console. “What about our advance perimeter warning?”

“We’ve equipped all the asteroids at the edge of the system with the proximity sensors Golle smuggled to us.” Volbell turned on the console next to him. “Anything enters the system, it’ll set off a warning –”

A rhythmic two tone alarm sounded off.

“Like that?” Melina asked.

“’Geeoni, is this a demo?” Volbell adjusted the pitch of the alarm.

Nohgeeoni activated a different console and monitor. “No. Captain, there’s a vessel entering the system.”

Melina stood behind Nohgeeoni. “The Zenosite?”

“No. Not Fokot either. Doesn’t match anything we’ve seen. And it’s BIG.”

Who else would know we’re here?

“Hopefully they’ll be able to understand us, whoever they are.” Melina turned to the communications station. “Otherwise I guess we’ll be testing your claim sooner after all, Geeoni.”

“Captain, this thing’s rating off the scale. It could have a hell of punch.” Volbell said.  “Perhaps we should at least pre-light a temporary evacuation?”

Six months of hard work? Abandon it, with nowhere else to go? “No. We can’t keep running and regrouping. The Chost abandoned this planet, but we’re not going to. Time to stand our ground.” Melina opened up a channel to all receivers planet wide. “This is Captain Beetary. We have visitors. Battle stations. I repeat: battle stations.”
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HOPE’S RETURN

THE UNTAI SYSTEM

“You know, times like this I remember how much I hate being cold.” Terik said over the commlink. He stood in the middle of what remained of a Remokian cruiser’s command center, fully sealed in a deep space suit and carrying a relief kit. He had only been off the Zenosite for a few minutes, yet the cold vacuum of space that had filled the ship from its hull breach was taking its toll on him.

“The emergency over-ride controls should be on your left,” Qitt instructed over the commlink. “Once you can raise a force field over the breach, you can then try returning life support to nominal.”

“How are we reading life signs if there’s no air? No, wait. There’s a steine, isn’t there?”

“Correct.”

Believing he found what he was looking for, Terik knelt down. “Is it a round console?”

“Affirmative.”

“Well, we have a problem then – there’s exposed wire. Must’ve been a fire because it’s scorched.” Terik stood back up. “Can we chance moving them while in their stance?”

“Advise it not, no no no.” Rinn of Balk 7 answered from the Zenosite. “Another solution please.”

A faint thump echoed from outside the command center. Terik stood still and seconds later heard it again. “Qitt, Rinn – you guys haven’t left the Zenosite, right?”

“No. Why?”

“Because I heard-”

“Terik – I’m reading power restored to energy fields – the breach is sealed. And...the life signatures? They’re in motion.”

Terik ignited his gauntlet. “First thing when we get back, we all need a refresher on obvious traps.” He put his back against the wall next to the entranceway and, when the door opened, he grabbed the intruder’s shoulder and brought the blade to his neck before either identified each other.

“Major Donato.”

“General Feevor, yes?” Terik leaned in. “Had an opportunity to see your training techniques on Zype Thaul. I have a Zypian colleague who’d like to show you some of his.”

“Perhaps another time, human. My partner has business with you.”

“Partner?” Terik looked over Feevor’s shoulder at another figure, slightly shorter and less stockier than Feevor but in similar armor. He removed his helmet. A Lubican male with a severe disfigurement – the middle eye gauged out.

“I promised I would return, Terik Donato.”

Dett?
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REMOK

SMALL, SINGLE PILOT craft swarmed about as the tenants of the planet Remok prepared themselves to receive visitors, and from the new control room atop Corwat, Melina surveyed her people putting their defenses into effect. “Distance?”

“Vessel entering atmosphere in forty seconds,” Volbell said, standing next to Nohgeeoni at the radar console. “Showing an increase in power output.”

“They’re arming weapons. Man the turrets.”

Through the observation glass, Melina saw four mountain tops recede and reveal new armament towers, built from Poktordian designs.

“Towers one through four, online.”

“Target engines and weapons only if possible. We don’t want to gun down cautious friendlies.”

“Captain, the size of this thing – we may need to take the risk.” Volbell said.

“Duly noted.”

“Vessel within visual range.” Nohgeeoni said.

The control room door opened and both Psitt and Mation entered. Mation joined Melina. “We are deploying defenses but we have not discussed where I should station myself in these events – where do you need me?”

“Right here.” Melina pated his forearm. “Where you can keep an eye on us.” Melina stared at the image Nohgeeoni projected. “And maybe tell us what the hell that is?”

The vessel was massive, and of practical design. Boxy, with long directional foils on either side, the port side’s torn in half. The hull was covered in rust and patchwork, and the bottom three decks were completely gone.

“Whatever it is, it looks like it’s been to hell and back.” Volbell said.

“The hull is comprised of several alloys. It’s difficult to ascertain which is its original.” Nohgeeoni said.

“Mation?” Melina asked without taking her eyes off the image.

“Analyzing...” The mechanoid replied.

“They’re within striking distance.” Volbell said.

Nothing happened. The vessel did not fire, nor did Melina give an order. The visitor just kept approaching.

“Derelict maybe?”

“I’m reading quite the opposite. Something near one hundred and seventy four life signatures.” Nohgeeoni said.

“Suggestions?”

“Fire,” Volbell voted. “Could be an invasion.”

“Immobilize. The vessel needs stopped, nothing more.” Psitt said.

Melina turned to Mation. “How ‘bout you?”

“Stand down.”

“What!? Are you
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