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To my wife Cheryl,
who has enthusiastically supported me in this process.
This is going to be fun.


PROLOGUE 

Admiral’s ready room, Sol Alliance carrier SAS Pacifica, orbiting the agricultural colony Mandis

Fleet Admiral Brandon North stared out the viewport of his ready room as the terminator slowly crept across the planet’s surface, bringing the light side of the world into darkness. Captain Mateo Drake, dressed in the platinum gray of regular Alliance Navy, and Colonel Derek Tyler, dressed in the all-black tunic of special operations, stood respectfully silent behind North, waiting for the admiral’s orders. North’s dark gray tunic, the uniform of an Alliance flag officer, matched the mood in the room.

“Replay the final message again,” North said, and Tyler immediately keyed up the recording. The three men watched soberly as the recorded distress call appeared on the screen.

“General!” The frantic voice of Captain Reidhead, leader of the rescue mission to the Mandis agricultural colony, suddenly filled the room. “The colonists are attacking my people on all sides. Even the children and the elderly are coming at us with clubs, rocks, anything they can pick up! My troopers can’t get close enough to assess their condition. It’s like this all over the planet.”

The man’s tone became increasingly desperate, and screams and angry voices could now be heard in the background. Reidhead frantically looked around the interior of the assault shuttle in which he had sought refuge, looking for the controls that would seal the doors from inside the ship. The thunder of nearby explosions outside the ship caused the captain to pause and take cover momentarily.

He soon reappeared. “I recommend ordering a complete evacuation of our personnel, sir! There’s nothing that can be done. I’ve lost all but two of my squad, and the other shuttles have been attacked as well!”

North’s eyes squinted as a powerful explosion rocked the camera, producing more cries of anguish.

“They’ve breached the hull!” a voice screamed in the background, which was quickly silenced by automatic weapons fire. Reidhead turned and ducked out of view moments before a fierce explosion ended the transmission for good.

Colonel Tyler said, “That was the last report we received from any of our teams, Admiral. We’ve been trying for over an hour to reestablish contact with any of them, but we’ve had no luck. All of the remote camera units inside the shuttles show nothing but dead bodies. One of the teams reported that a member had been attacked and had his pressure suit breached. Within seconds, he was acting irrationally and firing on his own team members. They had to shoot him in order to stop him. This thing is like nothing we’ve ever seen.”

Admiral North stood with his back toward the other two officers, staring out the window of his ready room. He watched as another suicide attacker drove his ship into the carrier’s shields, immolating himself in a blaze of fire.

“That’s the fifth one in the last half hour,” Tyler commented.

“They aren’t even trying to engage the fighters anymore,” Drake said. “The rage has completely overtaken their minds. All we get on the comms are gibberish and furious, primal screams. There’s no intelligence left. Brigadier Fowler said his ground teams reported their troops were attacked even before they could safely disembark from the shuttles. We’ve lost over twenty rescue teams, and that’s not even counting the previous civilian rescue missions. In my opinion, it would be pointless to send any more down. They’d be slaughtered and become infected themselves.”

The admiral gazed down at the planet, the weight of the universe and his next decision lying squarely on his shoulders.

“Do we currently have any personnel on the surface?” he asked.

“Negative, sir,” Colonel Tyler said. “None survived, although that might be a good thing considering the virulent nature of the pathogen. Now that we have a full handle on the nature of this pathogen, we couldn’t have allowed them to come back even if they had survived. They’d have infected the fleet.”

North felt a flash of anger toward Tyler and his callous assessment but realized he was correct. He had to protect his fleet and other Alliance worlds from this pathogen. “Captain Drake,” he said, looking back over his shoulder, “recover all of our fighters immediately. Advise the escorts we are going to abandon the system and set up quarantine. While the fleet is jumping, order the pickets to fire on any ship from the planet with starlane capabilities if they attempt to approach either of the two system portals. We will mine the portals to prevent anyone from jumping out. Colonel Tyler and his engineers will see to that. Is that clear?”

Drake nodded and said, “Aye, Admiral.”

“Please leave me with Colonel Tyler, Captain. You’re dismissed.”

“Yes, sir,” Drake said as he left the ready room to issue the recall order.

When Drake had left the room, the admiral turned around and faced Tyler.

“What do you think . . . as if I didn’t know already?” North asked.

“You already know what I think, Admiral,” Tyler replied. “They have over five hundred ships capable of starlane travel on the planet. No one wants to say it, but we cannot allow a single ship or infected person to leave this system. Even one would be disastrous . . . sufficient to infect another ship or another world. We must contain this while we can.”

North turned back toward the window and whispered, “Two hundred thousand people. This is supposed to be a rescue mission. How could it have come to this?”

“I know, sir,” Tyler said sympathetically, knowing the decision the admiral would soon be forced to make.

North sighed heavily and said, “Is the package in position?”

“Yes, sir,” Tyler said. “Sergeant Martin is piloting.”

North grimaced as he remembered he was about to order the young man to his death.

“The pilot . . . I’d almost forgotten. Do you know if he has any family?” he asked.

“None, sir,” Tyler said. “He was recruited straight out of the orphanage.”

“An orphan . . . that doesn’t make it any easier,” North said.

“Of course not, sir, but he knows what he signed up for. He’s a credit to the code.”

North nodded. “That much is apparent,” he said as he turned to the computer station on the desk to issue his command.

“Identify,” the computer interface said.

“Fleet Admiral Brandon North.”

“Confirmed. Access to encrypted log granted.”

North said, “On this date, I, Fleet Admiral Brandon North, do hereby order the destruction of the Mandis star via stellar disrupter, in order to contain the outbreak on the colony. This order is on my personal authority and is my full responsibility. No punitive action against any member of the military will be brought for implementing this order. Special commendation notes, Omega eyes only, for Staff Sergeant Steven Martin, who will pilot the device. Dated, September 22, 2416. End of log.”

“Log terminated and encrypted. Classified eyes only, Chief of Fleet Operations, Alliance Security Council, Omega High Command,” the computer intoned.

North punched up a file on the screen and transferred the contents to Tyler’s handheld.

Tyler nodded as the authentication codes for the weapon appeared, and then he summarily dismissed himself. North returned his gaze to the window as the dark side of the planet came into view.

“May the Creator forgive me . . .”


CHAPTER ONE

Carrier SAS Pacifica, Sol star system, eight years later

Grand Commander Brandon North stood in his office adjacent to the bridge of his flagship, SAS Pacifica. He gazed through the huge observation portal as Pacifica approached Earth. He always enjoyed the view from the portal and was glad the designers had incorporated the viewport into the newer Neptune-class heavy carriers like Pacifica.

Despite his high rank, North had always considered himself a soldier and would have been more comfortable socializing with his men in the off-duty officers’ lounge instead of having to keep the expected professional distance necessary to maintain the respect of his subordinates. He detested the politics and bootlicking that were so common on other ships. He had been selected for the new rank of grand commander because of his accomplishments and abilities, skipping over the ranks of marshal and fleet marshal. Three years after the promotion, North felt as though he’d aged twice that much.

“Not so young anymore,” North thought aloud.

North had joined the military at the minimum age of fifteen, and his aptitude scores in the top 1 percent qualified him for accelerated officer training. With forced-teaching technology available, new officers were minted in only six months, where previously, it had taken years. With combat losses mounting every day, it was critical to produce a steady supply of officer candidates.

North was fairly average height at six feet tall. He was slightly heavier than a normal civilian due to the combat and special forces training that he engaged in weekly. His dark gray tunic and jacket were standard military issue for a grand commander, as was the powerful pulse laser pistol slung on his left hip. The eight-point nova insignias on his collar were the only indication of rank or assignment. Former special forces did not advertise past missions, so there were no pips or ribbons to show.

North concentrated once again on the view of Earth. It had been too long since he’d returned home, although the prospect of coming home to an empty house made the long deployments easier to deal with. After losing his wife and son, coming home just wasn’t the same. The thought of his family sent a pang of regret through him.

Shareel North and their son, James, had been killed in a traffic accident seven years before, and at times, the wound seemed as fresh as the day it happened. He pushed those thoughts out of his mind, storing them with the dark memory of what happened at Mandis, fearing they would distract him from the mission at hand.

Part of him wished the return to Earth would be permanent, but he knew better. The Alliance had too much invested in him, and the war was far from over. They would never allow his retirement, and he knew it. Not that they could stop him, technically, but they knew his sense of duty to his troops and to the worlds they defended would never allow him to quit. President Barouq had made it next to impossible for him to retire into obscurity, personally promoting North to grand commander and giving him carte blanche to operate as he saw fit. He’d wanted North to take over as supreme commander of Alliance forces but accepted North’s arguments that he could better serve as a line officer rather than from behind a desk.

The soothing, feminine voice of the shipboard computer announced, “You wished to be notified upon achieving Earth orbit, Commander.”

“Please advise the flight bay to prep a Valkyrie for my trip ashore.”

“Confirm you desire a fighter and not a shuttle, sir?” the computer queried.

“That’s correct,” North said with a slight grin. “If they’re going to make me come all the way here, I may as well have some fun on the way.”

“Aye, Commander,” came the response from the computer.

North could have sworn it sounded amused. Spooky, he thought. Those command computers are developing more complex personalities every day.

“Secure viewport,” North said.

The poly-duratanium armor shielding soon obstructed his view of the Earth.

He looked around his office, richly decorated in teal-colored simu-marble walls and flickering status panels. Lush, green wall-to-wall carpeting covered the decks. A large, well-stocked bookcase dominated one wall. Not a very efficient use of space, he realized, since the entire library could be stored on a fraction of a single virtual-memory cube. The books, he felt, lent a more personal atmosphere to the office. The other side of the room had a large, comfortable couch and a well-appointed wet bar. North didn’t drink intoxicants himself, but protocol dictated that he offer refreshment to the occasional diplomat or other visitor. A small side door led to a fresher, a closet, and his personal mess. Rank did, indeed, have its privileges.

North opened a drawer in his mahogany desk and extracted a transparent box made of pure Sirian fire crystal. He carefully opened the box to verify that the contents remained undamaged. He was pleased to see that the sheed blossom inside remained intact and was currently glowing a soft amber color. Earth’s Jaaleadi diplomat and liaison officer, Var Jent, had told him that the blossoms exhibited a natural luminescent quality, changing colors depending on the mood of the nearest intelligent being.

The Jaaleadi, a race of avian beings, was discovered by an Earth exploration team while exploring a remote sector of space on the fringes of the Orion Arm of the Milky Way. They were highly intelligent and technologically advanced, and—fortunately for the people of Earth—they were friendly. They had joined humanity in the fight against the T’Kharr after being attacked themselves without provocation.

Descended from bird-like ancestors, the Jaaleadi were magnificent creatures. Standing an average of 2½ meters tall, they had powerful wings which they could use to take flight. With a yellow beak featured prominently on his face, Jent was typical of his species. His close-set predator eyes and soft, gray down gave him a fearsome look but also displayed his wisdom and intelligence.

Jent had told North that the ancient Jaaleadi found the blossoms very useful. When one was walking near a patch of them, a change from silver to dark red was a sign that a predator was lying in wait. Jent had once explained that a lighter color indicated calmness, while a darker, more intense color represented more intense emotion. In this case, amber signified anticipation.

Accurate enough, North thought. He would be seeing his home on this, the seven-year anniversary of the death of his wife and son. His parents had died fifteen years earlier from a plague that ravaged one of the outer colonies, and his only brother, Jason, had been declared missing in action twenty-three years ago. All he had left was a house full of memories.

There was no time to dwell on those things now. Instead, he pondered upon the significance of an upcoming personal staff meeting between top military leaders of the Sol Alliance and the Jaaleadi Republic. Staff meetings usually took place by conference link through a compressed-space transmitter. Apparently, Supreme Commander Terred didn’t trust this one to the comm waves. To pull five battle fleets from their patrol routes, especially with the frequent raids by enemy forces, was highly unusual. It must be something big.

North pushed those thoughts to the back of his mind and tried to concentrate on what he should bring with him. He packed the small, clear data cube and the intelligence and reconnaissance reports that Pacifica and her fleet had amassed for the last three months, along with his portable terminal interface. Denara, the caretaker he employed to tend to his home while he was away, would have plenty of civies at the house for him, and there was nothing else he needed to bring for the meeting. He placed the crystal box into his personal secure case and snapped the lid shut. He pressed his thumb on the encoder and said, “Lock.”

A metallic voice responded, “DNA scan confirmed.” The case could be opened by nobody else.

The door chimed.

North called, “Come.”

Rear Admiral Mateo Drake, Pacifica’s commanding officer and North’s fleet executive officer, entered and stood in front of the desk.

“Sir,” he began without preamble, “detectors report carriers Challenger and Endeavor along with their escort ships in parking orbits around Earth. Taking home fleet into account, I haven’t seen this many capital ships around Earth since the ’17 siege. What’s going on?”

“I wish I knew, Mat,” North replied. “You know about as much as I do.”

North regarded Drake as he seated himself behind his desk. A few years younger than North, he was of Hispanic descent and had jet-black hair, dark eyes, and a well-proportioned, muscular body. His fitness was attested by the fact that Drake kicked North’s tail every time they played fireball together. Drake was easy to like, with a genuine enthusiasm and willing smile. His excellent command instincts made him the best executive officer that North had ever had. North had personally sponsored his promotion to admiral after Pacifica had been designated as one of the quadrant command ships following the reorganization of the fleet command-and-control structure and recommended him to remain in command of Pacifica after North was elevated to the High Command.

North sometimes suspected Drake of being psychic, due to the fact that he almost always seemed to know what North was going to order before he said it. He was also brutally honest in his evaluation of situations, which was a refreshing change for North. He wanted to know what his officers really thought, not what they thought he wanted to hear. The fact that he and Drake had become good friends helped as well.

North continued. “I do know that many of the senior staff as well as representatives from the Jaaleadi Republic military in this quadrant are all going to be there, in addition to the four sector commanders. Security must be a concern. We aren’t even allowed to bring execs to the meeting. You are the exception.”

Drake let out an impressed whistle.

“Boy, any T’Kharr captain would give its two right arms to take a potshot at this conference. It seems a bit risky to have all our eggs in one basket.”

North grinned. “Careful about joking about eggs around Jent. You know he doesn’t quite understand all of our colloquialisms. He’d probably think you were insulting his progeny.”

Drake chuckled. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. But it does worry me, sir, having all these ships here bunched together.”

“Are the cruisers and destroyers on station at the starlane portals?” North asked.

“Ours are, Commander, but the majority of the Challenger and Valor escorts were ordered by Fleet Admiral Carlo to take up parking orbits behind the moon. He ordered our escorts to fall in behind them for some type of display. With all due respect, I think the admiral wants to try and make an impression on the Jaaleadi,” Drake replied.

“Damn that arrogant ass,” North fumed. “We’ve been allies with the Jaaleadi for over a century, and he still insists on playing intimidation games.”

“That would be my guess, sir,” Drake said simply.

North hit a button to activate his holographic display and ordered, “Fleet system status.”

A holographic representation of the home system appeared in front of him. He saw the representation of Pacifica stationed above Earth’s North American continent, and the remainder of his fleet positioned at points that would allow them to patrol five of the twenty starlane portals near Earth. Challenger and Valor, along with their escort fleets, were currently moving to a position behind the moon. Valor’s escorts weren’t on station as of yet and appeared to be moving toward the moon at an unusually slow pace.

North stabbed at the intercom pad. Immediately, a hazy blue holographic screen materialized in front of him, and he said, “Fleet Com.”

The haze was replaced by the expectant face of the Pacifica communications officer, Lieutenant Annaline Vale.

“Yes, sir?” she said crisply.

“Get Admiral Price and the other fleet commanders on conference link immediately, please, including those on the incoming two fleets.”

“Admirals Faulkner, Tyree, Price, and Jett are already waiting on the conference channel for you, Commander,” the lieutenant replied immediately. “Engaging visual now.”

North glanced sideways at Drake, who was trying his best to examine a particular carpet fiber at his feet while grinning to himself. His officers knew him all too well, and at times, it was damned irritating.

The images of the four admirals solidified onto the four holographic displays. Vice Admiral Jeffery Faulkner on Endeavor had been a friend for many years, as had Janice Jett of the Valor. Lita Tyree was fairly new to the Admiralty, and although North didn’t know her very well personally, her reputation as a gutsy commander preceded her. She was scheduled to arrive within a few hours with Victory and her fleet. The Challenger and Valor fleets weren’t normally under North’s command and had been called in from the neighboring combat quadrant under the control of Grand Commander Trieste.

Price was going to be the problem. Nelson Price was the brother of a powerful senator on the Alliance Council and had achieved his rank and command through political favors. Many better-qualified admirals, with less political clout, had been passed over in favor of Price. He was also very close friends with Carlo, which by itself was a black mark in North’s book. Price shared Carlo’s belief that the Jaaleadi were inferior and should be totally subordinate to humankind. North thought this nonsense of displaying the fleet was probably Price’s suggestion to Carlo.

Upon seeing Price’s image, North adopted what Drake recognized as the “there’s gonna be hell to pay” look.

North addressed the group. “Welcome, ladies . . . gentlemen. I hope the trip here was uneventful.”

The four admirals nodded in acknowledgment.

North continued, “There seems to have been some misunderstanding that normal procedure was to be circumvented upon your arrival at Earth. Contrary to any orders you may have received prior to your arrival, I’m instructing you that normal inter-system security patrols at the starlane portals will be conducted as usual. Admiral Price, that includes your escorts currently taking up parking space behind the moon. I understand that Grand Commander Trieste might do things differently, but this task force is under my command, not hers.”

Faulkner, Jett, and Tyree looked visibly relieved, nodding in the affirmative. North noted that Jett turned away from the screen for a moment and issued an inaudible order. Valor’s escorts terminated their laggard approach toward the moon, accelerating instead toward the eleventh through fifteenth starlane portals. North smiled to himself. Jett had been dragging her feet until she received proper orders.

“Consider it done, Commander,” Faulkner said. “We were beginning to wonder whether it was such a good idea—”

“Excuse me, Commander,” Price interrupted.

Here it comes, North thought.

“But have you consulted Admiral Carlo on this matter?”

Drake was now convinced that Price must be certifiably insane. There was no other explanation. He eyed North’s reaction with interest, as did the other admirals.

North answered menacingly, “Now, why would I discuss deployment of my own fleets with Admiral Carlo, Mister Price?”

Price visibly bristled at being referred to as “Mister.” He responded, “Admiral Carlo thought that it would be a good idea to show our civilian leadership firsthand what their money is paying for. After all, how often does a quadrant command carrier like Pacifica come home? He ordered the escorts to the moon so the civilian leaders could have easier access to them. It’s not often that such a large contingent of our military strength is in-system.”

Pompous ass.

“I see,” North said. One eyebrow arched in interest. “Since when does Admiral Carlo issue deployment orders to my fleets?”

The irritation that showed on Price’s face for an instant was quickly replaced by an oily smile.

“Well, I’m sure Admiral Carlo didn’t want to burden you with such trivialities, Commander,” Price said, “what with the staff meeting and all. Besides, Earth is the most heavily defended planet in the Alliance.”

North coldly smiled and nodded. “How thoughtful of him.” Then he lowered his voice. “Since you seem to have a direct pipeline to Admiral Carlo, Mister Price, you shall inform him that I will decide what trivialities I will deal with and that the administrative wing of command does not give orders for fleet deployments. Is that understood?” Before Price could answer, North added, “And there will be no attempts at intimidating the Jaaleadi. End of discussion.”

Price’s face reddened at the rebuke. He was clearly angry but acknowledged tightly, “Yes, sir. Will that be all, Commander?”

“Yes. If there are any other . . . misunderstandings about whether standing fleet orders are to be followed, contact me directly. I’m sure Grand Commander Trieste would tell you the same thing. My orders are to be carried out immediately. Pacifica out.”

North abruptly disconnected the link to Price, leaving just the other three admirals online.

Jett said, “I appreciate you clearing that up, sir. I certainly didn’t feel comfortable leaving my fleet parked together in one place. One well-placed antimatter mine would be disastrous.”

“I felt the same way,” Tyree agreed. “This whole business of calling us all in at once makes me uncomfortable. But I’m sure Supreme Commander Terred knows what he’s doing.”

“Rest assured he does,” North said. “Whatever’s going on will be addressed tomorrow, so hang tight until then. The Jaaleadi won’t be here for two more days, so rotate patrols so that all hands can have a taste of shore leave. We don’t come home that often.”

All answered in the affirmative, and North said, “Jeff, stay on the link for a moment.”

“Of course,” Faulkner replied.

“Janice, Lita, I’ll see you at the meeting.” North terminated the links to Jett and Tyree.

Faulkner noted, “You really rustled old Price’s feathers, Brand. Take care, old friend. Price knows some very influential people. Doesn’t Commander Trieste have some relation to Price’s family?”

“He’s her nephew, but privately, she’s not particularly thrilled about it. I can handle Price. How far out are you, Jeff?”

“About two hours,” Faulkner said. “Victory is about an hour behind us. We should be there with plenty of time to spare.”

“Good. I’m not sure what’s going on, but I want you there when we find out. Let me know when you’re ready to come ashore. I’ll ask Denara to make you some of her lasagna. I’ve brought her a present as a bribe.”

“It’s a deal,” Faulkner said with a wink. “See you in a few.” Then the comm link dissolved.

North then turned his full attention to Drake. “Mat, have Fleet Com issue the shore leave orders to Price’s and our ships too.”

“Of course, sir,” Drake said crisply.

“And that means you too, Mat. Say hello to Maria for me.” North knew Drake was dying to see his wife but wouldn’t leave without North’s direct order.

Drake started to object but said, “I will, sir.” He knew it would do no good to argue.

“Also, issue orders to the fleets that any more ‘unusual’ deployment orders are to be cleared through me personally. Tell them that this is a direct order on my personal authority, just in case Carlo tries to undo what I just did.”

“I’ll do so immediately, Commander.”

His face then took on a curious look. “Commander, do you think this meeting has something to do with Miratev Two?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, but I wouldn’t doubt it,” North said.

The Miratev star system had fallen to the T’Kharr two days ago. To call the Miratev Two research station a planet was a stretch. It was more of a planetoid. Rumor had it that the facility was doing more than just normal research, and Command seemed particularly frantic about its loss. It was originally thought to be too remote and unimportant to bother with, so the station had minimal defenses. The thought was that if the enemy perceived that there were few defenses, they would assume there was nothing of value there. But apparently, a T’Kharr fleet had suddenly jumped into the system and attacked the station. The station director had transmitted the information about the attack and said he was initiating invasion protocol, meaning the destruction of their work so it would not fall into enemy hands. North wondered if his XO might be right.

“Just because we got our recall orders on the same day the planet fell doesn’t necessarily mean it involves Miratev. But, I’m not discounting anything at this point. I’ll certainly fill you in when I know.”

“Thank you, sir,” Drake said. “I’m sure if it’s Miratev, Captain Trent would be interested to know what’s going to happen. His brother is stationed there.”

“I wouldn’t blame him. Please advise Command I’m about to depart. You’re in command of the fleets, Admiral Drake. Take care of them while I’m gone.” And with that, North picked up his case and left the room.

North strode into the expansive landing bay with rows of Valkyrie fighters tended by maintenance crews. He approached the row of fifty or so Valkyries secured in their respective slots. The massive, bustling port-side flight bay, one of three found on Neptune-class heavy carriers like the Pacifica, was always overwhelming to see. Fighter wings generally flew out of the port and starboard launch bays, while the dorsal bay was used primarily by the shuttles and tugs.

North strode over to the light fighter and performed a brief inspection. Not that he didn’t trust the flight crews. A good pilot traditionally checked his or her own ship before launch. North preferred the tough little Valkyries to their more heavily armed brothers, the Daggers and Mustangs. It took more skill and finesse to fly a Valkyrie, whereas the heavier fighters sacrificed maneuverability and speed in exchange for heavier armor. Interceptor craft like the Valkyries were equipped with neural interfaces, virtually making the pilot and machine one entity during combat. The one-man fighters resembled an angry insect, with a sleek body that tapered down to a smooth nose.

Two powerful fusion engines were mounted just behind the cockpit. The engines were also called “Dukand Drives,” after the physicist Ven Dukand who discovered compressed space. They allowed them to access the compressed space corridors—nicknamed starlanes—that existed between stars, permitting interstellar travel. Between the two engines was a Psyton generator which provided a shield to protect the occupant of the craft from the ravages wrought on living tissue by compressed space. Each of the four fins sported a sensor-guided Flechette-7 missile. Enemy shields were drained using twin pulse plasma cannons. On this trip, North was certain that he would need no armaments at all, but regulations required minimal armaments nonetheless.

North climbed into the deceptively roomy cockpit, secured his case behind the seat, and strapped in. Securing the dark gray flight helmet, he said, “Helmet interface, enable.”

A small panel behind North’s head glowed bright green, emitting a tight beam of light directed toward a similar panel built into the rear of the helmet. Inside the helmet, North’s heads-up display and status indicators materialized before his eyes, and the cockpit panels automatically activated. The fighter’s plexi-steel canopy smoothly locked into place.

The feminine computer voice queried, “Identify.”

North responded, “North, Brandon F.”

“Confirmed. Have a nice flight, Commander.”

North felt the securing clamps release the fighter from the deck as the fusion drives hummed to life. He smoothly taxied forward to his launching position on the craft’s repulsor pads. Since this wasn’t a combat launch, he chose not to use the catapult. He would launch the old-fashioned way.

North spoke, “Pacifica, this is Victor 219. Request departure clearance.”

“Clear for launch, Commander,” Drake’s voice responded. “Good luck.”

“Thanks, Mat. I have a feeling I’ll need it for this one.” He punched the sturdy craft’s thruster control.

North was momentarily pushed into his seat until the craft’s inertial compensators adjusted. He saw the star field approaching rapidly through the atmosphere pressure field at the end of the launch bay. The fighter breached the field with a slight jolt and cleared the bay. North felt the onset of weightlessness as he escaped the effect of Pacifica’s gravity generators. He felt the joy and freedom he always felt when he had the rare opportunity of piloting his own ship. No shuttles, no wide-eyed ensign pilot too scared to speak for fear that he might make some mistake in front of him, no civilian passengers asking how-the-war-was-really-going-because-I-don’t-believe-the-media-and-if-­anyone-would-know-it-would-be-you. It was just himself, the ship, and space.

He looked back at his ship with pride. Pacifica was the largest active fighting ship in the Alliance fleet, with a battle record that was the envy of any starship captain. First of the Neptune-class carriers to be commissioned, she’d served her three previous commanders with distinction and had served North well over the years. Over twelve hundred meters in length, she dwarfed her escort vessels. Her fighter umbrella resembled angry insects buzzing harmlessly around a behemoth. She could launch over three hundred fighter and bomber craft, and her landing bays were almost large enough to swallow an enemy destroyer.

As much as he enjoyed the view of his ship, North turned his attention to the Earth. The terminator slowly approached the North American coast, his intended destination. North wondered to himself why he didn’t come home more often.

He shook himself from his thoughts as he began to descend into the atmosphere, following the flight corridor provided to him by Fleet Command that would allow him passage through the protective energy shield that surrounded and protected the planet. The Earth’s atmosphere appeared to rise up to meet him as he smoothly made the transition from space to atmospheric flight. The lights of the cities began to shine.

The muffled roar of the engines grew louder as the air thickened and the Pacific Ocean sped up toward him. He approached the coast of what used to be the state of California in the ancient United States of America. What was left of Washington, DC had remained a radioactive wasteland for years after the last Great War that had nearly devastated mankind. The West Coast had hosted the new capital for hundreds of years now.

North loved the area and had a home not too far from the Supreme Command structure. As his ship homed in on the spaceport’s beacon, a squadron of Valkyrie interceptors—his escort to the facility—quickly approached him from below and behind. Upon taking formation with his ship, the pilot to his right looked over and gave him a sharp salute, which North returned.

A smooth, professional voice came over the comm unit. “Approaching craft, please identify and transmit your clearance codes.”

North responded, “Spaceport Control, this is Victor 219, Pacifica. Commencing transmission of my security code.”

A moment passed. “Confirmed. Welcome home, Commander North. We were expecting you to arrive in a shuttle but were also told not to be too surprised if you showed up in a fighter. You are cleared to land on the executive field, pad C. Please follow your escorts.”

“Thank you, Control. ETA is six minutes.”

After he was cleared, the fighters formed a delta pattern with North in the center, standard escort pattern for an arriving flag officer. Even from ten kilometers out, he could see the outline of the sprawling spaceport covering a hundred square kilometers. His approach vector brought him in over the new capitol building, a large marble dome that housed both the Alliance Senate and Council of Worlds, the legislative arm of the government. In the approaching darkness, he had trouble making out the residence of the president of the Alliance, located a few kilometers from the capitol, even though he knew exactly where it was from his many trips there.

The Supreme Command center was located here, near what used to be Los Angeles. The temperate coastal climate was the first choice of the civilian leaders when it was decided that a new capital center was needed. The worldwide weather control net was able to control and dissipate natural threats such as earthquakes and severe weather events which used to be common to the region, making it a beautiful and ideal location.

Once North passed the outer marker, spaceport control activated a second beacon that guided North to his exact landing zone. He cut back power and slowly descended toward the now yellow-framed landing zone as his escorts pulled up and away, moving back to their patrol routes. He descended slowly to about ten feet from the ground, easing off the repulsor field power until he smoothly settled to the ground. Removing his helmet, North retrieved his case from the storage compartment.

He took in a deep breath of fresh air. The air on a planet always smelled so much better than the recycled air on a ship. He then set to the task of tugging his uniform back into proper place to make himself halfway presentable to the supreme commander.

As three maintenance crewmen converged on the fighter, North turned and walked toward the imposing oak doors that marked the VIP entrance to the facility. Each was ten feet high by ten feet wide and emblazoned with the gold seal of the Sol Alliance, a representation of the Sol solar system with the sun along with eight planets, four on each side. The Sol Alliance, formed after the Great War, had unified humanity and became the first real world government. Gone were international borders and individual nation states. Humanity was united at last, at the cost of five billion lives.

Four armed guards, their M-36B pulse rifles at port arms, stood at attention as North approached the entryway. The squad leader stepped forward in front of the others as North approached.

“Good evening, sir. Identification, please.” The guard held out an identification pad. North placed his right hand on the pad, and the pad chirped, “Grand Commander Brandon North, High Command designator HQ2. Verified access.”

North’s case was subjected to the attention of a small handheld scanner. The guard gave North a quick, smart salute. The tall oak doors silently slid aside, allowing him to enter. Once inside the huge building, North noted that the corridors were filled with people. Everyone was military—no civilians—and every face wore a grim expression.

The Romanesque reception area featured rich marble walls and columns. A spectacular crystal chandelier hanging from the domed roof emitted a soothing yellow glow. Three hallways lined with grayish-blue walls and thick blue carpeting went directly east, west, and south of the reception area.

Two officers approached North immediately. He recognized one of them as Captain Hansen, Supreme Commander Terred’s personal aide. The other, whom he didn’t recognize, was a tall, attractive, olive-skinned woman wearing a dark blue one-piece jumpsuit.

“Commander North,” Hansen said as he shook North’s hand. “It’s good to see you again, sir.”

“You too, Captain,” North responded with a smile.

 “This is Major Lindsay Dupree. She’s with the Alliance Research section.”

“Major,” North said as he offered his right hand.

“A pleasure to finally meet you in person, sir,” Dupree said as she firmly shook his hand.

Hansen said, “I’m sure you have a million questions, sir. Commander Terred wants to brief you privately first before the meeting tomorrow.”

“I would appreciate that, Captain,” North said. “I’m anxious to find out what all of this is about and why five patrol fleets had to be recalled to Earth.” He realized for the first time that he was slightly irritated at being kept in the dark up to this point.

Hansen looked slightly uncomfortable. “Commander Terred will fill you in, sir. Everyone is under strict orders not to discuss the matter. Commander Terred has invoked Fleet General Order 20.”

“Understood, Captain.” Fleet Order 20, North thought. It was the highest security order given in the military. He guessed that security was going to be an issue.

The three walked down the long southern hallway to a lift. Once inside, Hansen said, “Sub level thirty.”

Immediately, North felt the lift accelerate downward, and within fifteen seconds, the polished black doors slid open and revealed a reception area. Behind a desk just to the right of the lift sat a brown-haired woman in her early thirties, professionally dressed in fleet gray. North gathered that she must be Terred’s office manager.

 “Commander Terred’s expecting you, sirs. Please go right in.”

“Thanks, Kate,” Hansen said as he walked up to the tall double doors that were just sliding apart to allow passage.

Hansen paused at the doorway and allowed North to enter the room first, followed by Dupree. Inside, standing with a group of other officers in the midst of a holo display representing the known galaxy, was Supreme Commander Dekker Terred, furiously chatting on a holo headset. One of only five Alliance grand commanders, and technically the same rank as North, Terred was the designated chief of operations and held the title of supreme commander of the Alliance military.

A somewhat unimposing man at just over five feet nine inches, he sported a cropped, salt-and-pepper head of hair and a thin mustache. He had a ruddy complexion obtained from his upbringing on one of the Mars colonies. Terred had a distinguished career as a battleship commander before moving up to the Admiralty. He excelled at administrative duties and was wise enough to listen to his more experienced subordinates when final battle plans were to be approved. North thought him an excellent choice as supreme commander.

Terred glanced in their direction as they entered the room, passing his headset to an officer standing next to him.

“Brandon,” he said with a genuine smile as he pumped North’s hand. “It’s good to see you. I hope your trip here was a good one.”

“The trip went well, thanks. I’m curious what was so important that my and my sector commanders’ physical presence was required rather than a communication on a secured channel. With the T’Kharr trying to annex the Krieger expanse, they’ve kept us busy.”

“I know. There have been incursions along six different fronts in just this past week,” he said, indicating the map. “Sorry for all the cloak and dagger. Believe me, Brand, if I could have done it any other way, I would have. This was too important and too dangerous to leave to the comm waves. Come into my office and have a seat.”

Terred led them into a room just adjacent to the situation room and indicated the plush chair in front of his desk. North seated himself. Dupree took the seat to the side of Terred’s chair, and Hansen stood off to the side at parade rest.

“Did you bring the recon reports?” Terred asked.

“Right here,” North said. He opened the case and extracted the data cube.

Captain Hansen took the cube to one of the wall computer access units. Terred noticed the sheed blossom and smiled.

“Gift for Denara?”

North took the crystal box out and put it on the commander’s desk. “She always did appreciate unusual gifts,” he said with a smile. The blossom still radiated the amber color.

Terred got down to business. “Brand, have you heard of kinetic power source technology?”

North thought for a moment, then said, “As I recall, the theory involved harnessing the kinetic energy of atoms in the surrounding environment. As long as the temperature of the environment remained above absolute zero, that energy could be harnessed. I also recall that they abandoned the research because they couldn’t squeeze enough energy out of the surrounding environment to make it practical. Also, apparently, any planet or ship containing a kinetic generator would be rendered uninhabitable, and the effect would instantly kill any living being near it. Ethical considerations precluded it from being developed as a weapon, even for use against the T’Kharr. I didn’t think much of it at the time because it was only a theory and was said to be unworkable.”

Terred said grimly, “You’re well informed. The research facility on Miratev Two was dedicated to kinetic power source research. Doctor Handel Gleen was head of the research staff on Miratev and had made a breakthrough that could be disastrous for the Alliance and Jaaleadi if it falls under T’Kharr control. During a routine experiment, they accidently opened a small breach into compressed space in the lab. The accident resulted in several deaths, but they realized that by harnessing the energies within the compressed space breach, they could use the kinetic generator’s harnessing matrix to tap into a virtually unlimited kinetic power source.

They were also close to completion of a shielding alloy that would make the kinetic generator technology workable. It would allow the generator to function by focusing the kinetic-harnessing effect on the compressed space breach and preventing the field from seeking out other sources of heat, most notably any living organisms or power sources existing near it. If successful, it would provide a virtually unlimited source of power for an indefinite period of time. No need for physical fuel, no hydrogen collectors on ships—an inexhaustible clean source of power. A single generator could provide enough power for an entire planet. The possibilities are staggering.”

“Impressive,” North muttered. “No more need for consumable fuels.”

Terred sighed deeply and said, “That’s not the half of it, unfortunately. Apparently, this generator can produce enough power to render a planetary shield inoperable. If the T’Kharr get it, our planetary defensive shielding will be obsolete.”

North’s mind absorbed the implications. Planetary shielding technology was what kept a planet safe and an enemy fleet at bay until military ships could be summoned. The shields could be worn down and defeated, but only after much time and expended energy. Alliance forces could be called in long before the shield failed. If this generator could defeat the shield immediately, all Alliance worlds and colonies would be open to invasion.

“How long would it take to defeat a planetary shield with one of these generators?” North asked.

 “Six solar hours,” Terred said, his face grim.

North felt the blood drain from his face.

“Six hours? Is that possible?”

Terred nodded. “Major Dupree is an expert on kinetic power source technology.”

North looked at Dupree and asked urgently, “How close were they to completing this alloy shielding?”

Dupree said, “They had already manufactured several thousand kilos of the shielding to be tested.”

North digested this information. “And now that the T’Kharr have control of Miratev, do they have the technology?”

“No,” Terred declared. “Not yet. The last transmission we received from Gleen was that he was preparing to initiate invasion protocol. He was able to destroy most of the shielding alloy they had already manufactured, but unfortunately, the T’Kharr reinforcements arrived before he was able to finish. Gleen was trying to destroy the data contained in a secret underground bunker located about fifty klicks from the facility where the data backups are stored.”

“How do we know he didn’t tell the interrogators the location of this bunker?” North asked.

“For security reasons, not even Gleen nor any of his staff knew the bunker’s exact location,” Terred said. “The only people who knew its location were two or three of the techs assigned to do maintenance there. They knew of T’Kharr interrogation methods and knew the technology was too important to risk. Once the information had been transferred there, all comm lines and transmission codes self-destructed, leaving no trail to follow. Our intelligence reports indicate that the T’Kharr haven’t located the bunker yet, but they are actively looking for it. It’s only a matter of time.” The dread in his voice was apparent.

“Is the complex shielded?” North asked.

“The bunker is shielded from scans, but when the orbital power grid was destroyed, the bunker switched to its own internal power. The bunker’s shields will power down in just under two weeks. After that, it will light up like a Christmas tree on their scanner grid. I plan on having us there long before that happens.”

“What kind of T’Kharr presence is in the system?” North asked.

“The original invasion force was a full-sized battle group with one heavy carrier,” Terred answered. “They’ve launched incursions along this entire front for weeks now. It’s possible they stumbled upon it by accident. Once they found out what they had, they moved in another heavy carrier group and have three more en route from their homeworld defense fleet.”

“Homeworld fleets, eh?” North said. “Pretty risky pulling some of the emperor’s big boys out of their home system. Maybe we’ll get lucky and there’ll be another coup attempt.”

“They aren’t going to give this one up without a hell of a fight. There was apparently enough data left in the data banks for them to realize what type of research was going on but not enough to make it workable for them. We’re assuming that Gleen and most of his staff are dead and gave up the information about the bunker when interrogated. They know it’s there, just not where it is exactly.”

Dupree stiffened, then looked at Terred and objected, “Sir, we have no solid proof that the T’Kharr know about the bunker. Dr. Gleen and his staff might have kept the information from them. I know most of the station staff, and they aren’t coward or traitors.”

North turned and regarded Dupree. “Major, how long have you been with Research?”

Dupree’s expression changed from defensive to puzzled.

“Uh . . . eighteen months, Commander. Why do you ask?”

North ignored the question. “Ever had a combat posting prior to your current assignment?”

Dupree swallowed hard and said, “Umm, no, sir. I haven’t. I went straight from college to Research.”

North had no desire to embarrass Dupree, but he felt she needed some quick instruction on their enemy. “Let me tell you a little about our enemy and their interrogation methods. A typical T’Kharr soldier stands about six and a half feet tall. They have three rows of razor-sharp teeth and four arms ending in six taloned claws. The claws secrete a paralyzing agent that immobilizes its prey and keeps it conscious while the T’Kharr consumes it. Their exoskeleton looks like the armored skin of a dragon and is tough as leather. They have spikes protruding from the tops of their heads and spikes on the lower part of their faces that they use very effectively in close quarters combat. They view us as inferior and as prey, and their goal is to wipe us from existence.

“When I was a pilot on the Ambrion, my wingman and I were sent into the Aldebaran system to investigate some unusual natural transmissions. Command didn’t think it important enough to send a warship. The source of the transmissions was a large asteroid in an asteroid field. Before we knew it, we found ourselves approaching a T’Kharr listening post equipped with four squadrons of their old Vondor-class medium fighters. The heavy metal content of the asteroid created a natural shield to our scanners, so we didn’t know what it was until we were practically on top of it. They sent two full squadrons to deal with us, and at fifteen to one, we didn’t stand much of a chance. Two minutes into the fighting, we realized they were trying to disable us rather than destroy us. We were forced to eject and self-destruct our fighters.

“The T’Kharr retrieved us and brought us back to their base to be interrogated. My wingman, Lt. Raphael Briceno, was interrogated first, and I was forced to watch. One of the guards slashed Briceno with its claws, injecting venom that would not allow him to go into shock or lose consciousness, no matter how intense the pain was. They then secured him in four-point restraints and began questioning him. Briceno did nothing but spit defiance at them for the first two questions. The interrogator motioned to one of the guards in the room, who then tore his right arm off with its razor sharp teeth. A med-bot at the side of the table cauterized Briceno’s wounds and kept him from dying. He was begging them to stop, and I was helpless to do anything but watch.”

Dupree began to look queasy, and her face blanched.

North continued, “The guard then walked over to where I was restrained, took Briceno’s arm in its talons, and began to eat it right in front of my eyes. The whole time it was eating, it was staring at me with its cold, inhuman, red eyes. And for a second, I swore it smiled. Those razor teeth were very effective in tearing the flesh from Briceno’s arm and breaking bones. I can still remember the sickening wet crunching sound the guard made while it was chewing.”

Dupree’s face had lost most of its color, and she said in a slightly shaky voice, “Commander, I—”

“Stand fast, Major. I’m almost finished,” North interrupted. He continued, “After the guard finished Briceno’s arm, the interrogator went back to Briceno and asked him another question. This time, Briceno tried to answer the question, but the interrogator wasn’t satisfied. It motioned to a different guard who went over and chopped Briceno’s other arm off and, as the first guard had done before, came over and consumed it in front of my face. I was forced to watch as they consumed my wingman—and my friend—down to the last piece. Mercifully, Briceno died somewhere in the middle of it all. After that, the guards put me into a cell, presumably to let me sweat for a while before my own interrogation. Before they returned, however, a rescue mission from the Ambrion arrived and extracted me from the station.”

“The point of this story, Major, is that I watched one of the bravest, most loyal and fearless men I have ever known reduced to the point where he would have told them anything.”

Dupree simply nodded and appeared to be doing her best to keep her last meal down.

North turned back to Terred and said, “I agree with you, Dek. I’m sure the T’Kharr know about the bunker and that they will eventually find it. May I assume that you’ve called me in to develop a plan to retake Miratev?”

Terred nodded. “That’s correct. Tomorrow, we’ll meet with the other fleet commanders and map out a basic strategy to retake the planet and rescue any survivors that might have escaped. We don’t have much time, and I want a plan ready to present to the Jaaleadi by the time they arrive.”

“Miratev is located in quadrant three. Trieste is okay with me poaching in her quadrant?”

“I’ve explained that your special talents are needed for this mission. Besides, some of your old colleagues will be joining us on this assignment.”

North nodded knowingly and said, “Very good, sir.”

“There’s one more thing, Brand. There is some evidence that the T’Kharr may have been tipped off as to the nature of the research going on at Miratev.”

North went cold inside. “A leak?”

Hansen, who had been downloading the reconnaissance information, spoke up and said, “It would appear so, Commander. The Miratev recon buoy detected a tight-beam transmission originating from inside the system just four hours prior to the invasion.”

The anger was plain on North’s face. “Damn.”

Something then occurred to him, and he asked, “Major, what would happen if an unshielded kinetic generator was dropped onto an inhabited world, say in a torpedo casing? How much of the planet would be affected?”

Dupree, now mostly composed, answered, “Assuming that the generator is the size of a standard torpedo, the temperature of an Earth-like world would drop over two hundred degrees Celsius in just over four hours. The energy-harnessing matrix would seek out the closest heat sources, and the wave would eventually envelop the entire planet. All life would terminate long before then.”

North was taken aback by this information. “By the mercy of the Creator . . .”

“Yes,” Terred said, seeing the grim understanding on North’s face. “Now you see why we’re willing to risk calling five full fleets home. The T’Kharr don’t have any ethical considerations about using this technology as a weapon. Brand, I need the best on this one.”

“Thank you for the confidence, sir. I’ll get right on it. One more thing, Commander. I’d like permission to brief Admiral Drake and my space group commander, Captain Trent. Also, I’d like to bring in Jeff Faulkner to help with the planning. Guy’s a tactical wizard.”

“Granted. But do it by courier, not by the comm channels. I don’t want any leaks. The meeting’s not until tomorrow, and I want you fresh and rested, so go home and settle in. Say hello to Lan and Denara for me.”

North smiled and nodded but was distracted by the enormity of the information he’d just received. A creeping dread was nagging at the back of his mind as he thought of all the worlds that could be destroyed by such a weapon. The idea that there was likely a traitor with access to the Alliance’s top secrets was equally unnerving. Boiling anger was building inside him as he thought of what he’d do to the traitor if he found him. As he got up to leave, he nearly forgot the sheed blossom that he’d placed on the supreme commander’s desk.

It was glowing blood red.


CHAPTER TWO

Miratev Two, Miratev Maxia star system, invasion day plus two

Jared Trent poked his head out of the cave and took a quick look around. It was difficult to see anything in this forest. He hoped that the T’Kharr would have as much difficulty seeing him. They’d been dodging T’Kharr patrols for a full day before stumbling upon this cave. His large frame nearly blocked out the sunlight coming through the mouth of the cave, leaving the interior in darkness.

He looked back at the group of six technicians and researchers huddled just inside of the cave, visible in the small sliver of light that remained. Two of them were tending to two others who were injured while the remaining two sat against the cave wall. Now and then, they would look nervously into the darkness of the cave, unsure what might be living inside; they didn’t care to explore deeper and find out. The visible area of the cave went in approximately fifteen feet but stretched much deeper into the hillside. The entire group—at least those who were conscious—wore frightened, shell-shocked looks on their faces.

Jared turned toward the forest and said, “I don’t see or hear anything. They may not have figured out which way we went. I think we’re safe here for the time being.”

“We should have stayed there,” said Hugo Kloke, a lanky, light-haired man. “We should have surrendered. Maybe they just killed the others because they fired at them first.” Hysteria began to creep into the man’s voice. “We’re going to stay out here and die because we weren’t smart enough to surrender!”

“Shut up!” Jared hissed through clenched teeth. He grabbed the man by the front of his shirt and yanked him so they were face to face.

“You saw what they did to Lancaster and Forbes. They burned them slowly with their energy weapons and ate them! Is that what you want to happen to us? Is it?”

“N-no . . . no, of course not,” the man whimpered. “But what are we going to do out here? We have hardly any food or water. We only have two particle pistols for seven of us. What are we going to do? Tell me!”

Jared’s face took on a resigned expression, and he let go of Kloke’s shirt with a sigh. He stared out of the cave into the forest.

“I don’t know. For now, we stay here. After dark, we can go out and forage for food and water. Lord knows this place is lousy with water.”

“Well, I’m not going to stay here and wait for them to come find us. They can’t all be like the ones who killed the others. At least as prisoners, we could get food and water. M-maybe if we went back—”

“Shut up, Kloke!” snapped Julie Newman, a slender, strawberry blonde woman in her mid-twenties. “Jared is right. Our first priority is survival. We’re safe for now, and we have wounded to tend to. Why don’t you come help us treat them and stop whining!”

“Oh yeah?” Kloke responded with a sneer. “Who put you and Trent in charge anyway, Newman? We’re all researchers and lab workers. Who elected you two to speak for us?”

The mountain that was the six-foot-six, 230-pound, burly lab tech Dram Hunter rose in the shadows. “I elected him. And I suggest that unless you want to join the T’Kharr troopers out there for a little lunch, you shut your mouth. Otherwise, I’ll snap you in half like a twig.”

The threat was clear on Dram’s face and in his words, and Kloke, eyes wide with fear, decided that the best course of action to ensure his immediate welfare was to find a dark corner of the cave, sit down, and sulk.

Jared, who’d been looking on during the exchange, smiled slightly and nodded in appreciation to Dram, who returned the nod with a wink. Jared decided to double-check the bandages he had just applied to a young woman named Spinnaker.

Dram knelt back down next to Julie Newman and Jeenan Tar, one of the two Jaaleadi researchers, and helped her tend to the other wounded member of their party who was lying unconscious.

“Thanks, Dram.” Julie looked sideways at him as she worked and smiled at him. “He was getting on my nerves.”

“Any time, Miss Newman. I know that if anyone can get us out of this, it’s you and Doctor Trent. Is it true that his brother is a fighter pilot?”

“You bet. Space Group Commander on the Pacifica. And Dram, we’re going to be depending on each other for our lives for a while, so please call me Julie.”

Dram blushed slightly and smiled. “Okay, Julie.”

Jeenan chirped, and her translator converted the chirps and squeaks of her voice into standard. “Doctor Gleen sent out a distress call to Sector Command before they hit the transmitter, so I’m sure help is on the way. We just need to keep calm and keep out of sight of the T’Kharr. There’s nothing more we can do for now. Glend is hurt badly but not critically. We must allow her to rest. The best medicine for a Jaaleadi in this condition is to allow the body to heal itself.”

“Okay, Jeenan,” Julie said as she stroked Jeenan on the cheek feathers, a Jaaleadi sign of comfort. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

As a species, the Jaaleadi were magnificent to look at. Males were tall and muscular with powerful beaks and wings that could be used for flight, while the females of the species were more intellectual, and their wings and beaks were smaller and less prominent. Feathers covered their skin and varied in plumage depending on gender and age. Males typically had bright shades of blue or red, while females favored bronze or brown. Their sharp, penetrating eyes left no doubt they were hunters.

Jeenan was typical of Jaaleadi females in appearance. She had bronze plumage on her head, with just a smattering of white showing on top. Julie estimated her age to be about ten or twelve solar years, just past puberty for a Jaaleadi. Julie had learned to appreciate her quick wit, sense of humor, and ability to keep a cool head in a crisis. She would be a great help to them while they waited for rescue.

Julie looked over to where Jared was sitting, back to the wall, staring at a particle pistol in his hands.

Dram saw her looking at Jared. “He’s still bothered by what he did at the lab.”

Julie replied, “Yeah. It’s hard to reconcile taking life when you’ve been trying to save it all of your professional life, even if it means your survival.”

“Well, maybe you ought to explain to him that we all would’ve died if he hadn’t killed those three T’Kharr soldiers,” Dram said, giving her a knowing glance. “He might take it better coming from you than me. I think I’ll stand watch at the entrance for a while.” He got up and walked to the cave entrance, the other particle pistol in his hands.

Julie exhaled, got up, and walked over to where Jared was seated. She sat down quietly next to him and said, “You okay, Jared?”
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