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Chapter One: The Flight From Savannah to Port of Spain

Thursday, September 12th, 2047

Savannah Station, Echo World
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Random and Sarah stepped into the specially equipped MD-95A and looked around in amazement. The interior of the plane was neatly divided, fore and aft, into a functional office and a fully equipped briefing room. “Amazing, let's check out the briefing room and see if we can look over the stuff that Senator Gordon prepared,” Random said as he continued to look around.

“Aye, right,” Sarah answered absently as she mentally logged the details she was taking in.

Random took Sarah by the arm and slowly walked with her towards the aft section of the plane. When they passed through the bulkhead dividing the two sections of the plane, he said, “Go ahead and sit in one of those front seats while I feed the recording into the presenter.”

Sarah smiled and said, “I thought Captain Macdonnell was kidding when he said that they'd outfitted a petite version of Air Force One. He wasn't.”

“No. I guess he wasn't,” Random answered over his shoulder as he stepped towards the display system. Random linked the recording to the system and then spent a couple of minutes downloading the recording into the presenter. When he had finished, he went and sat next to Sarah. 

“Are you curious about Schoenfeldt's story?” Sarah asked.

“Very much so. If you can believe Schoenfeldt, this whole mess revolves around me. I'd like to gain some idea of what the actors in our little Passion Play are thinking and what they hope to accomplish,” Random answered.

Sarah grinned and replied, “That sounds serious. Should I be taking notes?”

Random smiled and answered, “Thanks Sarah. I wouldn’t object, but I think we're covered. We have the visual and Gordon's write up if needed,” as the tension slid off his face. “We ready?”

Sarah shrugged and said, “I am if you are.”

“Then let's do it. Computer, play the report.”

“Playing now,” the computer responded pleasantly.

Senator Gordon's face appeared on the screen. “This is Senator Alexander Gordon; I will be interviewing SSF Colonel Richard Schoenfeldt and the outlaw Almond Chinavare about the prophecies and visions surrounding Random Arthur House and our current crisis.” The camera's focus shifted to Colonel Schoenfeldt. Random heard Senator Gordon ask Schoenfeldt to explain the different prophecies that he was aware of.

Up until that point, Colonel Schonefeldt had sat calmly with a Cheshire Cat grin on his face. When Senator Gordon finished asking the question, Schoenfeldt's grin disappeared and it was replaced by a steely expression. The Colonel began to speak in a low, steady voice, “Actually, there are three prophecies concerning Random and the current crisis,” his eyes boring into the camera like a pair of lasers.

Schoenfeldt continued, “The first was spoken by an old blind woman on Nova Lagos. Ephraim Goldman's operatives had collected rumors about the woman from some refugees fleeing the carnage following the breakout of war. The refugees seemed to be in awe of the woman's abilities and terrified by her power.

According to my sources, the repeated disappearances of money and materials had driven Goldman to distraction. He had poured every resource available to the AUN into solving the problem, and been rebuffed, time and time again. By summer 2027, Goldman desperately needed new answers, so he decided to seek the old woman out. He traveled to Nova Lagos to interview her.

Instead of directly answering Goldman's questions, she told him a story. According to the old woman, an ‘anointed one’ was born in Custer's home in 2012. She went on to present Goldman with a vision where the ‘anointed one’ would lead the Off-world community to a future, free of strife, with a prosperous economy, governed by the rule of law. Whatever Ephraim Goldman believed, he sent his son Martin, a fresh, new graduate of the AUN's Swiss military academy, to Monroe to locate this ‘anointed one.’

Martin arrived in Monroe in the fall of 2027. He began poking around in the county records, poring through local police reports, and digging through news archives. He found that about two-hundred-and-fifty children had been born in Monroe during 2012. It took him a full year to locate and investigate every child on the list.

He found four or five kids that he considered as possible ‘anointed one’ candidates, but only one kid that truly caught his attention. Random Arthur Hause, the child of a scientist that had traveled with Chinavare. The scientist had later died under mysterious circumstances.

The more details that Martin unearthed about Random and his family, the more warning bells went off in his head. The first sticking point was, of course, Random's father. The scientist's connection to Chinavare had drawn Martin's attention immediately. The mysterious circumstances surrounding the scientist's death only intensified Martin's initial suspicions.

Poring through the county records, Martin discovered that Random's mother owned outright, a very nice home on Humphrey Street. The house had been purchased with the proceeds of an insurance policy Mr. Hause had purchased, but when Martin tried to check into the insurance company, he could find no evidence that the company had ever been registered.

Martin checked over and over again. Every lead on the company dead-ended. In addition to the mysterious insurance policy, Martin discovered an odd collection of characters clustered around Random. One of those characters, Andrew Eicherman, known as 'Crazy Ike', was also rumored to have traveled with Chinavare. 'Crazy Ike's' tall tales were legend, in and around Monroe. A second character, Meyer Levine, proved to have an unverifiable distant past, but he recently appeared to have moved from Lansing to Monroe, mirroring Random's movements.

All of these things combined to convince Martin that Random had to be the ‘anointed one.’ Martin also discovered a couple of other disturbing things that convinced him that Chinavare was somehow involved. Young Goldman uncovered a steady stream of undocumented flights, or falsely documented flights out of Monroe's airport. Shipping records at the Port of Monroe revealed a similar pattern of undocumented or falsely documented ships leaving the port.

Martin dutifully reported most of his findings to his father, but not all of them. For some reason that Martin never really explained to me, he seemed to care about Random. He did not want to see the boy injured. He also did not want to see his own father's goons trashing Monroe in the effort to flush out Chinavare.

Based on the findings that Martin did report, Ephraim Goldman was also convinced that Random was the ‘anointed one.’ The elder Goldman laid out a long term, course of action that he believed would shape the seer's vision to his own desires and allow him to ensnare Random and bring the boy under his control.

Ephraim's first step was to set about finessing Reverend Abbot's rise to power during the summer of 2030. Over the next fifteen years, seemingly unaware of Ephraim's behind the scenes manipulations, Reverend Abbot clawed his way to prominence. By 2045, the good Reverend, had reached the pinnacle.

Reverend Abbot had operational control of the UN and defacto control of the AUN, but still Ephraim needed more. With the good Reverend in place, Ephraim Goldman began to actively shape Random's future by instigating the crisis at Random's school during the 2044 – 2045 school year, and then arranging for the arrival of an A. U. N. recruiter at the 2045 Monroe County Fair.

I also know, for certain that it was Goldman who arranged Random's boot camp assignment. Ephraim staged Random's conflict with Sergeant Pike during boot camp. I'm guessing he wanted to give Random an enemy to focus on. From what Martin has told me, Ephraim believed that his plan had worked to perfection.

Ephraim next made arrangements for Random to be posted to Seventh Division, because the Division Commander, and the Corps Commander above Random were already part of Epraim's secret organization. The final stage of Ephraim's plan was Random’s appointment to New Beijing. A colony in the middle of an insurmountable crisis, that Ephraim's organization had carefully created.

Martin and I believe that Ephraim's plan called for Random to take the fall for the crimes committed on New Beijing. We believe that Ephraim planned to arrange Random's 'rescue,' after Random had been convicted. Once rescued, Random was supposed to be inducted into Ephraim's secret organization and then groomed as a future leader.

As you know, none of that happened. Instead, Random displayed unexpected back bone and conscience for a young officer. Rather than take the fall, Random managed to turn the tables and set up Ephraim's only son, Martin. Martin wound up in jail, and Random became the 'Savior of New Beijing.'

Again, from what Martin told me, when the original plan went off the rails, Ephraim went a little spare. Half of the senior leadership in the organization was replaced during the time Martin was in jail. Once Martin was released, Ephraim seemed to regain his composure, and he made plans to rectify the situation.

The senior Goldman traveled back out to Nova Lagos to see if the old woman foresaw a remedy. Amazingly enough, the old woman did see a way for Goldman to remedy the situation. From what Martin and I have been able to gather, she told Ephraim that the failure was his fault because he sent his son to carry out the mission to New Beijing.

Martin was too close to the fire, too close to Random. Martin's presence had corrupted the process. Because of this failure, Ephraim was now cursed. He was never to see the triumph of the vision, nor was he to see Random lead the Templars into glory. She told him that the 'anointed one' would still bring about a future free of strife with a prosperous off-world community, but Ephraim's organization would no longer play a leading role in this new world order.

Ephraim Goldman doesn't give up easily. He still believes that he can shape the vision to his own ends. Martin and I believe that the senior Goldman now plans to sacrifice his organization, breaking it and its power. It has become increasingly more apparent that he has decided that the easiest way to accomplish the sacrifice of his organization is to throw it at Random's independence movement.

The carnage from that decision has left Goldman's organization truly broken and hopelessly split between the religious fanatics and the militarists. The two sides now appear to be hopelessly locked into a war to the death. No matter how bad it looks, I am certain that it fits into Ephraim Goldman’s plan to bring about his vision of the future.

As a follow-up, I managed to get back out to Nova Lagos myself, after the fiasco on New Beijing. I spoke to the old woman a second time, to clarify her prophecy. She told me that Ephraim dreamed up the bit about Random leading the Templars to glory. In fact, she scoffed at the idea, saying that Ephraim's ham-fisted bungling made that impossible.

The second vision involves Random and Miss Han, this vision was relayed by a seer on New Beijing. Her vision starts with Random's arrival on New Beijing. Random was supposed to take the people's side and lead them in their struggle with the UN.

During the struggle, Random and Cynthia were to fall in love, and that they would marry, but not each other. The seer also predicted that Random and Cynthia would each become important leaders in the new world order.

So far so good, Governor Li planted the seed of the injustices done to people of New Beijing very early on. I think he met Random's plane at the airport with a report showing how badly the people of New Beijing had been done. At approximately the same time, on Echo World, Miss Han was arrested and charged with drug running. I'm pretty certain that Miss Han’s misfortune was Chinavare's doing.

Governor Li purchased Miss Han’s contract and then assigned her to Random. It gets a little mushy after that. Cynthia Han and Random did fall in love. According to everyone I've interviewed on New Beijing, Random truly was, or is, Cynthia's 'one true love.' As is often the case, fate intervened, and Cynthia was forced to choose between Random and her family.

In the end, she chose family. It wasn't really much of a choice. If they had stayed together, she would have been disowned and his career would have been wrecked. Separating would allow both of them to have a promising future. From what I've been able to decipher, this prophecy has happened, almost exactly as predicted.”

From off camera, Senator Gordon cleared his throat and interrupted here, “Eileen also received a vision from that seer. That vision led to hers’ and Random's complicated marriage arrangement.”

Colonel Schoenfeldt answered, “I see. I didn't know that Eileen had spoken to the seer as well. I wonder if that would change the seer's original reading . . . . It's too bad I can't go and ask her about it. In any case, Just like the seer predicted, both Random and Cynthia Han are now married, but not to each other. They have also become powerful leaders in the new emerging Off-world order.

It is at this point that this seer's original vision branches. Supposedly, if Cynthia Han and Random cooperate, they risk ripping their personal lives apart. If they go their separate ways, they risk entering into a violent conflict that will rip apart the new world order they've tried so hard to create. Kind of a damned if you do, damned if you don't scenario.

The third vision also begins on New Beijing. This seer is a matriarch of one of the triads on Akagi. Martin Goldman was distraught about what his father was trying to accomplish. The unfolding events on New Beijing horrified him.

Martin was, and still is, trapped between being his father's son and protecting and preserving the world he loves. This inner conflict drove Martin to the Akagi underground seeking answers. Once released from prison, he sought out and found the matriarch. She gave him a new vision of the future.

The matriarch told Martin that Ephraim and Chinavare would tear the multiverse apart trying to make their visions come true. She predicted the battles that have been fought on Commonwealth of Savannah soil, and how they would turn out. She also predicted the various clashes that Random has overcome since then. Her last prediction involves a final cataclysmic battle in Echo World’s Patagonia.

I don't know what she told Martin about the outcome of that battle. Neither Martin nor the seer would tell me. From what happened at the wedding, I'm certain Martin wants to keep Random, Chinavare, and Ephraim from coming together in E Patagonia. I believe that he feels that this would amount to something akin to an extinction event. Poor Martin is seriously confused.” With that, the fire dimmed in Schoenfeldt's eyes and he hung his head. He began to slowly shake his head and mutter softly, under his breath.

From off camera, Senator Gordon interrupted, “Is there something wrong Colonel Schoenfeldt? What do you believe is going to happen?”

Colonel Schoenfeldt lifted his eyes and focused them beyond the camera, presumably on Senator Gordon. There were tears on his cheeks as he answered, “I recruited Martin into my office back in 2030. The SSF wanted somebody to track down Chinavare and to investigate the rumors of a secret society operating within their ranks.

They appointed me to that task. Martin was one of the first additions to my staff, and he and I have worked together ever since. It took me a several years to realize that Martin was also working for his father, and that he eventually began to pursue his own causes.

Over the years, Martin and I have gotten very good at recognizing Chinavare's handiwork. We quickly learned to identify several of Chinavare's agents, but we were never able to find Chinavare himself. Eventually we also uncovered a secret society operating within the SSF and learned of Ephraim Goldman's leadership of that society. Then, over time, we learned of the extent of the influence that society has on the SSF, the AUN, and the governance of the Off-world community, in general.

Now, Chinavare sits across the room from me. Ephraim Goldman operates in the open, and poor Martin is in hospital, battling for his life. I feel the butt of a very bad joke, and the work I've dedicated my life to for the past seventeen years has been for naught.

If you want to know what I feel is going to happen, I believe that, in some way, both Chinavare's plan, and Ephraim's plan will come to fruition because each man is committed to bringing his vision home. I want to be there when the forces are all brought together at the table to resolve the conflict and reshape the multiverse. At that moment, the future of Off-world will begin.”

“Do you plan on offering advice when the parties are brought to the table?” Senator Gordon asked.

“Of course I plan on offering advice. Why in the hell would I want to be there otherwise?” Colonel Schoenfeldt answered with a sly grin.

Senator Gordon chuckled, turned the camera towards Almond Chinavare, and then asked, “Almond, would you care to share your vision of the future with us?”

Almond laughed softly for a moment and said, “I could do that Senator Gordon, but first I'd like to thank Colonel Schoenfeldt for sharing his experience with us. I know this has been painful for you, Colonel.”

Chinavare paused for a moment and then turned to face the camera. “My vision is a fairly simple one. Random will lead an independent and prosperous Off-world community into a long and peaceful alliance with the Elora. All of my efforts have been towards making that plan come true.

Everyone in my organization knew that this battle for Echo World had to be fought, in order to create an independent Off-world community. We have worked very hard to make sure that Random plays a central role in this process. My agents and I have pulled all kinds of strings to make sure that he will be exactly where we need him to be. If everything goes according to plan, all of the players will meet on Chinavare's Find to bring about a peaceful resolution to this conflict and to lay the framework for that prosperous future that Ephraim Goldman is seeking.

To be honest, this is not entirely my vision. In fact, the vision itself comes from an Eloran named Guinaheir. The meeting on Chinavare's Find is her desire. I'm not entirely certain what the Elora want or that Guinaheir speaks for all of them, but I trust her enough to carry out her plan.”

Senator Gordon cleared his throat, interrupting Chinavare, “Pardon my interruption, but I take it that the Elora are aliens.”

“Yes Senator, the Elora are aliens. I think Ike said they look a bit like Tolkien's elves, or more correctly, Peter Jackson’s elves,” Chinavare answered.

“Amazing, you've known that Reverend Abbot's campaign has been bogus all along,” Senator Gordon replied.

Chinavare chuckled and said, “Indeed. I have known that Abbot's campaign has been false, but I haven't had much opportunity to present my evidence.”

“Maybe it's best that things turned out the way they did. One thing still troubles me. How did you manage to get all of that equipment set up in the Commonwealth of Savannah, and all of that construction done without anyone else noticing?” Senator Gordon asked.

“Let's hope it was for the best. Bringing in the equipment was fairly easy. Flashovers often produce sympathetic weak points that can be tuned to use as transfer points between the two worlds. The Earth – Echo World flashover has sympathetic weak points in Texas, North Africa, and Maritime Canada. We used these points to send materials from Earth to Echo World.

Hiding the construction also proved to be easy. We were able to modify the satellite feeds without provoking a response. It became even easier once the SSF began to actively discourage people from looking,” Chinavare answered.

“Wasn't it suspicious that the SSF was preventing people from checking out your efforts?” Senator Gordon replied.

“It was, but Andrew and I quickly realized that someone within the SSF must be carrying out a plan that was very similar to our own,” Chinavare answered.

“Were you concerned about the growth of Reverend Abbot's movement?” Senator Gordon asked.

“Certainly we were concerned, but the more we looked into it, the more obvious it became that the Reverend wasn't capable of all of those accomplishments, unaided. Somebody was pulling the strings. It seemed to be the same somebody who was helping to keep Savannah secret. I became convinced, and Schoenfeldt has just confirmed, that this somebody was Ephraim Goldman,” Chinavare responded.

Random and Sarah sat there after the interviews had finished. “Well, how does it feel to know that several people have been moving heaven and earth to make sure that all of this will happen?” Sarah asked nervously.

“Just wonderful, I feel like a marionette. I think the time has come for me to have a little word with the puppeteers,” Random answered gruffly.

Random's attention was drawn by noise out in the office section of the plane. He looked up in time to see Ike, Chinavare, Schoenfeldt and a security detail move into the briefing room. Random stood and said, “I'm glad to see that you could join us. I have a few questions to ask during the flight.”

Almond Chinavare looked down at the floor for a second. “I take it you've seen the video then,” he said.

“Yes. I've seen the interviews. I don't like feeling like a marionette,” Random answered.

Almond Chinavare looked directly at Random now. “I'm sorry for the way things have turned out. I truly wish that I had been able to involve you in the decision making process,” he said solemnly.

Most of the tension and stress faded out of Random's system. He truly did believe Chinavare. “I believe you Almond. I also believe that we're going to have to deal with Ephraim Goldman, and this Guinaheir as well if we want to get to the bottom of this,” Random said.

Chinavare nodded and replied, “Yes we will. You probably won't care for Ephraim, but you'll like Guinaheir. I'm also not convinced that we've seen the end of Martin Goldman. He may yet have a role to play.”

“I think I may have met Guinaheir, in a dream. As for Martin, I've never really been in a position to care all that much for him, but I do hope that he is all right. Do you think that he may try to interfere with our plans?” Random asked.

Colonel Schoenfelt stepped forward and interrupted, “Certainly, if he's able sir. If you win the battle down in Echo World’s Patagonia, I'm positive that Ephraim will try to arrange a meeting to discuss peace. Martin is convinced that that meeting must be prevented from happening.”

“Almond, do you agree with this?” Random pressed.

“It would be in line with everything else we've encountered. Interestingly enough, she never mentioned meeting you in a dream. I wonder why not?” Chinavare replied.

“Let's hope she's not keeping a whole lot more from you,” Random replied sharply. Chinavare scratched his chin for moment looking thoughtful, but he didn't respond.

Andrew “Ike” Eicherman looked at Sarah, then glared at Random, “Why is she here? I thought you were going to take care of her?” he demanded.

“She insists that this is her place. I'm not going to tell her she can't be here. Besides, have you ever tried to stop her from doing something she wants to do?” Random countered.

“No I haven't, and from the look in her eyes, I would advise you against trying it,” Ike said softly.

“I'm here to look after him. You all talk about these grandiose plans. I just want to make sure that he lives long enough to enjoy his new family and to make his own plans,” Sarah answered defiantly.

“Believe it or not, we all feel that way Sarah,” Almond Chinavare added.

Sarah turned to Colonel Schoenfeldt and demanded, “And what about you sir?”

“None of the things I want to see happen, will happen, if Random is killed, Captain. It is, therefore imperative that I do everything I can to keep him alive. Perhaps, when there is time, I can more fully explain my involvement in this state of affairs,” Schoenfeldt answered.

“Colonel, did Ephraim ever explain why he felt the need to seek out this particular seer? It seems like such an odd thing for him to do,” Random asked.

“No, not to my knowledge sir. I've interviewed dozens of people, either in Ephraim's organization, or close to the seer, and none have been able to answer that question. Martin may well know the answer, but he's always insisted that he knows nothing about the matter,” Colonel Schoenfeldt answered, sounding frustrated.

The co-pilot came back and said that everyone should take a seat and buckle in because they were about to take off. Random and Sarah returned to the seats they had been in and buckled. Chinavare, Schoenfeldt, Eicherman, and the security detail also took seats and buckled in.

They felt the plane lurch into motion, and begin moving down the runway. A few moments later, the aircraft accelerated rapidly and then climbed quickly into the air.

Once airborne, the flight to Echo World’s Trinidad became routine. When the plane had leveled off, the co-pilot came back and said they could walk around again. Some of the passengers stood and moved about, but there was little conversation. Random and Sarah spent most of the time going over the materials that Senator Gordon had included to go along with the interviews.

Two-and-a-half hours later, the co-pilot came back and said they should buckle up again. The standing passengers found their seats and all the passengers buckled in. Shortly after buckling into his seat again, Random felt the plane angle down and decelerate. Before landing, he gathered up the materials that Senator Gordon had assembled.

There was a slight jolt as the plane touched down, but otherwise, the landing was smooth. When the plane taxied to a stop, Random got up from his seat and began walking towards the forward exit door. Sarah was close behind.

The door opened and a portable stair was wheeled up to help the passengers off the plane. Brigadier Dunne and a handful of other officers stood waiting on the tarmac to greet them. Random and Sarah walked carefully down the stairs.

Random reached out and shook Brigadier Dunne's hand when he reached the bottom of the stairs. “It's good to see you Steven. How's it going down here?” Random asked.

“It's going well General House. We've secured the island and taken steps to begin the defense of E Patagonia sir. I've arranged a full briefing in an hour. Hopefully that will get everyone enough time to get settled,” Brigadier Dunne answered.

“Very good Brigadier, we have to move quickly on this,” Random answered.

Brigadier Dunne nodded and then proceeded with introductions. Random was surprised that two of the officers that accompanied Brigadier Dunne were Reservists. After the introductions, everyone was loaded into vehicles and driven to the Command Office in Port of Spain Center.

Inside the Command Office, there were a dozen people seated around a table, all but the two Reservists, were familiar to Random and Sarah. Brigadier Dunne, seated at the head of the table, stood to begin the briefing. “I know that the Reserve units were not supposed to be subdivided but Colonel Hawkins,” Dunne said as he indicated one of the Reservists, “and I both felt that this was an emergency. We've used quite a few Reserves to flesh out our depleted commands.”

“How many of your Reserves have been pressed into the Regular units Colonel Hawkins?” Random asked.

“Almost two complete Battalions sir. They're good men and women, and to the last soldier, they volunteered for this posting. This is their fight too,” Colonel Hawkins answered with feeling.

“I understand Colonel Hawkins. What will your remaining troops do during this upcoming conflict?” Random asked.

“My remaining troops will be securing and developing E Trinidad as a base of operations. We're also going to be getting some of this land ready for colonists sir,” Colonel Hawkins answered.

“Thank you Colonel Hawkins. We are grateful for yours and your soldiers' service,” Random replied.

Brigadier Dunne resumed his presentation, “We have airlifted Brigadier Popovitch's entire command down to Puerto Madryn Center and they have begun taking up defensive positions. We have also re-based all of the JF-17A's that could be made airworthy to Puerto Madryn Center, to provide air cover.

“Tomorrow morning, the task force will begin steaming south. My command will be making an airborne assault on San Antonio Oeste Center. Once that Center has been secured, the bulk of my command will then be airlifted down to Puerto Madryn Center.” Dunne used a laser pointer to highlight the locations on the map that displayed on the Sit screen.

“I assume that everything is in place for the assault tomorrow?” Random asked.

“Almost sir,” Brigadier Dunne answered with a little bit of discomfort.

“Is there a problem Brigadier Dunne?” Random pressed.

“Not a problem sir. We're waiting for you to tell us where you intend to direct these operations from,” Brigadier Dunne replied.

“What would you recommend, Brigadier?” Random asked.

“Personally, I would feel most comfortable if you were to direct these operations from the Bridge of the Majestic sir,” Brigadier Dunne looked down as he answered.

“Why the Bridge of the Majestic, Brigadier?”

“It's the safest place we have sir,” Brigadier Dunne responded.

Random looked around at the rest of the officers seated at the table and said, “Do the rest of you feel the same way?”

The other officers all nodded or said, “Yes sir,” in response.

“Then I will conduct operations from the Bridge of the Majestic. Colonel Schoenfeldt, Almond Chinavare, Andrew Eicherman, and Captain Sarah Hause will accompany me. Admiral de Graf, will this cause a problem as far as accommodations?” Random asked.

“No sir. I have anticipated the arrival of you and your guests and quarters have been prepared,” Admiral de Graf responded.

“Then that's settled. Steven, unless you have something else you want me to attend to, I will get settled into my quarters on the Majestic,” Random announced.

“No sir. I'd like to go and spend time with my soldiers. Some of them will be going into battle for the first time tomorrow,” Brigadier Dunne answered.

“I understand. Good luck Brigadier,” Random responded.

“Thank you sir,” Brigadier Dunne said as he saluted and prepared to leave the meeting.

The meeting broke up. Random and his small entourage traveled out to the CSS Majestic to find their quarters. Once on board, Random and Sarah settled into to the same officer's quarters that they had shared a few days earlier.

Random began to set his things out when he was interrupted by Sarah, “Listen, I'll take care of that. You go on up to the Bridge and get yourself tuned in to what's happening out there. I know that you're not happy about being at sea when the fighting breaks out at Puerto Madryn Center.”

“I admit it bothered me when all of my officers agreed that the best place for me was in the relative safety of the Majestic. I've had time to think about it on the way over here. It seems to me that there are certain responsibilities involved in being Commander-in-Chief. One of them includes staying alive,” Random answered.

“Thank god for small favors,” Sarah answered.

Random chuckled in response and left her to finish unpacking as he headed off to the Bridge. He found Colonel Schoenfeldt there staring out southward, across the island of E Trinidad. “Hello Colonel, are you worried about the battle?” Random asked.

Schoenfeldt chuckled softly and nodded. “Battles. Of course I'm worried sir. You should be too,” he answered.

“I am. I'm going to be sending a lot of young men and women into harm's way over the next couple of days. I wish I had some guarantee that the result will be worth the price they have to pay,” Random replied.

“Command can be a heavy burden sir. I don't envy you. Having all that weight upon your shoulders,” Colonel Schoenfeldt responded sadly.

Random stepped over to the Sit. screen and activated it, saying, “Aerial surveillance of Puerto Madryn Center.” In response, a picture of a cold, bleak, landscape fronting an unprotected harbor appeared on the screen. Random could see where Captain Thompson had set up his base camp. He looked down at the bottom of the image. A series of icons told him that there were six feeds to choose from.

“Switch to the next feed,” Random instructed. The image spun away and was replaced by a view of open ocean. The shore of Echo World’s Patagonia was a small smudge along the western edge of the image. “Set each of these feeds to track. Notify me of any significant movements,” Random instructed.

“All feeds are now scanning for movement,” the computer responded.

Random repeated the process with E Trinidad and with San Antonoio Oeste Center. Colonel Schoenfeldt watched as the different screens cycled through. “It looks like everything is quiet. There's no hint that the enemy knows we're coming,” he commented.

“Yeah, I agree, but looks can be deceiving. They have to know we're coming,” Random answered.

“Do your scanners have any other capabilities?” Colonel Schoenfeldt asked.

“Like what?” Random responded.

“A mid-range GPR would be nice. It might reveal hidden fortifications or communication lines,” Colonel Schoenfeldt responded.

Random shrugged and said, “I don't know. I've never tried to find out.”

Random spent several minutes fumbling through the instruction screen for the various drones. When he had finished, he said, “According to this panel, it's pretty simple to set a drone to perform a GPR scan.”

Colonel Schoenfeldt scratched his chin for a moment, and then said, “We don't want all of them performing a GPR scan. Can you set one drone at each site to perform a GPR?”

“No problem. I'll feed in the command and instruct the drones to begin sending back reports in half-an-hour,” Random answered as he keyed the commands in.

“It's strange that for some commands they still make you do it by hand,” Colonel Schoenfeldt observed. Random nodded.

Outside, the sky began to darken, as nightfall approached. Random walked out onto the catwalk and found his seat in front of the monitor that he'd had installed. Colonel Schoenfeldt followed him and took the seat that had been brought out for Sarah days before. As the men took their seats, Random set the monitor to patch information through from the Bridge.

The two men watched as the sun sank below the horizon. Colonel Schoenfeldt looked around. “This isn't half bad. Some sand, surf, and a few cold ones, and this could be paradise,” he said with a chuckle.

“It'll be a little less like paradise off the coast of E Patagonia, but for now, I'll take it,” Random replied.

“It's strange, but I think Ephraim may have had it right. You could be exactly what the SSF needs right now,” Colonel Schoenfeldt mused.

Random looked over at Schoenfeldt, eying him warily and said, “It's a strange time to be recruiting.”

Colonel Schoenfeldt shook his head and then looked at Random. “I'm not. I was just thinking about how different the SSF's culture could be with the right leader.” His voice sounded very sad. Random opened his mouth to respond, but didn't.

The two men continued to sit quietly as the stars slowly came out. The monitor began feeding in information from the drones at Puerto Madryn Center and San Antonio Oeste Center. On the GPR scans, the defenses at San Antonio Oeste stood out clearly, as did a road snaking off to the west. “What the hell is that road doing there?” Random asked.

Colonel Schonefeldt sat up and studied the screen for a moment then answered, “You can't see it from the surface scans. It must be buried.”

“Why would you build a road and then bury it?” Random pressed.

“They either wanted to hide it, or it hasn't been used in a very long time,” Colonel Schoenfeldt replied without sounding very certain of either option.

“When Dunne's soldiers have cleared the base tomorrow, I'm going to have him track down that road. I want to know what's at the other end of it,” Random said, pounding on the railing. “Computer, connect me to Brigadier Dunne please,” Random ordered.

“Connecting now,” the computer responded.

Brigadier Dunne's face appeared on the screen. Random said, “Brigadier Dunne, I have some interesting information for you to look at,” as he sent the file to Brigadier Dunne's terminal,

Dunne looked down for a second, and then replied, “Oh! I can see that. That missile installation looks like the same set up that you ran into on E Great Inagua. I wonder if it has the same weaknesses. That ring fort is a new wrinkle. What the hell is that road doing there?”

“Don't know Brigadier. Once the base has been secured, I want you to set aside some troops to check it out. I'm very interested in knowing what's at the other end of that road,” Random answered.

“So am I, now. You can't see it from the aerial surveys. What do you think it means?” Brigadier Dunne responded.

“Colonel Schoenfeldt speculated that it could be that someone wanted to hide the road, or that the road hasn't been used in a very long time. I'm thinking the latter, because I can't see any evidence of activity anywhere along the route,” Random answered.

“I see what you mean. Without the GPR, we'd have never known that the road was there. I'll set my troops to check it out after the base has been secured,” Brigadier Dunne responded.

“All right Brigadier. Good luck tomorrow. I hope this information will help,” Random said as he closed the connection on his end.

A few moments later, Random and Colonel Schoenfeldt began looking over the feed from Puerto Madryn Center. They could see the defensive lines set up by Brigadier Popovitch. Random could also see another anomaly to the south of Puerto Madryn Center.

This anomaly appeared to be a vast underground complex in a place where there shouldn't have been anything. “What the hell is that?” Random asked.

“Whatever it is, it’s not supposed to be there,” Schoenfeldt responded.

“No, it’s not. I've got to have Popovitch check it out.”

“Yes, you do. I think we might be looking at evidence of Chinavare’s Elorans.”

Random nodded in response, then said, “Computer, connect me to Brigadier Popovitch, please.”

“Connecting now,” The computer responded.

A few seconds later, Brigadier Popovitch's face appeared on the screen. Random said, “Brigadier Popovitch, I have something you should see,” as he sent through the file,

Brigadier Popovitch looked down for a moment, and then replied, “I'll be damned. I just had a patrol out there this morning. That formation must be completely underground. Thank you General, I'll send another patrol out and we'll do some digging.”

“Ok Brigadier. Keep me posted. I'll talk to you again in the morning,” Random said as he closed the connection on his end.

“Colonel, does it bother you that SSF troops are going into battle tomorrow?” Random asked.

Colonel Schoenfeldt was silent for a moment and then replied, “Yes. I suppose it does. I know some of those men. Many of them are good, honest soldiers, caught up in somebody else's vision. Not all of them though. For some of them, if they weren't caught up in this vision, they'd be chasing down another.”

Random sat back and watched as the stars began to fill the night sky. Echo World or not, this isn't Earth. The constellations are wrong. That's not all that is wrong. “You said earlier that you would like to explain to Sarah, your involvement in this. Do you think you could explain to me your involvement with Eileen?” Random asked.

Colonel Schoenfeldt looked at him with a pained expression. “You understand that this is my vision of what happened. It may not match Eicherman's report, or Eileen's memories,” he explained.

Random nodded and replied, “I understand. Tell me what you remember Colonel.”

Colonel Schoenfeldt began slowly, “Very well, in the spring of 2043, my office was in Bern, Switzerland. Martin, a handful of others, and I were heavily involved in monitoring Chinavare's and Ephraim Goldman's organizations. In Scotland, a young, and somewhat naive, Eileen Sands married General Thomas Van Eyck, the SSF Europe Station Commander.

“Martin and I rated an invite to the wedding, so we attended. The wedding was grand, although not as grand as your own. Eileen looked radiant. The General looked like an Olympic athlete. He was a bit long in the tooth for her, but they seemed to be a very happy couple.

“From everything I've learned, Van Eyck was a first class bastard. He didn't like the idea of sex with women, but he liked to watch other people having sex. I have no idea what lies he told to convince Eileen to marry him. In any case, the marriage went downhill fast.

A week after the wedding, Van Eyck arranged for Eileen to spend the night with one of his Junior Officers. I learned, from Eileen, that she agreed to this first assignation, mostly to satisfy the husband she thought loved her. She told me that after that first time, Van Eyck began to grow cold towards her.

A few nights later, Van Eyck arranged a repeat 'performance' with another Junior Officer. This time, Eileen refused, but the officer over-powered her. The rape turned Van Eyck on even more. He began arranging 'performances' several times a week. At that point, Van Eyck realized that Eileen might be a liability, so he began keeping her under lock and key. After all, he couldn't have her talking to people about his depravities.

Over the next several months, Eileen managed to escape three different times. On her second attempt, she made it as far as Montreal. Each time she escaped, she was tracked down and caught by the SSF and dragged back to Van Eyck. On her fourth attempt, rather than escape, she grabbed an ice pick, let herself into Van Eyck's private viewing booth, and let him have it.

My direct involvement with Eileen began after Van Eyck's body was discovered. The SSF brought me over from Switzerland to conduct the investigation. It didn't take long to find Eileen after the murder, she never left the grounds. They found her sitting in the front seat of her car covered in blood, still holding the ice pick.

The boys that found her roughed her up pretty badly. I had to do my first round of interviews with her in the hospital. At first, she wouldn't talk to me, but I was patient and as non-threatening as I could be. During our third session, she told me her story, the rapes, the beatings, the isolation, all of it.

I couldn't believe her. I didn't want to believe that a man like Van Eyck could achieve power in the SSF. How could such a degenerate become an SSF Station Commander? How could the men on the review panel not have known of his proclivities? Then I started to interview the Junior Officers. They lied to protect themselves, but it was easy to poke holes in their lies. Eileen hadn't lied, she had told me the truth.

I reported my findings to the SSF Director of Operations – Earth. I concluded that, given the circumstances, she had acted in self-defense, and that she should be set free immediately, with counseling arranged. The Director thanked me for my time and promptly buried my report.

The SSF rejected my findings and I was ordered back to Switzerland. Eileen was handed over to the new SSF Europe Station Commander, another pompous ass. He concluded that Eileen could not have acted on her own, and that she must be part of some grand anti-SSF conspiracy.

The new Station Commander ordered new interrogations, using much the same methods that Eileen's former husband had enjoyed watching. In fact, her interrogators were mostly the same Junior Officers that had abused her for the General's viewing pleasure.

I'm happy to say that all of those bastards have been held to account for their actions. Four by Eileen's own hand and two others by Martin and me. After listening to Eileen's testimony, Martin and I both swore that those men had to face some kind of justice for the crimes they had committed and for the damage they had done to the organization. When the SSF failed to act we made certain of it.

The new Station Commander and his cronies then made, what turned out to be a fatal error. They allowed Eileen to have company. She was locked up with some of the 'co-conspirators' that the Station Commander had rounded up. Eileen endured the abuse patiently, learning martial arts from the other inmates. Until, early one morning, her cell was, somehow left unwatched. She quickly seized the opportunity.

Within seconds, she escaped. Once free of her cell, she used her newly learned skills to disarm the first guard she came across. She then used that guard’s own gun to shoot him. She also used his gun to shoot her way out of the basement they were holding her in, killing three more of her captors on her way out.

Once on the main floor, she found a pair of grenades. She rolled one into each of the barracks as she ran out the front door. The grenade blasts wounded at least a dozen more men.

After the escape, Eileen disappeared into the streets of Edinburgh. When the SSF found out about the breakout, the new Station Commander was sacked, and I was brought back from Switzerland to, once again, clean up the mess. It was my job to determine exactly what had happened and to track down and recapture Eileen. SSF Command made it clear that I was also expected to continue my other investigations.

It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out what had happened at the Edinburgh Station. It also didn't take a great deal of guesswork for me to figure out where Eileen had gotten off to. The men that Eileen shot and killed, deserved to be dead. To a man, they had been part of General Van Eyck's staff and had been willing participants in Eileen's torture.

Unfortunately, the men in the barracks were mostly innocents, in the wrong place at the wrong time. Some were new recruits; others were veterans that I had worked with. They didn't deserve the suffering the grenade blasts created, the same as Eileen didn't deserve the suffering she endured. This whole incident should never have happened.

Martin and I searched for Eileen for months, but in the end, we couldn't find her. She was with Eicherman and effectively out of our reach. Hell, I knew she was with Eicherman, and I knew that she and Eicherman were in Scotland, but I still couldn't find her.

Eventually, the SSF removed me from the temporary command of the Edinburgh Station. As further punishment, my office in Switzerland was also closed. That was the end of my direct involvement with Eileen.

Martin, the rest of my command, and I are now, basically homeless. Working out of whichever Station will have us. We've been lucky enough to keep our records, so far.”

“So why does Eileen hate you?” Random asked.

“She didn't, at first. Obviously, that's changed. It's the uniform, I think. That and she's convinced that I ignored her testimony and ratted her out to the new Station Master. She may even believe that I had some part in the decision to continue the interrogations,” Colonel Schoenfeldt answered.

“If you had so little direct involvement with her, why did you want me to get rid of her?”

Colonel Schoenfeldt smiled and chuckled softly. “I won't lie to you. I told myself it was because my superiors would have a hard time dealing with Eileen. In reality, she worries me because she's unpredictable, and I know how she feels about me and SSF members in general.”

“Does having Eileen involved change your plans?”

“It doesn't change my plans, but it does complicate them.”

“How so?”

“It means I'm going to have to keep my distance. She's had enough SSF officers in her life,” Colonel Schoenfeldt replied.

“Thank you for taking the time to explain your version of what happened, Colonel. I'm heading off to get some sleep. I'll see you in the morning,” Random answered as he stood and began heading back towards the Bridge.

“You're welcome General Hause. Good night sir. I think I'm going to sit up for a while and keep an eye on the monitors,” Schoenfeldt replied.
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Random heard a loud banging on the door. “Hang on. I'm coming,” he said as he put on a bathrobe and headed towards the door. Sarah grumbled, and pulled her pillow over her head.

“General House sir, we've just received word from Brigadier Dunne, the assault on San Antonio Oeste Center has begun,” a voice shouted through the door.

Random opened the door. Colonel Roberts stood there with an anxious look on his face. He said, “Good morning sir. Brigadier Dunne said we should get you tuned in to the Sit screens as soon as possible.”

Random nodded and replied, “Thank you Colonel. Give me a few minutes to clear my head and I'll be right up.”

Colonel Roberts saluted and answered, “Alright sir, we'll see you on the Bridge. Sorry for disturbing you so early.”

Random smiled. “Don't worry about it Colonel. I'm glad that you did. I'll be up in a few minutes.” He closed the door and headed back to the bedroom to get dressed.

He found Sarah sitting up in bed with a worried look on her face. “Is everything all right?” she asked.

“As all right as it can be, Brigadier Dunne has started the assault on San Antonio Oeste Center,” Random answered.

Sarah said, scrambling out of bed, “You go and do your morning routine. I'll get something together to eat for breakfast.”

“Sounds like a plan. I'll see you in a few minutes.”

He ducked into the bath cubicle and quickly ran through his morning routine. He decided to skip shaving. Back out in the bedroom, he laid out a work uniform and dressed quickly. The smell of fresh coffee and toasting bread drew him into the kitchenette.

Sarah finished pouring coffee and was spreading cream cheese on a pair of bagels when Random came up behind her. “Smells wonderful,” he announced.

“You're not hard to please,” Sarah replied with a laugh.

Random hugged her from behind and kissed her neck. “Nope, I'm not hard to please at all.”

Sarah leaned into him, enjoying the embrace for a moment, then pulled away saying, “Don't you have a war to look after?”

Random sighed and answered, “Yes Ma'am.”

Sarah handed him a bagel on a plate and a cup of coffee. Then picked up her own bagel and coffee. The two stood at the counter quietly eating their breakfast.

When he had finished, Random set his plate and mug on the counter and prepared to head up to the Bridge. Sarah interrupted him, “Where would you like me to report for duty this morning sir?”

Random turned to her, the incongruity of the formal military tone clashing with her rumpled pj's. “What do you mean Sarah?”

Sarah smiled and said cheerfully, “Admiral de Graf stopped by yesterday. He thought that you would know best at which duty station I could be most useful.”

Random's eyebrows arched as his head tilted slightly down. “Did he now? Maybe I need to have a word with the old devil. I would prefer having you in the CIC because it's comforting to hear your voice. Are you up to a day in the dark?”

“Yes sir, but first I need to go and make myself presentable. I should be in the CIC by 07:30. You head up to the Bridge and look after that war.” Sarah smiled as she set down her plate and headed into the bedroom.

“I'll talk to you in about an hour then,” Random said to her back as she walked away.

Random exited their quarters and walked quickly down the narrow passageway to the elevator. He stepped into the elevator and instructed the computer to take him to the Bridge. The elevator car rose silently. The ship seemed deserted, which puzzled him.

He stepped out of the elevator and strode across the passageway into the Bridge. Inside the Bridge, there were three clusters of officers, each watching a different Sit screen. Random walked over to the group containing Colonel Roberts and asked, “What's happening out there Colonel Roberts?”

“The paratroops should be over the drop zone in about fifteen minutes, sir,” Colonel Roberts answered, tearing his eyes from the screen. Then he added, “The enemy hasn't moved, so far.”

“That's good. We'd like to be able to take the airfield before the enemy can react.”

“How can they not know we're in the area sir? It's not like those C-130-K's can hide,” Colonel Alaniz replied.

“I don't know Colonel. There's something wrong with this whole set-up. The soldiers defending that base had to know that it was a one-way mission, and that we would be coming for them. So why are they allowing those big transports to approach, unchallenged?”

“I can't answer that one sir. I know that Brigadier Dunne didn't have much choice. The only other option was to sail the fleet into heliplane range. That would have left us vulnerable to a cruise missile strike. Perhaps they’re playing some kind of 'rope a dope,' luring us into a foolish mistake,” Colonel Roberts responded, defending Brigadier Dunne.

“That's a thought. Perhaps they are. If they can hang on long enough for our ships to close within cruise missile range, they might get a shot off,” Random speculated, then stopped, shook his head and added, “No, that doesn't work. Everyone knows those Typhoons can be refueled in-flight. They'd be able to strike from well outside cruise missile range. I know the Brigadier had little choice Colonel, but this whole set-up stinks. It just doesn't make any sense. I'm going to check out the other screens. Let me know when things start happening.”

Random picked Admiral de Graf out and walked over to talk to him. “Ah, General Hause sir, I stopped by at your quarters last evening. I wanted to talk to you about the task force,” Admiral de Graf said cheerfully.

“Captain Hause told me that you had come by,” Random answered.

Admiral de Graf smiled and offered his hand. “I did sir. I wanted to know if you thought we should put to sea.”

“I think so. I'd feel better if we were moving.”

“That was my feeling as well sir, movement and a little water under the keel. We'll push out into the deep-water channel of the E Golfo de Paria.”

“Admiral, why did Captasin Hause think that I would know best where to station her?”

“Captain Hause asked where I wanted her to report sir. I didn't want to post her without talking to you first,” Admiral de Graf answered hesitantly.

Random nodded and said, “I understand. Some things haven't changed. I still can't expect her to sit and wait with nothing to do. She needs a job to do to feel involved. I've asked her to man the CIC. I hope you don't mind.”

“No sir. I think that's an excellent decision. We can look after her, while she's looking after you.” A smiling Admiral de Graf growled like a happy bear.

“Alright Admiral, I'll leave you to getting us under way then. Keep me posted on any developments.”

“Yes sir.” Admiral de Graf turned and began issuing the commands to get the task force underway.

Random found Colonel Schoenfeldt in the third cluster of officers, talking animatedly about the images coming in from Puerto Madryn Center. He asked the Colonel, “Did you manage to get some sleep last night?”

Colonel Schoenfeldt looked up, the dark circles around his eyes answering the question. “Very little sir. This is way too important to sleep through.”

Random nodded and said, “What's happening down there?”

“Popovitch has found an entrance to that underground complex. It's big enough inside to house a sub the size of a World War II aircraft carrier sir.”

“Holy shit! Is it active? Does it have a link to the sea?” Random felt like someone had just knocked the wind out of him.

Colonel Schoenfeldt studied the expression on Random's face for a few seconds and then responded, “I think I know how you feel sir, knocked me for loop when I heard about it. I'm afraid I can't tell you anything more about the base. We're waiting for Popovitch to send along an update.”

Random walked over to a terminal. “I'm going to get in touch with Peter's office and see if they've learned anything new.”

He activated the terminal and said, “Computer, contact Brigadier Popovitch's staff office in Puerto Madryn Center.”

“Contacting now,” the soft voice answered.

A moment later, a harried looking Major's face appeared on the screen. “Major, can you provide an update on the situation down in Puerto Madryn?” Random asked.

The Major looked off screen for a second, and then answered, “Brigadier Popovitch is putting the finishing touches on an update as we speak sir. He's asking for a few moments to gather his surveillance photos.”

“Alright, let me know when he's ready.”

“Yes sir.” The Major saluted and stepped aside, disappearing from the screen.

A smiling Brigadier Popovitch appeared on the screen. He said, “It's good to see you General Hause. Wish I could have been at the wedding sir.”

“I wish you could have been there too, Brigadier.”

Brigadier Popovitch's smile disappeared. His eyebrows scrunched as he began speaking, “Let me show you the photos of the installation. When you've had a chance to look them over, we can talk about what it all means.”

Random began downloading the pictures to the nearest Sit screen. “Ok Peter. Give us a few minutes to look them over, then I'd like you to walk us through this place and how it is going to affect your plans.”

Random stepped over to the terminal and put the first image on the screen. It took a few moments for the impact of what he was looking at to sink in. The photo showed a vast underground chamber that extended off the edge of the picture, but in the foreground, Random could see a section of the ceiling up close. He could see the stalactites created by water seeping through the shaped stone and concrete that formed the ceiling. This installation has been here for decades, maybe even centuries.

“Damn! That place is huge. When did they have time to build it?” Colonel Schoenfeldt asked.

Random pointed out the stalactites in the foreground and said, “Do you see those stalactites? They look to be six or eight inches long. It would take many decades, at least, to produce them. Does that tell you who built this installation?”

Random switched to the second image. The cameraman had stepped out into the chamber and turned left from the entrance. What appeared to be a seamless, smooth, stone wall filled the screen. Three large tunnel openings broke the otherwise seamless stone. Darkness oozed out of the tunnels. There was an odd blotch where the camera focused, just above the middle tunnel opening.

Random adjusted the focus on the Sit screen. The blotch bothered him, but he wasn't certain why. “Computer, zoom in on the anomaly above the central tunnel opening and enhance the image, please.”

“Zooming now,” the computer responded. The wall rushed towards them. “Full zoom reached, beginning enhancement now.”

Slowly, the anomaly became a single character in an odd runic script. When the image had stabilized, Random recognized it immediately. He felt his breakfast threaten to revisit.

Colonel Schoenfeldt looked over and studied Random's expression and asked, “General Hause, are you all right sir? You look kind of pale,” sounding concerned.

Random stepped back from the screen as if he'd been struck. “I'm all right Colonel. I know who built this facility.”

All of the conversations on the Bridge stopped as everyone turned to stare at Random. “What do you mean sir, 'You know who built this facility?'” Admiral de Graf asked, breaking the silence.

Random pointed to the symbol centered on the screen, which to him, seemed like a blazing, white-hot star. He said, “That symbol is part of a runic script the Elora have used to inscribe on buildings and other monuments. I think this particular symbol means lodging, or housing, so I'm guessing there are barracks down those hallways.”

Colonel Schoenfeldt continued staring at the symbol. “You've seen these symbols before then?” He paused for a few seconds before asking, “But how do you know what this one means sir?”

Random shook his head to clear the cobwebs, then answered quietly, hanging his head, “Yes. I've seen them before, but I don't remember where, and I can't tell you how I know what that symbol means. I just do.”

Random turned back to the screen and said, “Brigadier, very cautiously proceed with your investigation of the site.”

Brigadier Popovitch's face appeared in the upper corner of the terminal. “You're certain that this is an alien installation.”

Random nodded and replied, “Yes. I'm certain Brigadier.”

“Very well sir. We'll proceed cautiously. I'm going to have to adjust my plans to include the defense of this facility. I don't think we can afford to let it fall into the hands of the enemy,” Popovitch responded grimly.

“All right Brigadier. Report in when you've had time to review your plans.”

“Yes sir.” Popovitch’s face disappeared from the terminal.

When Popovitch's face disappeared, Admiral de Graf said in disbelief, “You're saying this facility wasn't built by the SSF at all, but by an alien race sir.”

“Yes Admiral. That's what I'm saying. This underground facility was built by an alien race.”

“Why haven't we seen signs of these aliens before sir?”

“I don't know Admiral. Based on the stalactite growth, this facility looks to have been built many decades, perhaps even a few centuries, ago. I can't begin to tell you what would have driven the Elora to build such a base in the first place, and then to later abandon it.”

Colonel Roberts interrupted the discussion with, “General Hause sir, you wanted to know when Brigadier Dunne's troops were in position to make their assault. They're circling for their final approach now. His first unit should have boots on the ground in the next five minutes.”

Random's head snapped up and his eyes focused intently. “Thank you Colonel. I don't know how much help we can provide, but at least we can watch. Would you transfer that image to the main screen?”

“Yes sir General.” The Colonel transferred the images from his monitor to the main Sit screen.

Random turned to Admiral de Graf and said, “Could you please get us underway Admiral? Make for that installation with all possible speed under full sub alert.”

Admiral de Graf turned and issued the commands to his Watch Officer, and then he turned back to Random and asked, “You think there are still subs in the area sir?”

Random answered, “That base was laid out as a submarine base. I don't want to gamble that there aren't any subs in the area.”

Admiral de Graf looked back at the alien installation and replied, “Yes sir, sensible thing to do.”

Random and the other officers on the Bridge of the CSS Majestic watched as the first Company of Brigadier Dunne's troops floated softly to ground around the airstrip. Within minutes, most of A Company had assembled. The Company had met no resistance. Random was uneasy. He could not beleive that the airfield had been occupied so easily.
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Less than five minutes after A Company had landed, a pair of transports glided in for a landing. B Company quickly offloaded. As soon as B Company had disembarked, these transports lifted off. B Company's troops began to fan out, searching for the enemy.

B Company's First Platoon CO, Lieutenant Walker Carr led his troops cautiously off the airfield and towards a large protected dugout. The silence was killing him. He knew there was an enemy somewhere, close by.

Outside the dugout, Lieutenant Carr quickly inspected his troops. They were dressed in winter gear and kitted out for battle. The gear felt comfortable now, but Carr knew that as soon as the men were active, they would become uncomfortably warm.

Still Carr took a moment to check that every man in the platoon was fitted out properly. After checking his troops, he did a quick scan of the horizon. Apart from the activity around the airfield, he couldn't see anything else moving. He also couldn't shake the feeling that somebody was watching his every move.

Lieutenant Carr stepped inside the dugout and met with his Company Commander, Captain Moore. Moore gave Lieutenant Carr his mission. Carr’s Platoon was to explore the western approaches to the enemy's defenses. Captain Moore used his Sit screen at first, and then stepped outside the dugout to point out to Lieutenant Carr the specific stretch of dunes that his Carr’s Platoon was begin their recce from.

After meeting with Captain Moore, Carr exited the bunker. He sorted his men into marching order and led them off toward the dunes. After several minutes of marching, Carr fanned his men out at the base of the twenty-meter high dune. He gave the order to advance and the soldiers began to climb cautiously.

As they neared the crest, some kind of sixth-sense alarm bell went off in Carr's head. He knew that his soldiers were walking into a trap, so he ordered his men to the ground as soon as they crested the rise, barely one-hundred meters beyond the edge of the airfield. At the same instant, a pair of well-concealed machine guns began firing from somewhere to the east. A few steps further on and Lieutenant Carr's men would have been caught, in the open, moving down the exposed face of the slope, and slaughtered.

Lieutenant Carr and his men dug in at the top of the rise and the Lieutenant reported back, “We've run into a couple of concealed machine guns. They've got us pinned down at the top of the rise sir.”

Captain Moore looked over his Sit screen, studying the field in front of Carr and his men carefully, and then said, “I can see the machine gun emplacements. Let me lob a couple of fog-ems in there to soften 'em up.”

“Yes sir Captain, standing by.”

Lieutenant Carr settled back with his moby and used his pair of remote opticals to watch the battlefield. He could see the tracers from the machine guns flying over his head, but he couldn't determine exactly where the guns were hidden. Suddenly, two smoke trails dropped from the sky, like thunderbolts, as the fog-m's slammed into their targets.

Both machine guns stopped firing, but Lieutenant Carr wasn't convinced. He activated his Platoon's channel on his moby and said, “Sergeant Hood. I'd like you to send a floater up here to see if we can flush out the shooters.”

“Yes sir. Sending now,” Sergeant Hood answered.

A few seconds later, Lieutenant Carr watched as the floater drifted over his head and off towards the machine gun positions. He loaded up the feed coming across the VPN from the floater's stereo-optical scanners. Sandy, tan terrain drifted by underneath, broken by grassy hummocks as the floater glided towards the target.

Slowly, two impact sites crept into view. On one hummock, the fog-m strike had left a huge gash, and Lieutenant Carr could see a broken machine gun and a pair of dead machine gunners lying on the ground. On the second hummock the fog-m strike had seared off the grass, but there was no visible wreckage. “Damn! That second gunner is still there,” Lieutenant Carr muttered to himself. As if to prove his suspicions, the second machine gun knocked the floater from the sky with a single burst.

“Damn! That guy's good,” Lieutenant Carr heard Sergeant Hood's voice coming from his moby.

“Great! We've got to figure some way of knocking him out,” Lieutenant Carr answered.

“Perhaps we
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