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CHAPTER 1

August 07, 2106

07:17 GMT

 

“RV MCKINLEY, this is LINCOLN control,” a voice called over the loudspeaker, loud enough to rise above the ambient noise of a busy control room. “We have you at the orbital markers. You're clear for approach lane Alpha-One-Six, standard track velocity. Docking terminus is Bay Seven-Left. You're second in line behind a corporate shuttle. Welcome home.”

“Affirmative, LINCOLN,” a young communication officer acknowledged. “Will set approach lane Alpha-One-Six at standard track velocity. Terminus Bay Seven-Left.”

“Helm, come to heading 046.021,” Captain Ben Wildes ordered after the course calculation appeared on a screen above his station. “Standard track velocity.”

“046.021, velocity set at mark-2, aye,” the helmsman repeated as he keyed in the course information. The one-hundred meter long research vessel MCKINLEY fired off a volley of concise, computer-controlled bursts of thrust to change course. The long-range space vessel soon settled into its assigned approach vector to the massive LINCOLN moon station below.

“Course change complete. We're in our approach lane.”

“ETA?” Ben asked while glancing over to his restless first officer, Commander Wayne Pearson, standing next to him.

“Ten minutes to the docking berth, but the inspection team is running behind schedule. They'll probably take at least another hour to clear us into the station.”

Wayne sighed. “That's going to cut pretty close to my shuttle departure time.”

“Maybe you ought to re-book on the next flight?” Ben suggested.

“It won't get me there in time. I'll be in the doghouse if I miss my daughter's birthday party again.”

“Nothing I can do about the inspection,” Ben said. “You know the routine. We stay quarantined until they make sure we're clean.”

“Pointless bureaucracy,” Wayne scoffed. “How many times have we gone through this and they never find a microbe? We didn't even go out past The Belt on this deployment.”

“I could call ahead and have them hold the shuttle for you,” Ben offered.

“No thanks, sir. The last time you did that, I was two hours late and became everyone's very special friend on that flight.”

Ben laughed. “So, your daughter's five now?”

A wide smile surfaced on Wayne's face. “Yes, sir, she's five. What a great--”

Wayne was interrupted by an ear-piercing, wobbling alarm. Everyone in the control room recoiled.

“Collision warning!”

“SITREP (Situation Report),” Ben called out as he looked up at his monitors.

“Course drift!” the helmsman yelled in reply. “Auto-correct is offline. We're straying into another traffic lane. Outbound container ahead!”

“Helm, emergency evasive heading 010.015,” Wayne ordered after consulting the navigation information screen above him. Ben nodded his concurrence.

“Something's wrong! Helm controls are unresponsive!”

“MCKINLEY, MCKINLEY,” an urgent voice bellowed over the control room loudspeaker. “This is LINCOLN control. You've strayed outside of your approach lane. Repeat, you have strayed outside of your approach lane. Please correct immediately!”

Ben grabbed an earpiece and patched into the communication channel. “LINCOLN, this is MCKINLEY Actual. We're experiencing navigation issues. Repeat, navigation issues. Trying to rectify. Please standby.”

“Manual control and backups are frozen!” the helmsman relayed to Ben.

Ben turned to Wayne, who shook his head while looking over his status monitor. “Everything's locked up. I don't know what's going on.”

“LINCOLN, MCKINLEY Actual, we're declaring an emergency. Our helm control is down. We are a dead stick. Repeat, MCKINLEY is a dead stick.”

“Affirmative, MCKINLEY. We'll initiate ROCS (Remote Override Control System) from our end. Please standby.”

“Sound general quarters,” Ben ordered to Wayne. “Seal all decks.”

Wayne pressed at his monitor and a new alarm sounded. “All hands, general quarters! General quarters! Seal all decks. Brace for possible impact.”

“Helm?” Ben called out, looking over to a frantic helmsman.

“It's not there, sir! Helm control is totally dead!”

Ben called up the helm control panel on his station monitor. He pressed at some commands, but nothing would work. “What's going on?”

Wayne watched and frowned. “If we don't change course in twenty seconds--”

“I know,” Ben growled as he feverishly continued to get any sort of response from the helm panel.

“MCKINLEY, this is LINCOLN Actual. Unable to activate your ROCS! Repeat, ROCS is a no-go! What in the hell is going on up there?”

“LINCOLN, MCKINLEY Actual. We've suffered a catastrophic helm failure of unknown origin. Unable to resolve.”

The oncoming container ship attempted an evasive course change, but at five times the size of the MCKINLEY, it was proceeding far too slowly. The distance between them was closing quickly.

The MCKINLEY's collision alarm abruptly changed to a louder shrill.

“That's it! Imminent collision!” Wayne yelled out.

“All hands! Brace! Brace! Brace!” echoed through the ship.

The MCKINLEY barely cleared from a direct head-on collision, and instead glanced off the side of the container vessel. The impact threw everyone in the control room forward as the MCKINLEY's gravitational and inertial control systems instantly overloaded. Ben felt himself bounce off the floor twice before hitting a wall.

The control room went dark, filled with shrieks, moans, and obscenities mixed together with three blaring alarms. Ben tried to get up but something slippery under his left hand caused him to slump back to the floor.

The emergency lights came on a couple of seconds later, providing a dim radiance. The screams of pain were unnerving. Ben could hear someone calling out mayday on behalf of their communication officer who would never take her post again.

Ben again tried to lift himself up, this time with his right arm. He managed to sit up, but the sight of his left arm covered in blood jolted him. A quick examination didn't find a wound, nor could he feel any pain. His arm was fine, but he soon noticed a large pool of blood on the floor. He looked up to his left and saw a body slumped over a railing. It was Wayne. A large pole protruded out from his back and blood was dripping on the floor.

“SITREP?” Ben yelled over the panic while checking Wayne for a pulse. “I need a SITREP!”

“We're totally off-line!” a voice called back, the only one who had heard Ben. “All systems are down! I can't even tell if we're in one piece!”

Ben frantically continued to check for a pulse, but couldn't feel one.

Focus, Ben scolded himself. Let go of Wayne and focus on the bigger picture! 

Ben rose and staggered back to his station. He flipped up a bright yellow cover on the far side of his command console. It revealed a large, red button, with a row of smaller buttons numbered one through five above. It was one of the few manual controls installed on the ship. He punched in a six-number code, took in a deep breath, and pressed the red button.

A new alarm sounded, silencing all the others, accompanied by a recorded message that repeated: “Attention all hands! Abandon ship! Abandon ship! This is not a drill! Proceed immediately to the nearest lifeboat!”

Ben fixed his attention on a flashing yellow light situated next to the large, red button. It soon turned to a solid green and he let out a deep sigh of relief. The ship's fusion reactor had successfully placed itself into safe-mode, completely shut down and sealed to prevent any dire complications.

Ben next helped his injured officers into the control room lifeboat. He launched it while holding a blood-soaked bandage over a deep wound in one of his officers. She was crying and pleading with him not to let her die.

Most of the lifeboats had launched as the MCKINLEY tumbled towards the lunar surface. The first impact expelled a giant cloud of dust while sending the MCKINLEY into a violent cartwheel. The second impact split the ship in two. Debris scattered out in all directions as two tattered sections tumbled and skipped over the dusty lunar surface.

The history-making vessel destined to become a museum exhibit now laid in thousands of pieces scattered across a hundred square kilometers of the moon's landscape.




CHAPTER 2

October 21, 2107

02:13 GMT

 

It wasn't until the door chime rang out for the third time that Ben woke with a jolt. He had actually heard the first two chimes ring within his sleep, but it was the third that startled him to consciousness. A fourth quickly followed and he bolted up into a sitting position in his bed. His hand slapped down on his bed stand, inadvertently glancing off a light switch. A lamp from behind the bed turned on at full intensity, causing his eyes to squint at the sudden rush of light.

“Intercom,” Ben's voice called out, automatically activating the apartment’s intercom system. “Who is it?”

“Lieutenant Beroni, sir,” a cordial, youthful voice replied over the intercom speaker. “Sorry for the late call, but I need to talk with you right away.”

Ben squinted at his clock until it came into focus. “In the middle of third shift?”

“Sorry, sir,” Beroni replied, his voice dropped to a near mumble as he continued. “I have my orders.”

“Orders? Delivered in person? I think you need to explain yourself, Lieutenant.”

“I'd be happy to explain everything on the other side of this door, sir,” Beroni continued in his low but cordial mumble.

Ben blinked a few times as his mind struggled to comprehend the reply. A realization soon hit and he felt his heart sink.

It can't be starting up again, he thought to himself.

“Are you coming, sir?” Beroni politely asked.

“Yeah, give me a minute,” Ben answered. He pulled himself from his bed and fumbled for a robe he had tossed on the floor a few hours earlier. More questions surged into his waking mind as he pulled his robe right side out. One continued to echo through his thoughts as he put on his robe.

Orders or subpoena?

He passed through his living room on the way to the door, stopping to look at a small monitor that showed a young officer patiently waiting outside.

Never seen him before.

Before opening the door, Ben took a quick glance into a mirror in the cramped entryway. He brushed his hands through his slightly graying bed-hair in an attempt to look more presentable. With the touch of a button, the door quietly slid open, and Ben was greeted by a crisp salute.

“Sir, may I please enter?”

“Sure,” Ben replied and waved him in, forgetting to return the salute.

“Thank you, sir,” Beroni said as he walked in. Ben closed the door and gestured for Beroni to follow him into the living room.

“So, why would JAG (Judge Advocate General) have you out delivering subpoenas at this hour?”

“Subpoenas? No, sir, I've been ordered to escort you to an urgent briefing with Admiral Foster.”

Ben paused for a moment as he tried to overcome a sudden wave of astonishment that rolled through his mind. It took a concerted effort for his drowsy thoughts to make sense of what he'd been told.

“Foster?” Ben finally muttered and then noticed that Lieutenant Beroni's uniform lacked the familiar JAG insignia.

“Yes, sir.” Beroni cracked a smile, as though he’d been Ben’s best friend for years. “The big guy himself.”

“Right now?”

“As soon as you can get ready, sir. I’m instructed to wait and escort you there.”

“Escort? Is there some sort of trouble?”

“Trouble?” Beroni’s affable voice grew confused. “No, sir, not that I've been told, but they never tell us gofers much of anything.”

Ben nodded. “Do I at least have some time to shower and get ready?”

“It shouldn't be a problem, sir, but I'd advise against a Hollywood-shower.”

“Not known for those,” Ben quipped as he relaxed himself. “Please have a seat. The entertainment center is over there if you want.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Ben retreated into his bathroom for a quick shower. Lieutenant Beroni sat down on the couch in a cramped and modestly decorated living room. Out of curiosity, he looked around to size up this captain that the supreme commander of the ESD (Earth Space Defense) wanted to retrieve under escort, and with no prior notice.

Captain Benjamin Wildes was a name he knew well. A media circus had closely followed the once revered captain of the famous RV MCKINLEY. They circled over him like buzzards in the aftermath of the accident and during the short trial that followed. Once it was over, Captain Wildes, a tarnished name no longer heading into history books, had all but disappeared. The news cycle quickly dropped him and moved on to other stories.

There was nothing remarkable about Ben's apartment. In fact, Beroni found it curious a fleet captain would reside in such an austere and confined residence. There seemed to be no indication Ben spent a lot of time there, and the furnishings were simple and inexpensive. He then noticed a picture of Ben with a gathering of officers on the wall. There was a small pennant above the picture that read: RV-033 MCKINLEY. It instantly drew a smirk and a slow shake of his head.

Beroni's inspection finally wandered to the end table where he found a large, hardcover book. He carefully picked it up for a closer look, as it was the only item of any perceptible worth he could find. On the cover of the book were two words printed in raised gold letters: HOLY BIBLE.

 

* * *

Ben rushed through his shower but decided to take his time putting on a military dress uniform he had not worn in over a year. It was midnight black with gold trim around its coat collar. His rank of captain was designated by three gold rings around the bottom of each sleeve of his coat, as well as by a cluster of three gold stars on each shoulder. Several insignia of various shapes occupied the right side of his chest. His black hat still lay in a plastic bag on his bed. He stood in front of his bedroom mirror, fiddling with one particular gold insignia shaped like an old schooner.

Why is Admiral Foster involving himself in this now? He never even managed an appearance throughout the whole mess. 

It took another minute of adjustments before he retrieved his hat and walked into the living room. He found Lieutenant Beroni looking through the pages of his Bible.

“Find anything interesting?” Ben asked, startling the engrossed Lieutenant. Beroni stood erect and waved a feeble salute.

“Sorry, sir, I haven’t seen a hardcover book like this in years,” Beroni replied while carefully placing it back down on the end table. “The last one I saw was at a museum in Geneva. This one must be extremely valuable. I’m surprised you wouldn’t lock it away or something.”

“I’ve been considering it,” Ben replied with a scowl, and then shifted his demeanor. “I’m ready to go now.”

“A shuttle is waiting to take us over to the BISMARCK station.”

Ben lived and worked on the VALLEY FORGE space station in orbit ten thousand kilometers above Earth. It was the largest of twelve orbital stations. All but one of these massive facilities was commercially owned and mainly served as giant receiving, processing, and distribution centers of mineral ores and other raw materials. The Forge, as it was commonly called, acted as a giant receiving dock for huge ore freighters that serviced the Jupiter mining colonies.

One lone station, the BISMARCK, was owned and operated by the government for exclusive military use.

Beroni walked beside Ben down a stark corridor. Most of the decor was of a standard inexpensive motif that featured neutral colors and enough ambient lighting for safety. Ben lived in a residential area known as Hammond Glen, which was a middle-class section populated mainly by mid-level corporate managers and tech support specialists. Upper management lived in the posher Wayland Estate section. Most who lived and worked on The Forge couldn't afford to live in those sections, as most communities were populated by low-salaried dockworkers, processors, and maintenance personnel.

“Excuse me for prying, sir, but couldn't you afford something better than Hammond Glen?”

“I suppose so,” Ben replied. “But this place is closer to my job.”

“Job? Don’t they prohibit commercial employment for commissioned officers?”

“Normally, yes.” Ben hesitated before continuing. “But I was granted a special waiver to allow it while on my, uh, suspension.”

“So, what do you do?” Beroni asked, politely ignoring the word suspension.

“Consulting,” Ben replied in an unenthusiastic grunt. “It keeps me busy and pays the bills.”

They soon reached a terminal station, which reached to a height of twenty-five meters at its arched top, and the architecture depicted circa 1930 Americana. It was nearly empty as it was presently between work shifts. Several embarkation and exit platforms required one to pay strict attention to the displayed schedules in order to be in the right place.

Beroni paused in front of the closest schedule display and ascertained the next train to the Wilkerson shuttle terminal was due in five minutes. Ben stepped away from the Lieutenant and walked over to a large exterior window nearby. He stood and watched an enormous container ship position itself to dock in its berth. While it was something he'd seen countless times before, he still found it impressive to watch a five hundred-meter long ship lumber in and gently come to rest without crashing into the dock.

“Which one is she?” Beroni asked.

“Don't know, but I used to work on one like her.”

“Which route did you run?”

“Deimos transfer facility, back when it was new.”

Beroni perked up. “I was assigned to the Mars garrison for a six-month rotation with the twenty-sixth attack wing: Buccaneer squadron. I was a back-seater on an A-101. We mostly patrolled the area to protect everyone from stray asteroids and the JDs.”

“And the what?”

“JDs,” Beroni replied with a grin. “It was our nickname for the Republic spy ships.”

“Republic spy ships?” Ben asked. “What are those?”

“We all felt the same way, sir,” Beroni replied as he transitioned from a grin to a broad smile. “We never once found one, no matter how many times they sent us out chasing after them. So, one day our squadron boss found the base commander with an open bottle of Jack Daniel's on his desk. The nickname was way too easy.”

“An open bottle?” Ben mocked with a chuckle.

“Oh, I could tell you stories,” Beroni replied with a wince.

They soon boarded their train. It whisked away, suspended and driven on a highly-focused magnetic field. Inertial neutralizers made it impossible to feel any movement or jostle, which resulted in a perfectly smooth ride.

Ben tried to get comfortable as the train rapidly reached its cruising speed, but apprehension began to overtake him. Not even the entertainment displays could offer any distraction. Beroni had been cordial but difficult to read. He was only an admiral’s gofer, but Ben figured officers with his duties usually had a general idea why they were sent out on an errand. If Beroni actually knew anything, he wasn’t showing any inclination to share details.

It can't be related to more legal issues or Beroni would've been a JAG lawyer serving a subpoena, Ben concluded to himself. But something new must have come up for Foster to finally get directly involved, and it's probably a big deal. 

The train passed between superstructures. The wondrous view from their window featured a vast canyon of docks above and below. They could see at least three ore freighters docked in their broad berths. Several service shuttles tended to their duties, mostly making repairs to the ships after their long journeys. The view quickly disappeared as the train whisked into the next superstructure.

The Wilkerson shuttle terminal stop soon came. They exited into the main concourse and Beroni led Ben to the British Skyways check-in counters.

“We're going civilian?” Ben asked.

Beroni smiled. “I suppose you're not used to life in ESDiSH (Earth Space Defense Supreme Headquarters). We never slum it on military shuttles.”

“Lieutenant Beroni?” a voice called out from behind.

“That's me,” Beroni replied as he turned to see an attractive British Skyways representative. His smile grew.

“My name is Gillian and I’m here to show you to your charter shuttle. Please follow me.”

“Honey, I'd follow you anywhere.”

Gillian gave Beroni a polite smile and motioned to them to follow.

“Take it easy, Lieutenant,” Ben whispered.

“Sorry, sir, I can't help myself. I mean--” Beroni paused and raised his eyebrows while watching Gillian walk ahead of them.

“Yeah, I get it, but let's show a bit more respect.”

Gillian led them to a VIP doorway beside the British Skyways counter. It slid open after she passed by the facial recognition system. They walked down a corridor that emptied into a small, luxurious seating area. There was a bar and small kitchen, both idly staffed as the area was currently empty.

“The shuttle has docked,” Gillian said. “They're waiting to depart as soon as you're on board.”

“Sorry, are we the last ones here?” Beroni asked.

“You're the only ones on this flight,” Gillian replied.

“Score,” Beroni whispered to Ben as they entered the docking walkway. “More room for us.”

“Thank you for using British Skyways,” Gillian's voice echoed through the docking walkway behind him.

They soon met a smiling flight attendant at the entrance to the shuttle. “Welcome aboard. We'll be departing as soon as we get clearance. The trip should take about fifteen minutes. Can I get you something?”

“Water would be nice, thank you,” Ben replied as he and Beroni were directed to the main cabin.

“Water?” Beroni scoffed as they sat in an elegant compartment. “A private shuttle with first-class service and you only want water?”

Ben laughed. “Why, do you think it's a good idea to get good and drunk before meeting with the fleet admiral at ESDiSH?”

“Good point, but one stiff drink couldn't hurt.”

“How long have you been attached to Admiral Foster?” Ben asked, yielding to his growing desire to get any kind of read before the meeting.

“Five months,” Beroni answered, seemingly happy to comply.

“Interesting?”

“Better than chasing JDs from Mars,” Beroni replied with a chuckle, and then paused. His tone turned somber. “But sometimes I miss line duty. The perks here are nice, but the job is much more demanding. It’s one of those assignments that looked a lot better from Mars at the time. Foster is nothing like my old CO.”

“I’ve never met the Admiral.”

“Really?” Beroni asked, surprised. “But you’re a fleet captain.”

“True, but never a flag officer,” Ben explained as he touched the gold schooner insignia on his uniform. “I was a skipper in the EXD (Exploration Division) before he assumed fleet admiral. EXD is under a civilian command structure.”

“I see. Well, he’s typical old-school who grunts jump and expects you to set records. Don’t ever tell him anything that isn’t true, because when he asks you something, he usually already knows the answer. He doesn’t put up with much, and don’t ever piss him off.”

“It sounds like you’ve spent some time on his bad side.”

“A lot of people have.”

Ben nodded. Lieutenant Beroni's summation was pretty much in line with what he had already heard about Foster. “So, really, Lieutenant, not even a hint as to why he wants to see me?”

“Honest, sir, I wish I could tell you. I honestly don’t have a clue. We never get told more than we should, not that I ever want to know more. I received my orders from one of his senior aides a couple of hours ago. We only do as we’re ordered. Expedite and be polite is our motto.”

“Compartmentalized command,” Ben muttered. “Hardcore ESDiSH.”

“That about sums it up, sir.”




CHAPTER 3

October 21, 2107

03:47 GMT

 

Lieutenant Beroni and Ben stood as the BISMARCK transit train slowed for the ESDiSH station. The doors slid open after it stopped, and they exited into a busy terminal full of uniforms filled with young and energetic people. One would not have known what hour it was by the activity they had stepped into.

“This way, sir,” Beroni said as he pointed to a corridor to their right. He led Ben out of the fray of salutes and into a quieter corridor. As they walked the length of the hallway, Ben almost forgot to offer a salute to an admiral coming the other way. Luckily, the admiral was too engrossed in a report to take notice. Beroni shot Ben an apprehensive glare after the admiral had passed.

“I’m a little out of practice,” Ben whispered.

“Not something you want to forget around here, sir. Definitely a CLM.”

“A what?”

“CLM. A career-limiting-move.”

“A little late for me,” Ben muttered.

Their progress was closely monitored as they approached a large access door at the end of the hallway. It led to the most sensitive areas of the command wing and was constructed of the same material used for the heaviest armored military vehicles. It had an intimidating appearance, as thirty centimeters of heavy armor could not be made to appear remotely subtle. Nothing short of a determined demolition squad had a chance to gain uninvited access.

“SPO Wilson, ESDiSH, state your orders,” a voice announced over an intercom speaker.

“Lieutenant Beroni escorting Captain Wildes for Admiral Foster.” It took a moment for a security program to correlate a retinal scan and thermal reading with the computer files. The door lumbered open with a deep, rolling vibration.

“Authorized. Have a nice day.”

They stepped through and the door shut behind them. On the other side was an armed military police officer who stood at full attention and then offered Ben a temporary security badge. Ben affixed it to his uniform as the MP saluted, which Ben promptly returned. Beroni retrieved his badge and placed it back on his uniform. Their badges would ensure their every move and body function was tracked within ESDiSH.

“This way, Captain.” Beroni led him down another corridor. “Ever been here before?”

“No.”

Beroni had a difficult time concealing his befuddled look. “Well, we’ll be passing through the situation center on our way to Admiral Foster's office. Try not to gawk too much at the nice furnishings.”

Intricate ceramic tiles and solid oak paneling lined the corridor. The plants were no longer artificial and were of an exotic variety, tended to by a small army of gardeners. The end of the corridor opened up into a large, opulent lobby lined with paintings in elaborate frames. Each was titled, and almost all were originals.

The lobby was ringed with sections of waiting areas filled with chairs made of solid cherry and cushioned with extravagant oriental prints. There was an arboretum with park benches on the opposite side, with a full-service cafe beside it. It reminded Ben of strolling through a large city museum, including the price tag.

“Welcome to the center of the universe,” Beroni remarked with more than a tinge of sarcasm. “The fate of three hundred warships, a few hundred support vessels, and nearly a million personnel are set here everyday. We have more admirals than the Parliament has representatives, and it all begins and ends at this office.” Beroni gestured to a smaller waiting area they were approaching. It stood out among the others as though it was the crown jewel of the command wing.

What little fortitude Ben had mustered was withering under the resounding display of naked authority that surrounded him. As they walked into the lavish reception area, Ben thought his knees would buckle and he'd sink into the spongy carpeting before they arrived.

An officer rose from behind the reception desk and offered a bold salute, which Ben and Beroni promptly returned.

“I’ve got the Cap--”

“He wants him in there right away,” the officer interrupted.

“Sir, it was a pleasure meeting you,” Beroni said while offering his hand. Ben shook it. “I can’t remember the last captain who offered me as much decent and respectful conversation. Good luck in there.”

“Thanks for a pleasant escort, Lieutenant.”

“Don’t forget a salute for the Admiral, sir,” Beroni said with a cheeky grin, followed by a salute. Ben returned it. Beroni turned and strode away.

“This way, sir.” The reception officer pointed to a pair of solid cedar doors that automatically opened as they approached. On the other side was the stately office of Fleet Admiral Edward C. Foster.

He sat behind a sizable oak desk pondering an embedded computer display screen. With him were two other officers who were both at the rank of commander. They were sitting in front of the Admiral’s desk, patiently waiting for him to end his examination. One empty chair was positioned in front of them, so all three of them could sit facing it.

“Sir, Captain Wildes has arrived.”

“Captain Wildes reporting as ordered, sir.” Ben gave the most polished salute of his career and stood at full attention until answered. He wasn't about to start things off badly.

“At ease, Captain, and please have a seat,” Foster ordered in an emotionless tone, and without lifting his head from his study of the computer screen. Ben tried his best not to stumble over himself as he walked to the empty chair and sat down. The two commanders watched him like guard dogs chained to their master’s desk. Although Ben outranked them, they didn’t stand to offer a salute. It was command wing posturing, conveying an air of superiority despite holding a junior rank.

Ben tried to relax by looking around the office. It was elegantly decorated and filled with the usual plaques, trophies, and artistic three dimensional projection displays of ships. It took him a few moments to notice a complete absence of pictures with people.

“Captain Benjamin David Wildes,” Foster finally spoke out with a deep and resolute voice. The two commanders instantly turned to the desk as if God had spoken. Foster was in his early sixties and had grayed with dignity. His gaze bestowed a deeply piercing stare, which caused Ben to tense up. His mannerisms instantly conveyed a clear sense of unquestionable authority. He was a man who was undoubtedly in control, expected it, and relished it. “It's nice to finally meet the pioneer of Saturn. I'm sorry it took so long, but you're probably wondering why I called you here in such a hurry.”

Ben could only nod in reply and Foster managed to reveal a meager smile. “Relax, Captain. This isn't a visit you'll need a lawyer for. It's strictly ESD business, understood?”

“I think so, sir.”

“I've been re-familiarizing myself with your service record here,” Foster said, subtly gesturing to his desk screen. “Interesting reading. You started as a TWS shuttle pilot at age twenty-five, you then went over to Delego Transfer Corporation and worked up to a freighter captain by age thirty-two. Two years later you entered the ESD and earned a commission as first officer of the cruiser STOCKHOLM. A couple of years after that you transferred to the EXD and served five years as the skipper of the MCKINLEY. You seem to have worked your career in reverse. Most officers I know start out in the ESD and work over to a nicely paid commercial position.”

Foster glanced down at his screen, slowly shook his head, and sighed. Ben braced himself to revisit a terrible event he wished could be forever erased from history.

“But it all came undone with the accident. Your ship clipped an outbound container vessel, resulting in the loss of nine of your crew, three of the container’s crew, and the MCKINLEY as she took a rather hard landing on the lunar surface. The Parliamentary Tribunal threw you into a trial from hell and quickly found you negligent.”

Foster fell silent, allowing Ben to hang on his last sentence. Ben sat in painful reflection. Raw feelings had been abruptly exposed, and he could hardly resist becoming flustered. He wondered why all this was being dredged up again. There was much more to the story, but Ben quickly regrouped his emotions and fought off the overwhelming temptation to make a comment. His experiences throughout the trial had taught him that it would be imprudent to say anything without first being asked a question.

“You made some waves in your EXD career,” Foster continued somberly as he looked down to his report. “A year prior to the accident, you filed a complaint with the ethics board over an alleged deal Secretary Allison Gilmore struck with Caerus Minerals.” Foster paused and looked up to Ben. “Son, you blew the whistle on your boss. What motivated you to do something foolish like that?”

Finally, a question, Ben thought as he anxiously cleared his throat. “Six months before I filed my complaint, my crew and I charted several large, stable M-type asteroids in the belt that showed a high potential of significant ore deposits. Shortly after we made a complete and very costly survey, I learned Secretary Gilmore covertly sold the survey information to Caerus. This allowed Caerus to secure mining rights to the area uncontested, circumventing our standard bidding process.”

Foster almost laughed. “So, you caught Ms. Gilmore getting incestuous with Caerus, but the ethics board cleared her because you failed to produce enough compelling evidence. I guess it put you in an interesting position.”

Ben sighed. “Most of my key evidence either disappeared or was declared inadmissible.”

“What a shock,” Foster said with a smirk. “Did you think you were dealing with small-town politicians?”

“Apparently not.”

“So tell me, Captain, honestly and off the record: What could you have possibly gained that would've been worth all the trouble you went through?”

“I don't understand your question,” Ben replied.

“You tried to take your boss down, son, and we're not talking about some mid-level, working-stiff manager. This is someone at a Secretary-level position, so please don't make me repeat my question.”

Ben winced and softly answered. “Because she was doing something wrong.”

Foster paused, allowing himself to cringe in disbelief. He looked at his two aides, who were obviously finding it hard to accept as well.

“Because she was doing something wrong?” Foster repeated.

Despite the withering looks from everyone, Ben managed to hold his ground. “Yes, sir, she clearly violated EXD regulations.”

“I’m sorry, Captain, but you've been around the block too many times to pull off a Boy Scout defense.”

“What are you saying, sir?”

“That perhaps an under-the table-deal went sideways? Maybe you got too greedy and she cut you off?”

Ben grew flustered. “You think I was in on it?”

“Hey, if you played a game of poke-the-bear with a grizzly--”

“Sir, I wasn't involved with any such dealings!”

Foster's glare tightened on Ben. “So please explain to me why you stirred the pot with Secretary Gilmore.”

“Because my strong religious convictions stood against such unethical actions.”

“Religious convictions? Which one?”

“Christianity.”

Foster turned to one of his commanders. “Is she prejudiced?”

“Not that I know of.” The other nodded in agreement.

“Look, Captain,” Foster continued, “I’m not here to put you on trial. I couldn’t care less about what kind of deals you might have had going with Gilmore. I’m still trying to figure out why she lost her mind over this, because it doesn’t take a team of those loud-mouthed news pundits to conclude that she took you down with exceptional prejudice.”

“Sir,” Ben insisted, “I had no deals on the side with Secretary Gilmore. I only tried to blow the whistle on a crime, and that's all.”

Foster paused and let out a deep sigh. “So, you really are a Boy Scout.”

“Sorry it wasn't more scandalous, sir.”

Foster chuckled, paused, and his expression turned grim. “Captain, what you're going to hear will be very upsetting. Personally, I think you'll have every right to be. You've never lost anyone during a deployment, and I know it's extremely difficult for any skipper to come to terms with. Regardless, we need to get this out in the open and work past it because we need to bring you back for something very important. Ben, what I'm working up to say is that the evidence behind the accident was manipulated to indict you. You were set up.”

The words penetrated deeply into Ben. He sat emotionless, not knowing how to feel or react. It was anger that finally welled up, anger at the injustice he strongly suspected he’d been subjected to. The death of twelve people had haunted him for the past year. Nine were his own crew, and were trusted people he knew well. Their faces were still clear in his mind, and he grieved deeply over losing them to a tragic event he was found negligent over. But an odd relief soon followed that someone finally admitted that something about the ugly mess was wrong.

“Secretary Gilmore is an accomplished political player,” Foster continued. “You don't rise to a senior-cabinet position without having exceptional political acumen. As such there are several unwritten rules of politics, and especially one that dictates that revenge is considered a rather foolish and dangerous luxury. The effort she through to frame you for the accident defied rational politics.”

“Frame?”

“She did a first-class job on you, Captain,” Foster explained with a subtle look of pity in his eyes. “Now comes the tragic part. I knew what was happening, but couldn't do anything to intervene. The only thing I could do was to pull you out of the way before even more bad things happened. Gilmore may have arranged a shameless, public dishonorable discharge from EXD, but she couldn't do anything further once she had kicked you back into the ESD. You officially came back under my command, and, Captain, we do not abandon our own. Please remember that your life over this past year was lived in absence of incarceration, and you have been gainfully employed. Trust me, Ben, these things are not what Gilmore had in mind for you.”

“But you couldn't clear me?”

“No offense, but the price to clear you was well beyond affordable. Secretary Gilmore has consolidated a formidable base of power and I don’t mess with her unless I absolutely have to.”

Ben sighed and reluctantly nodded. “So, can you tell me what really happened to my ship?”

“The MCKINLEY's black box data indicated that after navigation failed, you called up helm control at your station and attempted to correct the situation yourself. This made it easy for Gilmore's people to manipulate the data to show that your action interfered with the LINCOLN station's attempt to activate ROCS. In reality, it didn't make any difference. There was no hope to regain control. Helm control was dead. ROCS was dead. The real cause behind it was a partial CPU (Central Processing Unit) failure.”

Ben’s expression dropped. “But hardware failure was ruled out.”

“Of course it was, because it was too easy to rule out. How many accidents have occurred due to hardware failure over the past twenty years? I can’t recall any. Space travel equipment is manufactured to stringent tolerances, and there are redundant systems in place if there's any trouble with the primary systems. So, it's typically human failure that causes accidents these days.”

“How did the CPU fail?”

“Forensics determined that a counterfeit CPU was installed on the MCKINLEY. While it was manufactured to standard specifications, it lacked an effective anti-fungal coating. A normally dormant microorganism infected the CPU, ate through several microprocessors, and eventually severed numerous key functions. Total helm functionality was lost, including the backup. It was simply a freak occurrence, even for a counterfeit part. I'm not a superstitious person, but the timing of the failure makes even me not want to stand near you during a lightning storm.”

“How did you find out about this?”

“I have my sources. The fact that a counterfeit part found its way onto an EXD ship and caused people to die would've ended Ms. Gilmore's career. So, her charges against you neatly complimented her rather comprehensive cover-up.”

“So, the collision was not due to my negligence,” Ben said. “I didn't kill those people and you knew this all the time?”

“Sorry, Ben, you're an exceptional skipper who fell into something I couldn't protect you from.” Foster shook his head. “Consider it the consequences of taking on someone who's way out of your league.”

Ben paused as he continued to ponder the new information. Foster allowed him to sit quietly while carefully examining his expressions. Ben finally broke the silence. “So, what’s changed?”

“First, are you ready to move beyond this?” Foster asked.

“I’ll try,” Ben replied in a guarded tone.

“Look, Ben, I know I just dumped a hell of a lot on you, but we can’t afford to screw around with this.” Foster paused and locked eyes with Ben. “I need to know.”

“I can only try, sir.”

“It has to be more than try, Ben. You can’t let this consume you. I can't have you on a path of vengeance, no matter how much Gilmore deserves it.”

“I’ll deal with it, sir,” Ben replied.

“You’d better, Captain.” Foster's tone turned stern and his glare cut deeply into Ben. “I need you for something critical, and I don’t have any other skippers with the unique experience and skills you picked up in the EXD. I’m certain they'll be needed.”

“What's happened?”

“We'll have a full read-in at a briefing shortly. Nothing, and I mean absolutely nothing of what I told you about the MCKINLEY can ever leave this room. Do you understand?”

“Will the truth ever come out?” Ben asked.

Foster nodded. “The politics are too complex at present, but I assure you, Ben, that your name will someday appear in the history books for the right reasons. You've already paid too high a price for that. But first we'll all be taking a short trip to another location for a full mission briefing.”




CHAPTER 4

October 21, 2107

04:31 GMT

 

The doors on the private transit car closed, the only occupants in the train cabin were Ben, Admiral Foster, and his two aides. They took their seats as the train departed.

“Where are we heading?” Ben asked.

“Out to the docking berths,” Foster replied. “The mission team is waiting for us at a conference center there. The briefing will start as soon as we arrive. Before then, Commander Lenadri needs to give you our standard disclaimer for this type of assignment.”

“Captain,” Lenardi began, “the information at the briefing is considered highly sensitive with a top secret rating. You're not allowed to repeat or discuss any aspect of what you're about to hear with anyone. Do you understand this?”

“Since that's all I seem to be hearing this morning?” Ben said.

“We've already informed your employer that you'll be on an extended ESD reserve exercise,” Lenardi continued, ignoring Ben's quip. “This will be the cover story you'll tell anyone who might inquire.”

“Might inquire?” Ben wondered.

“Like the press,” Foster replied with a scowl. “Those damn buzzards always seem to have a sixth sense about these kinds of things.”

“Military formalities will also be observed at all times,” Lenardi concluded with a smug sneer.

Ben sighed and turned to Admiral Foster. “I haven't been active-military in over five years.”

“Then I suggest you quickly get reacquainted,” Foster replied with a sideways, scolding glance to Commander Lenardi. “Ben, you've been placed back on active duty in the ESD. Your rank and all the privileges that accompany it have been provisionally restored. I couldn't shield you from Gilmore, but you're back in my house now. It’s finally time for a shot at redemption, Captain. Are you ready for it?”

Ben smiled. “More than you know, sir.”

 

* * *

Ben was directed to a chair at the far end of a long conference table. Foster took a seat on the opposite end, with his two aides sitting on either side. The other chairs around the table were already occupied by other ESD officers. Many of them out-ranked Ben, which left him anxious.

Each position around the conference table had a PDS (Personal Data Screen) port built into the table surface. Wireless connections were not allowed in order to minimize security concerns. As Ben sat, he was handed a PDS, a thin, transparent, 20x15 centimeter ultrahigh resolution screen. It was of standard military design, durable and less elegant than the commercial PDS offerings. Ben looked up to the officer who had handed him the PDS and fought not to show any reaction.

Her uniform bore the rank of lieutenant commander. She stood nearly six feet tall, and her jet-black hair was braided up, giving her a polished professional image, but it did little to mute her striking beauty. It had been many years since a woman’s appearance caused Ben to stop and take notice. She never made eye contact with him as she walked back to her seat in the far corner.

After selecting data for everyone's viewing, Foster started the briefing from his seat. “I'll defer the introductions until the second part of our briefing. We'll first go directly into the current status of the situation. Commander Lenardi, please bring us all up to date.”

“Approximately a week ago, the Kenga Corporation asteroid-miner vessel MOSELLE failed to check in after trolling the asteroid belt in sector-148. Two days after missing their check-in, we dispatched the frigate BRADLEY to investigate. She reached the area and initiated search and rescue operations. They eventually recovered some debris, which they positively identified as belonging to the MOSELLE, but no survivors or bodies. There also wasn't enough debris recovered to draw any conclusion as to what happened. One day after the BRADLEY started back, their transponder was abruptly cut off. They have not checked in, no lifeboat pings have been detected, and are now over seventy-two hours overdue.”

“Captain Wildes,” Foster chimed in. “I'm assigning you to lead a mission to fully investigate this situation. That sector is in the vicinity of the Republic territorial line. While we don't have any specific reason or intel to suspect an attack, it can't be ruled out. This could quickly escalate to open hostilities. If this was a Republic strike, I must have conclusive evidence before I act. The BRADLEY was tasked for a rescue mission and didn’t have the assets or experience to launch a comprehensive investigation. What I basically need is a good crime scene investigator, and it turns out you're the best detective we have.”

All eyes in the room fell on Ben, who was looking down to his PDS. He took in a deep breath and mustered all of his focus on what had been said. “Um, well, asteroid trolling is a high risk operation, sir. Rogue strikes aren't uncommon. Are you sure this wasn't an accident?”

Admiral Foster turned to Commander Lenardi to answer the question. “It remains a possibility, but not a strong one. The MOSELLE is a newer class Troller that was fitted with upgraded hull reinforcement. While a rogue asteroid fragment could have struck, it's unlikely it would've caused enough damage to suddenly terminate their transponder, and all other communication. The skipper of the BRADLEY was operating under the assumption of a catastrophic rogue hit, and was exercising extra caution. Additionally, there was no report of any unusual asteroid instability in that sector.”

Ben slowly nodded as he looked back to his PDS. It was becoming more difficult for him to concentrate with everyone staring at him, but an obvious question had to be asked. He reluctantly looked up and over to Admiral Foster. “Sorry, but why would the Republic suddenly launch an attack on us? I mean we've been at peace for decades and haven't ever fired a shot at each other.”

“I've already lost count of how many times that question has been asked,” Foster replied. “No one has come up with a good answer, yet. Nothing's on the political front burner and there's been no unusual activity on their side of the border, or on the mainland. However, if this was an attack, the fact remains The People's Republic is the only one out there who could do this. That's why it's important we get out there to find what actually happened, and quickly.”

“With only one ship?” Ben reluctantly asked.

“Yes, Captain,” Foster replied. “I've thought about deploying one of my capital battle groups to the area, but the Republic may be baiting me to do exactly that. That sector is of no strategic importance. The closest major shipping corridor is too far away and we have no fixed assets in the area needing protection. If it was an attack, it's likely only a diversionary tactic to draw in a task-force, which would alter our usual patrol routes. This would open up gaps in our defenses the Republic fleet could exploit. I don’t want to play into that hand until I know exactly what we're dealing with. Our tracking stations haven't detected any crossings over the territorial line. If, and I stress if something did slip over, it could only be a single small ship we can easily deal with, assuming it's still even in the area.”

JDs, Ben thought to himself, recalling his conversation with Lieutenant Beroni earlier that morning. “Well, I suppose a Columbus-class EXD survey ship should do the job. It's equipped with critical tracking and survey equipment for this type of assignment.”

Admiral Foster let out a patronizing laugh. “Captain, there's no way I'd let you out there without some punch behind you. Besides, EXD is Gilmore’s organization, and I don’t want her anywhere near this. I think you'd appreciate that.”

“I would,” Ben replied with a grin.

Admiral Foster stood and walked to the side of the conference room. “Captain, it's time to introduce you to your ship.”

The far wall became transparent to reveal the docking bay below. Ben rose from his seat to get a better view. He looked down from fifty meters above to see an unusual looking ship berthed below them.

“Captain, I introduce you to the ESS VANGUARD. She's a new class of warship called a Strike Frigate. We've been building her in extraordinary secrecy over the past three years. She's our black budget sweetheart.”

Ben looked down to see a ship unlike any ESD vessel he had ever seen in service. It was long and cylindrical, bearing a strong resemblance to a submarine. What looked like four large round poles protruded outward from the bow, and at the top of the ship was what appeared to be a large oval observation area. This in itself was unique, as anything on a warship constructed outside of the thick hull armor would be considered vulnerable. Finally, what looked like a large stripe that wrapped around the circumference of the hull was located forward of the observation deck.

“I'm extremely confident this ship will give you a decisive tactical advantage on your mission,” Foster explained as he walked back to the conference table. “I would now like to introduce you to Rear Admiral Ian Kingsley. He's been the lead director of this project from its inception. Admiral, please tell the new skipper of the VANGUARD about his ship.”

Ian rose from his seat. He was younger than Foster, in his fifties, and seemed out of place in a uniform. The way he smiled left little doubt he loved to talk about his creation. Ben sat down as Ian started his presentation.

“You're a lucky man, Captain Wildes,” Ian said with a polished grace of a skilled politician. “You'll be in command of the most advanced warship ever designed. First, I would like to touch on the project background, which will explain the rationale behind this ship. At present, the ESD and Republic know exactly where each others' battle groups are located. This isn't by virtue of any extraordinary intelligence gathering, but it's because our battle groups light up their sectors of space with their huge ion engines and powerful pulsing radar and LIDAR (Light Detection And Ranging) systems. As a result, we play an endless game of position and deterrence, while building more and more battle groups to cover perceived gaps in our defenses. This defense philosophy has turned into a costly contest of who can build and deploy the most assets. It's simply getting too expensive for us to operate and staff such a large fleet.

“In response to this dilemma, a secret procurement order was drafted to develop a new class of warship that's much more difficult to detect. A fleet comprised of stealthy ships would leave the Republic guessing at our positions, effectively removing any question of defense gaps, and ultimately allowing us to deploy fewer ships. It's a cost effective solution to our current dilemma. The VANGUARD is the prototype of a new fleet.”

Ian paused as he called up some design schematics on everyone's screen. “The VANGUARD measures 138 meters in length and 38 meters at the beam. The standard crew complement is eight officers and sixty-two enlisted. Resembling a submarine of old, this vessel’s greatest strengths are speed and stealth. Radiation, heat, and emissions of any sort have been muted to a level not considered technologically possible a short time ago.

“The hull is constructed of a new material called Polymansanium. It's a hybrid ceramic resin with remarkable radar and LIDAR absorption properties, and it's five times stronger than present hull armor used on all ESD warships. The cylindrical shape also helps to scatter scanning emissions, which results in a nearly invisible profile.

“Then there's the new propulsion system that will yield record setting velocities. It's called a HCTD drive, high-compression-thrust-discharge. It utilizes a complex mixture of synthetic fuels and catalysts. The resulting chemical reaction expands in relatively low heat without achieving combustion, and is channeled as thrust. It consumes considerably less energy than our standard ion engine, generates a fraction of the heat, and leaves no radiation signature.

“Captain, the VANGUARD build-team tossed away the standard design book and came up with something completely new and unique. I'll cover other details with you later, but what we have is a formidable warship that's perfectly equipped for this mission. While we intended to launch her a few weeks from now, we rushed the final stages of construction to complete her in time for this mission. A final computer shakedown simulation was passed earlier today, which is designed to eliminate the need for actual performance trials. She will be ready to launch tomorrow.”

Ben sat in silence and studied the data on his screen. It was difficult to take in at once and what he saw seemed far too good to be true. Sensing this, Foster continued. “The crew is in place and is completely qualified on this ship's operations. Your senior officers have been working with this project for the past few months. They were hand-picked and represent the best we have in the ESD. Would you like a tour?”

“Please,” Ben warily replied.

“Ian, please show him his ship.”

 

* * *

The elevator doors opened to the massive dock, and Ian stepped out with Ben into a bustling construction environment. The VANGUARD was situated in the center of the cavernous facility, seemingly swallowed up by the surrounding cranes and construction gangways.

“It's an awfully large berth for a ship of this size,” Ben commented as Ian led him through the dock's activity.

“This used to be the home for the old ARK ROYAL,” Ian replied.

“Used to? What happened to the Mighty Ark?” 

“She was sold to a hotel chain a few months back and they moved her out. They plan to make her part of a new orbital resort.”

“But weren't there plans to turn her into a museum exhibit?”

Ian smiled. “Contrary to popular belief, black budgets aren't always funded by a government account. Besides, we needed an inconspicuous berth for the VANGUARD's construction. This was the perfect facility. Forgotten and out of the way.”

Ben fought the urge to shake his head in disgust. The first commissioned space warship gets turned into a casino. 

“We'll be entering the ship through the port airlock up there,” Ian said as he pointed to a temporary stairway leading up three stories into the side of the ship.

As they climbed the steep steel staircase, Ben looked at four long poles protruding from the ship's bow.

Ian stopped and spoke out over the noise of a nearby crane. “Those house the passive detection sensors. It's an ungainly look, but we needed to locate them away from the potential interference caused by the scattering effect off the hull. It’s far more practical than a towed array.”

Ben nodded and continued up the staircase. He stopped at the top and felt the outside of the shiny black hull. It was surprisingly cold to the touch.

“Smooth?” Ian asked.

“It feels like glass.”

“Strange feel for a hull. Almost unnerving, but it's as strong as they say. You could empty a handgun on it and wouldn't find a scratch. A standard PBW (Particle Beam Weapon) would have a difficult time heating the surface, which would require an adversary to hold a beam on it longer than most firing sequences would allow for.”

Ian continued inside while Ben looked up to an emblem etched into the hull. It was a red silhouette of an angry demi-lion holding a large spear, a variation of the last official Royal British Navy crest of the HMS VANGUARD.

Ian was the first to come across an armed security guard inside the hatch. “Permission to come aboard.”

The young guard snapped to attention. “Aye, sir.”

“Permission to come aboard,” Ben asked. The guard again saluted, turned inward, and loudly announced: “Captain on board!” He turned back to Ben. “Sir, permission granted. Welcome aboard. It's an honor to serve with you.”

“As you were, and thank you,” Ben replied with a salute.

As they walked past the interior airlock door, the ship's intercom announced: “Attention all hands, captain is aboard.”

“Very efficient,” Ben muttered as they stepped into the airlock staging compartment.

“Admiral Foster selected a top-notch crew,” Ian replied with more than a hint of pride as he led Ben into the corridor. “You'll notice the corridors are wider, and we spent some extra effort on the decor. With advances in environmental, mechanical, and electronic systems, this ship could have been made twenty percent smaller. But I chose to keep the relative ship-class size in favor of opening up more space for some extra elbowroom. You can actually pass someone without having to turn to squeeze by. Most military ships also keep their utilities exposed. It helps with access, but makes for a dismal, industrial kind of look. We covered them over to create a more pleasant environment. Dingy surroundings have a negative long-term effect on crew morale. Brighter surroundings make for a happier crew.”

“I like it,” Ben said. “It looks like you took a page from the EXD design manual.”

“Actually, I got inspired while touring one of your ships, the DISCOVERY, a while back. I liked the layout. It was pleasant and still quite functional, but it was a struggle to convince Foster to loosen up on the standard ESD design.”

“Military conventions are hard to get past,” Ben remarked as they continued down the corridor. “I used to face it with new officers out of the ESD. It usually took a few weeks to get them to loosen up.”

“It took a while with Admiral Foster, too.”

“Glad you won that one.”

“I’m going to start you in the engine room,” Ian said as they returned the salutes of a pair of enlisted crew who passed by.

“I'd like to know more about this new fuel system.”

“What are your concerns?”

“Mostly? Working with a finite fuel supply.”

“Ah, a typical apprehension,” Ian said with a chuckle. “It's an extremely efficient propulsion system. Your on-board fuel supplies will likely outlast your other expendables, but that's not the important part of it. It's all about maximum velocity.”

“You had mentioned it would be record-setting.”

Ian smiled. “Our simulations indicate she'll easily exceed mark-100 (mark-1 = ten kilometers per second).”

“One hundred?” Ben almost stuttered on the number. “Are you serious? That’s at least three times faster than anything we have.”

“By far the fastest ship ever constructed,” Ian finished with a beaming grin. “If anyone manages to detect you on their scans, you could still run circles around them. Hell, you could be gone before they even lock a firing solution.”

Ben slowly shook his head. “This is a quantum leap ahead of anything we already have.”

“Welcome to the future of ESD, Captain,” Ian replied as he placed his hand on a white pad outside of a door. The heavy pressure hatch slid open. Inside was a large compartment that took up the last quarter of the ship, featuring an assortment of exposed ducts and pipes intertwined into various chambers. Several crew members and contractors worked around scattered workstations and were unaware of their presence. Despite all the equipment and activity, it was remarkably quiet.

Ian pointed to a long chamber occupying the middle of the engine room, which extended to the end of the ship. “That's the main thrust chamber, which itself is a huge advancement in material application. The final fuel mixture is injected, heated to ninety degrees Celsius, and reaches an enormous peak pressure. It's then released out the rear thrust muzzle, or channeled to other maneuvering thrust nozzles.”

“Only ninety degrees?”

“The heat signature of this ship would either be ignored or interpreted as a background event to most detection systems.”

“What about re-freezing?” Ben asked. “Leaving behind a cloud of ice crystals might be detectable.”

Another voice spoke out from behind them. “If so, I imagine we'd be long gone before anyone finds it.”

“Captain, I'd like to introduce Master Chief Petty Officer Paul Donahue. He's your COB (Chief of the Boat).”

Paul saluted them both. “Captain, I heard the announcement. Welcome aboard.”

“Thanks, Chief,” Ben replied.

Paul stood at a stocky five-five, and exhibited a serious demeanor. He appeared to be in his late forties, and wore a weathered look of experience.

“How long have you been assigned?” Ben asked.

“A little over a year, sir,” Paul answered straightforwardly.

“Long enough to know this ship as well as I do,” Ian added.

“What about the power plant?” Ben asked.

“Standard F4 fusion reactor housed in a special containment structure to suppress any signal emissions,” Paul replied, beating Ian to the answer.

“It may seem like more than you'd need,” Ian added. “Particularly in the absence of ion engines.”

“But the new plasma gun will still soak up a lot of power,” Paul finished, oddly satisfied with himself for one-upping Ian.

“New plasma gun?” Ben asked.

“We'll go over that later,” Ian replied as he turned to Paul. “Best not to get too far ahead, Chief. The Captain has a great deal of information to absorb.”

“Well, Chief,” Ben said. “I consider the engine room the most important part of any ship, and usually strive to learn all I can about it. I would like to take a detailed tour shortly after I settle in.”

“Certainly, sir. Let me know when you're ready.”

“Very well, Chief, please don't let us get in the way of your duties,” Ian concluded. Ben nearly missed a faint snicker from Paul as he saluted and walked back to a workstation.

“Very impressive,” Ben commented as he looked around.

“But that's only the start of it,” Ian said as he gestured back to the door. “Let's continue.”

“What's the maximum mission span?” Ben asked as they exited.

“About eight to nine months. Food stocks will deplete first, then fuel, depending upon propulsion use. Oxygen and water will hold out indefinitely as they are recycled. Power is only limited to the reactor service schedule. In a time of hostilities, your missile munitions and elements of your Aegis defense system are finite. But the plasma gun is only limited to power availability. Most all of the other systems on this ship have long maintenance cycles.”

 

* * *

“Like all warships,” Ian explained as they headed for the starboard mid-ship stairwell, “the control room is located near the center of the ship where it's most protected. The VANGUARD has four decks overall, and the control room is on the second deck.”

They exited the stairwell into a short corridor that ended at the entrance to the control room. The door was a heavy pressure hatch, which was closed. Ian keyed in a code to open the door.

“Captain on the deck!” One of the officers called out as Ben and Ian entered. The few in the control room instantly stopped what they were doing and saluted.

“As you were,” Ben called out as he returned their salutes. Everyone resumed their activities as though nothing had happened. Ben walked over to the center of the room and looked around. There was a seat for the officer of the watch, which was surrounded by several paper-thin monitors slung from the ceiling.

“It's in the usual configuration,” Ian said. “These monitors around the OPS (Operations) chair can tap into any display at any station, including engineering. While the ship itself has a complex array of systems, we have tried to keep a simple and straightforward control setup here.”

“It took us quite a while to get it that way,” a young officer said. He approached and saluted.

“Captain, this is your XO (Executive Officer), Commander Nathan Viscon.”

Ben returned his salute. “Commander, it's a pleasure to meet you. I'm sorry to be sneaking around the ship like this. I know this kind of thing drives XO’s a bit crazy.”

“Considering the circumstance, sir, it's perfectly understood.”

“After the Admiral is done showing me around
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