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Prologue
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The slender vessel shot out of lightspeed, hurtling towards its destination, a small orbital station sprouting burning clouds of escaped air.

“I hope that we have not arrived too late,” one of the men on board said as they drew closer to the damaged satellite.

The captain grimaced. “We shall see. Arm yourself.”

The man bowed and left the cockpit, while the captain switched on the communicator. “Eramen Station. Is there anyone there who can respond?”

“I can respond, although my time is short,” came a reply. “You appear on our radar. Do you come alone?”

“More shall come,” the captain assured him. “We have raised the alert. However, until they arrive, we must do what we can in their stead to assist you.”

“Watch ou-”

A barrage of lasers from one of the station’s main defensive turrets tore through one of the wing struts, disabling the port stabilizer engine. The captain wove the ship out of the way to avoid a second barrage.

“Why did you fire on us?” he demanded, half in shock, half in anger.

“I tried to warn you,” the other said. “They have taken over the station defenses.”

The captain turned to a woman beside him. “Relay that to the others. I’ll let Akaeil know.”

“Shall we attempt to disable those turrets?” she asked as she set up the long-range signal.

The captain shook his head. “We cannot, my friend. Not in this ship. However, Akaeil and his men may be able to reach the turret controls within the station.” He eyed the blazing structure. In a few minutes, there might not be much left anyway. “Maybe.”

It was not easy to bring the vessel in close to the station, not after losing that stabilizer. However, the captain was well practiced in simulated emergencies similar to this and with a little compensation, he managed to bring it into a docking shaft where magnetic moorings caught it and held it in position. Once it was steady, a tube extended to the hatchway that would allow Akaeil and the others to enter the station. The captain gave a sigh of relief. At least the docking mechanisms were still functional. If the damaged sections of the station could be isolated, then perhaps the facility could be saved.

“Akaeil?” he asked, switching on the cabin communicator. “Are you and your men ready to disembark?”

“We are ready.”

“The station’s turret controls have been taken over by the saboteurs. If you—”

“I shall do what I can.”

“May fortune smile upon you, my friend.”

“And you.”
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Akaeil adjusted his wrist guards. The five other men who were with him all wore similar armor. A helmet and torso plate along with shoulder, wrist, thigh and shin guards. It was lightweight and with a glossy blue hue, quite stylish too, as practicality and elegance were equally valued by his people.

With a nod to his men, he opened the hatch and they made their way into the station.

They soon reached a sealed bulkhead. Whether it was sealed off because the next section of the station had been opened to space or whether the saboteurs were trying to thwart them was not certain. However, it did call for some caution on their part. In preparation, they activated small side switches on their helmets, enclosing them with full visors and gas masks. As opening the bulkhead might suck out all the oxygen in the room, they also activated small air canisters that were clipped on their belts, opening their valves to allow air to cycle to their masks.

Finally, they tethered themselves to each other with a retractable cable and locked the end onto a protrusion further down the corridor. With a touch to his wrist, Akaeil flicked out a blade that ran the length of his gauntlet and a powerful current flowed along its edge, giving it a blue glow. It was essentially like the shield of a ship in miniature, although a ship’s shield gave no glow apart from the occasional ripple of an impact. But while a ship’s shield was used as a protective measure, the same technology could be used as a weapon and by slicing along the edges of the bulkhead, the miniature shield of Akaeil’s glowing blade seared through the seals, releasing the hatch.

The panel then shot into the ceiling with a hiss and their fears were realized. With a roar, the air in the corridor was sucked through the open hatchway and out through a gaping hole. Fortunately, their line held but they had to act quickly. After blowing about for a couple of moments, they planted their heels hard against the deck to get some leverage. Akaeil then nodded to one of his men, who waved what appeared to be a long stick in the direction of the breach and held down a trigger mechanism, firing a thick sticky webbing that stretched over it. For a few seconds, it expanded like thick liquid, covering everything in its reach and then it solidified. The sound of air being sucked into the vacuum of space stopped and the group released the cable they had tethered themselves with.

“Keep that ready,” Akaeil said to the man with the stick as they moved down the corridor. He inspected the now solidified webbing and, satisfied that no more air was escaping through it, moved on to the next door.

They tethered themselves once more and planted their feet firmly on the deck. Akaeil hit the door release and the hatch slid open. The next area was fine.

Releasing a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, he gave the nod to the rear member of the group to unhook the tether cable and then proceeded to see what lay ahead.

“Schematics!” one of the men exclaimed, rushing over to a computer terminal.

“Where are we?” Akaeil asked him.

“Here,” the man replied, gesturing to a point on the screen. “Section 14 Deck D. Section 15 is damaged. Decks B to E. Section 16, where we entered, is fine, except for Deck C. Section 17 is fine. Sections 3 to 7 are in pretty bad shape however. It looks like external damage.”

“We didn’t see any ships on the way in, did we?” another member of the team asked Akaeil.

Akaeil shook his head. He had been in the cockpit on their initial approach. “No. But that is not to say that there aren’t any ships out there. Where is the control room?” He shook his head. “Where is everybody else?”

The man at the console shook his head. “It doesn’t look good. We’re more or less in the tech areas. The main areas of the station were the ones that were the most heavily damaged. The control room is here in Section 9, Deck C.”

“Then let us make haste,” Akaeil said. “Any more breaches on the way?”

“No, but remember what the captain said about the saboteurs controlling the station defense turrets?”

“What about it?”

“There are turret controls in Section 11 on that same deck. Also, there’s another docking shaft in Section 12.”

“Their escape ship! Quickly now. If we hurry, we may catch them!”

––––––––
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“This is Knight Commander Tanas. Is there anyone receiving this?”

The captain of the small patrol ship that was currently docked in the Eramen orbital station sat up straight and pressed a switch on the communicator console. “This is Captain Delari, Patrol Vessel 995-HN1. I receive you.”

“We are one assault cruiser and two patrol cruisers. How can we assist?”

“I do not know,” Captain Delari said. “I have been unable to raise the commanding officer on board this station. We spoke briefly on my approach, but he said he didn’t have much time. I have six men inside the station, attempting to reach the control room.”

There was a brief pause. “Tell them to return to your ship quickly. Then leave straightaway!”

––––––––
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“That may be their ship now,” the commander of the assault cruiser said, pointing at the viewscreen. A ship was exiting one of the docking tubes, although it appeared to be some type of private vessel.

Knight Commander Tanas shook his head. “No. They’re the saboteurs. Launch our Chargers... No. Wait.”

“My commander?”

“They will never catch them,” he said, walking over to the communicator. “However, I demand an explanation. Surely they would not deny us that.”

“Wretches!” he bellowed as he put out an invasive signal on the communicator. “What is the meaning of this?”

There was no reply.

“Cowards. I know that you can hear me. I ask you again, what is the meaning of all this destruction? What purpose does it serve to destroy this station?”

This time, one of the saboteurs replied. “The station was nothing. Look to your young lord.”

The bridge fell silent and Tanas watched as the saboteurs’ vessel disappeared and the station crumpled in its burning death throes. There was one fragment of solace to be taken from the scene, another small vessel escaping from the blaze.

“Commander, open a hangar and direct that patrol vessel to dock with us. Communications, raise Lord Ilian’s ship.”

“There is nothing, my commander,” came the reply a moment later.

“Try the Kephelian local command. And put it on the loud speaker, if you would.”

“Yes, my commander.”

When the signal came through, the desperation in the voice of the man on Kephelia was obvious. “My commander! We have been trying to raise you for almost twenty minutes. They put through a jamming signal and—”

“Who?” Tanas asked, taking his seat. There was nothing to gain through worrying now, he knew. Resigned, he prepared to hear the rest of the news. “Who was jamming you?”

“We... we don’t know. My commander, they came right after you left. They started jamming our signals, then they boarded the Lord Ilian’s ship and—”

“They destroyed it?”

“No, my commander. They stole it.”

“With the Lord Ilian still on board?”

The other man sighed. “Yes, my commander.”

​​
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1. A Strange Request
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Admiral Gilham Roth, Supreme Commander of the Federation Naval Forces, made his way through the corridors of the Corsidan central command center. It seemed a little busier than usual today, although as far as he was aware, there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. That was unless the new minister of security was going to throw a new job his way... which, on reflection, seemed highly possible since Serec hadn’t said why he wanted to see him.

Overall, Roth liked Serec. He was a good man and very open in his dealings with the navy. And if he had any failing in his role, it was only that he was too timid. After Corinthe’s flagrant abuses of the privilege of his position, Serec had taken great pains to avoid treading on anyone’s toes. Everyone appreciated it of course. Because even though the minister of security no longer had the heightened emergency powers that Corinthe had exploited, an upstart in the position could still cause headaches for everyone. However, Roth wished Serec wasn’t so apologetic all the time. He wasn’t Corinthe. He didn’t need to atone for the man’s crimes.

Roth reached the meeting room and hit the door release.

“Ah, Admiral,” Serec greeted him, rising from one of the seats at an otherwise empty conference table. “Come in.”

They shook hands then sat opposite one another.

“Thank you for coming on such short notice,” Serec said. “I have to say, I haven’t really had much time to get my head around this myself.”

“So, what is ‘this’ exactly?”

“Well, it’s all rather strange, to tell you the truth. The other day, we had some visitors. A small shuttle arrived in orbit with a delegation to the President. I was present as well and as it was such an unusual delegation, I think the President would have wanted my presence anyway.”

“Unusual how?”

“Well, they didn’t give any advanced notification of their arrival,” Serec explained. “They just arrived here and said that they wished to speak to the President at her earliest possible convenience. Also, when I first saw them, I could not recognize where they were from. They were human but their manner of dress just seemed a little different. Rather more ceremonial than practical, I thought. Anyway, after the necessary security checks and procedures had been carried out, the President met with them and they told her they were from the Minstrahn Empire.”

“Interesting. And they were sincere in your opinion?”

“I think so. I later looked through the old archives to find anything we had on the Minstrahn and I found images taken quite some time ago of Minstrahn ceremonial dress. And it was similar to what these people were wearing. Obviously, their dress was an alteration of the older style but the similarity was unmistakable. Also, the manner in which they spoke seemed very telling. It’s our language... or ours is theirs... Apparently, there’s some disagreement between various historians on this point.”

“Yes, I’m familiar with the controversy,” Roth said. “Did the Minstrahn colonize Corsida or were their worlds colonized by us? I think however, most historians agree that we have a shared ancestry but have, over a period of centuries, developed independent societies with distinctively different cultures. However, these diplomats. Now, while they spoke the same language as us, there were some differences in the manner in which they used it, is that what you were going to tell me?”

“Yes,” Serec said. “Their manner of speaking was a little strange somehow. All perfectly understandable, of course, but not the way you or I speak. Finally, I considered the notion that the delegation could have been a group of actors. However, I couldn’t see what anyone could gain from putting on such a charade.”

“It depends on what the delegation said they wanted of course.”

“Well, there is a risk that it could all be part of an elaborate trap,” Serec confessed. “And I must admit that even though I trusted this group of people, I’m a little... Well, I’m a little uneasy about the whole business, to tell you the truth.”

“Why don’t you tell me the rest of it?”

“Yes, of course. It seems that our aloof neighbors have somehow learned about the whole messy business with my predecessor. Perhaps some of the resident Minstrahn who live among us told others back home, but I’m not really certain. Anyway, as you can imagine, the Minstrahn are not happy that Corinthe and his associates used them as unwitting scapegoats in his war mongering. It seemed that the delegation was simply after an official apology and the President, on the behalf of the Federation, gave them one, but...”

“Yes?” Roth prompted.

“Well, she told the delegation that if there was anything the Federation could do for them as a gesture of faith, that our people would be more than willing to do it. The President was just trying to smooth things over but I think the delegation was waiting for such an offer the entire time. In fact, it seems that this was the real reason behind their visit.”

“So they took that offer very literally then, did they?”

“You could say that.”

“So what did they ask of the Federation after all of that?”

Serec shook his head. “This is the part that I’m still puzzled about. They said they had an internal problem and they would be grateful for the intervention of a non-biased third party, such as the Federation, to solve it. But they didn’t say what the problem was. They just said they would be promptly returning to their people and that they very much wanted the Federation to send an envoy to the Minstrahn Empire to see the problem firsthand.”

Roth leaned back in his chair.

“And now they are gone and the President has asked me to prepare this envoy,” Serec finished. “And I thought you’d be the best man to talk to. What do you make of it?”

“Well, a commitment is a commitment,” Roth replied, “whoever we have made it to. If you’re asking me, I am more than happy to assemble an envoy. However, since we don’t know what we’re heading into, I think it would be wise to have some precautionary firepower. Did the delegation put any limitations on this envoy?”

“Not really. Although, sending in an armada would probably be out of the question.”

“Agreed. However, we could take in several ships for our own protection. I am sure that under the circumstances, our friends would understand this. Also, I would have a task force standing by just outside the border to be called in if necessary. Now, I haven’t checked on our shipyards at Usile for a while but I believe repair work—”

“I hope that you’re not suggesting what I think you’re suggesting.”

Roth smiled. “Not at all. I only intend to take my flagship, the Sentinel, and perhaps one or two other ships. However, it would be prudent to have a secondary group standing by.”

“And who would command this group?”

“I have someone in mind.”

––––––––
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It was strange, Asten thought. He shouldn’t have been nervous. After all, his first trip to the Harskan Sector really hadn’t been that bad. Yes, the Harskan Elders hadn’t exactly rolled out the welcome mat but they had been civil and in the end, they had treated Asten and the others with far greater generosity than he had any right to expect. Also, the circumstances under which he and the others were here were rather different now. He had wanted to come this time. He had been looking forward to it. But those old feelings of apprehension had still resurfaced.

Selina reached over and squeezed his hand. “Hey,” she told him, “relax.”

She had magic hands, Asten thought as he looked into the marbled eyes of the woman he loved. Half Phalamkian, half human and the best of both worlds as far as he was concerned. He loved the blue hue to her otherwise human skin. He loved her wavy red hair. More than anything though, he loved the way that she loved him in return, just the way he was.

“Yeah, okay,” he said, returning the smile.

“Why are you so nervous anyway?” she added. “We’re all here because we wanted to be here. And it’s Drackson. This is one of the most important moments in his whole life.”

Drackson, his Harskan friend who had lived outside his home sector in self-imposed exile for who-knew how long, believing he would never see his family again. When he thought about it, it was hard for Asten to see how there could possibly be any moment more important for his friend than this one.

“That’s why I’m so nervous,” he said.

“Your concern for your friend does you credit, Asten,” said the large dark-skinned Harskan across the room from him. Braesk, who Drackson had introduced to him as an old friend but who was undoubtedly much more.

“But do not worry so,” Braesk continued. “It is a joyous occasion. There are of course... matters for Drackson and the Lady Araujion to discuss. It has been such a long time since they last saw each other after all. However, no painful memories can overshadow the joy of this reunion. The fact that Drackson has invited us all to share in this day is a great honor.”

“I know,” Asten said. He smiled at Carla, the youngest of the crew, who had been the strongest advocate for the idea of everyone coming along. “But now I wonder whether we’re intruding. Maybe we oughta give Drackson and his mother some time alone.”

Carla smiled. “Isn’t that what we’re doing now?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah. I know.”

“Don’t worry,” Braesk assured him. “Also, the Lady Araujion very much wants to meet all of you. Any friends of her son are friends of hers. And I have told her so much about you.”

“Uh oh.”

Braesk laughed. “I think I like your humor. It is different from our own. But it’s... what’s the word? Quaint.”

Asten didn’t quite know what to make of that one. “Thanks.”

Just then, they heard the hiss of a door sliding open and they all rose to their feet. Drackson emerged at the end of the hallway, standing back and giving his friends a proud smile. Then an obviously female Harskan—who Asten could now see was older than Drackson—stepped out and appraised them with a warm smile of her own. She appeared very regal and reminded Asten of the Elders in her poise and manner. Yet, there was something different about her. Her pride was mixed with humility. He remembered what Drackson had told him, that while he had escaped the shame his brothers had brought upon his family, she had suffered it in silence. However, she carried a dignity that nobody could take away.

“Braesk,” she said, speaking in Corsidan for the benefit of her visitors, “it is most lovely to see you here again.”

“Lady Araujion,” Braesk said, bowing and taking her hand in his own. “It is always a pleasure. Have you been well?”

“I have, Braesk. I have. But why do you not call me Kelaris? You haven’t called me ‘Lady’ for many years.”

“We are in the company of visitors from the Federation and the Frontier nations,” Braesk told her. “I could not disavow you of your true title in front of our guests. Besides, we are in your home and among friends. Does it matter what any Harskan outside these walls believes? You have always been the Lady Araujion to me and you always shall be.”

“Thank you, Braesk. Although, what our people believe is not entirely what it once was either, is it?”

Braesk smiled. “No, my lady.”

Lady Araujion then turned to the others and extended her hand to each of them in turn. “And you must be Captain Korr. Drackson and Braesk both speak highly of you.”

Asten bowed as Braesk did before him. “I think they exaggerate out of kindness. Anyway, it is an honor to meet you, my lady.”

She smiled at him. “Relax, Asten. There is no need for formalities. I know your ways are not our own.”

“Well, when on Dren Va-” He stopped and smiled awkwardly. “Never mind.”

“Don’t worry. I believe I understand your meaning.” Lady Araujion then turned to Selina. “And you must be the Younger Lady Erama. I have heard you are a fine commander, Selina. Drackson has told me of your part in the resistance against that... Corinthe. And we hold the Phalamkians in some esteem. In many ways, your father’s people are much like our own.”

“Thank you, my lady. Drackson tells me that you were once a great commander yourself.”

“Yes. I fought the Levarc... for a time. But that was a long time ago.” Lady Araujion then turned to Carla and extended a hand. “Carla Casdan, it is wonderful to meet you. From what I’ve heard, you managed to impress three of our Elders the last time you were here. That is no easy task.”

Carla blushed. “Thank you, my lady. It is a privilege to meet you as well. And may I say that you have raised a fine son in Drackson. He is one of the most noble and honorable people I have ever met. And he is a good friend.”

Lady Araujion smiled. “Yes, it appears that Drackson has done very well for himself in the worlds outside our sector. And the Harskan people have seen this.”

“Seen this?”

“Well... heard of it, if that is a little clearer to you. News spreads fast among our people, you see. And as you no doubt already know, we are aware of far more that happens beyond our borders than many people realize.”

––––––––
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“All this business with my son has caused...” Lady Araujion looked for the right words in Corsidan. “Well, it has been the subject of quite a lot of talk.”

“It’s caused a stir?” Carla suggested.

“Yes...” the older Harskan replied as she thought about it. “A stir. That would be quite an apt way of expressing it. It has made a lot of ripples.”

They were all outside now, on the rooftop balcony of Lady Araujion’s simple but beautiful homestead. Like Braesk’s home on Lamas’ca, it was on elevation. However, while Braesk’s view consisted mainly of fields and farms, the view here on this part of Cha’laest was remarkably scenic. A wide glacially-fed river of sparkling blue cascaded down a nearby mountainside before disappearing in little woodlands and eventually winding out onto sunny green plains and further Harskan settlements.

“I can explain,” Drackson offered. “I think I understand the situation from what you and Braesk have told me.” He turned to Asten, Selina and Carla. “It appears that a number of Harskans somehow found about the transfer of those Harskan Corteks and light assault ships. Perhaps surprisingly, or perhaps not, people were proud that our ships helped in some small way to defend the Frontier worlds from Corinthe’s aggression. Also, a number of younger Harskans wondered why we couldn’t have done more.”

Asten smiled. “They wondered why they couldn’t have joined the fight, like you?”

Drackson looked a little embarrassed. “Yes. It appears I am quite well-known here again. But for rather different reasons this time.”

Carla looked at Lady Araujion. “Is this what you mentioned to Braesk earlier about the beliefs of Harskans changing?”

“It is,” she replied. “While the Harskan people have a deep regard for our heritage and our history is not as...”

“Volatile?” Drackson suggested.

“Easily changed,” Lady Araujion explained.

“Volatile.”

“Volatile... I see. I think it is a new word for me. While our history is not as volatile as the history of other nearby regions, we are not resistant to change. Nor does change only come slowly to our people. You should have seen how quickly we mobilized ourselves when our people fell under the attack from the Levarc, for instance. We can adapt very easily.”

“Now,” she continued, “in some aspects, change comes slowly. I would be the first to admit that the culture of communal shame for the wrongs of a few needs to be reconsidered, as I am sure you would all agree. It serves a purpose, this is true, but our people must decide whether the result justifies the measures that are taken.”

“Whether the ends justify the means,” Asten supplied the expression.

Lady Araujion tried it out. “Whether the ends justify the means. Yes. Anyway, it seems that because of Drackson, and some other information that has come out, people are finally beginning to question it.” She took a sip of a drink. “It will be interesting to see what the Harskan Sector will become in the years ahead. The Federation and the Frontier worlds too. Anyway, enough of that. Now, are you planning on staying long?”

“We’re not sure,” Asten said. He looked at Selina. “What do you reckon?”

“Well, I thought we might head back in a few days,” Selina replied. “Really, we haven’t got any jobs lined up for the near future and we’ve saved enough to be able to take some time off. I think it really depends on Drackson. And yourself, of course.”

“I think it’d be nice to spend a few days together, at least,” Drackson suggested. “Then we can probably head back to the Phalamkian system. And I passed on your offer to my mother.”

“Oh, yes?”

Lady Araujion smiled. “It was very kind of you all to suggest it but I think I might perhaps take your offer at a later date. Seeing Drackson again after all these years and meeting all of you is enough excitement for me at the moment. However, I think I might quite enjoy a journey outside our sector sometime in the future.”

“Well, later then,” Selina said. “Any time you want. I have a feeling that Drackson will be stopping by to visit a lot more often than he did before.”

Lady Araujion’s smile remained, but her gaze drifted down. “I do hope so.”

​​
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2. Special Visitors
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The Adjudicator drifted into the Corsida system without ceremony, with two more Class-A Cruisers accompanying it on its return from routine patrol duty in the outer sectors. Ahead of it, in a stationary orbit over Corsida along with the regular planetary defense forces and the constant stream of both inbound and outbound traffic, Admiral Roth’s flagship the Sentinel lay in wait.

A small shuttle departed from the incoming ship and docked with the waiting vessel. Stepping down the shuttle’s ramp onto the Sentinel’s deck, Commodore Gregoc Kellahav was greeted by the ship’s captain, Merrick, with a firm handshake. “Commodore. Welcome aboard.”

“Captain,” Kellahav replied. His tone was not unfriendly but he made it clear that the captain didn’t need to bother with small talk on his account.

“The admiral’s waiting for you in his quarters,” Captain Merrick informed him, leading the way to the elevator system that was the fastest way to reach the command bridge.

It was a short trip and as they stepped out of the elevator, the captain took his leave. “Just through there,” he said, indicating Admiral Roth’s quarters. “Now, I hope you’ll excuse me.”

Kellahav nodded. “Of course. Thank you, Captain.” He pressed the comm outside the admiral’s quarters as Merrick left but since the door slid open before he could announce himself, he just went straight in.

“Commodore Kellahav,” the admiral greeted him, waving to a seat by a table in the middle of the room.

“Admiral,” Kellahav replied, looking at the holographic display in the center of the table and giving his superior an appraising glance as he sat down opposite him.

“The Minstrahn Sector,” Admiral Roth told him. “I find it rather interesting that this star map has not been updated in three hundred and forty-three years. Fifty-six years, in fact, before the official unification of the Federation.”

“Fascinating.”

“Yes, it is rather,” the admiral replied, eyeing him carefully. “I am reinstating you to the rank of general for a special task.”

“Why?”

“Because believe it or not, you are my best commander. It was not out of empathy that I intervened at your court-martial over the Ipaatid incident. Nor was it a gesture of appreciation for your part in resolving the crisis over Phalamki. I don’t waste good resources, General. And I don’t waste good people.”

“I see.”

Kellahav had been acquitted at his court-martial for a number of reasons. Admiral Roth had argued on his behalf but the deciding factor in the ruling was actually the Pelagia incident of 258, twenty-eight years earlier at the time of the trial. Twenty-nine now, Roth reflected, musing at how quickly time passed. However, he suspected for Kellahav that time would never heal his anguish at seeing his homeworld devastated by Prince Askaera and the Second Division of the Levarc Navy.

As a young man, he had not taken any leave and had refused any counseling. Roth knew how it was though. He himself hadn’t taken any leave when his father had been killed in action over the Levarc Throneworld. Hardly anyone who had served during the war had had the luxury of time to grieve for the losses they suffered. Sometimes, they had not even had the energy.

However, a military psychologist had argued that Kellahav had been deeply affected by the incident and that it accounted for some of his transgressions. Kellahav, who had been willing to face the consequences for his actions, had not been happy about that part of the proceedings. He had considerable pride and had found the suggestion that he was psychologically scarred to be distasteful and bordering on embarrassing. In the end though, he had accepted the verdict and had agreed to undertake a period of counseling before resuming service aboard the Adjudicator as a commodore once more.

Admiral Roth had witnessed all of this and he had considered it before this meeting. The key to Kellahav, he had decided, was that the man did not like charity. The way to get him onside was to give him responsibility. Once he had a task, he was extremely dedicated. And, yes, his dedication had been misdirected in acts of aggression in the past but it was unlikely that this would be a problem any longer. And perhaps Kellahav found it suspicious that the man who had once tried to throw him in the brig was now giving him a promotion but Roth was certain that he could earn his trust with time.

“You are aware that I am assembling an envoy to visit the Minstrahn,” Roth told him. “I have notified all relevant commands and have also put out open requests for assistance from anyone who may have useful knowledge of the Empire. I have not made loud announcements but I have put word out in a few outlying systems. Areas where I suspect groups of our resident Minstrahn live.”

“And have any come forth?”

“Yes. I was approached several days ago, in fact, by a Minstrahn woman who has been living on one of the Frontier worlds. She has offered to accompany the envoy with her own ship and is currently assembling some assistance of her own. I am presently holding the departure of this envoy to give her some more time, as I have a feeling she may be useful to have along.”

“Do you trust her?” Kellahav asked.

“I don’t know her,” Roth replied. “However, I shall assume she is genuine until proven otherwise. Anyway, I’m taking precautions. This is, in fact, why you are here.”

“Back-up?”

“To be called on only if necessary,” Roth told him, enlarging part of the star map and shifting it to bring systems between the Minstrahn Empire and the Federation into focus. “I am appointing you general of a task force that will wait here. Behind the Minstrahn border but close enough to reach it with a day’s notice. It’s not the most exciting assignment, I know. Also, your task force may have to remain there for some time so you will need to have sufficient fuel and supplies to last a while. And back-up equipment in the event that anything should go wrong.”

He tapped the controls to the star map again, highlighting a small system. “However, you will not be far from supplies, should you need them. This is Felarias, a little-known out of the way world.”

“I’ve never heard of it.”

A grim expression crossed Roth’s face. “Very few have. Lord Valaekei and the Third Division of the Levarc Royal Navy took it during the war to use as an advanced outpost.”

“I see. Is there anything left?”

“A little,” Roth said. “The people were not wholly wiped out and a classified survey made in 267 by the Security Bureau to assess the possibility that there were any remnant Levarc cells found survivors. Extrapolating on their findings, we can assume they would have a functional society by now, living at a standard similar to the manner they did in the past. However, it would be on a far smaller scale.”

“Did this survey find out if they were friendly?”

“Actually, they were said to be surprisingly hospitable, considering their isolation and generally insular way of life. However, it would probably be inadvisable to take the Adjudicator there. I’d suggest some long-range shuttles instead.”

“And the rest of my task force?”

“You will have five more Class-A cruisers. I have located suitable vessels that can be pulled from their current assignments, with captains and crews who will be up to the task. I have another ship for you as well, although it’s presently undergoing repairs at the Usile shipyards. However, I have designated it as high priority and it should be ready to rendezvous with your task force in a fortnight or three weeks at the most.”

––––––––
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What appeared to be a large frigate appeared out of hyperspace, decelerating as it entered the outskirts of the Phalamkian system. It was in fact one of the smaller variants of a Phalamkian Cruiser. It had carrying capacity for a shuttle and a single squad of fighters and to top it all off, it only required a small crew to run it.

Presently, that crew consisted of Selina at the helm, along with Asten, Drackson and Carla. And in its one hangar, Asten’s precious ship the Lady Hawk was safely stowed away.

Selina switched on the communicator as they approached the main Phalamkian world. “Spaceport control, this is Selina Erama on board the Harpy, heading in for parking orbit. We’ll be taking a private ship down to the Kerali spaceport, the Lady Hawk.”

“Understood. Ah, one moment. There’s a flag in the system.”

“Oh.” Selina gave Asten a grin. “Are we in trouble or something?”

The controller laughed. “No, of course not. You have a message though. You have a passenger with you, we believe. Carla Casdan?”

“Yes. That’s right.”

“Well, it seems she has visitors. They’re waiting for her with your father. In his private quarters, not Kerali Central Control.”

“Okay. Have they been waiting long?”

“I’m not sure. Let me see. Ah. They arrived the day before yesterday.”

Selina nodded. “We’ll be there shortly. Harpy out.”

––––––––
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The Lady Hawk docked in a special bay that was reserved for Selina’s sole use and they disembarked and made their way through the spaceport toward the surrounding buildings. They then took an air speeder to a large nearby bluff, with a number of structures built along its slopes.

“Well, here we are,” Selina said as they all climbed out.

“Oh, Carla,” Asten said, tapping his friend on her shoulder. “Drackson and I can wait down here if you’d like.”

“Don’t be silly,” Carla admonished him but without any sting.

It was a short walk through the various residences until they came to Selina’s father’s place, a modest one-level building. It was rather simple when compared to some of the homes around it but it was exactly the kind of place he would have.

Lord Erama opened the door when Selina rang the bell.

“Hello, Father. It’s us.”

“Selina,” he beamed, embracing her with all four of his arms. “How are you?”

“I’m fine.”

“Wonderful. And I see your young man is with you and... oh, yes. Drackson and Carla too. Good. You got my message.”

“I trust you’re all well?” he asked as he ushered them inside.

“We’re very well,” Asten replied.

“Good, good,” Lord Erama said, clasping two of his hands. “Now, we’d better attend to our other visitors but would any of you like some refreshments?”

“We’re fine,” Selina told her father, waving a hand. “Asten and Drackson can look after themselves. Me too, if you’d like.”

“Oh, everyone can come with me,” Lord Erama said. “I imagine our guests would be glad to meet you all.”

The others glanced at Carla but she just shrugged.

They then proceeded into the main living room where they were greeted with a vision in triplicate. Closest to the door was a young woman around Carla’s age with sun-bleached blonde hair, while behind her stood two older women with cascades of red hair flowing around their shoulders. One of course was Selina’s mother, the Lady Erama, an attractive lady in her own right, while the other was luminous, a resplendent image of buttery brown skin and dark eyes.

“Mom! Lyla!” Carla exclaimed. She hugged the other woman with the red hair and then the younger blonde woman. Then she turned to Asten, Drackson and Selina. “Everyone, this is my mother and my sister, Lyla.”

“Hello,” her mother smiled. “It’s nice to meet you all.”

Carla then gestured to Asten, Drackson and Selina, introducing each of them in turn.

“So, you’re Carla’s family,” Asten said. “It’s nice to meet you both.”

“Well, we’re most of Carla’s family anyway,” Carla’s mother said. “Her father’s not here at the moment and we’re still looking for her other sister. Oh, and you can call me Laila. Don’t bother with Mrs. Casdan or anything like that. It makes me feel old.”

“Sure.” Asten looked at the others before turning back to Laila. “Well, if you and Carla have family business to talk about, we might go and leave you to it.”

Laila waved a dismissive hand and sat down on a lounge next to Selina’s parents. “Nonsense. The way Lord and Lady Erama tell it, you’re all practically family to Carla anyway. Besides, Lyla and I aren’t strictly here on family business and it might be useful to discuss this matter with you too. I have a feeling that you might be interested.”

Asten wasn’t sure how Carla’s mother figured that. He wasn’t exactly known for his selfless devotion to higher causes. However, if she wanted him to stay, then he wasn’t going to argue.

“Sure,” he replied as they all sat down.

“Here,” Lord Erama said, pouring a few glasses of something that looked pleasantly appealing and sliding them around the low table in the middle of the room. “Why don’t we all have some refreshments?”

“Do you know what this is all about?” Selina asked him.

“Of course I do,” her father replied. “And you’ll definitely be interested. And I think you’ll probably want to head over to Koratav and let Maia know too. I’ve told Laila about her and she agrees.”

“What’s Maia got to do with this?” Selina inquired, glancing at their guests and back to her parents.

Lord Erama smiled. “Why don’t you let our guests explain it?”

Selina nodded, smiling. “Sorry. Getting ahead of myself.”

“That’s okay,” Laila told her. She then leant forward. “A situation has come up that concerns me, both personally, and as someone who, let’s say, is interested in the larger picture. Recently, the Federation government was approached by a group of Minstrahn ambassadors. They have some kind of problem in their home territory and they have asked the Federation to send an envoy to assess the problem first hand and assist them.”

“What kind of problem?” Asten asked.

“That, it seems, is a mystery.” Laila smiled. “My people are not particularly famed for being forthcoming about things.”

“You’re Minstrahn?”

“Yes. I take it Carla hasn’t mentioned this then.”

Asten looked at Carla in surprise. “Well, it’s the first I’ve heard about it. Carla said you were all from Laonist.”

“That’s more or less right,” Laila replied, glancing at her daughters. “She and her sisters were born and raised there, and so was their father. The Minstrahn connection’s just on my side of the family. And I’m hardly the genuine article since I left the Empire when I was seventeen.”

“Seventeen,” Asten said, thinking about it. “You must’ve arrived in the middle of the Levarc War.”

“Two fifty-seven,” Laila replied. “Just in time for a particularly brutal period of it.”

“Yeah, I remember my mother talking about how hard it was for everyone,” Asten agreed. “Although, I was seven so... Well, I can’t really remember. But I definitely remember learning about Dardaeis, Pelagia and some of the other worlds the Levarc devastated shortly after that time. I imagine they’ll be on the average history syllabus for quite a while.”

“Yes, it’s not the kind of thing people tend to forget,” Laila said.

Selina and Carla exchanged glances. Asten and Laila were getting on wonderfully but the topic of the Minstrahn asking the Federation for assistance seemed to have been neatly derailed somewhere along the line.

“By the way,” Asten said, “when the Federation overran Laonist, did you wait out the occupation planetside or did you manage to get out? Carla never told me.”

“We were in the Resistance,” Laila said. “General Kalae’s division. Our defense force formed the core of the division. Actually, I should say Admiral Kalae now.”

Asten shook his head. “It’s so weird. After the attack on the Usile shipyards when we were doing odd jobs and escorting cargo and personnel, we did a number of jobs for Gen-Admiral Kalae...”

“The Resistance was a big organization,” Laila said. She then turned to Carla. “By the way, we tried finding Alia after you visited us but we haven’t had any luck. Do you have any idea where she is? Has she given you any way to contact her?”

“No,” Carla said. “But I could try to find her. I think I’ve got some leads. But what’s actually going on?”

“We’re going to the Minstrahn Empire,” her mother replied. “I don’t know what’s happening there but if a group of people who have never so much as dropped a line to their neighbors send an envoy to a large conglomerate of systems asking for help, then something’s seriously wrong.”

“And while Admiral Roth’s a fine commander, he’s heading into almost unknown territory here,” Lyla pointed out.

“Admiral Roth is going on this crazy trip?” Carla asked.

Admiral Roth was quite a recognizable figure by then, and not just in military circles. His part in bringing down Corinthe and preventing a catastrophe was quite well known. Although by reason of necessity, some details had to remain secret. There’d been some controversy over the whole event, of course, but that had been anticipated and had now largely died down. Presently, the supreme commander of the Federation navy was held in considerable respect by people in the Federation and the Frontier alike.

Laila raised her eyebrows in mild reproach at her daughter’s uncharitable description of the proposed expedition. “Yes, he is. And he’s bringing his flagship, the Sentinel and two

























​​

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Intrigue and adventure...






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





